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Reflections on the Holocaust

I. Holocaust

A. Wiesel’s “Testament of a Jew from Saragossa” (p. 1830)

1. What is the basic story/situation?

[visitor to Spain who is a Jew; happens on someone whom he eventually finds out is one of the Marranos, Jews who had pretended to convert to save themselves but who retained Jewish practices in secret; at end story he has converted to Judaism]

2. What is historical background to the story?

[Spanish Inquisition in the fifteenth century; options: leave, be killed, or convert]

3. After the man finds out that he has Jewish background, what is his response?  Why?

[p. 1832 shocked; disturbed; initially insulted—term “Jew” is an insult for him]

4. How does this story relate to Nazis?  (They are hardly mentioned in the story.)  Why are we reading it now?

[-see systematic discrimination/persecution in the past—in same vein as what Nazis attempting

-has been a long pattern of Jewish/Christian hostility—Nazis grow out of that history (and they were especially systematized version of this discrimination)

B. Connections to Canonical law and Nazi law sheet (handout)

1. Look down through these two columns; on left is church law with year after it; on right are Nazi measures

2. What do you notice with these two columns?

[lot of similarity between the two; many ways that they are parallel, although Church law much more spread out over time than Nazis]

3. My point is that while the Nazis were particularly efficient and horrible in what they did, their actions grew out of a culture of prejudice and discrimination toward Jews that was widespread throughout Europe and U.S.; remember back also to document about Luther and his attitudes toward Jews—carried over to Reformers

C. Video discussion

1. Have you seen this kind of thing before?

2. Film was called genocide—are you clear on what that means?

[systematic effort to wipe out particular group of people]

3. Can you think of other times that has happened?

[-some of those efforts in Kosova and Bosnia

-see similar intentions with Native Americans by European settlers

-Rwanda—hundreds of thousands Tutsis by Hutus]

4. My point is in no way to diminish what happened in the Holocaust but again to give a context for what the Nazis did

5. Hitler’s planning: we talked the other day about how meticulous Hitler was in his planning internally; can also see that (from readings and video) in his dealings with outside countries—what did he do?

[calculating what other European countries would put up with; able to take over much space around Germany just by making some diplomatic suggestions and then taking over the land]

6. I asked you to consider in the video how Nazi actions encourage humans to be seen—what did you see?

[total dehumanization of Jews by Nazis; use only numbers, no names; vicious actions toward them

-also see to an extent of Jews toward each other—man in boxcar hitting people around him, trying to get some space for his father

-people who worked for Jews at ovens and so forth

-“No one can imagine what the will to live is” and “Everyone is willing to do the most unimaginable things to live just one more minute”

7. Can you imagine any way that the Holocaust could have been prevented?  As we look back, what do you wish might have happened?

[-Allies could have been much more assertive earlier on, before Nazis got so entrenched

-evidence was smuggled out to Allies; could have done more during war—were requests to bomb railway lines, but never happened

-some Jewish writers today lament that their ancestors went so willingly to their deaths; think there should have been more resistance

-as a pacifist, I wonder what could have happened if there had been active nonviolent resistance to the Nazis—what might have happened if the Christians in Germany and around the world had stood up and said, “We will not let you do this—we must stand in your way by any means we can

-there are instances in some countries (Scandinavia) where less cooperation of population and less success of Nazis

-more active with Le Chambon; written about in Lest Innocent Blood be Shed by Philip Hallie; Huguenot village in occupied France where people, led by Andre Trocme simply said that they must do all that they could to protect Jews; managed to save several thousand—more than the population of their town

-if such resistance had been widespread, I don’t know what would have happened; no doubt thousands of people would have been killed by the Nazis—but thousands, even millions, were killed as it happened

II. Responses today

A. Wiesel’s “The Death of My Father” (p. 1826)

1. What is the narrator struggling with?

[knowing how to commemorate the anniversary of his father’s death]

2. What are the elements of the struggle?

[p. 1827—his own bitterness

p. 1827—death was a theft; stolen from his father; p. 1828—only animal terror when he died

p. 1827—father not too religious

p. 1827—his father didn’t especially respect tradition

3. See ending on p. 1830—what sense do you make of it?

[feels need to respond; this is the way his tradition has set up; he’s not satisfied with it, but it’s the best that he has]

4. Read Wiesel legend

B. As these stories suggest, the religious questions raised by the Holocaust are enormous—what do we do?

1. Some Jews (and Christians) have said that cannot believe (as heard on video) because of these atrocities

2. Others say that must believe in God; otherwise, Hitler has won

C. Don’t ignore the difficulties and pain of the Holocaust; need to assimilate it into your own belief system

