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What might Israelis and Jews learn 

about Christians and Christianity at Yad Vashem?
David M. Neuhaus sj
Jerusalem


Why am I giving a talk on the presentation of Christians and Christianity in the new Yad VaShem museum in Jerusalem at a congress that is devoted to the theme of the relevance of modern Jewish thought for Jewish-Christian relations? My presentation here is an attempt to read Yad VaShem as a contemporary Jewish “text” that is saying something about Jewish-Christian relations. This “text” has been “written” by those working at Yad VaShem and I propose to take them seriously as contemporary Jewish thinkers. Striking is the fact that the “text” has recently been “re-written” – a new museum has replaced the old one. The following presentation is one Christian’s “reading” of the new museum.

Many Israeli and foreign Jews (as well as non-Jews) make their way to Yad VaShem not only to learn about what happened to the Jewish people at one of the darkest moments of its history but also to commemorate the murdered millions. In particular, youth (schoolchildren, soldiers and university students) are regularly taken through the museum and surrounding shrines and memorials as part of their education. Yad Vashem might be considered one of the most important places for the formation of Jewish identity in Israel today. In this sense, it is also formative for the Jewish encounter with Christians and Christianity. What might Israelis, Jews and others learn about Christians and Christianity at Yad Vashem? Have there been any changes in the “text” when one compares the new museum to the previous one?
The Yad Vashem museum and surrounding shrines and memorials that commemorate the Shoah were established in 1953 by an act of the Knesset, the Israeli parliament. Yad VaShem (“a memorial and a name”, a reference to Is 56:5) is situated alongside Mount Herzl, where the founder of political Zionism, Theodor Herzl (1860-1904), was laid to rest in 1949. There too one finds the tombs of many of Israel’s prominent political leaders and the most important of Israel’s military cemeteries. The entire area of Mount Herzl and Yad VaShem constitutes a central civic pilgrimage site that commemorates foundational events in the history of the Jewish people and the State of Israel in the twentieth century, particularly the Shoah and the establishment of the State.  Yad Vashem is not just a place for documentation of historical facts but also a shrine promoting remembrance of this darkest hour. The command to remember, often evoked at Yad VaShem in biblical terms of “remember what Amalek did to you” (Dt 25:17), is the fundamental purpose of the shrine and museum
. In the 1998 Vatican document on the Shoah, “We remember”, this aspect of memory was also central:
We invite all men and women of good will to reflect deeply on the significance of the Shoah. The victims from their graves, and the survivors through the vivid testimony of what they have suffered, have become a loud voice calling the attention of all of humanity. To remember this terrible experience is to become fully conscious of the salutary warning it entails: the spoiled seeds of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism must never again be allowed to take root in any human heart.

On March 15, 2005 a new Yad VaShem museum was inaugurated in a lavish ceremony that brought tens of world leaders to Jerusalem, including high ranking representatives of the countries in which the Shoah took place (Germany, Poland, Russia, Ukraine, Hungary, Rumania, France, etc). The Catholic Church was represented by Cardinals Jean-Louis Tauran and Jean-Marie Lustiger
. The new museum, built alongside the old one it replaces is dramatic in its structure and uses the modern pedagogical means of presentation available today. Designed by the renowned Israeli architect, Moshe Safdie, it is a long, triangular shaped tunnel covering 4200 m², most of it underground. Whereas the old Yad VaShem was a conventional museum, displaying exhibits that evoked the horror of those years, the new museum emphasizes individual experience through the testimonies of survivors alongside the documentation and display of artifacts and personal possessions. Wherever the visitor turns, he or she is confronted with television screens, about 100 spread throughout the museum, on many of which survivors recount their own personal stories. The museum itself leads the visitor through ten distinct halls where the history of the period unfolds step by step. Others might discuss the historiography involved in the constitution of the new museum, its presentation of the facts mingled with highly personal testimonies, and the formative ideas and ideologies that have produced this monument. Others might compare it with the Holocaust Museum in Washington DC. Still others might analyze the philosophy of memory and its particularist and universalist overtones at Yad VaShem or the relationship between memory and healing, healing and pardon, pardon and reconciliation. My own aim is more modest: to read, impressionistically and personally, the “texts” in the museum that present Christians and Christianity within the context of the story of the Shoah, wondering how they might be formative for the encounter of my Jewish fellow countrymen and women with Christians. The new museum has kept the format of the old museum, presenting step by step the unfolding story of the Shoah
. In this story, Christians and Christianity are secondary to the theme of Jewish suffering and this should not be forgotten in what follows. I will stop and meditate only the “texts” that evoke Christians and Christianity.
A Christian visitor to Yad VaShem is confronted with the darkest side of the history of Christendom, one that often arouses denial in Christians. In this regard, the Vatican document “We remember” encouraged Christians to confront the facts: 

The fact that the Shoah took place in Europe, that is, in countries of long-standing Christian civilization, raises the question of the relation between the Nazi persecution and the attitudes down the centuries of Christians towards the Jews.
Here, I am more interested in what Jews might learn about Christians and about relations between Jews and Christians in the contemporary world in which we must work together so that events like the Shoah never happen again. I remember being struck each time I visited the old Yad VaShem by the overwhelmingly negative image of Christianity and Christians conveyed by the museum. The stereotypes of a traditional Jewish education that saw Christians and Christianity as essentially anti-Jewish were reinforced as Christian Europeans at the time of the Shoah were presented as either collaborators with the Nazis or indifferent to the fate of the Jews. One had to step outside of the previous Yad VaShem museum to realize that not all Christians in Europe at the time of the Shoah were either active supporters of the Nazis or passive observers. In 1963, the Avenue of the Righteous from among the Nations was established at Yad VaShem. This was later extended into a garden. As of January 2005, Yad VaShem had recognized 20 757 righteous Gentiles (about 2000 trees and 18000 inscriptions). Among these “Righteous Gentiles” are many who risked their lives in rescuing their Jewish brothers and sisters exactly because they were faithful Christians, following Jesus and the teachings of the Christian faith. At the old Yad VaShem, the specifically Christian identity, faith and motivation of many of these righteous men and women seemed largely unrecognized though.

To what extent does the new museum present the complexities and diversity of Christian reactions during the period of the Shoah? To what extent does it distinguish between Christianity and the history of Europe? To what extent does it reinforce, reform or combat the stereotypical thinking and prejudices that Israeli and Diaspora Jews might have with regard to Christians and Christianity? Most importantly, does it reflect any echoes of a new relationship between Jews and Christians, forty years after Nostra aeatate and almost sixty years after the establishment of a state where Jews are the majority and Christians are a tiny, and often embattled, minority?
The first direct confrontation with Christianity in the museum comes almost immediately one enters the first exhibition hall dedicated to the theme “From Equals to Outcasts”. Right after the presentation of the 1933 rise of Hitler, there is a section on traditional Christian anti-Judaism. This is the most troubling, the most explicit and the most formative of the material on Christianity in the museum. Between representations of the two well-known figures from the thirteenth century entrance to Strasbourg Cathedral, proud Ecclesia and downcast Synagoga, an imposing headline broadcasts a statement of Saint Augustine “Slay them (the Jews) not, scatter them abroad”. The text that introduces the visitor to Christianity and the Jews is the following: 
Since its inception Christianity was ambivalent towards Judaism. It recognized the Jews’ uniqueness as divinely chosen bearers of God’s Word. However, Christianity developed a hatred of the Jews for rejecting Jesus as the Messiah who preached a new redemptive gospel and it blamed them collectively and forever for his death. Fifth century Christian theology determined that the Jews should not be killed, rather they should be kept in their humiliated status until they accept Christianity. In the Middle Ages, the negative image of the Jews became entrenched with the charge of deicide. This charge led to popular outbursts and blood libels against the Jews, especially in times of crisis. In its theological struggle against Judaism and the Jews, Christianity perpetrated and spread this negative image over the centuries and wherever European Christian culture reached.
This text, harsh as it is, does allude to an “ambivalence” that has characterized Christian attitudes to the Jewish people. The text is illustrated with a number of images. In addition to the statues from Strasbourg Cathedral, there is an 1475 altar piece showing the Jews draining the blood of the child Simon of Trent (a medieval blood libel); an illustration of Hell (1175), showing the Jews in a cauldron, and a typical medieval illustration of Judas Iscariot receiving payment from the Pharisees (dressed as medieval Jews) in return for the betrayal of Jesus. In a display case below there are ashtrays engraved with the “Judensau”, the Jewish pig, and Jews suckling the pig, mother of the Jews in this repugnant image. The ensemble is shocking. However, is this not a rather stereotypic presentation of Christianity, portrayed as simply the incarnation of anti-Judaism? Where is the expression of the “ambivalence” mentioned at the beginning of the text? To what extent does this initial presentation negatively influence the perception of Christians and Christianity in the rest of the museum? A presentation of the Shoah as if it were simply the natural outcome of the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth and his followers betrays the far more complex history of Christians, Jews, their relationship in Europe and what happened in the Shoah. Furthermore, is such a presentation constructive in promoting relations between Jews and Christians today in the State of Israel where Jews are the empowered majority?
The sensitive visitor will note, however, that this exhibit on Christianity’s anti-Judaism is separate from what follows, a more expansive presentation of modern racial anti- Semitism. The saga continues, telling the story of the Nazis’ establishment of power in Germany. In a series of fourteen photographs showing how Hitler was welcomed by German society, three, placed in the top center of the collection, are images of high clergy welcoming Nazism, including one that shows Hitler greeting Catholic religious leaders. Mitigating this overall negative image of Christian hierarchy is the adjacent highlighted quotation of Protestant pastor Martin Niemöller, echoing a different perception of what was happening in Germany: 

First they came for the Jews and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew.

Then they came for the Communists and I did not speak out because I was not a Communist.

Then they came for the trade unionists and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionists.

Then they came for me – and there was no one left to speak out for me.

 Dare one hope that Niemöller’s reflection be understood as that of a committed Christian, a very different fruit of the long centuries of Christian teaching and history? Likewise, the text that documents the establishment of the Dachau concentration camp mentions that there were clergymen, hopefully understood by the visitor as Christian opponents of Nazism, among its inmates.
Although this first hall is overwhelmingly focused on the increasing persecution of the Jews in Germany, mentioned also are the gypsies, mentally handicapped, homosexuals and Jehovah Witnesses who were also rounded up, persecuted and put to death. This attention to the fact that the Nazi genocidal violence was not only directed at the Jews is another important, if understated, undercurrent in the new museum. In the section devoted to the Auschwitz death camp that comes later in the visit, figures are given for deaths at the camp, showing that although the Jews were the main victims, they were not the only ones. The death statistics given are as follows:




Jews 1 100 000




Poles 70 000




Gypsies 25 000




Russian prisoners 15 000
The exhibition halls that follow the first one have very little explicit material about Christians during the Shoah. In a section consecrated to the invasion of Poland, an attentive visitor will notice that among the photos of people rounded up, there is one image of a priest in full cassock, he too victim of the Nazi occupier. In the hall that starkly documents the “Mass Murder” of Jews, the first large image is of a fire raging and in the background one sees a golden domed Russian Orthodox Church, a perhaps ambiguous image that might suggest the devastation visited on all of Eastern Europe by the Nazi invasion. 

Not all Christians reacted in the same way to the Nazi horror. It would seem important to stress this in the presentation of Christians in the Shoah. Otherwise, division between Jewish victims and Christian victimizers locks both Jews and Christians into sterile stereotypes that obstruct dialogue and the building of new relationships. In the hall on the theme of “Between Walls and Fences” documenting the implementation of Nazi anti-Jewish policy throughout Europe, the introductory text to this hall stresses that there were differences in application of Nazi policy according to attitudes towards the Jews among the local population. The text mentions the difference between Western and Eastern Europe, an important complexity implying that each context must be examined and that Europeans reacted in different manners to the fate of the Jews. Dare one hope that sensitive educators might indeed make more explicit these texts as they take their charges around the museum? The most striking text on this theme is in a final panel in the hall dealing with rescue and resistance:

The fate of Jews in occupied countries was decided not only by German policy but also by the stance of the majority society. The local population reacted in diverse ways to the environment of violence and terror in which the Jews were a target of persecution and murder. Some took part in the murders along with the Germans, while others helped Jews. Many people gloated over their plight and sought some profit by informing on them, blackmailing them or looting their property. In most cases the local population reacted with apathy to the murder of Jews. Both traditional and modern anti Semitic feelings, the atmosphere of fear the Nazis imposed and conformism led most Europeans to consciously deny the obvious crimes against their Jewish neighbors who had lived in their midst for centuries.
Although introducing a nuance that some Christians helped Jews, the text still does not grapple with the specifically Christian elements in much resistance and heroism. Furthermore, the sensitive visitor might here reflect on the universal applicability of this analysis of human reaction to catastrophe. Collaboration with evil is odious. However, apathy and the inability to identify evil are dangers to our humanity in all situations where people are being victimized and persecuted.

The new Yad VaShem does not overlook the controversial figure of Pope Pius XII. The text on the Pope is overwhelmingly hostile and critical of his behavior during the Shoah. He is castigated for his silence in the face of Nazi crimes, his dialogue with the Nazis in spite of what was going on and his failure to do anything to protect the Jews, especially in Rome. He is accused of abstaining from signing an Allied document protesting the extermination of the Jews. The only nuances in the text are the mentions of the Pope’s protests to the leaders of Hungary and Slovakia about the deportations. Not mentioned is the fact that in these two countries, unlike in the rest of Europe, the leaders were practicing Catholics and, thus, possibly more amenable to the words of a Pope who was otherwise largely ignored by the civic authorities. Nowhere is there any mention of possible motives for the Pope’s position, the general context of silence or, more importantly, the involvement of the Catholic Church in saving Jews through hiding them in monasteries, convents and churches, a fact mentioned later on in the same hall. Likewise, there is no mention of the prodigious activity of Pius XII’s successor, Mgr. Giuseppe Roncalli (later John XXIII) serving in these dark years successively in Bulgaria, Turkey and France. He is credited elsewhere with saving thousands of Jews by issuing false documents by which Jews could escape the clutches of the Nazis. The debate about Pius XII rages on and perhaps that text will be amended with more and more nuances as Jewish and Catholic historians work together to document the truth about the Pope’s role in these dark days.


In the new museum, there is one hall that more than any of the others does echo a new tone in Jewish-Christian relations. The documentation of the story of “Resistance and Rescue” gives numerous examples of Christian heroism during the Shoah. One striking example is that of the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Nice, Paul Remond (1873-1963), who gave cover to two Jews, Odette Rosenblatt and Moussa Abadi, who saved Jews by placing them in Catholic institutions, providing them with certificates that they were Christians. In this hall, also commemorated and honored are the Belgian priest brothers Louis and Hubert Celis and the Italian priest, Don Gaetano Tartalo, and the Jews they saved. Another central exhibit here focuses on the case of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon and its vicinity where thousands of Jews were saved by Protestants led by Pastor André Trocmé. A citation of this pastor dominates the exhibit: “I do not know what a Jew is, we only know what human beings are”. Likewise, the case of Denmark is documented although no mention is made of the Christian faith that stimulated the heroic resistance to the Nazis and the joint efforts of the king and the Danish people to ensure the safe escape of the Jews to Norway. In slight contrast to this, a general comment on the situation in Italy states that although many Italians collaborated with the Nazis or were indifferent “many other Italians, particularly priests and nuns, helped Jews find hiding places”.
Undoubtedly, the most dramatic rescue story by Christian leaders presented in the new museum is that of the Jews of Plovdiv in Bulgaria, retold by a survivor from one of the television screens. She describes the rounding up of the Jews, the visit of the local bishop and his successful efforts to get them released, concluding her testimony with a homage to the people and the Church of Bulgaria. The story of Bulgaria and the role of the leadership of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church is documented in a written text too. In a special placard devoted to Metropolitans Stefan and Kiril, the visitor can read:

They were among the heads of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. They and all the members of the Holy Synod took a forceful stance by protesting the Bulgarian government’s anti-Jewish laws. During the preparation for the deportation of Plovdiv’s Jews, Metropolitan Kiril visited them and promised that he would do all in his power so that they would not be deported. On May 24, 1943, a Bulgarian holiday, Metropolitan Stefan delivered a public address and even sent an appeal to the King, calling for an end to the unjust persecution of the Jews. Both, but especially Metropolitan Stefan, had a personal relationship with the King which influenced the government’s decision not to deport the Jews from Bulgaria itself.
The case of Bulgaria, presented here very prominently, hopefully raises again the issue of Christianity and Christians, showing a different face to the dominant one in the museum. This “little rest” that resisted the Nazis, risking death to save Jews at this fateful hour, did so because they were faithful disciples of Jesus Christ and committed members of the Church. This is not fully explicit in the museum and thus might not create the necessary balance with the overwhelmingly negative, initial introduction to Christianity. 
A peculiarity at the entrance to the hall on resistance and rescue is that in the section devoted to partisan resistance, one corner focuses on the figure of Oswald Rufeisen, a German speaking Polish Jew, who infiltrated the German administration and had a central part in saving Jews from the Mir Ghetto. A televised interview with the man and his collaborators tells the story. However, it is nowhere mentioned that this same Oswald Rufeisen is none other than the well-known Carmelite Brother Daniel, a convert to Catholicism, about whom all Israelis learn when they study the question of “Who is a Jew?” in the history of the State of Israel
. It is interesting, though, that elsewhere the new Yad VaShem makes explicit mention of the fate of Jewish converts to Christianity. Whereas Christians have come to know the story of Edith Stein, declared one of Europe’s patron saints by Pope John Paul II, Jews have tended to ignore the fate of thousands of converted Jews, regarded as apostates by their own people but as Jews by the Nazis. In the section of the museum that reconstructs a street of the ghetto in Warsaw, a placard is consecrated to the converted Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto:

Around 2000 Jewish converts to Christianity, who had cut themselves off from their Jewish roots, were also locked inside the walls of the Warsaw Ghetto. There they strictly observed separate religious ritual in the remaining churches and were helped financially by church aid organizations. Some of them held key positions in the Judenrat and its institutions. Yet, their self-imposed segregation and different lifestyle estranged them from the Jewish community at large. With the deportations to the Treblinka death camp, the converts’ fate was the same as that of the Jews.
The final exhibition hall is dedicated to the “Return to Life”. Another painful episode alluded to here is that of the fate of some of the Jewish children hidden in convents and monasteries or by fervent Christian families. Emphasized here are the legal battles inaugurated by surviving family members to get the children back after they had been baptized and had lived as Christians during the war. These cases do indeed throw a shadow on the saving of Jewish children. It might be worthwhile to point out, though, that some priests, including Father Karol Wojtyla (later Pope John Paul II) refused to baptize children who had been placed in Christian families for safe-keeping, understanding fully the betrayal involved in coercing Christian practice in Jewish children confided to Christians for safekeeping.


After passing through two spaces consecrated to the memorial of the victims, the visitor, exiting the museum, is confronted with a breathtaking view over the Judean hills and the Jewish neighborhoods that surround modern Jerusalem. The message is a resurrection message. The people put to death in the camps during the Shoah, has come back to life in the State of Israel. It is clear that the Shoah and the State of Israel (the themes of our previous meetings together in Cracow and in Jerusalem) are major themes in our dialogue with the Jewish people. They are perhaps not primarily theological themes but touch upon our shared history in a world of conflictual relations. Studying together these themes often brings us to a point where there is “a parting of the ways”, painful to admit to one another and yet essential to reflect on if we are indeed to move forward to a more mature and deeper understanding of self and other. Only thus can we build relationship founded on firm rock rather than on sand. The new museum read as a “text” is indeed more sensitive in its presentation of Christians and Christianity than the old one had been. Clarifying the difficult and sensitive issues in ongoing dialogue between Jews and Christians is essential though. This dialogue not only helps us truthfully present the past but also form new generations for a future in which the horrific errors of the past are not repeated. Reading Yad VaShem as a contemporary Jewish text reveals that there is still much work to be done in a Jewish-Christian dialogue about our often divergent readings of history and the implications of that history for a shared future in a better world.
� The message of Yad Vashem might be understood in terms of a quotation from a letter, written by Elkhanan Elkes, leader of the Kovno Jewish Council, to his children, given prominent place on the internet site of the museum: “Remember both of you that which Amalek did to us; remember everything, do not forget for the rest of your lives and pass on as a holy testament to the coming generations that the Germans killed, slaughtered and murdered us.”


� The latter was himself a victim of the Shoah as a young French Jew who later converted to Catholicism. Lustiger lost his mother in the Nazi concentration camps. 


� The tens halls are divided as follows: 


1. The World that Was (an entry area rather than a hall in itself and showing scenes from Jewish life in Europe before the War).


2. From Equals to Outcasts (detailing the rise of the Nazis, their taking of power and the anti-Semitic legislation).


3. The Awful Beginnings (focused on the beginning of the War, the success of the German army and especially on the invasion of Poland).


4. Between Walls and Fences (focusing on the ghettoes of Lodz, Warsaw, Kovno and Theresiendtadt).


5. Mass Murder (focusing on the mass execution of Jews in Eastern Europe, particularly in the USSR after the Nazi invasion, like that of Babi Yar).


6. The Final Solution (focusing on the decision to implement a planned extermination of the Jews in setting up death camps and using sophisticated extermination techniques).


7. Resistance and Rescue (focusing on the opposition to the Nazis and attempts to save Jews).


8. The Last Jews (focusing on experiences in the camps and the fate of their inhabitants leading up to the liberation of the camps in 1945).


9. Return to Life (focusing on the stories of those who survived and their difficult reintegration into life). 


10. Facing the Loss (less an exhibition hall than a memorial space for those who perished).


� Arriving in Israel in 1959, he was refused immediate citizenship because he was a Catholic despite his insistence that he considered himself Jewish in terms of nationality. He appealed to the High Court of Justice, which in 1962 ruled that for the purposes of the Law of Return, Brother Daniel could not be considered a Jew.





