‘R._,\@L\S%v\, Ciclhord -

{X@U Avshwt

I returned to Germany in August 1961 as the guest of the Bundes-
presseamt fo make a two-week survey of religious and cultural trends.
I was scheduled to enter Germany on Sunday the 13th, the day of the
closing of the border between East and West Berlin. Because of the
international situation, | changed my plans and proceeded 1o Berlin
50 that I could observe the crisis directly.

The Bundespresseamt was extremely helpful. They arranged
a series of interviews for me with religious and cultural leaders, 1
shall never forget my interview with Heinrich Griiber, Dean of the
Evangelical Church of East and West Berlin. He dramatized the
consequences of accepting the normative Judaeo-Christian theology
of history in the light of the death camps. After my interview, |
reached a theological point of no return—lIf I believed in God as the
omnipotent author of the historical drama and Israel as His Chosen
People, 1 had to accept Dean Griiber's conclusion that it was God’s
will that Hitler committed six million Jews to slaughter. I could not
possibly believe in such a God nor could I believe in Israel as the
chosen people of God after Auschwitz.

In the spring of 1965, Dean Griber wrote to Christiani
and Crisis denying the words 1 bad ascribed to him. I replied that 1
did not bear the Dean any ill-will nor did I have any reason to falsify
bis words. The significance of the Dean’s assertion of God's Lordship
over the death camps is precisely the fact that he was not a Nazi or
an anti-Semite but a very decent human being who believed in the

bistoric doctrines of the election of Israel and of God as the final
author of the historical drama. ’

2/ The Dean and
the Chosen People

T—IERE Is an enlarged photograph in the Jewish Historical
Museum in Amsterdam which epitomizes much that Jews feel
concerning Christianity’s role in the “final solution.” The picture
was taken in Westerbroek Concentration Camp in the Netherlands
at a Christmas party celebrated by the SS and their women. Those
responsible for the death of over one hundred and ten thousand
Dutch Jews took time out of their grisly labors to celebrate the
birth of their Jewish God in the very place where they were seal-
ing the doom of every single Jew they could find. The plain fact
of the matter is that those who murdered the Jews were, if not
believing communicants of the Christian faith, at least men and
women whose only exposure to religion was derived from Chris-
tian sources. Furthermore, contrary to much supposition, the
people directly involved in the murder enterprise were not gutter
riff-raff. More frequently than not, they were men with univer-
sity or professional training behind them. In some instances, for-
mer pastors were active leaders of the work of death.

Christian thinkers very frequently point out that Nazism
was an anti-Christian explosion which departed utterly from
Christian morality. This is undeniably true. It does, however,
gloss over the difference between those anti-Christian feelings
which are rooted in a competing value system such as Islam, and
the anti-Christian explosion of Christians against their own value
system. Nazism was an anti-Christian movement. It was, never-
theless, dialectically related to Christianity. It was the negation of
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Christianity as negation was understood by Hegel and Freud.
It could have as little existed without Christianity as the Black
Mass of medieval satanism could have existed without the Mass
of Catholicism. Assuredly the classic villains of Christianity, the
Jews, became the prime objects of extermination of the anti-
Christian Christians, the Nazis.

The more one studies the classical utterances of Chris-
tianity on Jews and Judaism, while at the same time reviewing
the terrible history of the Nazi period, the more one is prompted
to ask whether there is something in the logic of Christian the-
ology, when pushed to 4 metaphysical extreme, which ends with
the justification of, if not the incitement to, the murder of Jews.
Though there is an infinitude of pain in the exploration of this
question, neither the Christian nog the Jew can avoid it.

Given the question of the relationship between Christian-
ity and the holocaust, I considered myself very fortunate when,
during the summer of 1961, while I was on a visit to Western
Germany, the Bundespresseamt, the Press and Information Office
of the German Federa] Republic, made it possible for me to visit
and interview Dr. Heinrich Griiber, Dean of the Evangelical
Church in Berlin, at his home in Berlin-Dahlem. It was my third
visit to Germany in thirteen months. The first two visits were
Private and unofficial. On this occasion the Press and Information
Office was extremely helpful in making it possible for me to come
to understand something of the complex reality that is present-
day Western Germany. n

Thousands of Germans could have testified against Eich-
mann and offered relevant testimony. Only one actually made the
trip to Jerusalem to testify. Dean Griber is a Protestant clergy-
man with a very long and heroic record of opposition to the Nazis
on Christian grounds, and of friendship and succor for Nazism’s
chief victims. In the end, his courage brought him to Dachau
and near-martyrdom. His resistance was especially meritorious
because it incurred the possibility of great danger to his wife and
children as well as to himself,

Since the war Dean Griiber has devoted himself to the
work of healing and reconciliation. He has been instrumental in
creating the Heinrich Griiber Haus in Berlin-Dahlem, and old-
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age residence for victims of the Nuremberg laws. These included
Germans who had married Jews, Jews who had converted to
Christianity, and a few old Jews who, in spite of the fury which
had distupted their lives, wanted to end their days in Berlin. With
public and government support, a very spacious and attractive
home has been built for these people who were the very special
concern of the Dean.

In addition to testifying at the Eichmann trial, Dean
Griiber has been instrumental in fostering the work of recon-
ciliation between Germany and Israel on the political level, and
between German Christianity and Judaism at the religious level.
At his suggestion, on his seventieth birthday his German friends
and admirers contributed well over one hundred thousand marks
for the planting of a forest in his honor in Israel. He rejected all
gifts. He insisted instead that the money be given to build Israel.
He is also active in a German-Israel organization devoted to the
exchange of visits between the youth of the two countries. He
has visited Israel three times.

The Dean is over seventy, but there is a healthiness and
a heartiness to his person which is noticeable immediately. He has
a very attractive and spacious home, something very rare in Ber-
lin today where, of necessity, apartment-house living is all that
most people can hope for. He met me at the door and brought me
to his study which was lined with books, a rather attractive oil
copy of Rembrandt’s Flora, and all sorts of relics and souvenirs
of a long and distinguished career. In one corner, there was also
a very impressive sculpture of the Dean’s head.

After many sessions of interviewing Germans in all walks
of life, I had learned to expect the interviewee to undergoa warm-
up period before the initial reserve wore off. In the case of the
Dean, this was unnecessary. There was an admirable bluntness
and candor to his manner which revealed that the man means
exactly what he says. This thoroughgoing honesty was present to
the point of pain throughout the interview. It was not a quality
the Nazis valued.

The most obvious point of departure for the conversation
was the Eichmann trial. He explained that he went to Jerusalem
with the greatest reluctance, and only after his name had come
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up so frequently that he felt he had no decent alternative. He also
asserted that he went as a German, a member of the people who
had perpetuated the injustice, and a member of the Christian
Church which had remained silent before it.

"Did testifying cause you any harm with your own peo-
ple?” T asked. :

He replied that it had not and went on to say that he did
not really see much difference between himself and Eichmann,
that he too was guilty, that, in fact, the guilt was to be shared by
all peoples rather than by Eichmann alone.

“If there had only been a little more responsibility all
around, things would have been different.”

He complained bitterly of how the governments of prac-
tically every civilized country turned their backs on the Jews, mak-
ing it impossible for them to leave. He spoke of his own efforts
to secure immigration visas and complained of how seldom he
succeeded.

I asked him about the Heinrich Griiber Haus. He ex-
plained that he had helped hundreds of people, many of whom
were victims of the Nuremberg laws, to leave Germany. In recent
yeats some wanted to return. Originally he had founded his home
for twenty people, most of whom were Christians who had lost
Jewish relatives during the persecutions. He felt that these people
deserved a more comfortable life in their remaining years than
most old people. It was also extremely difficult to place them
successfully in the average German old-age home as many Ger-

~man old people were still bitterly anti-Semitic and would have
objected. To meet these problems, he had built, with much pub-
lic support, this very unique and very beautiful home.

Without being asked, the Dean informed me that he had
never converted Jews and did not want to do so now. On the con-
trary, he wanted Christians to become better Christians and Jews
to become better Jews. I quickly learned that the Dead had very
decided ideas on what Jews ought to be and how they ought to
behave. ’ ‘

Again continuing without being questioned on the mat-
ter, the Dean informed me that Germany’s Jews today were in
great danger. He said that once again Jews are influential in the

e S

The Dean and the Chosen People 51

banks, the press, and other areas of public interest. This surprised
me, as I had been informed that there are only eight thousand
employed or self-employed Jews in a nation of fifty million.

“The problem in Germany is that the Jews haven't
learned anything from what happened to them,” he informed me.
"I always tell my Jewish friends that they shouldn’t put 2 hind-
rance in the way of our fight against anti-Semitism.”

In view of his long established friendship for the Jewish
people, 1 asked him to clarify his statement. He replied that
many of the brothels and risqué night clubs, for example, are
now in Jewish hands, especially those in close proximity to the
army camps.

“For hundreds of years, there has been a virulent tradi-
tion of anti-Semitism among the Germans. Hitler exploited that
tradition for his own ends. It is very difficult for us to wipe it out.
After the Eichmann trial, this is one of my tasks. I am involved
in one or two meetings a week to help end anti-Semitism, but it
is very difficult because of the Jews in prominent positions and
those who are engaged only in seeking money no matter what
they do.”

In reply, I told the Dean of the feelings of many Israelis
that one of the most wonderful things about Israel is that there
Jews have the right to be anything they want without relating it
to the Jewish problem. I put the problem to him in terms of the
freedom of every man to make his own life-choices and to pay
the price for his personal decisions.

“Look, I don’t understand why you ate so troubled about
a pitifully small number of Jews in shady positions or being in-
terested in making money rather than following edifying put-
suits. It seems to me that every person pays a price for the kind
of life he leads. Why should Germans be upset about the life-
decisions of these Jews unless they are unduly envious or neu-
rotically involved in other people’s lives? Must every Jew make
himself so pale, so inconspicuous, even invisible, that he will
give no offense? Is that the lesson Jews must learn from the death

camps, that they must prove to the Germans their pre-eminent

capacity for virtue? Wouldn't it seem a far better solution for all
Jews left in Germany to leave and go where they could be any-
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thing they wished, without wortying about what the Germans
thought or felt about them? After what has happened, why
should any Jew remain and worty about attaining the approba-
tion of the German People?”

The Dean was not prepared to let go. He was disturbed at
the thought of the few remaining Jews leaving Germany. He
felt that I was correct that Jews had as much right to be anything
they pleased as the Germans, but he also felt that, after what had
happened, they ought not to do these things, as it made the work
of ending anti-Semitism so much harder. It was evident that in
his mind there was an objective relationship between Jewish
behavior and anti-Semitism.

Having asserted that the Jews had as much right to pro-
duce scoundrels or scalawags as any other people, the Dean
quickly retracted. He spoke of the ancient covenant between God
and Israel and how Israel as the chosen people of God was under
a very special obligation to behave in a way which was spiritually
consistent with Divine ordinance.

“T don’t say this about Israel; God says this in the Bible
and I believe it!” he insisted with considerable emotion.

The Dean was not the first German clergyman who had
spoken to me in this vein concerning Israel. I had previously met
a number of others in Berlin and Bonn. All insisted that there
Was a vety special providential relationship between Israel, what
happened to it, and God’s will, that this had been true in the time
of the Bible and that the Heilsgeschichte of the Jewish people
had continued to unfold to this very day. In fairness to them, it
should be pointed out that this belief has been shared by the vast
majority of religious Jews throughout history. The theological
significance of the Zionist movement and the establishment of
the State of Israel lay largely in the rejection of Heilsgeschichte
and the assertion that Jewish misfortune had been made by men
and could be undone by men. For the pastors the conviction re-
mained—it should be said that the conviction has been strength-
ened—that nowhere in the world were the fruits of God’s activ-
ity in history more evident than in the life and the destiny of the
Jewish people. In each instance I very quickly rejoined that such
thinking had as its inescapable conclusion the conviction that the
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Nazi slaughter of the Jews was somehow God's will, that God

~ really wanted the Jewish People to be exterminated. In every in-

stance before meeting Dr. Griiber, I was met by an embarrassed
withdrawal. :

Countess Dr. von Rittberg, the representative of the Evan-
gelical Church to the Bonn Government, a charming and learned
lady, was one of the German religious personalities with whom
I discussed this issue. She had offered the customary interpreta-
tion of Israel’s destiny as being guided by a special Divine con-
cern, but she partially withdrew it in the face of my objection.

“Theologically this may be true, but humanly speaking
and in any terms that I can understand, I cannot believe that God
wanted the Nazis to destroy the Jews,” she said.

Her reluctance to follow the logic of her theology to its
hideous conclusion, which made the Nazis the accomplices of
God, was, humanly speaking, most understandable. 1 found a
similar reluctance in the other clergymen with whom I spoke,
though, because I was a rabbi and a guest, there is a distinct pos-
sibility that I did not get a random sampling of theological
opinion.

The same openness and lack of guile which Dean Griiber
had shown from the moment I met him was again manifest in
his reaction to my question concerning God’s role in the death
of the six million, a question which I believe is decisive for con-
temporary Jewish theology.

“Was it God’s will that Hitler destroyed the Jews?” 1
repeated. “Is this what you believe concerning the events through
which we have lived?”

Dr. Gritber arose from his chair and rather dramatically
removed a Bible from a bookcase, opened it and read: “Um deine-
twillen werden wir getotet den ganzen Tag . . . for Thy sake are
we slaughtered every day ... (Ps. 44:22)

“When God desites my death, I give it to him!” he
continued. “When I started my work against the Nazis I knew
that I would be killed or go to the concentration camp. Eich-
mann asked me, “Why do you help these Jews? They will not
thank you.” I had my family; there were my wife and three
children. Yet I'said, ‘Your will be done even if You ask my death.’
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For some reason, it was part of God’s plan that the Jews died.
God demands our death daily. He is the Lord, He is the Master,
all is in His keeping and ordering.”

Listening to the Dean, I recalled Erich Fromm’s de-
scriptipns of the authoritarian personality in Escape From Free-
dom.* All the clergymen had asserted the absolute character of
God’s Lordship over mankind and of mankind’s obligation to
submit unquestioningly to that Lordship, but none had carried the
logic of this theology as far as the Dean did. '

The Dean’s disturbing consistency undoubtedly had its
special virtues. No consideration of personal safety could deter
the Dean from total obedience to his Heavenly Master; this con-
trasted starkly with too many of his fellow countrymen who gave
lip-service to a similar ideal but conveniently turned the other way
in the crisis. Nevertheless, there was another side to this stance
which was by no means as pleasant. Eichmann also had served
his master with complete and utterly unquestioning fidelity. Even
sixteen years after the close of hostilities, not only Eichmann, but
apparently his defense counsel, seemed to feel that such servitude
was self-justifying. Furthermore, in both the Dean and his de-
monic antagonist, the will of the master, in the one case God, in
the other case Hitler, was unredeemed by a saving empiricism.
Neither man preferred an inconsistency in logic to the consistency
of accepting the gratuitous murder of six million. In neither
individual was there even a trace of personal autonomy.

When Dr, Griiber put down his Bible, it scemed as if,

once having started, he could not stop himself. He looked at re-
cent events from a thoroughly Biblical perspective. In the past,
the Jews had been smitten by Nebuchadnezzar and other “rods of
God’s anger.” Hitler was simply another such rod. The incon-
gruity of Hitler as an instrument of God never seemed to occur
to him. Of course, he granted that what Hitler had done was
immoral and he insisted that Hitler’s followers were now being
punished by God.

“At different times,” he said, “God uses different peo-
ples as His whip against His own people, the Jews, but those

1New York: Rhinehart and Co., 1941.
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whom He uses will be punished far worse than the people of the
Lord. You see it today here in Berlin. We are now in the same sit-
uation as the Jews. My church is in the East sector. Last Sunday
(August 13, the day of the border closing) I preached on Hosea
6:1 (‘Come, and let us return unto the Lord: For He hath torn,
and He will heal us; He hath smitten, and He will bind us up’).
God has beaten us for our terrible sins; I told our people in East
Berlin that they must not lose faith that He will reunify us.”

I felt a chill at that instant. There was enormous irony
in the Dean’s assertion that the Germans had become like Jews.
I was listening to a German clergyman interpret German defeat
as the rabbis had interpreted the fall of Jerusalem almost two
thousand years before. For the rabbis, Jerusalem fell because of
the sins of the Jewish people. For Dean Griiber, Berlin had
fallen because of the sins of the Getman people. When he sought
words of consolation with which to mollify the wounding of
his imprisoned church he turned to the very same verses from
Hosea which had consoled countless generations of Israel.

He pursued the analogy between Germany and Israel: “I
know that God is punishing us because we have been the whip
against Israel. In 1938 we smashed the synagogues; in 1945 our
churches were smashed by the bombs. From 1938 we sent the
Jews out to be homeless; since 1945 fifteen million Germans
have experienced homelessness.”

The feeling of guilt was very apparent; so too was the
fact that for him German suffering appeased and ameliorated this
feeling. Everything he said reiterated his belief that God was
ultimately responsible for the death of the Jews. It may have
been a mystery to him, but it was nevertheless taken as unshakable
fact. ’

The Dean had asserted that God had been instrumental
in the holocaust. He had not asserted the nature of the crime for
which God was supposed to have smitten the Jews. During the
Eichmann trial, Dr. Servatius, the defense counsel, had offered
the suggestion that the death of the six million was part of a
“higher purpose,” and in recompense for an earlier and greater
crime against God, thereby joining the modern trial in Jerusalem
with one held twenty centuries before. Time was running short.
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I did not have the opportunity to question Dean Griiber con-
cerning the nature of the enormous crime for which six million
Jews perished. His thinking was so thoroughly drenched in New
Testament and Prophetic categories that there is little reason to
think that he would have disagreed with Dr. Servatius. Stated
with theological finesse it comes to pretty much the same thing
as the vulgar thought that the Christ-killers got what was com-
ing to them.

At a number of American Protestant seminaries, there
have been attempts to study and tone down some of the more
patently anti-Semitic teachings in religious textbooks and litera-
ture. Similar efforts are today being made within Catholicism.
The Jewish declaration of the Vatican Council is the outstanding
example. Many thoughtful Christians assert that 4J] men, insofar
as they are sinners, killed Christ and that the blame must there-
fore not be placed on the Jews alone. In the face of a crime so
hideous as the holocaust, decent men recoil and attempt to do
what they can to root out the incitement to further evil. These
attempts have been rightly appreciated in Jewish circles. Yet
one is forced to ask whether there is even the slightest efficacy to
any of these efforts. The fundamental issue transcends the ques-
tion of whether Jews are regarded as Christ-killers. At the heart
of the problem is the fact that it may be impossible for Christians
to remain Christians without regarding Jews in mythic, magic,
and theological categories. Jews alone of all the people in the
world are regarded as actors and patticipants in the drama of sin
and innocence, guilt and salvation,, perdition and redemption. If
the Jews are an utterly normal people like any other, capable of the
same virtues and vices, then there is no reason to assert that
Jesus had more than a human significance. The Christian Church
must insist on the separate and special character of the Jewish
people in order that its claims concerning the significance of
Jesus may gain credence. As long as Jews are thought of as
special and apart from mankind in general, they are going to
be the object of both the abnormal demands and the decisive
hatreds of which the Dean spoke.

It would seem that as long as there is Christianity, Jews
will be the potential objects of a special and ultimately pernicious
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attention which can always explode in violence. Even were all
the textbooks “‘corrected,” there would still be the Gospels, and

‘they are enough to assure the ever-present threat of 2 murderous

hatred of Jews by Christians. Even when Christians assert that all
men are guilty of the death of the Christ, they are asserting a guilt
more hideous than any known in any other religion, the murder
of the Lord of Heaven and Earth. On the Jewish side, we would
say that not only are the Jews not guilty of this deicide, but that
no man is guilty because it never happened. Here again there is
an unbridgeable wall. The best that Christians can do for the
Jews is to spread the guilt, while always reserving the possibility
of throwing it back entirely upon the Jews. This is no solution for
the Jews, for they must insist that this dimension of guilt exists
for no man in reality, although they might be willing to admit
that it exists for every man in fantasy.

What made the visit to Dean Griiber so memorable and so
interesting was the fact that here was a Christian who had almost
died because of his efforts on behalf of Jews—the Nazis kicked
out his teeth and at one point he was left for dead in Dachau—yet
he was incapable of seeing Jews simply as normal human beings
with the same range of failings and virtues as any other group..
It may be argued that the Dean’s opinions prove nothing, that
he exhibited a typically German incapacity to place the concrete,
empirical facts of day-to-day life before an overwhelming ideol-
ogy. There is undoubtedly some truth in this. Nevertheless, the
Dean’s attitudes, especially in view of what he has done, in-
tensify the question of Christian theology and the death of the
Jews.

My visit did suggest one element of hope. Most Ameri-
cans and Britons simply don’t think the way Dean Griiber does.
There seems to be something in the German mentality which de-
mands utter metaphysical consistency. This has often been pro-
ductive of much good. It has resulted in some of the greatest
and most imaginative uses of the human intellect. The system of
Hegel comes to mind immediately. Nevertheless, the existential-
ist and pragmatic protests have a validity which can be justified
at least on human grounds. Human relations cannot, must not
be absolutely consistent with ideological necessities. When they
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are, life is lost and a dead, murdering logic destroys what it can-
not countenance.

Out of my interview I came away with a question for
the Jewish community. Can we really blame the Christian commu-
nity for viewing us through the prism of 2 mythology of history
when we were the first to assert this history of ourselves? As long
as we continue to hold to the doctrine of the election of Israel,
we will leave ourselves open to the theology expressed by Dean
Griiber, that because the Jews are God’s Chosen People, God
wanted Hitler to punish them.

There is 2 way out and Reconstructionism has pointed to
it. Religious uniqueness does not necessarily place us at the center
of the divine drama of perdition, redemption, and salvation for
mankind. All we need for a sane religious life is to recognize
that we are, when given normal opportunities, neither more nor
less than any other men, sharing the pain, the joy, and the fated
destiny which Earth alone has meted out to all her children.

We began with a question, whether the Christian
Church’s attitude involves it in a process which in times of stress
incites to the murder of Jews. To this question we must now ap-
pend a further question, whether the way Jews regard themselves
religiously contributes to the terrible process. The tendency of
the Church to regard Jews in magic and theological terms en-
courages the view that the vicissitudes of Jewish history are God’s
will. If we accept his theological premises, there is no way of
avoiding Dean Griiber's conclusion that God sent Hitler. But
how can we ask Christians to give up these premises if we con-
tinue to regard ourselves in this light? No man can predict the
way the matter will end. There is, however, no doubt that the
simple capacity of Jew and Christian to accept their own and
each other’s humanity lies at the core of any possibility of re-
conciliation between the two great faiths of the Western world.






