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FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN

“When will man’s heavy bonds be cut?

When will earth’s gloom be banished?

When, strangled with the last priest’s gut,

The last of the Jews has vanished.” (Nazi slogan, Munich, 1936)


Recent criticism of the Catholic Church in relation to the Jewish Holocaust often overlooks the Nazi persecution of the Christian churches themselves.


The German Catholic Church opposed Hitler’s rise to power, and condemned Nazi race theories back in 1930. Several dioceses excommunicated Catholics who joined the Nazi party. The Nazi vote was notably lower in Catholic areas. However, after Hitler’s accession to power in 1933, the Church tried to reach an accommodation with his regime. The Vatican signed a Concordat, hoping to defend the rights of Catholics in Nazi Germany, so that the German Church might weather the storm of Fascism. 

This diplomatic treaty protected the right to Catholic publications, schools, theology faculties, charitable organisations, chaplaincy to prisons, hospitals and the Army. With hindsight, the embarrassing paragraph is that concerning the episcopal oath of “loyalty to the German Reich”, and promise to “honour the legally constituted Government”. But neither the full horrors of Nazism nor World War II were dreamt of at this early date. Under a good government, this oath would be perfectly acceptable.


By the Concordat, Rome agreed not to interfere in the internal affairs of the Reich. Most British people would not like the Vatican to meddle in the UK’s internal affairs.


Cardinal Pacelli, Secretary of State, and  Pope Pius XI believed that now Rome would have legal grounds for protest, if the Nazis infringed the rights of the Church. Perhaps they put too much trust in diplomacy and naively failed to recognise the plain dishonesty and evil of Hitler’s Reich. At that time so did all other western countries, and indeed, the Royal Family. Right up to 1939 The Times editor banned all negative news reports about Hitler.


Hitler had little intention of observing the Concordat. In 1934-35 many Catholic preachers were arrested for “abuse of the pulpit”, allegedly “malicious attacks on State and Party.” The Gestapo monitored sermons and confiscated pastoral letters, if they contained anything interpretable as criticism of Nazi theories or organisations.


Repeatedly they confiscated Catholic newspapers and pamphlets, even the Don Bosco calendar from the print works! Many periodicals closed down permanently. Others were muzzled, and could publish nothing critical of the regime. The Nazi party strictly controlled all journalists.


At the same time the attack on Catholic Youth Organisations began. The Nazi press invented slanders about them. Nazi local authorities banned their marches, parades, theatrical performances, even parish dances and folk singing. Nazi teachers victimised Catholic school pupils. The teaching profession and civil service were closed to all but Hitler Youth members. By 1939 most of the Catholic Youth associations had been suppressed and had their property confiscated.


Meanwhile the Hitler Youth howled songs equally anti-Jewish and anti-clerical in tone:

“The years passed away, but the parson stayed on

The German to rob of his might;

And Romish or Lutheran maketh no odds,

Spread always the old Jewish light.  (1935)

The Nazis grew bolder with physical attacks on priests and bishops, disturbing religious services, disrupting processions, using crucifixes for target practice. 30 million Catholics were unable to obtain any legal redress against the violence and abuse of the much smaller number of Nazi thugs and neo-pagans.

The “blacks” [clerics] are all seducers,

They fight not for their home;

As ever they are liars,

They fight for wealth and Rome.

Tis clerics make “reaction”

And good-for-nothings – so

Let’s beat up all the traitors

Nor any mercy show.” (Stormtroopers’ song)

One poster put it very succinctly:

“Rome for the Parsons,

Palestine for the Jews,

But Germany for the Germans” (SA Poster, Bad Tölz, 1935)


In 1935 the attacks on Catholic secondary schools began. There was a propaganda campaign against “denominational schools.” Many were seized and converted into “community schools.” Hitler’s picture replaced the crucifix in the classrooms. Religious sisters and priests were deprived of their teaching posts. In 1937-38 the confiscation of primary schools followed. Nazi indoctrination replaced religious instruction. They suppressed Catholic charities and liturgical feastdays.

Just as Birmingham City Council tried to substitute Christmas with “Winterval”, so the Nazis invented a celebration “to avoid all reminiscences of denominational Christianity” – the consecration of the Sacred Fire kindled at the German Winter Solstice. The Nazi Christmas play contained no carols, but instead Praises of the Sacred Fire, and they crowned the Christmas tree with the swastika instead of the star of Bethlehem. 

A series of immorality trials – sexual offences by the clergy – was blown up out of all proportion to destroy the good name of the Church, in a manner very similar to that of our modern secular media. Goebbels, the Propaganda Minister spouted: “A vast number of Catholic clerics have been tried for sexual crimes . . even the thousands of cases represent but a small fraction of the total moral corruption.” In fact there had been 58 cases and 22 convictions out of 25,634 priests.

Currency smuggling to the detriment of the Reich was a popular common anti-clerical slander:

“Oh the cloistered life is jolly!

Nowadays instead of prayer,

Smuggling money is the business

Forth on this sly sport they fare.”

“The old Jewish mess is swept up at last,

But the gang of Black Racketeers still holds on fast.

Oh, German Volk, is this to be?

Shall these Black Swine still spit at thee?

If not, then beat them up, till high

The sparks fly up into the sky. . . (1935, Hitler Youth song)


The Nazis well understood the Catholic opposition to their race theories. Der Angriff (24th November 1938) attacked the Vatican as “Legal Defender of Racial Pollution.” The SA-Mann circulated the myth that Pius XI (Achille Ratti) was of half-Jewish descent. In the newspapers they faked anti-Semitic letters from non-existent curates.


In reaction to the Encyclical Mit Brennender Sorge (March 1938), in which Pius XI condemned the Nazi’s racist ideas: “The ancient Fathers of the Vatican do not understand the signs of the times, which demand a radical and thoroughgoing solution of the Jewish problem.” (Der Angriff, 19.1.39)


Der Schwarze Korps (Jan 13th 1939) published a poem about Pius XI entitled: “The Chief Rabbi of all Christians.” It sneered at “the firm of Juda-Rome”:


“For all he knows concerning Race

Would get a schoolboy in disgrace . . 

Since he regards both blacks and whites

As children all with equal rights

As Christians all (whate’er their hues)

They’re spiritually nought but Jews . . “

Specimen titles of Nazi pamphlets give the flavour of their propaganda: “Heil Deutschland! Jesuitry a danger to the German state.”  “The Sins of Rome”, “Vatican and Kremlin”, “The Reich rises against Rome.”  “The Clerical Underworld”, “The Perversion of the Soul in Convents,” “Immorality trials throughout Sixteen Centuries”, “Pope Joan”, “Christian Cruelty to German Women,” “Jesuits as Murderers.”

 
And in Die Brennessel (Berlin NS Party weekly):

“God is everywhere, except at Rome, where he has his deputy.

When the Pope needs money he peoples heaven.

In the shade of the cloister all things corrupt – only women become fruitful.

Priests do not marry Poverty so long as the peasants have wives.

Propaganda caricatures of the future Pius XII were vicious: der Stürmer, (August 1937) had a cartoon of Cardinal Pacelli, Secretary of State, turning round and saying to a Communist who is bearing his red train: “Thanks for your help. I’ll give you my blessing for it afterwards.”

 
Der Schwarze Korps (22nd July 1937) caricatured Pacelli visiting France, with his arm around a Jewish French communist saying: “She’s certainly not pretty, but she can cook.” Behind them is a bottle of “Lies-gruel” and a retort flask boiling up “Anti-Nazi.” A wall poster reads; “Poison-kitchen of the People’s Front.” The Nazi press vitriolically accused Pacelli of attempting to complete a “moral encirclement” of the Reich by visiting France.


Hundreds of priests and laity were interned in Dachau and other concentration camps, run by the cruellest and coarsest thugs of the SA and SS. Many became martyrs for the Faith.


The persecution of the German Catholic Church was, to some extent, camouflaged, and then overtaken by the war effort. After 1939 the bishops had to quietly minister to their flocks, or protest against the war and be hanged as traitors. They chose the former. Cardinal Frings of Cologne and Preysing of Berlin protested about the treatment of Jews, but others felt bound by the Concordat and their national loyalty not to criticise openly.

When mass shootings of Jews began on occupied Soviet territory in 1941, the Church was engaged in a life or death struggle for her own survival. The gas chambers began operation in 1942. In Poland, one-third of all priests were killed, and 3 million Catholic Poles died in the Holocaust, along with the 6 million Jews and 2 million Soviets.

