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SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENT
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David Kertzer, a professor of Italian studies at Brown University, has written a book called The Pope at War: The Secret History of Pius XII, Mussolini and Hitler. It is a load of rubbish. Pope Pius XII complained about Hitler’s crimes sometimes, but not very loudly, and not very vehemently, and the reason for that is that Hitler had threatened to retaliate by murdering thousands of Catholic Gentiles in Poland, Bohemia, and other occupied countries. There was no way anything Pius said or did would have saved more than a few thousand Jews, and he wasn’t going to get a hundred thousand Polish Catholics murdered just to save a few thousand Jews, and he was right not to do so, but Kertzer refuses to admit that.

In the rest of this book, I will flesh out that argument.

Let me also point out that Kertzer has no scenario to explain why he thinks Pius could have made the Holocaust significantly less deadly. If Pius had gone on Vatican Radio and vehemently condemned the Holocaust, what does Kertzer think would have happened next? He never says. Does he think thousands of German troops would have deserted, despite the fact that the penalty for desertion was death? That is absolutely impossible to imagine. Surely the reason why Kertzer never says that would have happened is because he knows experts would laugh at him for saying it. Does he think the workers in German weapons factories would have gone on strike and demanded that Hitler resign? That too is impossible to imagine. Food was rationed in Hitler’s empire, and striking workers would surely have been punished, at the very least, by being denied ration cards. Furthermore, many of the workers in German weapons factories were Jews, who already knew perfectly well how evil the Nazi regime was. They certainly didn’t need the pope to tell them that. Yet that did not stop them from working strenuously to serve the Nazis. No, anyone who thinks seriously about the Holocaust can see that a vehement condemnation from the pope would not have changed a thing.

Let me also point out right now that the New York Times Book Review rarely gives a nonfiction book a bad review. Instead, if a nonfiction book is stupid, it is not reviewed at all, unless it is such an enormous bestseller that it simply cannot be ignored. The Pope at War was not reviewed in the New York Times Book Review, nor was it reviewed in the regular New York Times. Anyone can see this by checking the New York Times archives. I think that speaks volumes. The people at the New York Times doubtless gave the book to an expert so s/he could write a review, and surely the expert said the book was ridiculous, and so the book was not reviewed.​
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ITEM ONE: KERTZER THINKS GENTILE LIVES DON’T MATTER
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Michael Phayer is an emeritus history professor at Marquette University, and the author of a book called The Catholic Church and the Holocaust, 1930-1965, which was published by the Indiana University Press in 2000. On page 21 of that book, he says this about Polish Gentiles during World War Two:


“During the course of the war, more than two thousand concentration camps dotted the Polish countryside. There Poles died of overwork and starvation. Until 1942 there were more Gentile Poles in Auschwitz than Jews, and Poles were deported to slave labor camps elsewhere, such as Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and the infamous Mauthausen camp in Austria.”



Yale University history professor Timothy Snyder believes approximately a million Polish Gentiles were murdered by the Nazis during the war. (Endnote 1.) Let me stress, Snyder is not talking about Polish soldiers who died fighting the Germans. He is talking about Polish Gentile civilians who were murdered.

(The number of Polish soldiers who died fighting the Germans is approximately 600,000. (Endnote 2.))

In January 1940, the Vatican radio station reported that “Jews and Poles are being herded into separate ghettoes, hermetically sealed, where they face starvation while Polish grain is shipped to Germany.” Then in November 1940, the Vatican radio station reported that things in Poland had not gotten better. (Endnote 3.)

Three times in 1941, Pius XII asked the German government, through diplomatic channels, for better treatment for the Polish people, but nothing improved. In January 1942, Pius sent the Germans, again thru diplomatic channels, a “long, detailed note about religious conditions in Poland.” There was no response at all. Then Pius sent word to the Germans that if things in Poland did not improve, he might complain publicly. The Nazi foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, replied thusly: “The Vatican has to be brought to understand that aggravating ties between Germany and the Vatican will certainly not result in one-sided disadvantages for Germany.” (Endnote 4.)

Basically, Hitler was telling Pius, shut up or I’ll make it worse. So Pius shut up. Hitler was a remarkably brutal man whose threats had to be taken seriously.

What does Kertzer say about this in his book, The Pope at War? Absolutely nothing. He refuses to talk about it. Nowhere does he mention the message to Pius from Ribbentrop. Nowhere does he admit that Hitler threatened to make things worse if Pius publicly complained. Did Kertzer not know about Ribbentrop’s message? Did he never bother to read Phayer’s book? If he didn’t, then he is a remarkably incompetent historian. Every competent historian knows that before you write about a topic, you first read the major books and articles that have already been written about it, and many of the minor ones too. Phayer’s book, published by a perfectly respectable university press, simply cannot be ignored.

Anyone can see what is probably going on here. Kertzer is not trying to educate his readers. He is trying to fool them. He doesn’t want them to know that Pius had a good reason for remaining silent. Sure, if Pius had spoken out more, maybe a few people would have listened to him and would have refused to participate in the Holocaust, and maybe that would have saved the lives of a few thousand Jews, but then in retaliation, Hitler would have killed a hundred thousand more Catholics in Poland and/or Bohemia and/or other countries. As I just said, Timothy Snyder says Hitler murdered a million Polish Gentiles during the war. It would have been easy for Hitler to murder a hundred thousand more. Pius was not going to take that risk, and he was absolutely right not to.

Look at what happened in the Czech village of Lidice. Kertzer doesn’t mention it, because he doesn’t want his readers to know the facts, but you can read about it on pages 991 thru 993 of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich by William L. Shirer, a journalist for CBS Radio News during World War Two. Germany occupied Bohemia during World War Two, and a high-ranking German official named Reinhard Heydrich was assassinated there by two Czechs in 1942. In reprisal, the Germans sent troops into the nearby village of Lidice a few days later and killed almost every adult in the town, a total of 240 people. According to Wikipedia, approximately a hundred more people from Lidice, mostly children, were killed later. Also according to Wikipedia, the Nazis made no effort to keep this incident secret. On the contrary, they gave it maximum publicity, because they wanted to terrorize the people of eastern Europe into obedience.

Is Kertzer really going to tell us that Pius should not have been worried that if he spoke out against Hitler, Hitler would carry out some brutal revenge against Catholics? Nowhere in The Pope at War does Kertzer admit that Hitler might have done that. He admits at some points in the book (see especially pages 80, 83, and 266) that Hitler murdered lots of Gentiles, but at the end of the book, when he states his conclusions, he fails to even consider that if Pius had been more outspoken, Hitler might have retaliated by murdering Catholics in Poland or Bohemia or other places. On pages 475 and 476 he mentions in passing that Hitler might have taken “actions” against “the church” if Pius “spoke out,” but he never admits that murdering a hundred thousand Catholics might have been one of those “actions.” He doesn’t want his readers to think about that.

On page 473, Kertzer tells us that Pius’s silence did not save the lives of any Jews. He fails to even consider that Pius’s silence may have saved the lives of Gentiles. Apparently he thinks saving the lives of Gentiles is too trivial to even think about. Three hundred forty corpses from Lidice are lying there on the ground and Kertzer’s attitude is that we should look away and not think about them.

If Pius had gone on Vatican radio and vehemently denounced the Holocaust while it was going on, it would not have saved many Jews. Within minutes, Mussolini would have cut off the electricity to the Vatican, thus silencing the Vatican’s radio station. Mussolini also would have prevented the official Vatican newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, from receiving the paper it needed in order to continue publishing. (It isn’t just me saying that this would have happened. The famous historian István Deák said the same thing in an article in the June 12, 2008 New York Review of Books.) How would the German soldiers and police who were carrying out the Holocaust have even found out that Pius was denouncing their actions? Hitler had established iron-clad censorship over Germany’s newspapers and radio stations, so German newspapers and radio stations were not going to report that Pius was criticizing Hitler. And how many of the German soldiers would have even cared what Pius thought? William L. Shirer, a journalist for CBS Radio News whom I have already mentioned, covered Nazi Germany during the 1930s and 1940s. On page 156 of his book 20th Century Journey: The Nightmare Years, 1930-1940, Shirer concludes that “the vast majority” of Germans were simply not interested in the fact that thousands of German Christian clergymen and nuns had been sent to concentration camps. “Not many Germans lost much sleep over the arrests of a few thousand pastors, priests and nuns,” he writes.

If the German people did not riot, revolt, or disobey the government when they saw their own clergymen and nuns being carted off to prison by the Nazis, what on earth makes Kertzer think they would have rioted, revolted, or disobeyed the government just because the pope publicly condemned the Nazis’ treatment of Jews? The German people were simply not like that. Overwhelmingly, they obeyed their government rather than their clergymen. They obeyed the people who had the power to kill or arrest them, or send them to do slave labor in factories and mines. Look at 1937, when Pope Pius XI issued a pastoral letter called Mit Brennender Sorge to the German people. In it, he denounced the Nazis quite harshly, but did that letter cause the German people to riot, revolt, or disobey the government? No. (Endnote 5.) Look at the so-called Night of Long Knives in 1934, when Hitler killed dozens, perhaps hundreds, of Germans whom he considered his enemies. Among the victims were four prominent Catholic laymen: Adalbert Probst, Fritz Gerlich, Fritz Beck and Erich Klausener. The Catholic bishops of Germany did not utter a single word of protest about these murders. (Endnote 6.) Why? It wasn’t because they disliked Klausener, Probst, Gerlich and Beck. Those were four of the most loyal sons the church could possibly ask for. It was because the Catholic bishops knew that if they spoke out against the regime, the common people would not support them. They knew Hitler would crush them and the overwhelming majority of Germans would just stand on the sidelines and shrug. Nietzsche and his followers had worked hard to turn Germany into a nation of atheists, and they had had considerable success.

Also, why is it so hard for Kertzer to face the simple fact that the German people were afraid of being killed if they helped the Jews? Hitler was not the kind of man who tolerated people who disobeyed orders. The prominent historian Saul Friedlander, on page 53 of his Pulitzer Prize-winning book The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany and the Jews, 1939-1945, reports that Germans were sometimes arrested just for “showing friendliness” to Jews. On pages 1022 and 1023 of William L. Shirer’s book, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, you can read about a young lady named Sophie Scholl. She and some friends distributed some anti-Nazi pamphlets one day in 1943, and for this, they were put to death. In Wikipedia, you can read about Franz Jagerstatter, a young Austrian man who was executed in 1943 for dodging the draft. In Ian Buruma’s critically-acclaimed book The Wages of Guilt: Memories of War in Germany and Japan, on page 269, you can read about Anja Rosmus, a German amateur historian who got into trouble years after the war for revealing facts about what happened in her hometown during the Nazi years. Buruma quotes her as saying, “A priest was murdered for defending the Jews in church. Another priest refused to swear an oath of loyalty to Hitler. He was killed too. But nobody ever spoke about these men with any respect. They had broken the rules. They were disobedient.”

And here’s another fact that Kertzer doesn’t want to talk about. Saul Friedlander, on page 570 of his Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany and the Jews, 1939-1945, reports that a German Catholic bishop named Konrad von Preysing asked Pius to speak out more forcefully against the Holocaust, and Pius replied that he didn’t think doing so would save many Jews, and he was afraid Hitler would retaliate by killing lots of Catholics.

Kertzer doesn’t mention that exchange of letters between Pius and von Preysing, just as he didn’t mention the exchange of letters between Pius and Joachim von Ribbentrop. Golly gee, I wonder why. We must ask, is Kertzer such an incompetent historian that he never bothered to read Friedlander’s book? Did Kertzer really try to write a book about the pope and the Holocaust without first reading what Friedlander’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book says about that subject? Or is Kertzer simply a dishonest man who refuses to let his readers know that Pius had a good reason for remaining silent?

I think the latter explanation is much more likely.

Then look at page 266 of The Pope at War. Kertzer reports that in January 1943, the ambassador from the Polish government-in-exile told Pius that he should speak out more forcefully against Nazi atrocities in Poland. Pius replied that harsher words would only cause retaliation by the Germans. Poles in exile in London would enjoy hearing him denounce the Germans, he said, but the Poles still in Poland would be the ones to pay the price. The ambassador replied that the Germans would be cruel no matter what the pope said.

It is perfectly obvious that Pius was right. Yet, when Kertzer states his conclusions, starting on page 473 of The Pope at War, he says nothing about this conversation. Instead he says it is preposterous to think that Pius saved Jewish lives by refraining from harsh criticism of the Nazis. He completely ignores the possibility that Pius was trying to save Gentile lives. Why? Why does he ignore that possibility, especially when, on page 266 of his own book, he admits that Pius stated to the Polish ambassador that that was one of his reasons for refraining from harsh criticism of the Nazis?

One has to wonder, does Kertzer ignore the obvious fact that Pius was trying to save Gentile lives because Kertzer doesn’t care about Gentile lives? Does Kertzer ignore the truth because he thinks saving Gentile lives was a trivial goal, not worth mentioning, and that saving Jewish lives was the only goal that Pius should have cared about?

Yes, I have to conclude that. He thinks Pius should have been willing to get a hundred thousand Catholics murdered in order to save a few thousand Jews.

Does Kertzer think there is simply no way Hitler would have retaliated by killing a hundred thousand Polish Catholics? If he thinks that way, he should explain why. But he makes no effort to explain why. He just ignores the question. One has to conclude that he simply doesn’t care about it.

There is a prominent Jewish-American journalist named Peter Beinart. On pages 165 and 166 of his book, The Crisis of Zionism, Beinart mentions that there is a rabbi in Israel named Yitzhak Shapira who has publicly declared that it is okay to murder Gentile children if they seem likely to grow up to become antisemites. In Shapira’s opinion, there is simply no reason why a Jew should care much about a Gentile’s right to life. One has to wonder if Kertzer feels the same way.

In 1994, an Israeli named Baruch Goldstein shot dead twenty-nine Palestinians in cold blood while they were praying in a mosque. His rampage ended only when a group of Palestinians beat him to death. The Israeli prime minister denounced him as a madman, but Clyde Haberman, a New York Times journalist, visited Goldstein’s grave shortly after he was buried and saw hundreds of Jews gathered there to honor him. (Endnote 7.) One has to wonder, does Kertzer agree with Goldstein’s admirers? Does he think only Jewish lives matter?

And why did Israel sell weapons to the Guatemalan government when it was committing mass murder against the Guatemalan peasants in the 1980s? You can read about this in articles that appeared in the New York Times on January 13, 1982, December 17, 1982, January 23, 1983, July 21, 1983, April 21, 1984, April 28, 1984, May 19, 1984, and July 7, 1984. Just go to the New York Times archives and look up articles on those dates that contain the words “Israel” and “Guatemala.” Look, especially, at an opinion piece by an Israeli human rights activist named Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi that appeared in the New York Times on January 6, 1983. Beit-Hallahmi lamented that not only did the Israeli government feel no qualms about selling weapons to mass murderers, but even the opposition parties were raising no objection. “The Peace Now movement” he wrote, “would not dream of protesting Israeli involvement in Guatemala, Haiti, or the Philippines. As far as the Israeli public is concerned, this is a non-issue.”

Even the Reagan administration refused to sell or give weapons to the Guatemalan government. (Endnote 8.) Even Reagan thought the Guatemalan government’s human rights record was too awful. But the Israelis? They could not have cared less about the lives of Gentiles. They sat there counting their money and laughed at the dead Guatemalan peasants.

So, is Kertzer that kind of guy? Does he just not care about the lives of Gentiles? He wrote a book once called The Popes Against the Jews in which he wondered why there was so much antisemitism in Europe in the decades leading up to the Holocaust. Will he ever write a book about why the Israelis saw nothing wrong with committing mass murder against Guatemalan peasants? Does he simply not care about Guatemalan peasants?
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ITEM TWO: THE SOVIET PRISONERS OF WAR
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Anyone who thinks it is impossible to imagine that Hitler would’ve killed 100,000 more Polish Catholics in retaliation for being publicly criticized by the pope should look at the fact that Hitler murdered approximately 500,000 Soviet prisoners of war in camps that he set up in Nazi-occupied Poland, simply by giving them little food, and no shelter from the winter weather. Many of these prisoner of war camps were just open fields, surrounded by barbed wire. You can read about this on pages 175 thru 182 of the critically-acclaimed book Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin, by Timothy Snyder, a history professor at Yale University. Hitler could have easily rounded up 100,000 Polish Catholics and killed them the same way.

(The total number of Soviet prisoners of war murdered by the Nazis was 3.3 million. You can find this fact on pages 142 thru 147 of a book called A Mosaic of Victims: Non-Jews Persecuted and Murdered by the Nazis, edited by Michael Berenbaum. According to page 229 of that book, Berenbaum served as “project director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.”)
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ITEM THREE: KERTZER LIES ABOUT THE TRAGEDY IN ROME​
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On pages 360 thru 372 of The Pope at War, Kertzer discusses the tragic incident that occurred in Rome on October 16, 1943 and the days that followed. The Nazis were occupying Rome at the time, and on that day they arrested 1,259 Jews who were living in the city. These arrests came to be known as the razzia, an Italian word that means “raid.” During the next few days, because of complaints from the Vatican, 252 of those Jews were released, because they were Christians or were married to Christians, but the remaining 1,007 were put on a train and sent to Auschwitz where almost all of them were murdered.

When Pius heard on the morning of October 16 that the arrests were occurring, he directed his secretary of state, Cardinal Maglione, to summon the German ambassador and discuss the situation with him. On pages 364 and 365 of The Pope at War, Kertzer describes the conversation that Maglione had with the ambassador. He admits that Maglione said Pius might complain publicly about the arrests if the Jews weren’t released. The ambassador, ominously, informed Maglione that there would be “consequences” if Pius did that. Kertzer doesn’t speculate on what those consequences might have been.

In the end, Pius did not publicly complain. Apparently, he was afraid of the consequences.

What were the consequences that Pius feared? Michael Phayer discusses this in his book, Pius XII, the Holocaust and the Cold War. Pius feared, according to Phayer, that if he publicly criticized Hitler, that would “provoke a second roundup of the thousands of Jews still in hiding in Rome.” (Endnote 9.) Phayer points out on page 85 that “A large number of the remaining Jews, perhaps more than 6,000, found shelter, many in religious properties such as monasteries and convents.” Phayer goes on to say on pages 85 and 86 of Pius XII, the Holocaust and the Cold War that “Approximately 180 Catholic religious homes and institutions, including the Lateran and Gregorian universities, offered asylum to Jews, who were thereby rescued and saved from fascists and Nazis.” The Nazis, in order to avoid conflict with the Catholic Church, never searched those buildings for Jews, but in Phayer’s opinion, the German ambassador’s talk of “consequences” surely meant that a public condemnation by Pius of the October 16 arrests would provoke Hitler to order his men to start searching those buildings and arresting any Jews found in them.

Dr. Joseph L. Lichten, an official of the Anti-Defamation League, wrote an essay about Pius XII in 1963, called “The Vatican & the Holocaust: A Question of Judgment – Pius XII & the Jews.” It can be found at www.JewishVirtualLibrary.org. Go to that website, click on “The Holocaust,” then click on “The Vatican,” then click on “Monograph on the Judgement of Pope Pius XII (1963).” Lichten says in that essay that he knows a Jewish couple that managed to escape from Germany and ended up hiding in a convent in Italy. They said this to Lichten:


“None of us wanted the Pope to take an open stand. We were all fugitives, and fugitives do not wish to be pointed at. The Gestapo would have become more excited and would have intensified its inquisitions. If the Pope had protested, Rome would have become the center of attention. It was better that the Pope said nothing. We all shared this opinion at the time, and this is still our conviction today.”



So this is what Pius’s critics are saying: that Pius should have publicly complained about the 1,007 Jews who had been arrested by the Nazis, and that he should not have worried about the possibility that Hitler would retaliate by searching the monasteries and convents and other religious buildings of Rome and murdering the six thousand Jews who were hiding in them. I think it is obvious that the critics are wrong and that Pius made the right choice.

Just look at the Ardeatine massacre. One day in 1944, Italian communist rebels ambushed some German troops, killing thirty-three. In retaliation, the Germans killed 335 Italians a few days later. When the Germans were angry, they were very dangerous indeed.

Michael Phayer also says on page 83 of his book Pius XII, the Holocaust and the Cold War that Pius thought if he publicly criticized Hitler, Hitler might punish Rome by fighting like Hell to hold on to the city in the face of the Allied advance, and this might lead to Allied bombing of the city and fierce artillery duels between the two sides, and that, naturally, would cause a large number of civilian deaths. Of course many civilians would have fled the fighting, but the sick and elderly would have been unable to do so, and obviously one cannot have a major battle in a large city like Rome without killing a large number of civilians. Just a few weeks earlier, the Germans had fought fiercely to hold on to the city of Naples, and the result there had been severe damage and loss of life. As Phayer phrases it, “The pope feared that Rome would be destroyed by ground fighting.”

We should remember that Hitler ordered his troops to destroy the city of Paris before retreating from it as the Allies approached. The story of how this disaster was averted is told in the book Is Paris Burning? by Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre, which became the basis for a famous movie of the same name.

Also, don’t forget that Hitler fought fiercely to hold on to Warsaw, and as a result, Warsaw was destroyed, or, in the words of the famous historian Saul Friedlander, “reduced to ruins and rubble,” with great loss of life. (Endnote 10.)

On pages 474 and 475 of The Pope at War, Kertzer criticizes Pius’s response to the Nazis’ arrest and deportation of those 1,007 Jews and tells us that he thinks Pius’s only motivation was that he wanted to protect the Vatican and “other church institutions in the world capital of Catholicism.” Then he says: “The proposition that he did not protest because he feared what would happen to Italy’s Jews if he did must be difficult for all but the most credulous to believe.”

Why? Why does Kertzer think only an idiot could believe that Pius, alarmed by the German ambassador’s talk about “consequences,” was worried that if he spoke out, the Nazis would search the church’s buildings in Rome and arrest the six thousand Jews who were hiding there? Believe it or not, Kertzer doesn’t say, even though he admits, on pages 379 and 380, that a “large number of refugees” were hiding in Rome’s “religious buildings.” He offers no explanation at all. After slinging this mud ball of insult at Pius, he simply changes the subject. He feels no need to make a logical argument.

It is amazing to see such a blatant refusal by Kertzer to analyze the situation. His goal is to bash Pius, logic be damned.

Oddly enough, even Phayer becomes unclear when discussing the events of October 16, 1943. He says on page 86 of Pius XII, the Holocaust and the Cold War that “Hitler’s rage toward the Holy See was still a fresh memory inside Vatican City. Given his volatility, a protest regarding Jews could have set him off, leading to a ruthless attack, both on the pope and on the remaining Roman Jews, or so the Holy See might have reasonably supposed.”

But later on page 86, Phayer writes,


“Actually, seizing the remaining Jews would not have been practical for the Germans. After October 16, the Jews had acquired
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