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      January 27, 2015 marked the 70th anniversary of the liberation of the 
death camp at Auschwitz. The Holocaust lasted for six long years. Six million 
Jews perished simply because of their religion. Conversion to Christianity or 
to the Nazi party could not save them. For most Jews, before they were 
murdered they were debased and utterly humiliated in the concentration 
camps with every shred of human dignity stripped from them.  
    “Under conditions of hunger and cold, the body, we learned in the camps, is 
liable to lose its divine qualities. That too was part of the wickedness of the 
murderer….”(NY Times, Aharon Appelfeld) 
     Historians have written that the rise of Hitler to power, following the First 
World War, was due to many factors. Prominent among them was the 
Versailles Treaty of 1918, emasculating Germany. Versailles laid the 
groundwork for the terrible depression that followed and the seeds of anger 
and desperation that emerged from poverty.  
      Jews became scapegoats in the Nazi rise to power. Anti-Judaism gained a 
strong following through propaganda. Hitler and Goebbels knew how to 
manipulate the press and to stir up hatred. The success of Jews as business 
people was resented, and blaming Jews for the death of Christ added 
Christian religious belief to the mix. The Catholic Church and the Christian 
churches of the Reformation had a checkered history toward the Jewish 
people. Persecution of Jews by Christians was sporadic through the centuries. 
It took a worldwide ecumenical Council, Vatican II, to correct past church 
teachings and the violent polemic and actions toward Jews and people of other 
religions. 
      One of the Second Vatican Council’s most significant documents, Nostra 
Aetate, corrected previous false teaching. “The Catholic Church rejects 
nothing that is true and holy in these (non-Christian) religions (Buddhists, 
Muslims, Hindus, Jews)”.  
      In our Good Friday prayers of intercession, a radical alteration took place 
after the Council. We no longer referred to adherents of other religions as 
heretics, schismatics, and pagans, but instead we prayed for those who do not 
believe in Christ or in God. And we prayed for the Jewish people, not for their 
conversion, but for their maturing in love of God, and fidelity to God’s 
covenant. The Council referred to the Jewish people as the people that God 
holds “most dear.” In regard to Muslims, the Council said “Upon the 
Muslims, too, the church looks with esteem. They adore one God, living and 
enduring, merciful and all-powerful, maker of heaven and earth and speaker 
to men.” 



     The terrible darkness of the Holocaust has haunted theology, both 
Christian and Jewish, ever since the ovens were extinguished in 1945. How 
could any human being inflict this hellacious evil on another? “What 
happened In His passion cannot be blamed upon all the Jews then living, 
without distinction, nor upon the Jews of today.” “The church repudiates all 
persecutions against any man, the Council proclaimed. 
      St. John Paul II called together two interfaith gatherings and shared 
common prayer with non-Christian believers at Assisi, Italy (1986, 2002). He 
visited Protestant churches and prayed with the leader of the chief rabbi of 
Rome in his synagogue. The Holy Father knew that the Vatican Council had 
made clear that through Jesus Christ, the one who is the way, the truth, and 
the life, God wants all people to be saved. Everyone who follows their 
conscience in good faith and lives according to it with a repentant heart, can 
gain eternal life through the lifesaving death and resurrection of God’s only 
Son, Jesus Christ. 
 “The church rejects, as foreign to the mind of Christ, any discrimination against 
men or harassment of them because of their race, color, condition of life, or 
religion.” (Vat. II) 
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     Following on the principle of human dignity, the principle of respect for human life states that 
it is always wrong to attack innocent human life. Human life is precious and worthy of profound 
respect and protection at every stage of development from conception to natural death. The 
seamless garment of pro-life issues include our Catholic stance against abortion, euthanasia, the 
death penalty, war, racism, anti-semitism, sexism, poverty, protection of our environment, and 
much more. The fact that our nation, with the Roe-Wade Supreme Court decision of 1973, 
permits abortion is a tragic blight on our history. In more than thirty-four years an estimated 
forty –four million abortions have stolen lives in the most liberal abortion law in the world.  
 
     When he addressed the U.N. General Assembly in 1979, Pope John Paul II listed some of the 
essential human rights that the church proclaims. This roll call includes moral rights that we as a 
church hope to have turned into legal rights in all parts of the world: life, liberty, security, food, 
clothing, shelter, healthcare, rest, and leisure. The Pope went on to include freedoms of 
expression, education, and culture, thought, conscience, and religion. Every human being has the 
right to a state of life, to found a family, and enjoy all the conditions needed for family life. 
Everyone has the right to work, and proper working conditions, and a just wage. People around 
the world have the right to participate in the political process, and to vote for a candidate of their 
choosing in a representative government.  



     We believe that these are God-given rights. 
 
     “For God so loved the world (and the human beings who populate it) that He gave His only 
Son, that everyone who believes in Him, may not perish, but may have eternal life.” (John 
3.16) 
     The foundation of ‘rights talk’ is the dignity of the human person made in the image and 
likeness of God. Since God has become one of us, fully human as well as fully divine, all human 
beings have been made sacred, sharers in God’s divine life through Jesus Christ. 
 
Peace, Father Bruce 


