
 
 
 
 
 
'The Mitzvah Project' tells a different story of the Holocaust 

By Ronni Reich  
 

Yom Hashoah, also known as Holocaust 
Remembrance Day, took place from Sunday 
night to Monday night. 

But for Roger Grunwald, a mission to help 
people — of all faiths — learn from the past 
continues. 

"It’s not just about ‘never again’ for me as 
a Jew," he said in a recent interview. "The say-
ing is not just for Jews, it’s ‘never again’ for 
anyone." 

Grunwald is a writer and actor who grew 
up all too aware of the legacy of genocide. His 
late mother was a survivor of Auschwitz and 
his aunt, who is now 100, endured the concen-
tration camp at Bergen-Belsen. 

A few years ago, his aunt gave him a 
book, "Hitler’s Jewish Soldiers" by Bryan 
Mark Rigg, that became the basis for "The 
Mitzvah Project," a combination of a one-act 
play titled "The Mitzvah" — or, "The Good 
Deed" — a lecture and a discussion with the 
audience. 

Created in collaboration with Annie 

McGreevey, an actor and director 
with Broadway experience, the per-
formance piece is now making its 
way around New Jersey. Grunwald is 
scheduled to appear tonight in Frank-
lin Lakes and tomorrow in Toms 
River. 

"It explores the relatively untold 
story of about 150,000 mischlings, 
which is the derogatory term that the 
Nazis used to describe Germans of 
partial Jewish heritage," Grunwald 
said. "It’s roughly translated as half-
breed." 

Some of these "mischlings" went 
on to become part of the German 
army, as a half-Jewish character in 
"The Mitzvah" does. Grunwald’s 
presentation asks the question, "How 
did this son of a Jewish father be-
come Hitler’s ideal soldier?" 

"I think some people may think, 
‘Why is this important?’ Or, ‘This is 
a stain on Jewish history,’ " Grun-
wald said. "In my opinion, it’s really 
helpful that we learn about the history 
that produced these ‘mischlings.’ " 

In his lecture, Grunwald speaks 
of how Jews assimilated into the German cul-
ture as a way to break free of a world that 
placed them in ghettos and denied them citi-
zenship. He understands how their sense of 
identity shifted. 

"My mother came from an orthodox Jew-
ish family in Frankfurt," he said. "Her family 
identified as German as did many of these as-
similated Jews. Germany was their homeland; 
German was their mother tongue. 

"It’s a very complex sociological historical 
issue." 

While Grunwald’s drama focuses on a 
particular facet of history, he intends to draw 
attention in a larger sense to how prejudices 
are formed, and their consequences — ideally, 
to prevent future tragedies. 

"Part of why I’m doing this is that my 
mother’s generation is dying out, so who’s go-
ing to carry the torch?" he said. "My under-
standing of how I ended up doing what I do 
with my life has a lot to do with that, because I 
don’t want to see a world where people of any 

kind have to suffer prejudice." 
In addition to his work in performance, 

Grunwald spent 27 years as a community or-
ganizer. 

He was also an activist-builder of the All 
Stars Project, a nonprofit organization that ap-
proaches youth development in underserved 
communities, including Newark, through thea-
ter. 

Grunwald’s mother nurtured his need for 
activism by speaking out about her experi-
ences, even though doing so was very difficult 
for her. 

"There are a lot of survivors who don’t talk 
about their experience for a number of rea-
sons," he said. "One, because it’s too painful to 
bring up for themselves. It’s also that they 
don’t want to visit this kind of horror on oth-
ers. 

"On some level, I think there are some 
who are very, very cautious because they’re 
afraid that people won’t believe them — that 
people won’t believe that it’s possible for this 
to have occurred. … The degree of horror they 
had to live through borders on unimaginable." 

His mother believed she had a responsibil-
ity to teach what she experienced, and she did 
until nearly the end of her life. 

With his latest venture, Grunwald hopes 
that he will open peoples’ eyes to a unique 
story with wider importance. 

"I also think it’s a story about how we see 
each other," he said. "The ways that the Nazis 
demonized Jews and gays and gypsies was 
how everybody who wasn’t one of their Aryan 
ideals was ‘the other,’ and the answer to ‘the 
other’ is genocide." 

He went on to reference a poem by Martin 
Niemöller.��� ���"First they came for the Socialists, 
and I did not speak out —���Because I was not a 
Socialist.��� Then they came for the Trade Un-
ionists, and I did not speak out —���Because I 
was not a Trade Unionist.��� Then they came for 
the Jews, and I did not speak out —���Because I 
was not a Jew.��� Then they came for me — and 
there was no one left to speak for me."���  ���"We 
still see it happening," Grunwald said. "It’s not 
enough to feel that things are getting better. 
We have to assume responsibility." 


