
Yossi's struggle: How could 

God let this happen?



Learn about

• The suffering of Jewish people during the Holocaust 

particularly life in the ghettos.  

• How painful memories are not easily healed

• That people respond in different ways to suffering in 

terms of how it affects their faith, belief in God and 

connection with religion. 

• Jewish religion and belief.



What is 'faith'?

… complete trust or confidence in someone or 

something. It is often used (in a religious 

sense) to express a person’s complete trust in 

God and the goodness of God



The true story upon on which After The War is based… 

• On the 14th August 1945, 300 child survivors of the 

Holocaust arrived at Carlisle airport to begin 

their long process of recovery from the 

deprivations and horrors that they had endured. 

• They were part of a larger programme, funded by the Jewish organisation the 

Central British Fund.

• This made provision for 1000 child survivors of the Holocaust to travel to Britain, 

but only 732 could be found. The rest had been murdered by the Nazis. 

• This first group of 300 children would spend time near Lake Windermere in the 

Lake District as part of a programme of recovery and recuperation.

‘It is important to realise what the devastation of the Holocaust really 

meant. Despite all of the efforts that were made, not a thousand children 

could be found.’ Ben Helfgott (Martin Gilbert ‘The Boys’ p.331)



• These young people were some of the very few Jewish children from across Europe 

to have survived the Holocaust.

• Without exception each of them had endured unimaginable trauma and 

difficulties and most of them would find very few survivors from their wider 

families.

• They would become known as ‘The Boys’ even though there were some girls 

amongst them. 

• ‘The reason that there were so few girls among the youngsters brought from 

Prague is that it was much harder for girls to survive. At each deportation from 

the ghettos, a few boys under sixteen were selected for slave labour: almost all of 

the girls of a similar age were sent with their parents to the death camps, where 

all the deportees were murdered. Girls under sixteen who did survive were mostly 

those who had managed to go into hiding, and were not betrayed. In Poland, this 

meant hiding for two or three years.’ (Martin Gilbert ‘The Boys’ p.2)



• This group of child Holocaust survivors will be referred to as ‘The Boys’ throughout 

these materials. 

• Many of ‘The Boys’ settled in the UK and went on to have happy and fulfilled lives, 

families and many children and grandchildren. 

• Despite their age, significant number of ‘The Boys’ remain active and committed to 

Holocaust education.

‘After the War’ is a carefully researched novel by Tom Palmer, based 

upon the testimonies and experiences of ‘The Boys’. This novel allows us 

to explore the persecution suffered by these young survivors through a 

compelling story of friendship and hope. 

For some the suffering they endured tested their faith. For others their 

faith and Jewish identity was strengthened – after all they had, by some 

miracle, managed to survive and the Nazis had been defeated. This, for 

some, helped to secure their connection with God. 

The novel also explores the tremendous courage of these young people. 

Having suffered unimaginable trauma, they would grow up to 

eventually have careers, families and happy lives, making invaluable 

contributions to Britain. 



Yossi and his struggle with faith after the war.

What you will be doing in this lesson:

As you work through this lesson you are going to build knowledge 

and understanding about the composite character, Yossi

You will be developing ideas about how the traumatic memories of 

his life in the ghetto affected his willingness in the months after the 

war, to reconnect with his Jewish faith. He struggled with how God 

could have allowed the terrible things to happen to innocent people 

and could not bring himself to join his friend Mordechai in a sabbath 

service during the festival of Rosh Hashanah. 

You will do this by looking at Chapter 11 of the novel After the War.

You will also read accounts from two of the ‘real’ ‘Boys’: Lipa Tepper 

whose faith in God was for some time, like the character of Yossi, 

also shaken to the core and Solly Irving who, in contrast to Yossi and 

Lipa, resolutely maintained his unquestioning faith in God 

throughout his life.  

This picture of Solly shows him at the same age as the character of 

Yossi.



A Covenant (promise) between God and 

the Jewish people.



Here is something more about ‘being 

Jewish’

The Sabbath

Synagogue & 

worship

Rosh 

Hashanah 



Torah Menorah Ark



Chapter 11

In this chapter two of the boys in this story - Mordecai and Yossi notice the arrival of 

some visitors. They are described as being dressed in ‘long dark coats , and black wide 

brimmed hats’ and that some had long curls of hair that grew down the side of their faces 

as a sign that they were devout Jews’. 

These orthodox Jews had come to hold a synagogue service there especially for The Boys so 

that they could celebrate the sabbath and Rosh Hashanah. They invited them to join in. 

Mordecai listens intensely as the visitor describes the beautiful synagogue in Leeds: ‘ 

When you are inside it makes you feel so close to God’.  Mordechai  is keen to join in the 

service. 

But Yossi just wants ‘to turn away’. 



Extract (1) from After the War: 

Chapter 11 pages 107-108: In the ghetto, there had been a synagogue, centuries old. Torah 

scrolls inside an ornate wooden Ark. A menorah. All of them on a raised platform at the 

front of the congregation. Yossi had been to services there. Worshipped there on special 

occasions. But – as with everything – the Nazis had destroyed it. Raided the synagogue, 

smashed it, piled up all the scrolls and books, doused them in petrol, then burned the 

papers and the synagogue to the ground. They did it on a Friday at nightfall. Just so it hurt 

all the more. But that destruction didn’t stop the Jewish 108 109 leaders creating a new 

synagogue. The next one was in a cellar. A back room without windows. You were not 

supposed to speak about it, even to people in your family, in case you were overheard. But 

someone must have spoken, someone must have been overheard. Yossi was sitting outside 

the secret synagogue with his sisters, waiting for their grandfather – his father’s father –

who was praying, when a car arrived. Four men in black uniforms jumped out of the car. 

They walked purposefully down the basement steps. Yossi’s first instinct was to look after 

his two younger sisters. He made them stand up and retreated with them across the 

square to an alleyway. Now there were people between them and what was about to 

happen in the secret synagogue.



Extract (2) from After the War 

For a few seconds there was silence after the SS men had disappeared from view. Then 

shouting. Gunfire. Wailing. Now the SS men were coming up the steps again, forcing half a 

dozen older men and the Rabbi in front of them, making them carry the scrolls and the 

books. His grandfather was among them. 

The SS men were kicking at their victims now, forcing them to stumble and fall in the 

street, then finally spill their precious cargo. The people who had filled the square 

disappeared, so that the old men were left helpless and at the mercy of the four SS 

soldiers. 

One of the SS men bent down to start a fire. Soon flames were consuming the books and 

scrolls as their seven helpless victims sat or stood limp, heads down. The fire burning well 

now, the soldiers turned to face the Rabbi and the other old men. Yossi could hear their 

shouts and laughter, but he couldn’t bear to watch what would happen next. 

How could God let this happen? 



Extract (3) from After the War 

Are you feeling well?” 

One of the Jewish men from Leeds interrupted Yossi’s thoughts. 

“Yes,” Yossi said, lying. 

“Do you want to speak of something? You look troubled.” Yossi shook 

his head.

“Will you come and worship with us?” the man asked. 

“I cannot,” Yossi said.



What can we say about these extracts?
These extracts from the novel describe the brutal treatment by the 

Nazis of Yossi’s grandfather, the ghetto synagogue and the holy 

scrolls.

• What can we infer about the nature of Yossi’s traumatic 

memories. How have they affected him?

• What can we understand about Yossi’s feeling towards God and 

the idea of worshipping?

• How does his feeling differ to that of Mordechai’s?

• What do you think Yossi feels about God’s covenant with the 

Jewish people?



Survivor Lipa Tepper from 

The Boys by Martin Gilbert p 307: 

‘I, in particular, found it extremely hard to adjust. I had 

found that my entire world had fallen to pieces. You 

would need to understand that before the war I was 

primitive and believed implicitly in a God who is all-

powerful and who does not allow wrongdoing. I now found 

that this God, whom I considered all-powerful, who did 

not allow wrongdoing, had allowed five years of 

wrongdoing. I found it terribly traumatic, terribly 

difficult to understand, and terribly difficult to accept. I 

started doing something then which I had never done 

before, that was to question my belief, and my reasons 

for believing…More than that, I was terribly, terribly 

annoyed with God, with religion and with everything that 

it stood for.’



Survivor Solly Irving

‘I never lost my faith. 

I believed in God then 

and I believe in God 

now. I live an 

orthodox life and I 

am comfortable 

surrounding myself 

in tradition and 

orthodoxy’

Interview with Solly Irving by RA 

Lenga 2016.

Discuss: How do Solly

and Lipa’s responses 

contrast or compare 

with Yossi’s and 

Mordechai’s?

Or

Complete the Venn 

Diagram on the next 

slide. 



Yossi

LipaSolly



Taking things further: A final reflection…


