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Pope Pius XII, born Eugenio Pacelli, reigned as pope during the most trying times of the world’s history, 1939-1958. His world leadership role affected millions of lives, both in Italy and around the world.  The Pope’s beliefs and actions did not necessarily change the course of the war, but they most indubitably impacted the path the war and Holocaust took.  The silence of Pope Pius XII has been discussed in both negative and positive light, producing many more negative discussions on his silence. It is important to consider that however one comes to a final decision on the Pope’s silence that the decision is not simply black and white.  The Pope needed to be fastidious on the role he played in the Second World War for many reasons. For one, while he was a very influential figure, he could not simply create laws for Italians or other Europeans to follow.  The timing of the information regarding the happenings in Germany and Poland was not stressed and the information was often skewed or obviously lacked proof.   His pro-German ideals when he was Cardinal and the idea of continuing Pope Pius XI’s anti-Semitism and anti-Nazism ideals conflicted and he had to sort through both of them to find the right path. He had an understandable fear of endangering other Catholic priests, clergy, and lay people, as well as protecting the historical Vatican City and all that lay within its walls.  Also, one must consider the time period. While anti-Semitism was a large fear in the eyes of all Europeans, and even Americans, Communism was often considered a greater fear
. 

Criticizing the Pope for what he did or did not do does not help when learning about the Holocaust. Instead of focusing on the positives or negatives of the Pope’s actions, the goal should be to learn as to why the Pope chose to do what he did. His silence, but also his encouragement and demands of behind the scenes actions account for something; however the weight of this against his silence can be left up to the individual. Instead of being judgmental and unreasonable on the topic of the Pope’s silence during the Holocaust, one should focus on understanding his behavior and learn from his mistakes.

The Holocaust was a very trying time for many world leaders, one reason being all the leaders were unsure as to how to handle the situation. At this time, the United States was entering into its practice of isolationism, a result of our involvement in World War 1.  Franklin D. Roosevelt, and many White House officials, wanted to stay out of Europe’s business as long as possible in order to save our own country and build it higher. When information was being found out about mass roundups of Jews and the creation of ghettos, leaders were often unsure of how to handle the situation.  Words had to be chosen carefully, as well as creating allies.  Making any wrong moves could give Hitler or the Nazis to retaliate against their religion, culture, country, etc.  The Concordat of 1933, signed between Pope Pius XI and Hitler gave leaders to believe they would be able to keep the peace between them.  Signing this pact gave both sides the opportunity to lay down ground rules and create terms to keep a peaceful living situation between both regions.  However, both sides knew that it would be violated almost instantly, as Hitler soon showed, but the main concept was to show that the Church had a way to support itself publicly against the Third Reich.
 Hitler was also found to be not the fondest of Pope or the Church, a very interesting twist in his tale. Hitler was raised Catholic, and his resentment against Catholicism has never been based on clear evidence
.  One may guess that Hitler’s dislike of the Pope may have been because the Pope did not agree with killing other men, as most Christians do believe. Eventually the Pope started receiving evidence in 1940 about the deportation of Jews, the building and use of ghettos and work and concentration camps, although he did not have reason to believe the evidence fully. As a leader of a European nation struggling against persecution, it was his duty to dive deeper into the issue and send out informants to dig around, or so to say. His oblivious attitude does not help his cause, and the blank information and unsupported reports given to him did not encourage him to discover more information as to what was really going on. What was being told to him needed to be verified, and his lack of pursuit in this area is one issue many scholars have issues with.
  This is one issue many people nowadays consider a fault- if the leader of such a religious institution does not pursue information in these horrific times, why does he deserve to be a leader?  As Michael Phayer has pointed out, the Holy See could have played a vital role in accelerating knowledge of the persecution of the Jews to not only other world leaders, but also to the citizens of Italy and all of Europe. 
 It is easy now to criticize the Holy See for being such a death trap for vital information regarding the genocide of the European Jews; however we do not know how plausible and believable such an event could seem to be back then.  It was the duty of the Pope to investigate such a matter, and it more often than not seems that he lacked on this part.

Another main issue as to disinterest in the persecution of the Jews in the beginning of the war for the Pope could be due to the differences in the variations of anti-Semitism in the Church. First off, anti-Semitism varied due to various teachings and the ambiguity from the Vatican that was spread over the course of many years.  Anti-Semitism had existed in Europe for thousands of years, but the degree of its severity varied.  Brian Porter-Szücs discusses anti-Semitism in the 1920s and 1930s stating, “It did not mean that it carried the same meanings or had the same implications everywhere,
” and because of this, one can take that anti-Semitism was not something that separated many Jewish citizens from Catholic ones.  Also, the Church rarely discussed Jews, and there was little opposition to them, even through the First Vatican Council in the late 19th century.  It was only under the papacy of Pope Pius XI where Church attitudes towards Jews started changing in a positive direction
.  He used his encyclicals and speeches to show support for the Jewish community, something many people believed Pius XII would continue.  However, advancing views quickly took a step back under Pius XII; he did not denounce the existence of Jews, but he also did not publicly speak out for them during the war. 
 Scholars cannot pinpoint exactly why his silence existed. Anti-Semitism also varied within the Catholic Church because there was a thought that Jews were “Christ-killers” and also accused Jews of blood libels, or the killing of Christian infants to use their blood or wine or unleavened bread.
 These were endorsed by Church newspapers and writings. However, these myths were less common in areas other than Poland and Hungary, and were not often believed.  The existence of them did provide some conflict, and it can be easy to understand why many Catholics did not know which stance to take during the early 20th century. It is also now realized that there are not many Catholics texts discussing their beliefs on the Jewish community, positively or negatively.  This is especially evident in Poland, where Porter-Szücs notes that “…nineteenth century Poland did not seem to care much about the Jews one way or another. We will not find many (if any) sympathetic portraits of Jews in the Catholic texts of that era, but neither will we find many examples of the virulent hatred that would become so prevalent in the interwar years.” 
  With this stated, it can be interpreted that while the Pope or the Church may not have seemed to care about the Jewish community, they certainly did not want them to suffer such violent acts and cruelty.  These ambiguous beliefs from the Church were often left alone, and because of that, the feelings of anti-Semitism varied from region to region. 

Pope Pius XII was elected Pope in March of 1939. He chose the Papal name of Pius, continuing the legacy name of the pope who reigned before him.  The use of the name Pius allowed many to believe that Pius XII would continue the views and declarations of Pius XI, with such encyclicals such as Mit Brenndener Sorge. This, however, was not the case. While Pius XI spoke out against anti-Semitism and Nazism, Pius XII was silent throughout the whole war. A very early theory of this was because of Pius XII’s ties to the German culture
.  However, setting the theory of Pius XII’s German favoritism, one can see as to why people believed he would continue the legacy of Pius XI. Not only by choosing to continue his name, but also by showing his youthful attributes throughout his papacy.  He was the first to use the radio and television for broadcasting speeches and interviews, he loved riding in fast cars, and he had an obsession with using the gym he had installed in the Vatican.
 His youthful qualities led others to believe he would not be intimidated or fearful of Hitler or the Nazis and he would speak out against the genocide that was starting to occur.

The Pope found out in 1941 that large numbers of Jews were being murdered,
 with believable evidence of the horrible incidents happening in Germany and Poland towards the Jewish community.  He also was aware in 1943 of terror of the Nazis being inflicted upon all people under their rule, no matter what their religion or ethnicity.  No scholar will ever be able to know what Pius XII really thought about these new developments, but as a peacekeeper, one tends to believe that he was astonished by the events occurring towards Polish and German Jews. From this mistreatment of Jews in the beginning of the war, we see Pius XII’s fears start to develop, especially the fear for other Catholics and the fear for the most-prized Vatican City.

The Pope became aware very early during the war of many plans of kidnapping or assassination made by Hitler and the Nazis. Pius XII admitted several times that he was not afraid of the Nazis and that they could come take him whenever they wanted.
 There were also reports coming from informants in Sweden that the Nazis were urging the Pope to flee Vatican City.  An article in the Washington Post dating in October of 1943 states that the Germans were attempting to persuade Pope Pius XII to leave the Vatican and take up residence in Northern Italy.
 The Pope of course did take these threats personally, however it was not the only thing to deal with the Catholic Church that scared him into silence.  The Pope was also fearful of Vatican City being destroyed.
 This was not only due to the history the city held, but also because of the numerous amounts of Jews hiding within the walls.
 The public was not aware, but there were several thousand Jews hiding within the walls of Vatican City. The Pope had created these orders and carried them out secretly, which shows his empathy towards the European Jewish population.  Also, the Pope was afraid of abandoning his Christian people
. Speaking out against anti-Semitism would not create abandonment from Catholics, but perhaps the consequences of his words would afford him his life or create reasons for capture by Hitler. In these ways, the Pope would abandon the Church and leave all Catholic people without a leader or direction. Also, the Pope feared for the lives of the clergy members. In Poland, one-fifth of all priests were sent to Auschwitz or other concentration camps and killed.
  If most priests were gone and the Pope was unable to lead the Church, who would take over his duties? The Pope was fearing for the Church and its people, he could not simply do something such as speaking out against Nazism and risk leaving all of his followers.

Some scholars may view his fear for Catholicism as cowardly; however, it was not the only fear holding him into silence.  The new-found fear of communism was also spreading rather quickly not only through Italy but through the whole Western world. O’Reilly states that for the Pope, World War II was second in line to Communism.
 This may be hard to reason with now, but the time period must be taken into consideration here.  Pope Pius XII had high hopes as to Germany stopping bolshevism coming into Europe.
  If this could become a reality, it would make a believable reason as to why the Pope did not speak out against the Nazis.  While one now cannot comprehend as to why the fear of Communism was a bigger threat than the persecution of Jews in Western Europe
, we can start to understand the Pope’s reasoning here.  If Communism was really the bigger threat, why would he stand up to something that would succeed in destroying it?  The Vatican also refused to ally with Fascist opponents, one reason being they did not allow organized religion or Catholicism.
 The Pope and the Vatican are clearly against any organization or institution that will not allow for the practice of Catholicism.  Not only is he fearing of Communism here, it seems to almost bring out a hatred.  If this could be stopped in Germany by the Nazis, why should he try to stop the Nazis? The problem of Communism was bigger than Nazism, and the persecution of Jews could perhaps be an unfortunate side of stopping Communism.  This fear of Communism was quickly spread through the Western World, especially in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s.  All world leaders feared the spread of bolshevism to their own countries, and would not oppose the Pope being silent towards the Nazis so they could stop the spread of it on their own.
 In some ways, the Pope was leaving the “dirty work” up to the Nazi regime, and silently allowing for their cruel actions to the Jewish population because of this.

These main fears of the Pope are just a few examples that kept him from speaking out against the terrible crimes occurring in Germany and Poland. Even though the Pope never spoke out against the Nazis or Hitler directly, he did make many attempts to inform the country and the Western world as to the crimes occurring; he did know that the words and the ways he informed the world had to be chosen carefully in order to avoid more mass killings of the remaining Jewish community or other European citizens.  He knew he had to choose his words wisely, as Dalin stated, “Pope Pius XII knew that his words would not stop the Holocaust.  He measured his words so as not to risk the lives he could save.”
  If the Pope spoke too strongly against the Holocaust, he could risk Catholics being rounded up just like Jews, without being able to stop them.  Yet, if the Pope acted as if nothing was going on, then all people, Catholic or non-Catholic, would lose faith in him and would not believe he deserved to be in a position of power. In fact, Catholics could witness the way he was acting towards the mass murders and not only lose faith, but also distrust him altogether to help them if they ever were struggling against such an event. He did not want to expose the Jews or any other ethnic or religious group to any more harm
.  However, just because the Pope did not specifically say he was against the Nazi regime and the activities it was carrying out does not mean that he did not try, or have other means of inferring his own beliefs.  He did speak out in Summi Pontifacus, which was published just a few weeks before World War II started.  While some scholars do not agree with the Pope’s main overall message in this encyclical, it is clear here that the Pope is distinctly saying that there is no difference between Jews and Christians: “There is neither Gentile nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision, barbarian nor Scythian, bond nor free. But Christ is all and in all.
” Pope Pius XII is not necessarily saying he disagrees with racism here, but he is undoubtedly showing that all humans are humans, have the same rights, and this goes for Jews as well as Christians.  These views from the Pope allowed for the Nazi regime to not allow publication of Summi Pontifacus
 clearly because it would plant ideas in German citizens’ heads about what was morally correct and incorrect.  This encyclical went against what they were trying to achieve and did not want citizens of Germany having other leaders to side with.  The Pope also used publications by the Vatican, such as radio, newspaper, etc to express his views against Nazism.  L’Osserratore Romano was one of the Vatican newspapers that went against Nazism.  In 1939, Hitler made a visit in May to Rome and had friendly relations with Mussolini, the current ruler of Italy.  L’Osservatore Romano carried a front-page article condemning Nazi ideas about pure blood and race, and the paper even forbid Catholics to teach such things in schools, Sunday schools, and Churches.
  While this did occur before Pope Pius XII came papacy, it did give the cardinals, bishops, and priests the ideas of not agreeing with what Nazism believed.  And while Pius XII never spoke out against Nazism, he never condemned what L’Osservatore Romano declared right before the start of the war.  Also, the Pope was able to stay silent because of his representation of the bishops and priests.  They represent what the Pope stands for, and if they were to publicly condemn Nazism, then the Pope and the Church condemned Nazism too.  

However, this does not seem quite as honorable as such a Pope should act.  If he is the leader of such institution, he should be willing to represent it in all ways that he can.  He discusses in Summi Pontifacus that the first duty of the Pope is to give testimony to the truth and that his duty necessarily entails the exposition and confutation of human faults.
  Why was the Pope acting cowardly and going back on his words? Why was he not giving the truth to his people?  Perhaps he didn’t speak out because he actually did not think killing Jews was a sin. After all, the European Jews are obviously not Christians, and while both religions have many similarities, Jews denounce the coming of Jesus Christ.  Pius XII does point out that Jews lips curse Christ
; one could see why it would be hard for the Pope to want to protect those who say such things.  Did this dislike of Jews provide reason for the Pope to be publicly silent during the war? 

However, in Pope Pius XII’s defense, he had received many letters from the Jewish community asking and begging him to not take a stance because it would do more harm than good. 
  When the Pope saw the members of the Jewish community reaching out to him, he knew that he had to do something if he wasn’t going to speak out.  To ignore such people that were asking, more so begging, for his help, would have been inhumane of him to refuse and not attempt some effort.

The Pope’s public silence does not mean he did nothing to aid the Jewish community during the Holocaust. In September of 1942, the Pope met with Franklin D. Roosevelt’s representative Myron C. Taylor and discussed important actions for the religious minority.  A New York Times article reported on their meeting and stated that their discussion of “secretive” actions was a big part of winning the war;  
 if only the public would have known what these meant at the time.  In 1943, the Pope intervened on a deportation of Jews, whereas no other official had done so to date.
  At the same time, the Pope was also hiding over 5,000 Jews within the Vatican City walls, relating to a reason he was fearful of the Vatican being bombed by the Nazis.
  Jewish people also found refugee and relief at the Pope’s summer villa, Castel Gandolof, with permission given by the Pope.
  It is also known now that Pius XII gave passports, money, paper, and means of transportation to Jews trying to escape Germany, Poland, and Italy.
  When seeing this side of the Pope, one can easily believe that he felt guilty for not being able to do more to stop this horrible genocide.  His kindness and actions to help these few thousand Jews shows that he clearly did not think that Jews were “Christ-killers” or deserved to be killed off; he treated them as equals, and in doing so, he made no differentiation between Jews and Christians.  Also at the beginning of the war when Jewish males were losing their high-office positions, the Pope made sure to appoint the displaced Jewish workers to position in the Vatican, especially in the Vatican library.
  This gave Pius XII the opportunity to show other Vatican officials and the laity, as well as the general public, that he did not believe the anti-Semite ideals the Nazis were trying to inflict on others, nor did he think Jews could harm the Catholic religion in any way.  

Several decades have passed since these tragic mass murders of the Jewish community; with each passing year, more material and literature are published for the world to come to their own conclusions and develop their own opinions. The Church has had two main publications on relations with non-Christians and Jews, Nostra Aetate and Guidelines on Religions Relations With Jews, that have tried to make amends between the two religions.  Nostra Aetate opens the door to continue a dialogue between Jews and Christians and to come upon a better understanding of each other.  In Nostra Aetate, the Church states, “Furthermore, in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church, mindful of the patrimony she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the Gospel’s spiritual love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any time and by anyone.”
  While this statement may be perceived as being issued 20-plus years too late, seeing as it was published in 1965, it attempts to make up for the announcement the Jewish community was waiting for in the early stages of World War II.  The Church is trying to admit that their public absence during the mass murder of Jews were wrong and that despite the difference between the Jewish and Catholic faiths, they do stem from the same tree, and they should not have abandoned them in their time of need.  Nine years later, the Church follows up with Guidelines on Religious Relations With Jews, setting points for ways to continue such a peaceful dialogue and learning experience with the Jewish community. Such points include: 1. Dialogue, 2. Liturgy, 3. Teaching and Education, 4. Joint Social Action
.  By providing such examples for ways Catholics can be involved in understanding the Jewish community, the Church is hoping at eliminating harsh feelings towards each other’s faiths, and also develops sympathy.  If the Catholic Church community and the Jewish community are able to come to neutral ground and understanding of each other, what has gone on in the past can be forgiven, and the future has a brighter hope to it.  

The relationship between the Catholic Church in the Holocaust cannot be fully understood by reading one article, one book, one firsthand account.  There are many aspects that played into the silence of the Pope during the Holocaust, as well as the actions of Vatican officials, priests, bishops, the Pope himself, and all member of the Catholic Church.  It is not fair to judge the Pope merely on what he did not do or did not say, yet it is hard for any student, researcher, scholar, or common person to understand why the Pope could not find a way to speak out against the horrific acts taking place just miles over, and why his “secretive” actions could not become public, or even larger scale.  

The Pope’s secretive and lesser-known actions are important to note, especially seeing as many jump to the conclusion that because the Pope did not speak out against the Holocaust, that he was also anti-Semitic, or did not care for the Jewish community.  Appointing Jewish Vatican officials is one example of allowing Jewish relations within the Church, and supporting the Jewish community when others were turning away from them.  The Pope knowingly allowed for Jews to hide within Vatican City walls, as well as for Jewish people to hide in his summer home in northern Italy.  He also gave food provisions, as well as money, traveling papers, and means of transportation.  These actions do not make up for his lack of public concern for the Jewish community, but these and other actions counter-argue that he was not concerned in any way for the Jewish population. If one is to argue this idea of the Pope having no concern, it is also imperative to consider the fear of communism of this time.  The irrational fear, or how it seems today, did not fade out after many years and continued working it’s fear through countries for the next couple of decades.  If communism was the enemy of all evils, why would the Pope be opposed to a political group who could stop it?  The Pope could easily justify his silence towards the Nazi Regime if it vowed to stop communism in its tracks. 

However, as a leader of one of the strongest religions in the world, the Pope did have a duty to live up too.  In many eyes, he failed in protecting the general rights of humans.  While the Pope had stated that Jews were “Christ Killers
,” he clearly felt some initiative to help the Jewish population to some extent.  Perhaps he felt behind the scenes actions were better for the Catholic community- he feared for the safety of all Catholics, or priests that had not yet been taken to concentration camps, wanting to keep the Vatican safe, and not wanting to leave the Catholic people without a leader.  Perhaps he also believed that helping Jews without public awareness would allow for him to help more- maybe he would be able to carry out larger operations, or sneak attack the Nazi Regime.

Whatever the Pope’s reasoning was, it is hard to say what he should or should not have done.  Nowadays, it is more important to understand why the Pope did what he did and what ideas and actions supported those decisions.  Criticizing and judging the Pope does not help reach this goal, nor does it help support the Catholic Church’s attempt at re-establishing wholesome and balanced relations with the Jewish community, especially in Europe. These efforts, shown by the Vatican and the Church in Nostra Aetate and Guidelines on Religious Relations with Jews begin to regain trust and develop understanding between the two religions and slowly allow for gaps to close.  The process may take many more decades, however at least the effort is there.
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