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			Introduction

			Edward Cardinal Cassidy, Australian head of the Vatican’s Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, called in reporters to announce the long-awaited results of his investigation. It was March 16, 1998—eleven years after Pope John Paul II had asked the Commission to determine what responsibility, if any, the Church bore for the slaughter of millions of European Jews during World War II. For the Church, a more explosive subject could hardly be imagined. It had been thirty-five years since Rolf Hochhuth’s play The Deputy had first raised the charge of papal complicity in the Holocaust, triggering Catholic outrage worldwide. Yet the suggestion that the Vatican bore any responsibility for what had happened to the Jews continued to grate on Catholic sensibilities. And so nervousness mixed with curiosity as the report was finally released to a public sharply divided between those worried that it might criticize the Church, and those who feared it would not.

			Heightening the drama and underlining the significance of the event, the Pope himself wrote an introduction to the report. John Paul II hailed the Commission document—“We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah”—as an important part of Church preparations for the upcoming millennial celebrations. To properly observe the jubilee, the Pope wrote, the Church’s sons and daughters must purify their hearts by examining the responsibility they bore for sins committed in the past. He voiced the hope that by providing an accurate account of past evils, the Commission report would help ensure that such horrors as the Holocaust would never be repeated. The report’s preamble echoed this theme, not only stressing the Pope’s commitment to repentance for past sins, but also linking the proper understanding of the past to the building of a brighter future.[1]

			At the heart of the problem, as the Vatican commissioners recognized, was the fact that the Holocaust had taken place “in countries of long-standing Christian civilization.” Might there be some link, they asked, between the destruction of Europe’s Jews and “the attitudes down the centuries of Christians toward the Jews”?

			Those who feared that the report might criticize past popes or past Church actions were soon relieved to learn that the Commission’s answer to this question was a resounding “no.” True, the report admitted, Jews had for centuries been discriminated against and used as scapegoats, and, regrettably, certain misguided interpretations of Christian teachings had on occasion nurtured such behavior. But all this regarded an older history, one largely overcome by the beginning of the 1800s.

			In the Commission’s view, the nineteenth century was the key period for understanding the roots of the Holocaust and, in particular, the reasons why the Church bore no responsibility for it. It was in that turbulent century that new intellectual and political currents associated with extreme nationalism emerged. Amid the economic and social upheavals of the time, people started to accuse Jews of exercising a disproportionate influence. “There thus began to spread,” the Commission members argued, “an anti-Judaism that was essentially more sociological and political than religious.” This new form of antagonism to the Jews was further shaped by racial theories that first appeared in the latter part of the nineteenth century and reached their terrible apotheosis in the Nazis’ glorification of a superior Aryan race. Far from supporting these racist ideologies, the Vatican commissioners asserted, the Church had always condemned them.

			And so, according to the report, a crucial distinction must be made. What arose in the late nineteenth century, and sprouted like a poisonous weed in the twentieth, was “anti-Semitism, based on theories contrary to the constant teaching of the Church.” This they contrasted with “anti-Judaism,” long-standing attitudes of mistrust and hostility of which “Christians also have been guilty,” but which, in the Vatican report, had nothing to do with the hatred of the Jews that led to the Holocaust.

			When I read the news story of the Vatican press conference, and later read the text of the Commission report, I knew that there was something terribly wrong with the history that the Vatican was recounting. It is a history that many wish had happened, but it is not what actually happened. It is the latter story, sometimes dramatic, sometimes hard to believe, often sad, that I try to tell in the pages that follow.

			

			—

			Just how little this history is known was driven home to me by reader reactions to my recent book The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara. The book tells of a six-year-old Jewish boy in Bologna, Italy, who, in 1858, was taken from his family on orders of the local inquisitor. Having been secretly baptized by a servant—or so it was claimed—the boy, the inquisitor argued, was now Catholic and could not remain in a Jewish household.

			“You mean there was still an Inquisition in 1858?” readers asked. “I thought the Inquisition was back in the 1500s or 1600s.” I also kept hearing—especially from non-Jewish readers—how amazing it was for them to learn that forcing Jews to wear yellow badges and keeping them locked in ghettoes were not inventions of the Nazis in the twentieth century, but a policy that the popes had championed for hundreds of years.

			Although various histories of the fraught relations between the Roman Catholic Church and the Jews have been published, most focus on a more remote past. Others examine Church doctrine, engage in biblical exegesis, or analyze various other texts, and so do not capture the actual struggle between the Church and the Jews. Someone, I thought, needed to write a book about the Church and the Jews in modern times, one that would use original archival documents—many never before examined—to tell a story that has remained in important ways unknown.

			This last point is worth emphasizing, because while recent scholarship—especially in Italy—has brought to light important new information about the Vatican and the Jews, much has remained buried in the archives. In this light, Cardinal Ratzinger’s announcement in 1998 that, for the first time, the archives of the Holy Office of the Inquisition were being opened to scholars, offered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Sources never before seen by scholars were now available, offering the tantalizing prospect of new insights into Church history. This book rests heavily on these newly available documents from the Inquisition archives, as well as from other Vatican archives that have become open to researchers in recent years. Together with evidence that has been reported in the specialized scholarly literature—mainly in Italy and France—over the past few years, these new sources shed light on a history that until now has remained hidden.[2]

			Back in early 1998, news of the impending release of the Vatican report on the Holocaust had brought hope that the Church itself might help rectify the ignorance that surrounded the history of the Church’s dealing with the Jews. Pope John Paul II had done much to foster an ecumenical spirit and warmer relations between the Catholic Church and the Jews, and he had called on the Commission to be fearless in confronting the truths of the past. The Commission did not take its task lightly, studying the question for over a decade before formulating its conclusions. Surely, thirty-six years after the Second Vatican Council opened, the time had come for the Church to face up to its own uncomfortable past.[3]

			The report’s key passage on the rise of modern anti-Semitism explains:

			
				By the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century, Jews generally had achieved an equal standing with other citizens in most states and a certain number of them held influential positions in society. But in that same historical context, notably in the nineteenth century, a false and exacerbated nationalism took hold. In a climate of eventful social change, Jews were often accused of exercising an influence disproportionate to their numbers. Thus there began to spread in varying degrees throughout most of Europe an anti-Judaism that was essentially more sociological and political than religious.

			

			The anti-Semitism embraced by the Nazi regime, the report goes on to say, was the product of this new social and political form of anti-Judaism, which was foreign to the Church, and which mixed in new racial ideas that were similarly at odds with Church doctrine.

			This argument, sadly, is not the product of a Church that wants to confront its history. If Jews acquired equal rights in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was only over the angry, loud, and indeed indignant protests of the Vatican and the Church. And if Jews in the nineteenth century began to be accused of exerting a disproportionate and dangerous influence, and if a form of anti-Judaism “that was essentially more sociological and political than religious” was taking shape, this was in no small part due to the efforts of the Roman Catholic Church itself.

			As this book will show, the distinction made in the report between “anti-Judaism”—of which some unnamed and misinformed Christians were unfortunately guilty in the past—and “anti-Semitism,” which led to the horrors of the Holocaust, will simply not survive historical scrutiny.

			The notion that the Church fostered only negative “religious” views of the Jews, and not negative images of their harmful social, economic, cultural, and political effects—the latter identified with modern anti-Semitism—is clearly belied by the historical record. As modern anti-Semitic movements took shape at the end of the nineteenth century, the Church was a major player in them, constantly warning people of the rising “Jewish peril.” What, after all, were the major tenets of this modern anti-Semitic movement if not such warnings as these: Jews are trying to take over the world; Jews have already spread their voracious tentacles around the nerve centers of Austria, Germany, France, Hungary, Poland, and Italy; Jews are rapacious and merciless, seeking at all costs to get their hands on all the world’s gold, having no concern for the number of Christians they ruin in the process; Jews are unpatriotic, a foreign body ever threatening the well-being of the people among whom they live; special laws are needed to protect society, restricting the Jews’ rights and isolating them. Every single one of these elements of modern anti-Semitism was not only embraced by the Church but actively promulgated by official and unofficial Church organs.

			The Commission’s neat distinction between anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism was not new to the 1998 document. In the wake of the Second World War, scholars and theologians close to the Church began to look for a way to defend the Church from the charge of having helped lay the groundwork for the Holocaust. The anti-Semitism/anti-Judaism distinction soon became an article of faith that relieved the Church of any responsibility for what happened. Before long, millions of people came to assume its historical reality.[4]

			Given the important role played, as we shall see, by the Jesuit journal Civiltà cattolica in this history, I was especially struck by the use of this distinction in a recent history of the journal. Written by the well-respected Church historian and Jesuit priest Giuseppe De Rosa, the book was published on the occasion of the journal’s 150th anniversary in 2000.

			Father De Rosa notes with regret Civiltà cattolica’s century-long campaign against the Jews, observing that the journal only changed course in 1965, in the wake of the Second Vatican Council. “It is necessary, however,” he adds, “to note that these [hostile articles] were not a matter of ‘anti-Semitism,’ the essential ingredient of which is hatred against the Jews because of their ‘race,’ but rather anti-Judaism, which opposes and combats the Jews for religious and social reasons.” He then lists some of the charges that were regularly made in the journal’s pages: “that the Jews battled the Church, that they practiced the ritual murder of Christian children, that they had enormous political power in their hands to the point of controlling governments and, above all, that they possessed great wealth, earned by usury, and thus had incredibly strong economic influence, which they used to the detriment of Christianity and Christian peoples.” Father De Rosa adds, quite correctly, that the Jesuit journal was not alone in making such accusations, for they filled the pages of many mainstream Catholic publications.

			By way of illustration of Civiltà cattolica’s anti-Judaism (as opposed to anti-Semitism), he offers some passages from articles in the journal authored by Fathers Rondina and Ballerini in the 1890s. These tell of Jews’ thirst for world domination, their hunger for gold, and their belief that Christians are no better than animals. Wherever the Jews live, in the words of these authors, they “form a foreign nation, and sworn enemy of [the people’s] well-being.” What should good Catholics do about this terrible threat to their livelihoods and happiness? The answer offered in the pages of Civiltà cattolica was clear: The Jews’ “civil equality” must be immediately revoked, for “they have no right to it,” remaining forever “foreigners in every country, enemies of the people of every country that puts up with them.”[5]

			There is an unsettling logic behind both Father De Rosa’s use of the anti-Judaism/anti-Semitism distinction, and that of the Vatican Commission itself, for they share a disturbing subtext. They suggest that if the attitudes and actions promulgated by the Church can be labeled “religious,” they can be minimized and, in any case, shown to be of a very different kind than the truly dangerous forms of anti-Semitism. Such a distinction also permits the Roman Catholic Church to argue that it played no role in spreading the hatred of the Jews in Europe that helped make the Holocaust possible.

			But Father De Rosa has difficulty making this argument, for he cannot ignore Church publications that span the six decades preceding the Holocaust and that are today readily available in libraries around the world. And so along with the “religious” nature of the Church’s denunciations of the Jews, he adds the “social.” In doing so he is able to include what is historically obvious, and indeed apparent in the examples that he himself gives: Much of the Church’s anti-Jewish campaign involved denunciations of Jews not only as enemies of the Church but as enemies of the nation, not only as threats to the Christian religion but to Christian people. Yet with the addition of this new category, the whole carefully constructed anti-Semitic/anti-Jewish distinction evaporates.

			There is another uncomfortable truth that this official Church history of relations with the Jews obscures. The legislation enacted in the 1930s by the Nazis in their Nuremberg Laws and by the Italian Fascists with their racial laws—which stripped the Jews of their rights as citizens—was modeled on measures that the Church itself had enforced for as long as it was in a position to do so. Jews in the Papal States were still being prosecuted in the nineteenth century when caught without the required yellow badge on their clothes, mandated by Church councils for over six hundred years. As late as the 1850s, the Pope was busy trying to evict Jews from most of the towns in the lands he controlled, and forcing them to live in the few cities that had ghettoes to close them in. Jews were barred from holding public office or teaching Christian children or even having friendly relations with Christians. Church ideology held that any contact with Jews was polluting to the larger society, that Jews were perpetual foreigners, a perennial threat to Christians.[6]

			When all is said and done, the Church’s claim of lack of responsibility for the kind of anti-Semitism that made the Holocaust possible comes down to this: The Roman Catholic Church never called for, or sanctioned, the mass murder of the Jews. Yes, Jews should be stripped of their rights as equal citizens. Yes, they should be kept from contact with the rest of society. But Christian charity and Christian theology forbade good Christians to round them up and murder them.

			Yet if the Vatican never approved the extermination of the Jews—indeed, the Vatican opposed it (albeit quietly)—the teachings and actions of the Church, including those of the popes themselves, helped make it possible. This is the sad but crucial truth that the Vatican Commission report fails to admit—indeed strongly denies. This responsibility was a matter, as many have observed, not only of a centuries-long conditioning of the Christian population to view the Jews as hateful, but of something much more recent and direct as well. The transition from the old medieval prejudices against the Jews to the modern, political anti-Semitic movement that developed in the half-century preceding the Holocaust found in the Church one of its important architects.

			Through the centuries, the Church conditioned people to view Jews as demonic, a threat to society. Donald Niewyk, in his study of German anti-Semitism and the road to the Final Solution, puts the matter this way: “For the vast majority of those supporters [of the Nazi regime], for whom the ‘Jewish problem’ was anything but central, Nazi Jew-baiting seemed nothing dramatically out of the ordinary. The old antisemitism had created a climate in which the ‘new’ antisemitism was, at the very least, acceptable to millions of Germans.”[7]

			Of course, in identifying the roots of Nazi anti-Semitism, we must recognize the fact that there were more Protestants than Catholics in Germany. But my aim here lies elsewhere, and my focus is not on the Nazis themselves. Rather, I take up Pope John Paul II’s challenge to look into the role played by the Roman Catholic Church in the historical hatred and persecution of the Jews. In doing so, I focus in particular on how “traditional” Catholic forms of dealing with the Jews became transformed into modern anti-Semitism.

			But I cannot resist adding a couple of brief observations here about the Holocaust itself. First, what are we to make of Austria, an overwhelmingly Catholic country that has still not come to terms with the enthusiastic role its people played in the Nazi murder of the Jews? Is there any significance in the fact that Adolf Hitler, a baptized Catholic, spent his early years in Austria, where the Vatican-supported anti-Semitic Christian Social movement was then so active? Indeed, Hitler himself admitted to being inspired by its leader, Karl Lueger. How do we account for the fact that Austrians played a disproportionately large role in the Holocaust? If Simon Wiesenthal’s figures are to be credited, half of the Holocaust’s crimes were committed by Austrians, despite the fact that they constituted under a tenth of the population of the Greater German Reich.[8] And, to get onto even more contested terrain, could there be any link between the efficiency of the slaughter of millions of Jews in Poland and the deep anti-Semitism inculcated in the Catholic population there? Clearly, the Final Solution in Poland was the product of the Nazis, not the Poles, who were also victims of the Nazis. But if stories of Polish Catholic collaboration in—or, at the least, indifference to—what was happening to their Jewish countrymen are to make any sense, it can only be in the context of the sad history set out in these pages.

			The Vatican Commission report of 1998 offers another challenge, even if unintentionally. When writing about “anti-Judaism,” those forms of discrimination against Jews that were admittedly linked to Christianity, the Commissioners never stray from the use of the passive voice and remain vague as to just who it was who was guilty of such attitudes and actions, today condemned by the Church. They tell us that sentiments of anti-Judaism in past centuries existed “in some Christian quarters,” but are oddly reticent in acknowledging any institutional responsibility of the Church for such sentiments or for the actions that flowed from them. That the Vatican itself was among the primary sources of such antipathy is nowhere admitted.

			Where the popes acted as temporal rulers, as they did in the Papal States until the States’ absorption into a unified Italy over the period 1859–70, discrimination against Jews was public policy. Indeed, the Jews were consigned to ghettos, made to wear Jew badges on their clothes so all would know of their reviled status, and forbidden to have normal social interaction with their Christian neighbors. The popes and the Vatican worked hard to keep Jews in their subservient place—barring them from owning property, from practicing professions, from attending university, from traveling freely—and they did all this according to canon law and the centuries-old belief that in doing so they were upholding the most basic tenets of Christianity.

			If this is a book about the Church and the Jews, it is also the story of the Roman Catholic Church itself and its uneasy transition into modern times. For many decades following the final demise of the Papal States, the Vatican waged a bitter struggle against what it labeled “modern” ideas. For the popes, modernity meant all the things that Church doctrine rejected: freedom of religion, of speech, of the press; the notion of separation between Church and state. In this struggle, Jews came to occupy a surprisingly important place. For it was in the face of the strong opposition of the popes—to whom Jews were divinely ordained pariahs, the murderers of Christ—that, over the course of the nineteenth century, they were emancipated in one country after another. Such admission of Jews to equal civic footing with Christians went directly counter to Church doctrine. Understandably, then, Jews, as major beneficiaries of modern times and the new ideas of freedom and equality, became in the eyes of Vatican prelates preeminent symbols of the modernity they abhorred. Revision of Church doctrine on the Jews was long in coming, the result of a painful process that would come to fruition only with the Second Vatican Council, almost two decades after the end of World War II.

			Yet this is not a book about the battle of good against evil. The Church, whatever else it is, is a human institution, composed of popes, cardinals, bishops, inquisitors, monks, simple parish priests, and loyal (and not so loyal) laity. The story I tell in these pages is the story of these people. The tale includes its share of opportunism and deception, but for the most part it is the story of people who were convinced that they were doing God’s own work. If I fail to bring their worldview to life, I will have failed to fully accomplish my task. It will also be clear that the Church, despite its hierarchical structure, is not monolithic. In this sense it is misleading to speak of how “the Church” acted toward the Jews. We need to look at the panoply of different players, people who had only partially overlapping perspectives and interests. Among these are important figures in the Church who struggled in vain to change Vatican policy toward the Jews, to treat Jews more humanely. In this sense, the story I tell is one of missed opportunities, of paths not taken.

			

			—

			We begin in 1814, following the defeat of Napoleon’s armies, with the reestablishment of the Papal States, that swath of central Italy that stretched from Rome northward to Bologna and Ferrara. The previous two decades had been devastating for the Vatican: With the march of French troops down the Italian peninsula, the Papal States had been lost, as had the Holy City of Rome itself, and two successive popes were driven into humiliating exile. In France and elsewhere on the Continent, Church property had been confiscated and religious orders suppressed. Among the many other questions confronting Pius VII on his return to Rome was what to do about the Jews, whose ghetto gates had been torn down by the French. The Pope’s decision to force the Jews back into the ghettos was not a foregone conclusion. It proved to be part of a larger, historically fateful choice: Should the Church try to adapt itself to modern times, as some were urging, or should the Pope reestablish the old order, as most of the cardinals insisted was his sacred duty? The sorry saga of the popes and the Jews in the following half century is the story of the consequences of the decision to follow the latter path. It meant resuscitating the Inquisition and redoubling Church efforts to convert the Jews with the help of the police.[9]

			The European monarchs restored to their thrones after Napoleon’s fall in 1814 were well aware of just how tenuous their hold on power had become, and none were in a more parlous position than the popes themselves. The principles behind the French Revolution had, for influential sectors of public opinion, delegitimated the notion that one’s position in life should be based on birth, and stressed instead that equal rights should be enjoyed by all. Many now rejected the divine right of rulers and the notion of a divinely ordained social and political hierarchy. In 1820 and again in 1831, popular revolts against the theocracy threatened to end papal rule. And then, in 1848, revolution broke out, briefly overthrowing the papal regime and driving the Pope from Rome. Eleven years later, the final assault began, and forces fighting for a united Italian nation quickly brought down much of the Papal States. In 1870, the last tottering remnant of papal rule collapsed when Rome itself fell.

			All of a sudden, the popes were no longer in a position to keep the Jews in the place that they believed was divinely ordained for them. This proved at first to be only a minor irritant for the Vatican, given the enormity of the other changes it faced. But before long the emancipation of the Jews—which the popes had so long fought against—began to take on larger significance for the Church. Indeed, the Jews became the personification of all the ills of modern times.

			Here we need to be careful not to view history backwards. While it is clear to us today that Italy’s unification was permanent, and that the Church would have to adapt to the new circumstances, the popes of the time could be forgiven for not sharing this view. For them, the fact that the Papal States had fallen did not mean that they could not rise again. After all, the French had twice taken control of Rome at the turn of the nineteenth century, only to be expelled both times. And as recently as 1848 the Pope had been forced to flee the Holy City amid popular revolt, only to return to power less than two years later.

			In fighting change, the popes in the latter decades of the century made use of new tools. Of these, none was more important than the Catholic press, which was given the task of combating the wicked forces of liberalism and secularism. It was in the Catholic press that the Church’s battle against liberalism came for a time to focus on the Jews, who were painted as evil conspirators—in cahoots with the Masons—doing the devil’s work. And it was in no small part through the press, as we shall see, that traditional Church hostility toward the Jews was transformed into modern anti-Semitism.

			Perhaps the most surprising aspect of this late-nineteenth-century Church campaign against the Jews was its reliance on one of the most medieval forms of anti-Jewish attack: the so-called “blood libel.” This was the claim that Judaism commanded its adherents to capture Christian children, mutilate and torture them as painfully as possible, and then drain them of their blood. Jews’ need for Christian children’s blood was insatiable, thousands of Catholic newspaper accounts informed their readers. The Jewish religion, according to the papers, required such blood for many ritual purposes, from the making of Passover matzah to marriage celebrations. Nor were these charges simply a matter of idle press speculation. Not coincidentally, the closing decades of the century saw an upsurge in Europe in accusations against Jews for the murder of Christian children, charges that led to numerous trials, covered in lurid detail in the Catholic press.

			Jews had faced these accusations for hundreds of years, and suffered from the periodic murderous rampages that they triggered. In defending themselves, they had often turned to Rome to ask for the Pope’s help. And, indeed, from the thirteenth century on, a number of pontiffs had done what they could to protect the Jews from the blood libel. In reaction to the new outburst of ritual murder charges in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Jews similarly approached the popes, asking once again for their help—but now in vain. The hostility that greeted these modern pleas tells us much about the depths of anti-Semitism that prevailed at the highest levels of the Church as the twentieth century dawned.

			The Russian Revolution in 1917 presented the Church with a new enemy, godless communism, whose spread threatened to destroy Christianity. Given the fact that some of the leaders of the Communist movement were Jewish, it was inevitable, in the context of the Vatican worldview of the time, that communism too should become associated with Judaism, the communist threat with the Jewish threat.

			To understand the Vatican’s reaction to the rise of Italian fascism and German National Socialism, we have to understand this fear of communism. Over the course of the nineteenth century, Vatican leaders had witnessed, with mounting horror, the rise of a mass socialist movement in Europe. The problem was not simply that the socialists opposed the existing order and displayed overt hostility toward priests and the Church. By the last two decades of the nineteenth century the socialist movement had created a dense network of associations, mutual-aid societies, recreational facilities, newspapers, and local social centers that offered an alternative world to that long provided by the Church, and by the Church alone. In place of the parish hall stood the union hall; in place of the Church’s millennial vision was the vision of a workers’ paradise; in the place of weekly mass where the local community came together was the weekly socialist party gathering. It was a network that enveloped with particular force that emerging proletarian class which the Church found so threatening, representing all that was new. In Italy as elsewhere, by the end of the century the socialist movement and its unions were spreading rapidly across the countryside as well, where Church influence among the people had previously been unchallenged. The threat, as the Church saw it, only got worse, much worse, with the Russian Revolution, which radicalized socialist forces throughout Europe. At the end of the First World War, amid the massive social upheavals and growing popular grievances, it seemed that the revolution might spread throughout Europe. For the Vatican, a holy struggle was under way, against a great ungodly enemy.

			It was in this context that fascism in its various forms—in Italy, then Germany and Spain—came to recommend itself to the Vatican. The fascist regimes were embraced as a God-sent bulwark against the great socialist evil.[10] After having refused for sixty-eight years to recognize the legitimacy of the Italian state, in 1929 the Vatican struck a deal with Mussolini. Roman Catholicism became the official state religion in Italy, and Mussolini was praised as heaven-sent. Not that relations between the Fascists and the Vatican were free of conflict. Both the Italian Fascist and the Nazi regime placed their own ideologies above all others, and admitted no authority equal to their own, a stance the Church could only view with displeasure. Yet, as the Italian Fascist and Nazi anti-Semitic campaigns got under way, the Church’s own deep anti-Semitism helped nourish popular support for them, and explains as well the Church’s own weak response to their mounting horrors.

			To date, the large and rapidly growing literature on Vatican responsibility for the Holocaust has concentrated almost entirely on a single question: What did Pope Pius XII do during the Second World War? Could he have done more to save Europe’s Jews? I touch only briefly on this debate here, partly because the ground is already so well covered, but more importantly because I think that the single-minded focus on this question is a mistake. As the major Italian scholar on Pius XII and the Holocaust, Giovanni Miccoli, has pointed out, by the time the war broke out, the die was in large part already cast: “The machinery of persecution and death followed a course that became increasingly hard to stop.”[11]

			What is most important for understanding the Church’s role in making the Holocaust possible is not the discovery of what Pius XII did or did not do. Much more important is bringing to light the role his predecessors played over the previous decades in dehumanizing the Jews, in encouraging large numbers of Europeans to view them as evil and dangerous. It is only in this context that we can understand why the special legislation that in the 1930s served as the first step toward the Holocaust, making Jews second-class citizens, was greeted with indifference, if not pleasure, by large segments of the European population. Even for the more limited goal of making sense of Pius XII’s behavior during the war, we need to understand this longer stretch of history. Only in its light can we understand why, as millions of Jews were being murdered, Pius XII could never bring himself to publicly utter the word “Jew.”

			Curiously, research on relations between the Vatican and the Jews in the nineteenth and the first four decades of the twentieth century remains skimpy. Emblematic is the fact that while publications on the Roman Inquisition’s dealings with the Jews in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries run to many thousands of pages, studies of the Inquisition and the Jews in the nineteenth century are virtually nonexistent.

			The story I tell here for the first time about Achille Ratti in the years just before he became Pope Pius XI in 1922, can be seen in this light. In the literature on Pius XII’s failure to speak out during the Holocaust, he is often compared unfavorably to Pius XI, the “good pope,” portrayed as a firm foe of anti-Semitism. In this scenario, Pius XII’s failings were personal ones, reflecting flaws in his character. Thus, in John Cornwell’s recent bestseller, Hitler’s Pope, Pius XII’s “silence” is linked to his personal antipathy to the Jews along with his larger conservative political agenda which privileged maintaining good relations with the Nazi regime. But what if we find that Pius XII’s benevolent predecessor shared the same stridently anti-Semitic views? The problem, we would then have to conclude, lies not in the personality or moral qualities of a single pope, but rather in a much more pervasive culture of Vatican anti-Semitism.

			If I argue in these pages that the Vatican’s denial of Church responsibility for anti-Semitism is belied by the facts, that the institutional Church, from the popes on down, played an important role in the development of modern anti-Semitism, I do not mean to suggest that the Roman Catholic Church is alone to blame for the Holocaust. Such a conclusion would be ludicrous. After all, as noted earlier, Germany had more Protestants than Catholics, and we know that anti-Semitism was widespread among Protestants as well. This is hardly surprising, since both Catholic and Protestant anti-Semitism have common roots in pre-Reformation Christianity.

			Martin Luther’s view of the Jews was no more flattering than that of the Vatican authorities against whom he rebelled. Christ, Luther wrote, viewed the Jews as “poisonous, bitter, vengeful, deceitful snakes, assassins, and the Devil’s children, who…do harm secretly, because they dare not do it in the open.” In his 1543 essay On the Jews and Their Lies, Luther branded the Jews a “plague of disgusting vermin” who sought world domination. He urged that their books, synagogues, schools, and houses be burned.[12]

			Nor can all European anti-Semitism be attributed directly to Christianity of any sort. Many of the Church’s bitterest foes during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries professed a rather nasty brand of anti-Semitism themselves. Voltaire was not only an ardent anticleric and opponent of Church power, but a sharp-tongued critic of the Jews, whom he described as “an ignorant and barbarous people, who have combined the most sordid greed with the most detestable superstition.” And it would be hard to find harsher views of the Jews in the nineteenth century than those expressed by some of the founders of the socialist movement, not least Karl Marx himself. To take but one example, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon called for the abolition of the Jewish religion, saying: “Not for nothing have the Christians called them deicides. The Jew is the enemy of mankind. That race must be sent back to Asia or exterminated.”[13]

			It is also true that belief in extermination as the proper solution to the “Jewish question”—the policy that produced the Holocaust—was never espoused by the Church, and, indeed, went against basic Church doctrine. Nor was the Nazi goal of a racially purified society—one of the pillars of the German drive to exterminate the Jews—ever shared by the Church; it too ran clearly contrary to Catholic theology.

			Yet the physical elimination of the Jews of Europe came at the end of a long road, and, as I hope the following pages will make clear, it was a road that the Catholic Church did a great deal to help build. In many of the countries where the Holocaust unfolded—Austria, Poland, France, and Italy among them—anti-Semitism had for many decades been closely identified with Catholicism. Indeed, as the nineteenth century wore on, anti-Semitism formed an increasingly more—not less—important aspect of Catholic identity. And rather than simply being a vestige of medieval attitudes, the anti-Semitism promulgated in the name of the Church in these countries in these years was in many ways something new.

			There are many aspects to this story, and only some can be discussed here. My goal is to get as direct a view as possible of the thinking and the actions of the popes themselves. This approach takes aim at one of the most common defenses offered against Church responsibility for modern anti-Semitism, which holds that, insofar as Catholic anti-Semitism existed in the past, it was the regrettable product of an assortment of renegades, reactionaries, or simply the uninformed and uneducated. In this view, the popes, embodying as they do the Church’s highest ideals, always pursued a benevolent policy toward the Jews.

			There is a very long history to these attempts to portray the popes as benefactors of the Jews, as their protectors against periodic outbreaks of popular violence whose roots lay outside the Church. Typical are the comments in the article “Jews and Judaism” found in the 1910 edition of the authoritative Catholic Encyclopedia. Far from showing any papal antipathy toward the Jews, the author argues, history “bears witness…to the untiring and energetic efforts of the Roman pontiffs in behalf of the Jews especially when, threatened or actually pressed by persecution, they appealed to the Holy See for protection. It chronicles the numerous protestations of the popes against mob violence against the Jewish race, and thus directs the attention of the student of history to the real cause of the Jewish persecutions, viz., the popular hatred against the children of Israel.”

			The article cites four main reasons for this popular hatred of the Jews: (1) “The deep and wide racial difference between Jews and Christians”; (2) “the mutual religious antipathy which prompted the Jewish masses to look upon the Christians as idolaters, and the Christians to regard the Jews as the murderers of the Divine Saviour of mankind, and to believe readily the accusation of the use of Christian blood in the celebration of the Jewish Passover, the desecration of the Holy Eucharist, etc.”; (3) “the trade rivalry which caused Christians to accuse the Jews of sharp practice, and to resent their clipping of the coinage, their usury, etc.”; and (4) “the patriotic susceptibilities of the particular nations in the midst of which the Jews have usually formed a foreign element, and to the respective interests of which their devotion has not always been beyond suspicion.” Given all these reasons, the Catholic Encyclopedia article concludes, “one can readily understand how the popular hatred of the Jews has too often defeated the beneficent efforts of the Church, and notably of its supreme pontiffs, in regard to them.”[14]

			There is no clearer way to discover the popes’ attitudes and policies toward the Jews than seeing how the popes dealt with them when they had the power to do what they liked. This was the case in one place only, the Papal States, the lands that the popes once held as temporal rulers. For my purposes here, the most important period is the most recent, and so I focus on the popes and the Jews in the Papal States in the nineteenth century, a time when Jews were gaining equal rights elsewhere in western and central Europe, and on the following decades leading up to the Holocaust.

			The rise of modern anti-Semitism began just after the collapse of the Papal States. In examining this period, I stick as close to the popes as I can get, documenting the role played by the popes and those who served them in fostering the rise of modern anti-Semitism in the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth. The resulting picture bears little relation to the Vatican’s recent presentation of this same history.

			“History itself,” the Vatican Commission report tells us, “is memoria futuri,” a memory of the future. But the lessons that we draw from history are a poor guide for the future if they are based on a past that we wish had happened, rather than the past that truly did.

			

			—

			I can’t resist concluding this introduction with some personal reflections that bear on why this book was written. When I began making my own pilgrimages to the Vatican to work in the Inquisition archives and in the Vatican Secret Archives, something from my own family past began to return slowly to me.

			When I was just a year old, my father, who was a rabbi, took a new job, becoming the director of interreligious affairs for the American Jewish Committee, a position he held for the next dozen years. His mission—begun just four years after the end of the Second World War—was to work with Catholic priests and Protestant ministers to build new understanding between Jews and Christians. He threw himself into the task with great intellectual energy and sense of purpose. What gave him particular pleasure was the welcoming attitude that he encountered among the Christian clergy with whom he worked.

			It soon became clear to me, even as a small child, that my father was especially fond of his Catholic colleagues. He evidently felt more at ease with the Catholic priests than he did with the Protestant ministers. Jews and Catholics, I was somehow led to believe, had more in common than did Jews and Protestants. Partly this stemmed from the common plight of Jews and Catholics as immigrants in the United States, together facing the Protestant establishment. But there was more to it as well, although just what this was is hard to say.

			Of the awards my father received in his career, I recall two that were most proudly displayed in our home. One was the bronze star he had been awarded for his service as an army chaplain in Italy and France in the Second World War. The second was a large, imposing (at least to a small child) bronze medallion he had been given at the Vatican, a tribute to the contributions he had made to the promotion of greater understanding between Catholics and Jews.

			I imagine some who read this book will say that if my deeper goal in writing it was to follow my father’s example, I have done a poor job of it. My portrait of Church treatment of the Jews from the time of Napoleon to the time of Hitler is indeed bleak, one that some will no doubt find offensive. And, a critic might well add, if I am trying to build on my father’s efforts to improve relations between Catholics and Jews, criticizing a recent Vatican commission report as a misrepresentation of history seems an odd way to go about it.

			I would like to think that, despite such appearances, in digging through Church archives, and in trying to shed new light on the history of the Church and the Jews, I have been continuing my father’s work. In collaboration with many brave and good Catholic priests, my father felt privileged to play a small part in a development that would have tremendous importance. With the Second Vatican Council in the early 1960s, the Church renounced its view of the Jews as the perfidious people who had crucified Jesus. It removed negative references to the Jews from the liturgy, undertook a complete revision of what was taught about the Jews in Catholic schools and catechism, and, mercifully, put an official end to the Catholic belief in Jewish ritual murder. Jews rejoiced at these changes, but they were not the only beneficiaries, for the changed attitudes proved to be a tonic for the Church as well.

			Pope John Paul II’s call, at the dawn of the new millennium, for the Catholic world to confront its past with clear eyes flows from a Christian belief in the need for repentance for sin. In the jubilee year of 2000, millions witnessed the sight of the ailing pontiff in Jerusalem and in Rome, his tremulous hands clutching his text, offering heartfelt apologies for the sins of the past. Throughout the world, non-Catholics as well as Catholics were moved by the Pope’s sincerity and his sense of mission.

			My own motives in writing this book are naturally different. It is not apologies that I seek, but a clearer understanding of the past. Thanks to Vatican archives that have only recently become available, we can now bring this past into fuller view. The true tale needs to be told, not least because it is much more than a story about the Catholic Church and the Jews. It is a more general human story, found in different forms in different places and in different times, yet often repeated. It is an age-old story of a powerful religion or powerful people that believes in its own divinely ordained position as sole possessor of the Truth and repository of all that is good, and, pitted against it, a despised minority, the Other, the agent of the devil. It should not have taken the Holocaust to teach us how dangerous such views of the world can be, but since the destruction of the Jewish millions, we owe it to the survivors and ourselves to learn its lesson.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Keeping Jews in Their Place

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A Missed Opportunity

			The history of the Vatican’s dealings with the Jews over the past two centuries could well have followed a different path. In many parts of the West, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries marked a watershed as old ideas, products of the Middle Ages, yielded to new, modern ways of looking at the world. Jews benefited from these changes, increasingly being given the same rights as their Christian neighbors. For the Church, wedded to a medieval theocratic outlook through the eighteenth century, the crucial turning point came with the defeat of Napoleon’s forces and the restoration of the Papal States in 1814.

			Although Napoleon had been defeated, the impact of the Napoleonic period and, more generally, the legacy of the French Revolution, continued to shape the course of European history over the ensuing decades. In the eighteenth century, aside from a tiny number of intellectuals, rule by monarchs and nobility, in partnership with the Church, was widely accepted, although not infrequently resented. A person’s position in society was determined by birth. Fatefully, the French Revolution brought with it a very different view of society and of the basis of legitimate authority. Government was to flow from the will of the people, and people’s place in life was to be determined by their abilities, not the accident of their birth. People had fundamental rights, and these included the right to profess whatever religion they liked, the right to think as they pleased, and the right to a free press.

			While all this had little effect at the time on the peasants, who made up the great majority, it had a profound effect on that literate segment of the population whose sympathies would shape the course of political developments. These ideological currents were further roiled by the spread of the Industrial Revolution, which was transforming social and economic life in an ever-larger part of the continent. The sense that the world was in the grip of great forces of change was widespread, shared by both the old elite, who saw these currents as harbingers of disaster, and by the new classes, who saw them as foretelling a brighter future. With aristocrats remaining in power throughout virtually all of Europe in the three decades following Napoleon’s defeat, political opposition—prevented from operating in the open—took the form of plots and conspiracies, leavened with periodic popular revolts. Governments responded with repression, censorship, and increasingly ineffectual appeals to the old verities and to the divinely ordained nature of rule by aristocrats and the Church.

			On Pope Pius VII’s return from exile in 1814, he faced the task of rebuilding a Church whose institutions were in ruins. It was at just such a time that new directions could be considered. The Pope, however, rejected the advice of those who urged him to adapt to the new era, to abandon the old medieval ways; instead, he made a series of decisions that would prove fateful for the future of the Church, and would weigh heavily on the subsequent history of Europe’s Jews.

			The late eighteenth century had not been a good time to be a pope. Civil rulers, no longer willing to share power with the Church and hostile toward any foreign interference, looked for ways to limit Vatican influence. In 1773, under the weight of such pressures, Pope Clement XIV was forced to disband the Jesuit order, long viewed as the agent of papal power abroad. His successor, Pius VI, who took office two years later, faced far greater humiliation, compelled to end his quarter-century papacy outside Italy, a helpless prisoner of the French.[1]

			Although Pius VI was not the strongest of popes—indeed, he was known for his nepotism, his vanity, and his love of lavish ceremony—he did have at least one strong principled belief, if we can judge by the speed with which he acted. He was angered by his predecessor’s benign attitude toward the Jews. In the first decades of the eighteenth century the suffocating restrictions on the Jews put into place in the mid-sixteenth century were somewhat relaxed. Jews were allowed to travel more freely, and given the right to sell new goods, no longer limited to the sale of old clothes and rags. Of all these popes, Clement XIV was surely the most tolerant. One of his first acts on taking the papal throne in 1769 was to remove control over Rome’s ghetto from the Holy Office of the Inquisition, reassigning it to the office of Rome’s cardinal vicar. Jews were once again permitted to practice medicine, to work as artisans, and even to open small silk and hat factories.[2]

			All of this was intolerable for Pius VI, who, immediately after his election, issued an edict that terrified the Jews of the Papal States. Its significance could hardly be overstated, for after several decades in which the Church had seemed to be moving toward more tolerant treatment of the Jews, it returned to the practices of the 1500s. And rather than representing a brief interval of backsliding on an overall course toward modernity, the edict became the blueprint followed by Pius’s successors well into the nineteenth century.[3]

			“Among the pastoral solicitudes that occupy the soul of the Holiness of our Lord [i.e., the Pope] at the outset of his Pontificate,” the edict began, “the foremost priority is that which guards the Catholic religion from corruption among the Faithful. Considering, therefore, the need to protect the faithful from the danger of subversion that can result from excessive familiarity with the Jews, the exact observance of the measures taken by [the Pope’s] glorious predecessors is absolutely necessary.” Here Pius VI skipped his immediate predecessor to cite earlier examples of proper rigor directed at the Jews. Having conferred with the cardinal inquisitors of the Holy Office, the Pope announced, he was issuing this new edict and ordering its rigorous enforcement throughout the Papal States. The task of overseeing the Jews was to be returned to the inquisitors.

			Jews had to be kept in social quarantine so as not to infect the Christian population. The ghetto, designed for this purpose, was over two centuries old at the time Pius VI took office. Before Pope Paul IV came to power in 1555, the Jews of the Papal States had been free to live where they wanted. But the new Pope, who had formerly headed the newly created Holy Office of the Inquisition, had strong feelings about how to deal with the Jews. One of his first acts as pope was to issue a bull that rescinded all of the Jews’ previous privileges, forbade them from engaging in any occupation other than selling rags, or from owning any land or houses, and ordered that they be confined to a ghetto. Following the Pope’s edict, ghettoes were set up in those towns of the Papal States where Jews resided, forcing them to live in cramped quarters surrounded by walls that closed them off from the Christian population, with gates that locked them in at night. Rome’s ghetto was located in a particularly unhygienic, flood-prone part of the city along the banks of the Tiber.

			So unpopular was Paul IV, whose reign of terror struck not only the Jews but many others as well, that his death in 1559 was greeted by widespread public rejoicing. The people of the Holy City plundered the palace of the Inquisition, and, before tearing down a statue of the Pope, laughed as a Jew placed atop its head the yellow hat of shame that the Pope had made him wear.[4]

			But while Paul IV was gone, the ghetto remained. Indeed, life for the Jews got worse when, in 1593, Pope Clement VIII declared that Jews would only be permitted to live in the ghettoes of two cities, Rome and Ancona. Those living elsewhere were forced out. Carrying their possessions on their backs, the Jews made their way to those places where they were still permitted, whether in the Papal States or in those neighboring states that still allowed them. When the lands of the Duke of Ferrara and the Duke of Urbino were subsequently absorbed into the Papal States in the first half of the following century, the ghettoes where the Jews lived there—Ferrara, Lugo, Cento, Urbino, Senigaglia, and Pesaro—were allowed to remain. As a result, at the time Pius VI came to St. Peter’s throne in 1775 and issued his order reinstating all the old restrictions, Jews lived in eight ghettoes, locked in each night behind high walls and heavy gates.[5]

			Following the 1775 papal order, a Jew who wanted to spend even a single night outside the ghetto had to apply for special permission. His absence was to be allowed only for a limited period and for good reason. In the time the Jew remained outside the ghetto, he could neither live in the same house with Christians “nor speak familiarly to them.”

			Everyone was able to tell who was a Jew, because, in another sixteenth-century papal provision reiterated in the 1775 edict, Jews were required to wear a special badge on their clothes. “Jews of both sexes must wear a yellow-colored sign, by which they are distinguished from others, and they must always wear it at all times and places, both in the ghettoes, and when they are outside of them.” The men were to wear the yellow sign on their hat, and women on their uncovered hair. To prevent the Jews from giving themselves airs, they were forbidden from riding in carriages or buggies.[6]

			Jews were not allowed to keep shops or warehouses outside the ghetto and their social isolation was to be strictly enforced: “The Jews may not play, nor eat, nor drink, nor have any other familiarity or conversation with Christians, nor Christians with Jews, whether in buildings, houses, or vineyards, nor on the street, or in inns, taverns, stores, or elsewhere. And innkeepers, bartenders, and storekeepers shall not permit conversation between Christians and Jews, under the penalty for Jews of ten scudi and an indeterminate jail sentence, and for Christians of ten scudi and other, corporal punishments.”[7]

			To further ensure that Christians were uncontaminated by contact with the Jews, the 1775 edict brought back the earlier papal ban on the hiring of Christian domestic help. “Jews cannot keep male or female servants, nor make use of them even for the briefest moment, nor employ them to clean the ghetto, nor to light their fire, nor wash their clothes, nor to do any other task for them.”[8]

			Any possibility that a Christian might be subjected to the sight of a Jewish ritual was also to be zealously guarded against. Not only were Christians forbidden to set foot in a synagogue or attend any Jewish rite, but Jews were not allowed to employ any ceremony in taking their dead to the cemetery, nor were they allowed to have any inscriptions on their tombstones, which were to remain blank.

			Finally, Pius VI ordered the reinstatement of the compulsory, or “forced,” sermon, in which the Jews, on a rotating basis, were made to sit and listen to a priest denounce their religion. “The sermon being the most potent and efficient means to obtain the conversion of the Jews…we order the rabbis to take every care and due diligence to ensure that…the proper number of men and women attend, the number being fixed separately for each ghetto according to its size.”[9]

			Two decades after Pius VI assumed the papal throne and issued his edict on the Jews, the papal kingdom faced a catastrophe of its own. In 1796, French soldiers, with their doctrine of equal rights for all, invaded the Papal States. In January 1798, Napoleon ordered his troops to march on Rome itself. The following month the Pope, eighty years old, was seized. The ailing pontiff, forced to keep moving up the Italian peninsula and eventually into France, died in August 1799. The man so fond of lavish ceremony was buried in a common graveyard.[10]

			It looked as though the end of the papacy might be at hand. But the French armies began suffering reverses and, just a month after the Pope’s death, French soldiers retreated from the Holy City. Rome’s Jews were especially vulnerable to reprisals by those trying to restore the old order, for they were resented as beneficiaries of the French, who had destroyed the ghetto gates and emancipated them. Now, with troops from Naples retaking the city for the Pope, the Jews were ordered back into the ghetto and required once more to wear the detested yellow sign on their heads.[11]

			Amid the chaos of the French retreat, it took three months for the cardinals to gather for their conclave, held in Venice. There, for month after month, they fought over the choice of a new pope. Finally, at the end of March 1800, they elected the bishop of Imola, Cardinal Chiaramonti, a compromise candidate and middle-of-the-roader.

			The new Pope, honoring his predecessor by taking the name Pius VII, returned to Rome that year, and briefly revived papal rule. In one of his first and most fateful actions, he named Ercole Consalvi to be a cardinal and appointed him as his secretary of state. Consalvi would prove to be one of the great statesmen of Europe and the most outstanding secretary of state that the Church has ever had.

			Consalvi was born in Rome in 1757, and educated at the Academy of Noble Ecclesiastics, something of a training ground for popes and secretaries of state. In 1798, during the French occupation of Italy, he had been arrested by French troops and sent into exile. On becoming Pius VII’s secretary of state, Consalvi recognized something that most of his colleagues did not: The world had changed; the Church had to adapt to modern times or face disaster.

			The mission he set for himself not only required outwitting Napoleon and the Church’s other adversaries, but also outmaneuvering his fellow cardinals for whom change was anathema, indeed the work of the devil. The verities of the Church, they argued, were unchanging.

			Just a few months into office, Cardinal Consalvi chose to confide his frustration to his friend Annibale Cardinal della Genga, who, as it turned out, would become the next pope.

			It was 3 a.m. on a night in December 1800 that the tireless secretary of state penned his letter to Della Genga. “What little has been accomplished in correcting and improving things, has caused me sweat and blood and…spiritual pain. I have talked myself hoarse in vain, saying that the [French] revolution has done to politics and morality what the flood did to physics, changing the entire face of the earth, and that Noah, stepping out of the ark, drank wine and ate meats and did other things that he never did before the flood. Trying to make people reflect on the fact that simply saying that this or that thing wasn’t done before, and that our laws are fine as they are, and one shouldn’t change anything, and the like, are errors of the most serious sort.”[12]

			But soon Napoleon was once more on the move, retaking the Italian peninsula. In 1809 the French once again occupied Rome, and drove Pius VII into exile in France. Again the gates of the ghetto were opened and again the Jews were given equal rights. Once more the Jews hoped that their days of living in confinement, of being marched to church for forced sermons, and wearing yellow badges were over forever. But the Jews’ liberty was short-lived. Its armies defeated, Napoleon’s regime collapsed in 1814, paving the way for the reestablishment of the Papal States.

			Postwar peace negotiations began in Paris and then moved to Vienna. Consalvi, who represented the Papal States there, was in a weak position, for he was minister of a power that had virtually no army and that was all too obviously in disarray. Yet despite all this, he was able to win back almost all of the old papal lands, a huge victory for the talented cardinal. But, while he labored in Vienna, the news that he was getting from Rome was not good. His fellow cardinals had, he thought, learned nothing from the experiences of the past two decades. Now that the Pope was back in power, they simply wanted to return to their old ways. As he worked in Vienna to restore the Papal States, back home the
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