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Praise for The Myth of Hitler’s Pope

“Whatever your views on the controversial issues of Pope Pius XII’s papacy, you will profit from David Dalin’s engagingly written and cogently argued study. Dalin provides a valuable corrective to the farrago of recent criticism leveled against Pius XII and the Catholic Church for its actions (or non-actions) during World War II and places this criticism in the context of the ‘culture wars.’”

—MARSHALL J. BREGER, professor, Columbus School of Law, Catholic University

“After the misrepresentation, slander, and prejudice that have marked books on Pope Pius XII in recent years, David Dalin’s calm and judicious scholarship will do much to clarify the historical record.”

—ROBERT WILKEN, William R. Kenan Jr. Professor of the History of Christianity, University of Virginia

“Rabbi David Dalin has written an admirable defense of Pope Pius XII from a religiously committed Jewish perspective. He effectively answers the vicious, distorted charges that portray Pius XII as a Nazi sympathizer who did nothing to help save Jews from Nazi genocide. Dalin’s meticulous scholarship shows just what an effective enemy of Nazi racism Pius XII really was, both before and during his papacy, and the personal and collective risks he took to rescue as many Jews as he could under the most dangerous conditions imaginable. Jews, especially, should not only be wary of the calumny against the pope, they should remember his life and career with gratitude. Dalin’s important book gives Jews good reason for such gratitude.”

—DAVID NOVAK, J. Richard and Dorothy Shiff Professor of Jewish Studies, University of Toronto

“Courage is contagious, so clutch this book close to your heart. Righting great wrongs requires great courage, and that is what The Myth of Hitler’s Pope delivers. With devastating effectiveness, Dr. Dalin exposes their motives and subdues the assailants who with rashness and folly attempt posthumously to assassinate Pope Pius XII. This restoration of a good man’s good name is a mitzvah—a Jewish good deed.”

—RABBI DANIEL LAPIN, president, Toward Tradition

“Although he was warmly praised in his day, and upon his death, by Jewish leaders for his efforts to protect and defend the victims of Hitler’s genocidal madness, Pope Pius XII’s reputation as a friend of the Jewish people has suffered since Rolf Hochhuth depicted the pontiff as ‘silent’ in the face of Nazi atrocities in his 1964 play The Deputy. Today, Pius is regarded in some circles as an anti-Semite and even a Nazi sympathizer. His more fevered critics have constructed the fable that he was ‘Hitler’s pope.’ In his superb book The Myth of Hitler’s Pope, Rabbi David Dalin buries this slanderous tale under an avalanche of facts. Far from being condemned as an enemy of the Jewish people, Pius should be honored, the rabbi forcefully argues, as a righteous gentile.”

—ROBERT P. GEORGE, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence and director of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions, Princeton University
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THE MYTH OF HITLER’S POPE AND WHY IT MATTERS
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IT IS IRONIC THAT SIXTY YEARS after the Holocaust—with anti-Semitism virulent among Islamic fundamentalists and growing rapidly among secular Europeans—that the liberal media in the West has tried to blame Pope Pius XII (and even the Catholic Church as a whole) for anti-Semitism.

No one believed this at the time. From the end of World War II until at least five years after his death in 1958, Pope Pius XII enjoyed an enviable reputation amongst Christians and Jews alike. He was hailed as “the inspired moral prophet of victory,” and “enjoyed near-universal acclaim for aiding European Jews.” He was, as one historian has aptly put it, “universally praised by Catholics and non-Catholics alike, as the spiritual leader not only of Catholicism but of Western civilization itself.”1 Indeed, in 1951, the eminent British writer (and liberal Catholic) Graham Greene could praise him as “a pope who many of us believe will rank among the greatest,”2 an assessment shared by many other Catholics and Jews who hailed the pope for his many efforts to save Jewish lives during World War II.

The Slander of a Pope

The rhetorical campaign against the pope’s conduct in World War II began as easily dismissed Communist agitprop against the strongly anti-Communist pontiff. But the campaign of vilification became a major issue after the 1963 Berlin premiere of a play called The Deputy, written by a young left-wing German writer (and former member of the Hitler Youth) named Rolf Hochhuth. Hochhuth vilified Eugenio Pacelli (who became Pope Pius XII in 1939) as a Nazi collaborator and as an icy and avaricious pontiff guilty of moral cowardice and inexcusable silence as Europe’s Jews were murdered by the Nazis. Promoted as “the most controversial play of our time,” The Deputy was fictional, highly polemical, and offered no historical evidence. It nevertheless became a sensation and ignited a firestorm of controversy in the media and among intellectuals.3

That was forty years ago. Why does this myth persist? And why is it important? It is important, first of all, because of the duty we owe to the truth. It is also important because the battle over the reputation of Pope Pius XII is one of the most historically important battles of the culture war. An increasingly left-wing intellectual class wants to denigrate not only traditional Catholicism, but Christianity and even Judaism. It is no coincidence that some of the most extreme of the pope’s attackers—including James Carroll (author of Constantine’s Sword) and Garry Wills (author of Papal Sin)—are also outspoken critics of the late Pope John Paul II.

Very few of the many recent books about Pius XII and the Holocaust are actually about Pius XII and the Holocaust. The liberal bestselling attacks on the pope and the Catholic Church are really an intra-Catholic argument about the direction of the Church today. The Holocaust is simply the biggest club available for liberal Catholics to use against traditional Catholics in their attempt to bash the papacy and thereby to smash traditional Catholic teaching—especially on issues relating to sexuality, including abortion, contraception, celibacy, and the role of women in the Church. The anti-papal polemics of ex-seminarians like Garry Wills and John Cornwell (author of Hitler’s Pope), of ex-priests like James Carroll, and of other lapsed or angry liberal Catholics exploit the tragedy of the Jewish people during the Holocaust to foster their own political agenda of forcing changes on the Catholic Church today.

This hijacking of the Holocaust must be repudiated. The truth about Pope Pius XII—which the mainstream media has been content to ignore while helping to make bestsellers out of bad history—must be restored. The liberal culture war against tradition—of which the Pope Pius XII controversy is a microcosm—must be recognized for what it is: an assault on the institution of the Catholic Church and traditional religion.

It is astonishing that so little commentary exists about the extreme nature of the attacks on the Catholic Church. Books and articles attacking Catholicism have become a cottage industry of the mainstream media. One example is the January 21, 2002, issue of the New Republic, which published Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s essay, “What Would Jesus Have Done?”—one of the most hateful attacks against the Roman Catholic Church (and in particular, Pope Pius XII) ever printed in a major American publication. The New Republic devoted an unprecedented twenty-four pages to Goldhagen’s anti-Catholic diatribe and featured it as the cover story.

In fall 2002, Goldhagen expanded this essay into a book-length attack on the Church, A Moral Reckoning: The Role of the Catholic Church in the Holocaust and Its Unfulfilled Duty of Repair, which has added new fuel to the controversy over the Vatican’s role during the Holocaust.4

Goldhagen is no stranger to controversy. In 1996, he created an international sensation with the publication of his book Hitler’s Willing Executioners, which received widespread media coverage and remained on the New York Times bestseller list for many weeks. In Hitler’s Willing Executioners, Goldhagen’s explanation for the Holocaust was remarkably simple and simplistic: Blame for the Holocaust should be placed on the ordinary Germans and their uniquely vicious brand of anti-Semitism, whose aim was the elimination of the Jews. The Holocaust, claimed Goldhagen, was attributable to a murderous or “eliminationist” anti-Semitism that was widely prevalent among the German people and intrinsic to the German character. The Nazi extermination of the Jews could thus take place because the vast majority of the German people were already predisposed to kill Jews, and thus became willing and enthusiastic followers of the Nazi leadership in its successful efforts to implement the Final Solution. While Goldhagen gained international celebrity, his book’s simplistic argument was widely criticized by serious scholars and historians.5

In his new book, Goldhagen’s historical understanding and interpretation of anti-Semitism is, once again, remarkably simple and simplistic. It is irresponsibly dishonest and misleading as well. In A Moral Reckoning, Goldhagen condemns Christianity, and specifically the Catholic Church, as the preeminent source of anti-Semitism ancient, medieval, and modern.

Much like Hitler’s Willing Executioners, Goldhagen’s new book is full of factual errors, historical misrepresentations, and suppression of overwhelming counterevidence to his argument. Thus, for example, several of the dates he provides for the establishment of European ghettos are wrong.6 The establishment of the Jewish ghetto in Rome, one of the memorably tragic milestones in the history of Catholic-Jewish relations, took place in 1556, not in 1555 as Goldhagen asserts. So, too, the Venice ghetto was erected in 1517, rather than in 1516 as stated by Goldhagen, while the Frankfurt ghetto was established in 1462, rather than in 1460. In dating the establishment of the Vienna ghetto in 1570, moreover, Goldhagen is wrong by more than fifty years, as Viennese Jewry were not confined to a ghetto in their city until 1626.

In A Moral Reckoning, Goldhagen focuses on Pius XII as the symbol of Catholic evil and repeats almost every accusation, including the most discredited ones, that has ever been leveled against him. While condemning Pius XII as an anti-Semite and a collaborator with Nazi Germany, however, Goldhagen doesn’t limit his anti-Catholic diatribe to Pius alone. Goldhagen’s irresponsible screed climaxes with an attack on Pope John Paul II and the Catholic Church today, minimizing or virtually ignoring John Paul II’s historic role as a friend of the Jewish people, a pope who did more than any other to usher in a new and unprecedented era of Catholic-Jewish dialogue and reconciliation.

Goldhagen also identifies Christianity itself with anti-Semitism. He declares, “the main responsibility for producing the all-time leading Western hatred lies with Christianity. More specifically, with the Catholic Church,”7 conveniently ignoring the anti-Semitism of atheistic Soviet Russia and the fact that the Nazis who perpetrated the Holocaust were anti-Christian as well as anti-Semitic. For Goldhagen, as for Carroll and other papal critics, anti-Semitism is a core Catholic value that is the source of European anti-Semitism. Goldhagen, in fact, repudiates the New Testament and Catholic thought deriving therefrom as inherently anti-Semitic with an “obvious integral relationship to the genesis of the Holocaust.”8 Goldhagen sees Pius XII’s alleged anti-Semitism as something to be expected, since he rose through “the profoundly anti-Semitic establishment of the Church, an institutional culture centrally animated by the notion that all Jews were Christ-killers and responsible for many of the perceived evils of modernity.”9

As Jewish scholar Michael Berenbaum has noted, Goldhagen “omits all mention of the countervailing traditions of tolerance”10 within Roman Catholic thought, past and present. He misrepresents the early Church leaders who advocated tolerance toward the Jews, and his skewed treatment of Saint Augustine’s views of Jews and Judaism is especially appalling. Similarly, Goldhagen’s unsubstantiated claim that “there is no difference in kind between the Church’s ‘anti-Judaism’ and its offshoot European anti-Semitism” that led to the Holocaust is as unsophisticated and wrong a statement as someone claiming to be a historian could possibly make.

Goldhagen’s book—despite its near utter lack of disinterested scholarship—has carved a permanent niche for itself in the list of anti-Catholic literature, alongside Paul Blanshard’s 1949 scaremongering book American Freedom and Catholic Power. Blanshard was a much-reprinted staple for anti-Catholic Evangelical readers. Goldhagen has become one of many staples for secular leftists whose hatred of Catholicism derives from the Church’s opposition to abortion, gay rights, the ordination of women, and the rest of the liberationist agenda. If, as Jewish theologian Will Herberg once put it, “anti-Catholicism is the anti-Semitism of secular Jewish intellectuals,” then Goldhagen is the most anti-Semitic of Jewish papal critics.

Goldhagen’s demand that the Catholic Church as we know it be abolished as a disgrace and a danger to us all should be a warning to all people of faith of the hatred that burns in secular hearts to abolish traditional religion. That the book has found its readership out in the fever swamps of anti-Catholicism isn’t surprising. But that a mainstream publisher like Knopf—and a mainstream liberal magazine like the New Republic—would print it is an intellectual and publishing scandal.

But it is scandal made intelligible by the myth of Hitler’s pope that the liberal mainstream media has been so eager to propound as truth. When Cornwell’s Hitler’s Pope was published in 1999, it became a bestselling international sensation. Cornwell denounced Pope Pius XII as “the most dangerous churchman in modern history” without whom “Hitler might never have . . . been able to press forward with the Holocaust.” Readers of Cornwell’s bestseller were led to believe that before assuming the papacy Pacelli had been a devoted follower and supporter of Hitler. In fact, as we will see, he was one of Hitler’s earliest and most consistent critics.

Hitler’s Pope was excerpted in Vanity Fair and London’s Sunday Times. Most liberal reviewers and commentators uncritically endorsed Cornwell’s allegations, apparently without investigating their veracity. Cornwell became a celebrity in demand on the lecture, talk-show, and book-signing circuit, and was given a flattering profile on television’s 60 Minutes.

Cornwell later backed away from his own claims, but it wasn’t under pressure from the mainstream media, which happily endorsed his unverified (and strongly anti-religious) conclusions.11 Author Eugene Fisher—who holds a doctorate in Hebrew culture and education—lamented, “It is a sad commentary on the secular media that this blatantly anti-Catholic screed was ever published, much less hyped into bestseller status.”12

To be sure, there have been recent books published by Catholic scholars like Ronald J. Rychlak, Pierre Blet, Margherita Marchione, Ralph McInerny, Justus George Lawler, and Jose Sanchez defending Pope Pius XII. They offer well-documented accounts of papal efforts to save and shelter Jews during the Holocaust, and show how the pope’s diplomacy and the Vatican’s rescue operations saved hundreds of thousands of Jews and other innocent victims from Nazism. But these books—well documented as they are—have been virtually ignored by the liberal mainstream media, published not by mainstream presses but by small Catholic ones. They have not appeared on bestseller lists—in fact, they aren’t easy to find in major chain bookstores.13

The best of these, Rychlak’s Hitler, the War, and the Pope—the most thorough, well-researched, and elegant study to date—provides a devastating point-by-point refutation of Cornwell’s allegations. The Defamation of Pius XII by Ralph McInerny, a distinguished professor of medieval Christian philosophy at the University of Notre Dame, has also been virtually ignored. Unlike the books by Cornwell, Wills, and Carroll, these scholarly defenses of Pius were never reviewed by the New York Times Book Review, the New York Review of Books, or the New Republic. The result is that the myth of Hitler’s pope is falsely given the mantle of mainstream scholarship, while the truth about Pope Pius XII as a defender of the Jews at their time of greatest peril is written off as merely minority Catholic pleading.

This is the case even when the accusations against the pope seem self-evidently hysterical. For instance, in Cornwell’s “sensationalist and unreliable” account in Hitler’s Pope, as Eugene Fisher has noted, “Pacelli is not only solely responsible for the rise and triumph of Hitler in the 1930s, but is also responsible for the outbreak of World War I as well! . . . Nazi Germany is let off the hook and virtually all the woes of the twentieth century are laid at the feet of a lone Italian Catholic.”14

Other reviewers have attacked Cornwell’s sloppy scholarship, but without denting the myth. For example, Jewish historian William D. Rubenstein, a noted authority on the Holocaust, has characterized Hitler’s Pope as “a malign exercise in defamation and character assassination.”15 One of the most devastating reviews came from Newsweek columnist and religion editor Kenneth L. Woodward, who described Cornwell’s book as “a classic example of what happens when an ill-equipped journalist assumes the airs of sober scholarship. . . . Most of his sources are secondary and written by Pacelli’s harshest critics. Errors of fact and ignorance of context appear on almost every page. Cornwell questions [Pius’s] every motive, but never doubts those who tell a different story. This is bogus scholarship.”16 This is true, but the myth of Hitler’s pope is too convenient a tool for liberals who want to denigrate the papacy, Christianity, and traditional religion. Esteemed historian Philip Jenkins is right when he says that “Hitler’s Pope cannot be understood except as a series of very low blows against the modern Catholic Church, and specifically the papacy of John Paul II.”17

In Papal Sin, Garry Wills not only attacks Pope Pius XII over the Holocaust but also attacks Pope John Paul II as the inheritor and defender of the “structures of deceit” (stated in the subtitle) of the Church. In his follow-up book, Why I Am a Catholic, Wills condemns the entire papacy, medieval and modern. As Philip Jenkins notes, in Wills’s view, the second Vatican Council represented “one brief shining moment of liberal enlightenment, but hellish darkness descended once more in the form of John Paul II, whom Wills depicts as a credulous megalomaniac” more sinful than Pius XII.18 While attacking the papacy as “a deeply flawed institution,”19 Wills, like Cornwell, considers himself to be part of a liberal but “loyal opposition” within the conservative pontificate of John Paul II. But one might reasonably question whether the “loyal opposition” of Wills and other recent papal critics can realistically be considered loyal. Wills condemns John Paul II for upholding traditional Church teachings on priestly celibacy, contraception, abortion, homosexuality, the ordination of women, papal infallibility, the doctrine of the Real Presence in the Eucharist, apostolic succession, the Immaculate Conception, the Assumption, and the Magisterium itself. Wills calls for an end to the priesthood “in anything like the sense it has been known for many centuries,” while advocating the ordination of women, the abolition of priestly celibacy, and an end to papal supremacy, however defined.

As one critic of Wills has recently noted: “What we have in Wills is a Catholic [but] his attacks on the Church are so basic as to raise questions about just what this term means.”20 Indeed, Wills is so extreme in his attacks on the Church that even his ideological friends have called him to task. In a review for the New York Times, liberal philosopher Richard Rorty agreed with Wills’s recommendation to “overthrow papal tyranny,” but, taking his reasoning to its logical conclusion, concluded that if what Wills says is true, “then it is not clear why we need a church of Christ” at all.21

In a sharp, scathing critique of Wills in Commonweal, Eamon Duffy of Cambridge University, perhaps the world’s preeminent authority on the history of the papacy, wrote:

            There is something repellently illiberal about Wills’s angry liberal certainties, his wholesale and unqualified conviction that every right-thinking Catholic must agree with him, and that the positions he rejects can be held together by nothing except rank tyranny and the intellectual equivalent of chewing gum. Every issue he discusses is open and shut, and he finds in the standard works of biblical commentary or popular history on his shelves unchallengeable proofs of his own views. The arguments made by the Church are not prima facie ridiculous in the way Wills characterizes them. He does little to present the arguments and reasoning offered by the Catholic Church and instead spends his time railing against the conclusions.22

Ralph McInerny, a distinguished University of Notre Dame philosopher and novelist, has argued that liberal Catholic critics of Pope Pius XII are motivated by hatred for Pope John Paul II—in particular, hatred for the latter’s stand against the “culture of death” as represented above all by abortion-on-demand, which many of Pius XII’s (and John Paul II’s) liberal critics openly support. The irony of Pope Pius XII’s detractors “attacking Pius for allegedly not doing more to oppose Hitler’s ‘Final Solution’—and yet simultaneously supporting what many consider the ‘Final Solution’ for today’s unwanted pregnancies”—is not lost on McInerny, who ruthlessly exposes their moral inconsistency.23

For the liberal critics, the argument is that Pius XII and the Catholic Church must shoulder the blame for the Holocaust. Moreover, Catholicism’s guilt is due to aspects of the Church represented by the late Pope John Paul II. Pope John Paul II’s reaffirmation of traditional Church teachings is of a piece with Pius’s alleged anti-Semitism; the Vatican’s current stand on papal authority is in a direct line with its complicity in the Nazi extermination of the Jews.

This is a monstrous moral equivalence and a misuse of the Holocaust to which Jews must object. The Holocaust cannot legitimately be used for partisan purposes in such a debate. This is true particularly when the attempt disparages the testimony of Holocaust survivors who praised Pope Pius XII for his efforts on their behalf. And it is an abominable slander to spread blame that belongs to Hitler and the Nazis to a pope who was a friend of the Jews and who opposed Hitler and the Nazis. Jews, whatever their feelings about Roman Catholicism, have a duty to reject arguments that usurp the Holocaust and use it for a liberal war against the Catholic Church that if successful would undermine the foundations of Christianity and Judaism alike, because of the liberal critics’ overwhelming disregard for traditional religion and the truth.

The Defense of a Pope

That some popes, both medieval and modern, were anti-Jewish is a matter of historical fact. It is true that Pope Pius XII has had Jewish detractors in the past. In 1964, for example, Guenther Lewy published The Catholic Church and Nazi Germany; Saul Friedlander added Pius XII and the Third Reich in 1966. Both volumes claimed that Pius’s anti-Communism led him to support Hitler as a bulwark against the Soviet Union. The scholarship—or historical analysis—of both books was seriously questioned, and Livia Rothkirchen, the respected historian of Slovakian Jewry at Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust memorial and museum in Jerusalem, wrote a memorable and excoriating review of Friedlander’s book.

For every Jewish detractor, however, Pope Pius XII has been blessed with a Jewish defender. Foremost amongst these was Israeli historian and diplomat Pinchas Lapide, who had been the Israeli consul in Milan and had spoken with many Italian Jewish Holocaust survivors. In his meticulously researched and comprehensive 1967 book Three Popes and the Jews, Lapide persuasively argued that Pius XII “was instrumental in saving at least 700,000, but probably as many as 860,000 Jews from certain death at Nazi hands.” Lapide’s volume remains the definitive work by a Jewish scholar on the subject.

Joseph L. Lichten, the Anti-Defamation League’s representative in Rome, wrote the influential and much quoted 1963 monograph A Question of Judgment to rebut the false and malicious allegations of Rolf Hochhuth’s play The Deputy and to document for posterity the high opinion Jewish leaders had of Pius XII during and immediately after World War II.

Jeno Levai, the great Hungarian Jewish historian, was so angered by accusations of papal “silence” that he wrote Hungarian Jewry and the Papacy: Pius XII Did Not Remain Silent (published in English in 1968), with a powerful introduction and epilogue by Robert M. W. Kempner, the deputy chief U.S. prosecutor at Nuremberg. In 1938, Jeno Levai had been able to see Eugenio Pacelli when the then Vatican secretary of state delivered a number of searing addresses against Nazism and Communism in Budapest. Years later, when the charges against Pacelli first surfaced, Levai, who had become one of Europe’s leading Holocaust scholars, leapt to Pacelli’s defense.

Levai’s magisterial work, sadly ignored by most papal critics, rebuts all the major accusations against Pius XII, concentrating on the Jewish experience in Hungary. Using Church and state archives in Hungary, Levai demonstrated how the papal nuncio and bishops “intervened again and again on the instructions of the pope,” and that because of these directives “in the autumn and winter of 1944 there was practically no Catholic Church institution in Budapest where persecuted Jews did not find refuge.”24

Robert M. W. Kempner’s compelling introduction and epilogue to Levai’s study are noteworthy in their own right. As deputy chief U.S. prosecutor at Nuremberg, Kempner did not hesitate to compare those who defamed Pius XII with revisionists who deny the full reality of the Holocaust:

            In the last few years, there has been no lack of farfetched or malicious attempts to obscure or interpret perversely this historical fact. . . . We are concerned here with another deliberate, or at the very least negligently applied method which aims at reducing the guilt of those who were really responsible. This is done by focusing the guilt for the Holocaust not on Hitler as the central figure for the liquidation system but on Pope Pius XII; by propagating in print and in the theater a new theory which runs as follows: Pope Pius XII never made an energetic protest against Hitler’s “Final Solution of the Jewish Problem,” and that is how the catastrophe came to reach the proportions it did. Both the premise and the conclusion drawn from it are equally untenable. The archives of the Vatican, of the diocesan authorities and of Ribbentrop’s Foreign Ministry contain a whole series of protests—direct and indirect, diplomatic and public, secret and open.25

In the book’s epilogue, Kempner added:

            I myself am thoroughly familiar with . . . the important role of the Catholic Church in the struggle against the “Final Solution in Hungary” and had always emphasized it—among other places, in my book, Eichmann and His Accomplices. Neither Rolf Hochhuth’s play . . . nor the books by Guenther Lewy and Saul Friedlander provide any reason for changing this standpoint. The Church documents published for the first time in this book by Levai . . . strengthen my favorable view of the Vatican’s attitude at the time and of Pope Pius XII, for whom I have had the greatest respect ever since the time he spent in Berlin.26

Several Jewish scholars have spoken out in Pius’s defense in response to the new attacks since the publication of Hitler’s Pope. Michael Tagliacozzo, the foremost authority on the Nazi roundup of Rome’s Jews—and a survivor of that roundup himself—has strongly defended Pius’s role during the Nazi occupation of Rome, documenting that Pius himself was instrumental in saving the lives of close to five thousand Roman Jews who, at the pope’s instructions, were sheltered within the Vatican and in the numerous monasteries and convents in Rome. Having lived through the terror of the Nazi occupation of Rome and studied the primary documents relating to it, Tagliacozzo has had nothing but praise for Pius XII. “I know that many criticize Pope Pacelli,” he said in a recent interview. “I have a folder on my table in Israel entitled ‘Calumnies Against Pius XII,’ but my judgment cannot but be positive. Pope Pacelli was the only one who intervened to impede the deportation of Jews on October 16, 1943, and he did very much to hide and save thousands of us.”27 The relevant Italian Holocaust archival documents clearly prove, Tagliacozzo says, that Pius XII’s protests and actions were decisive in rescuing 80 percent of Rome’s Jews.28 Richard Breitman (the only historian authorized to study classified American espionage files from World War II) noted that secret documents prove the extent to which “Hitler distrusted the Holy See because it hid Jews.”29 Some of this, of course, is public, including Hitler’s order to the SS to kidnap the pope. There are many recorded exchanges of Nazis sharing the view of high-ranking Nazi leader Reinhard Heydrich, who told his subordinates in late spring 1943: “We should not forget that in the long run the pope in Rome is a greater enemy of National Socialism than Churchill or Roosevelt.”30

Sir Martin Gilbert is another outspoken Jewish defender of Pius XII. Gilbert, the highly acclaimed official biographer of Winston Churchill, is widely acknowledged as one of the most distinguished and respected historians and biographers of our time. He has written many acclaimed works on the Holocaust, including The Holocaust: A History of the Jews of Europe During the Second World War, Auschwitz and the Allies, and Never Again: A History of the Holocaust. These books are indispensable for anyone working in the field of Holocaust studies.

Gilbert documents how Pius XII was one of the first to publicly condemn Nazi atrocities (via Vatican Radio), and to speak out on behalf of Europe’s Jews. In Gilbert’s most recent book, The Righteous: The Unsung Heroes of the Holocaust, he recounts the achievements of the extraordinary Catholics who, under the leadership of Pius XII, rescued Jews at great peril to themselves and to their Church throughout Nazi-occupied Europe. Overall, Gilbert estimates that the various Christian churches saved up to half a million Jewish lives during the Holocaust, and that the majority of these were saved by the clergy and laity of the Catholic Church—the dominant religion of the countries under Nazi occupation. When asked in a recent interview whether he would agree with an estimate (published by the Vatican in 1998) that Pius XII “personally or through his representatives” had a direct role in saving hundreds of thousands of Jewish lives, Gilbert answered: “Yes. . . . Hundreds of thousands of Jews [were] saved by the Catholic Church, under the leadership and with the support of Pope Pius XII. . . . [T]o my view [that estimate would] be absolutely correct.”31

One of Gilbert’s central points, ignored by papal critics, is that Pius XII not only provided guidelines and inspiration to Catholic diplomats, clergy, and lay rescuers, but directly engaged in rescue efforts himself. In a major address on Christians and the Holocaust, delivered at Church House in London, Gilbert declared: “The pope himself . . . gave his personal order on the eve of the German deportation of Jews from Rome to open the sanctuaries of Vatican City to all Jews who could reach it. . . . As a result of the pope’s order and of the Catholic clergy’s rapid response in Rome, of Rome’s 6,800 Jews, only 1,015 were actually deported. . . . The papal action, which I do not find mentioned in the current ‘J’accuse’-style debates, saved more than 4,000 lives.”32

For Jewish leaders of a previous generation, the idea that Pope Pius XII could be smeared as “Hitler’s pope” would have been shocking. At the end of World War II, and for decades thereafter, Pius XII was universally acclaimed by Jewish leaders, including renowned Noble Prize–winning physicist Albert Einstein; Chaim Weizmann, who would become Israel’s first president; Israeli prime ministers Golda Meir and Moshe Sharett; Rabbi Isaac Herzog, the chief rabbi of Israel; and Dr. Alexander Safran, the chief rabbi of Romania. Jewish public figures showered Pius with praise for the actions he took in defense of the Jews during World War II.

Since 1962, Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust Memorial and Museum, has recognized and honored as “righteous gentiles” those non-Jews who saved Jewish lives during the Holocaust. Millions of people have seen Steven Spielberg’s movie Schindler’s List, about Oskar Schindler, the German Catholic industrialist who saved the lives of 1,200 Jews. Many have also heard of Raoul Wallenberg, the young Swedish diplomat who is credited with saving tens of thousands of Jews in Budapest during World War II, and of Monsignor Angelo Rotta, the Vatican’s heroic ambassador to Hungary. Other Catholic priest rescuers, such as Cardinal Pietro Palazzini, have been similarly honored by Israel. Pope Pius XII, as I will argue in this book, deserves to be recognized as a “righteous gentile” as well; no other pope in history had ever before been so universally praised by Jews as Pius was for his role in saving Jews during the Holocaust.

This book will debunk the myth of Hitler’s pope, and it will also remove the tarnish that liberal Catholics have smeared on their own Church, which is not the source of the anti-Semitism of the National Socialists. In fact, as I will document in some detail in the next chapter, there has been a tradition of papal support for the Jews of Europe since at least the fourteenth century, a philo-Semitic Catholic tradition that continues into our own time with Pope Benedict XVI. At his investiture, on April 24, 2005, Pope Benedict, the former Cardinal Ratzinger, specifically extended his greetings to his “brothers and sisters of the Jewish people, to whom we are joined by a great shared spiritual heritage, rooted in God’s irrevocable promises.”33

Pius XII and especially John Paul II were the heirs and exemplars of this long and venerable philo-Semitic tradition within papal-Jewish relations, a tradition that has been ignored or dismissed by recent papal critics, Catholic and Jewish alike. A historically accurate assessment of the role of Pius XII during the Holocaust leads to exactly the opposite of Cornwell’s conclusion: Pius XII was not “Hitler’s pope” but a protector and friend of the Jewish people at a moment in history when it mattered most.

And, as we’ll see, Hitler did have one loyal cleric within his entourage. It was not the pope. It was Hajj Amin al-Husseini, the viciously anti-Semitic grand mufti of Jerusalem, the leader of the radical Islamic fundamentalists in Palestine, the leader of the 1929 mass murders of Jews in Hebron, and the mentor of and inspiration for Yasser Arafat and many other Arab leaders. Hajj Amin al-Husseini was an open ally of Hitler, met with Hitler several times, and repeatedly called for the destruction of European Jewry. It is radical Islam—Hitler’s overt ally in World War II—not the Catholic Church, that threatens Jews today.
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POPES IN DEFENSE OF THE JEWS
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TO PUT POPE PIUS XII into historical perspective, we need to do a little history on papal-Jewish relations, which have been far better than most people think.

Thanks to the efforts of many liberal ax-grinding writers, it is commonly assumed that most, if not all, medieval and modern popes were violently anti-Semitic. Writers like David Kertzer, James Carroll, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, and other recent papal critics paint a gruesome picture of the papacy. In Constantine’s Sword, Carroll argues that “Auschwitz, when seen in the links of causality, reveals that hatred of Jews has been no incidental anomaly but a central action of Christian history. . . that achieved its climax in the Holocaust.”1 In A Moral Reckoning, Goldhagen declares that “the main responsibility for producing the all-time leading Western hatred [of anti-Semitism] lies with Christianity. More specifically, with the Catholic Church.”2 These writers attribute anti-Semitism to the Catholic Church and its papal leadership throughout history, including Pope Pius XII in the line of shame.

But this is bad history and bad scholarship. The historical fact is that popes have often spoken out in defense of the Jews, have protected them during times of persecution and pogroms, and have protected their right to worship freely in their synagogues. Popes have traditionally defended Jews from wild anti-Semitic allegations. Popes regularly condemned anti-Semites who sought to incite violence against Jews. Popes employed Jewish physicians in the Vatican and counted Jews among their personal confidants and friends. You won’t find these facts in the liberal attack books, but they are true.

As the great Cambridge University Jewish scholar Israel Abrahams noted in his monumental work, Jewish Life in the Middle Ages, first published in 1896, it “was a tradition with the popes of Rome to protect the Jews who were near at hand,”3 especially those living in Italy and Spain. Moreover, notes historian Thomas Madden, “of all medieval institutions, the [Catholic] Church stood alone in Europe in its consistent condemnation of Jewish persecutions.”4 Throughout the Middle Ages, Rome and the papal states “were the only places in [western] Europe where the Jews were at all times free from attacks or expulsions.”5 The Jews were expelled from Crimea in 1016, Paris in 1182, England in 1290, France in 1306, Switzerland in 1348, Hungary in 1349, Provence in 1394, Austria in 1422, Spain in 1492, Lithuania in 1495, and Portugal in 1497. In Italy, however, the Jewish community was under papal protection and was never expelled. Indeed, by the beginning of the fifteenth century, “the only safe place in Europe to be a Jew was in the lands of the pope.”6

More than that of any other historian, the monumental scholarship of Cecil Roth, who held Oxford University’s prestigious chair in Jewish history from 1939 to 1964, refutes the false and misleading allegations of papal critics like Kertzer, Carroll, and Goldhagen. Roth “left a lasting mark on Jewish scholarship, with an immense literary output of some six hundred works, a distinguished tenure as reader in Jewish history at Oxford, and the culminating distinction of editor in chief of the Encyclopedia Judaica.”7 Over the years, Roth wrote the definitive scholarly books The History of the Jews of Italy, History of the Jews in Venice, and The Jews in the Renaissance, as well as popular surveys of the Jewish past such as A History of the Jews, A Short History of the Jewish People, and The Jewish Contribution to Civilization. By the time of his death in 1970, Roth had achieved international renown as the most prolific and widely read Jewish historian of his generation, and as the century’s preeminent Jewish scholar of Italian Jewish history and the history of papal-Jewish relations. Time and again, throughout his many writings and lectures, Roth pointed out that during eras of rampant anti-Semitism, the popes in Rome were often the only world leaders to raise their voices in defense and support of the Jews. “Of all the dynasties in Europe,” noted Roth, “the papacy not only refused to persecute the Jews . . . but through the ages popes were protectors of the Jews . . . .The truth is that the popes and the Catholic Church from the earliest days of the Church were never responsible for physical persecution of Jews and only Rome, among the capitals of the world, is free from having been a place of Jewish tragedy. For this we Jews must have gratitude.”8
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