
Seventeen 
 
 

“My heart bleeds when I think of our tragedy 

and that of the 12,000 Jews. 

I have to protest in a way 

that the whole world hears 

my protest, 

and this I intend to do.” 

 

A young man in Paris 

in 1938. He is a tailor’s son, 

with a heart prone to anxieties 

that often keep him up at night. 

He is seventeen. 

And he is a prisoner. 

 

A young woman in Amsterdam 

sees his photograph behind a thick 

layer of glass, and reads his letters quietly. 

She is an American in the Jewish Quarter, 

desperately searching for answers. 

She is seventeen. 

And she is free. 

 

The words of Herschel Grynszypan 

echo through her head each day. 

Was he courageous? 

Was he right? 

Is she wrong for believing that he was? 

 

-  

 

Two youths, drawn too far apart by time  

to ever comprehend one another. 

But their mouths have sung the same prayers, 

and their eyes have wept the same tears. 

For this she understands him.  

 

For this he inspires her.  

The spirit of a boy who forced the scales of justice 

to bend according to his will,  

to bend according to the oppressed, 

to bend until they broke with a shot.  

 

Was he right?  

Was he righteous? 

If she lived among him, in Parisian streets, 

would she call it courage? 

She could be wrong for believing that she would, 

but she is drawn to his words nevertheless. 

 

- 

 

“With God’s help,” 

wrote the son to his mother.  

He is a foreigner,  

a Yiddish speaker and a 

refugee. 

He studied the same stories 

that the young woman reads 

before going to sleep at night. 

Faith unites the places 

that time divides.  

 

With God’s help,  

The young man remained restless 

so long as injustice roamed 

his motherland. 

With God’s help, 

The young woman does the same. 



 

- 

 

She stands on a street corner in Washington, D.C. 

Rabbis, priests, families, and hopeful youths 

pass her by, talking feverishly 

about what’s to come.  

She feels the deepest joy 

she’s ever felt.  

That afternoon, she will protest 

in a way that the whole world 

will hear her protest.  

She will march for her life 

in her seventeenth year, 

guided by the words  

of a boy that 

she will never know. 

She made an unspoken vow  

as she read about his family, 

and the thousands of other families 

torn apart by the Shoah.  

 

“Never again.”  

She said.  

Never again would a boy her age 

be driven to kill to avenge the deaths 

of thousands.  

Never again would differences  

justify genocide.  

Never again would faith be 

a crime.  

Never again would apathy be pardonable. 

 

Photographs of a young man teach her 

that injustice must be exposed  

so that the world cannot ignore it, 

just as holy words taught her 

it is her duty 

to repair the world. 

She will honor his name in protest; 

she will see his visions. 

 


