
 

Speak Out Before It’s Too Late 

  “They came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak out because I wasn’t a Jew . . . then they 

came for me, and there was no one left to speak out for me.” These wise words said by German 

Pastor Martin Niemöller express the mindsets of hundreds of people during the time of the 

Holocaust and cruel Nazi rule. Despite hundreds of people being ambivalent to the situation, the 

brave among them decided to speak out. The Righteous Among the Nations are non-Jews who 

took great risks to save Jews during the Holocaust, honored by Yad Vashem. These righteous 

people stood up and fought for the Jews, even though they weren’t personally affected by 

Hitler’s plan. As students in class and people in the real world, we can learn several meaningful 

lessons from these selfless individuals. 

The first great lesson we can learn from those who stood up for others during the 

Holocaust is the value of every individual life. Throughout our studies, we have learned about a 

wide variety of righteous people honored on Yad Vashem’s list. While each person on this list 

helped in their own way, they all have one thing in common: they all risked their lives in order to 

save others. For example, Dutch businessman Jan Zwartendijk saved over 2,000 innocent people 

by signing counterfeit visas to send thousands of Jews to Curaçao for safety. He selflessly risked 

his job and his life in order to save thousands of others. Another righteous member on the list is 

Dutch lawyer Henk Zanoli. Zanoli earned his spot on the list of The Righteous Among the 

Nations by hiding a small Jewish boy in his home and saving him from Nazi persecution and 

likely death in a concentration camp. Some may compare these two men and deem Zwartendijk 

as the "better hero" because of the amount of lives he saved through his work. However, I see 

these men as equal, remarkable heroes. It doesn’t matter how many lives are saved; it matters 



 

that one was willing to risk their well-being to fight for the rights and safety of someone else. 

Just as Holocaust survivor Itzhack Stern once said, “Whoever saves one life saves the world 

entire.” Not only is that single innocent person saved, but so are his children, his grandchildren, 

and every generation of his family after that. The generous actions of these righteous people 

have impacts that will last forever. 

Secondly, these individuals have taught us that sometimes no reward is necessary for 

one’s actions. From a very young age in elementary school, my classmates and I were taught the 

Golden Rule: treat others the way you want to be treated. To us, this generally meant that if you 

wanted others to be kind to you, you should be kind to them too. In class we would share our 

crayons and toys with others, and in return they would share with us too. However, the members 

of The Righteous Among the Nations expected no gift in return for their selfless work; they 

simply knew that it was the right thing to do. Without their valiant efforts in helping the Jewish 

people escape and hide from the Nazis, hundreds of thousands more lives would have been lost. 

In a way, the reward in itself was knowing that they had saved another life. 

The final noteworthy lesson we can learn from those on the list of The Righteous Among 

the Nations is the absolute importance of staying involved and educated with the current politics 

and government of one’s country. Most non-Jewish people during the time of the Holocaust felt 

either hostility or ambivalence toward the Jews. They figured that if their cultural group wasn't 

affected by Nazi genocide, there was no need for them to worry about the situation occurring 

around them. This carefree mindset was ultimately a driving factor in Hitler’s rule in Germany, 

as he was never held accountable for his controversial actions early on. By rising up and fighting 

against the Nazi’s cruel rule over Germany and other nations, the virtuous people of the 



 

Righteous Among the Nations list effectively helped to save the lives of thousands; however, if 

the majority of the people in Germany hadn’t brushed off Hitler’s actions early on, it is possible 

that the following events wouldn’t have been so catastrophic.  

Looking back on this incredibly tragic period in history makes me wonder how we as 

humanity can ensure this never happens again. It is scary as an American citizen to see some of 

these same patterns emerging in the United States of America in this day and age. The situation 

taking place at the border between Mexico and the U.S. is eerily similar to the early stages of 

Hitler’s rule; entire groups of people like Mexican immigrants are going through the same 

process of dehumanization as the Jews did. Whether that be through the way they are spoken 

about by the government or the way they are treated at the border, the group is undoubtedly seen 

as less than human. In order to stop patterns like these early on, people of the nation have to 

stand up and fight for what they believe in. Speak for the innocent people undergoing 

mistreatment. Voice your opinion. Together we need to stand up to injustices everyday, no 

matter how major or minor, to ensure history does not repeat itself in this way. 

After learning about the Holocaust, I feel that many lessons can be learned from the 

incredible people who risked everything to fight for the lives and rights of others. I learned about 

the value of every life, the importance of doing the right thing, the emphasis of keeping up with 

politics, and standing up for what you believe in. We may not be able to go back in time and 

prevent this traumatic event from ever occurring, but there is one thing we can do: take these 

meaningful lessons to heart, and never forget them. 
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