
What purpose do the Righteous serve? 
Lecture by Gabriele Nissim 
 
I am a Jew. Like Hannah Arendt, I declare it loud and I remember the Holocaust. 
Really, this is one of the reasons why I feel the duty not to forget all other genocides 
and crimes against the humankind. What happened to the Jews must not occur to any 
other people. It is with this attitude that I founded Milan Garden of the Righteous and 
the project of Europe’s virtual gardens together with Gariwo’s members. 
Why remember the Righteous? First of all we should do so out of a moral duty of 
gratefulness, as Moshe Bejski taught us in Yad Vashem. 
By their deeds, in the gloomy times of totalitarianism the Righteous have saved hope 
in the humankind in Europe. They have shown that every human being can assume a 
responsibility in their own small way and under any circumstances and push history 
into a different direction. 
At the time of Charta77 in Prague, Vaclav Havel reminded us we all own a gift that 
no one can take away from us, even in the most difficult situations. It is the power we 
all have on ourselves: “If everyone expected change from another, no one could 
achieve anything. It is not true that change is impossible: the power on one self, for 
how limited by a person’s character, origins, degree of culture and self-consciousness, 
is the only thing that even the most powerless of us owns. At the same time, it is also 
the only thing that no one can ever take away from us. Whoever asserts this power 
may have an opportunity to achieve something. Surely though, those who do not even 
try to do so will not achieve anything.”  
It is therefore not necessary to be holy and devoted to sacrifice to be righteous and 
defend human dignity in our own sphere, as Moshe Bejski said in Jerusalem. It is well 
worth noticing that Bejski was struck by all the opportunities to rescue the Jews that 
had presented themselves to the people of good will during the Nazi persecution. 
The memory of the Righteous should not be relegated in a past time. On the contrary 
it can serve the purpose to help us discover the best friends we can ever rely on to 
make our world a better place. 
The solitary deeds of Perlasca in Budapest, Karski and Edelman in Poland, Wegner 
for the Armenians, Vasily Grossman and Solzhenitsyn in the years of Soviet 
totalitarianism enable us to acknowledge and appreciate those who have struggled for 
human rights and against women’s stoning in Iran, like Neda Soltan, or have 
sacrificed their lives to denounce the horror of the war in Chechnya, like Anna 
Politkovskaja,. 
Our duty is to never leave the Righteous of our time alone.  
Friendship, one of the loftiest human feelings, does not concern only the people we 
meet, but we can readily extend it to the noblest souls of our time. We too would be 
better people if we enjoyed the spiritual company of the best moral examples in the 
contemporary world. 
The memory of Europe’s Righteous teaches us to live our daily lives better also in 
democracy. This means feeling happy to help the weaker, to have the courage to think 
for our self, to be able to identify with the others, to defend the truth and to be capable 
to forgive. 
Precisely this is the secret of the Righteous: although it may seem more tiring and it 
can present us with many perils, in the end living decently can make us happier and 
humanly enrich us. 
I like to think that the visitors of both our garden in Milan and the virtual forest of our 
Website find it ridiculous to live in a world which witnesses ethnic stereotypes against 
immigrants and where those who think differently in democracy are seen as enemies 
and traitors and not rather as an enrichment to all. 



The Righteous against totalitarianism in Europe have risked their lives precisely for a 
world without ethnic and political enemies. 
This is why I appreciate very much Marek Halter’s suggestion to establish a European 
day of Europe’s Righteous. 


