While the main celebrations are taking place right now in Poland, in presence of President Dalia Grybauskaitė, the special occasion of the 70th anniversary of the liberation of the Nazi concentration camp Auschwitz-Birkenau unites us all here, in the Vilna Gaon Jewish State Museum. 
Within a few moments you will witness the testimonies of some of the darkest moments in human history. You will experience sadness and grief which could leave you questioning human nature.
Nevertheless, for me - and I believe for you as well - the exhibition „Risking a life – Poles saving Jews during the Shoah” above all brings a message of HOPE. Hope - that even during the worst of human tragedies, it is still possible to remain humane.

In the Talmud, the holy book of Judaism, it is written: „He who saves a single life, saves the world entire”. This is the premise of today’s exhibition. 

Let me recall a few numbers which will help us understand it deeper: 

· 6 million Polish citizens, half of them Jews, were murdered during the 2nd world war;

· altogether 6 million Jews died during the war on the whole European continent.

In Nazi occupied Poland, helping Jews in whichever way – whether it was providing shelter, giving or even selling them food - was punishable by death. The sentence was often commuted on the spot, with children often being forced to watch the execution of their parents. 

Some more striking numbers:

· at least 2 000 Polish people are estimated to have been killed, because they committed “the crime” of helping Jews;  

· but the executions did not deter another 200 to 400 thousand from helping Jews;

· in effect, between 250 and 300 thousand Polish Jews survived the war.

How many of them managed to survive thanks to the help from Poles? How many lives, how many worlds, as the Talmud says, were exactly saved by heroic Polish people? That no one can say. 

What we however do know is that 
· one in four of almost 25 thousand people, that is exactly 6 454 citizens, which were awarded the title of the Righteous Among the Nations, are Polish.

We should not forget that we are who we are only by remembering the past. Although as individuals we are not directly responsible for it, we have to bear it, even when it is painful. And we must always strive for the truth.

Therefore, the fact that contemporary Poland has the courage to account for its history, fills me with pride. Those who follow the Polish debate are aware of our ability to speak with courage about painful things, and with pride about our common Polish-Jewish past. 

The best proof of that is recent opening of the most modern Museum of the History of Polish Jews POLIN in Warsaw, whose director visited Vilnius a few months ago on the occasion of organizing an event on Jan Karski, a humanity hero. Today, thanks to the hospitality of the Vilna Gaon Jewish State Museum and its director Markas Zingeris, I have a great pleasure to open another exhibition linked with Karski - about the role of Polish people during Holocaust, which allows us to get to know and give our respect to both the known and unknown heroes of the past.

Thank you.
