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OP-ED, NYTIMES 

Carmelite nuns managed to put at rl.sk all the precar1011S good­
wl.llbuilt up sInce the war between athe .Jewl.sh communlty and 
Chrl.stians/111ustrates both the depth and the volatl.llty of 
certain critl.cal lssues between the RCC amd the Jewl.sh community 

Problem 15 not what they are dOl.ng - they are praYl.ng - but where 
they are dOl.ng 1. t. They have opened a convent l.n the ~rounds of 
Auschwitz concentratlon camp./Or1glns of convent rernal.n unclear. 
In 1984 Carme11tes oreraco,,", were glven permissl.on by the oll.sh 
Govt. to occupy a bUl.ld1ng on the outer edge of the camp.Orl.gi­
nallvl.ntended as a theater, the bUl.ldlng was used by the Nazl.s to 
stor'e suppll.es, partl.cularly the Zyklon-B gas used 1n the gas 
chambers./Jews were never consulted nor 1nforamed about th1S 
decis1on, and only leaarned aboutthe convent the followlng year 
Lnrougll the c1rcu-latl.on 1n Belglum of a fundralslng brochure by 
an organlzatalon called "Ald to the Church in D1stress"The baro­
chure called the convent "CatholllCS' g1ft to the Pope •.. "claim1ng 
the t'Carmelltes do penance for us 'Who are st.lll allve u referred 
to the "vlctor10us power of the Cross of Jesus," and predl.cted 
the convent would become "a spl.rltual fortress, atoken of the 
converSlon of brothers from varIOus countrl.es who 'Went astray." 

These trlumphall.st formulatlonsdrew obJectlons from Xans aznd 
Jews alllte(Chrl.stl.an members Aml.tl.e Judeo-Chrfet.1ennelJXC Friend­
ShIP Soclety of France Cr.ltlclzed fundralSl.ng pamphlet.) 
Dutc:.h,Belgl.an protests 
CardLnal Decollttray of Lyons,France, delared:"It 15 tllhe atatempt 
to tao~allv exLerminate the Jews that we cdall the Shoah, of 
wah1ch AuschwItz IS klthe symbol. 
Such affllct1.0n and sufxferl.ng has conferred on the JewIsh peop­
pIe through l.ts martyrs a plaratlcular dlgnl.ty that IS qUIte 
Jproperly Its own./ And to construct a convent at Auschwitz 
would, for me,lmpl.nge upon that dl.gnl.ty." 

Caardi.nalk Macharsky who VIsited and was profoundlymoved by Yad 
Vashemn,vj1ewed txhe convent as an act ofl reconc111.atlon:top 
Jews it was an act of approprl.atl.on. 
Ensu1.ng controversy focused attent10n on the mean1ng of AuschwItz 
for Poles as well as for Jews. In artIcle 1.n Pol1sh Catholic 
weekly TYGODNIK POWSZECHNY,emphaslzed that Auschwltz IS also a 
symbol of the martyrdom of the Pollsh people durl.ng the Nazi 
occupat1.on,·' and asked, "Do these two symbols really have to 
dl.vl.de our two natlons?DefYl.ng church authorl.tl.es toclose theIr 
convent and move out, they have sl.gnalled their defl.ance by 
erecting a proml.nent cross above the old theater buildl.ng they 
are occupYl.ng in the concentrtlon camp compound. 
They were supposed to be gone by Feb./ 23 , a date aGreed after 
top-level negotiations between JEWS ANDCHRISTIAN~. 
cHURCH HAS NOW PROMISED THEY WILL LEAVE IN JULY but there are not 
many Jews who believe It. 
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AUSCH'HTZ, WHERE MILLIONS OF JEWS \\lERJ: MURDERAED BY THE NAZIS, IS 
UNIQUELY SPECIAL TO THE JEWISH COMMUNITY; TO CALL IT EMOTIVE 
WOULD BE A CRASS UNDERSTATEAHENT.Auschw~tz both symbol ~ze~ and 
su~mmaar~7es the Holocaust for Jews . Establ~shment of 1 the con­
vent has aroused ~mpass~oned feelings among the Jew1sh communi­
t~es of Europe-part~cularlv surVl.vor groups. It has touched 
re11g1ous, ethnlc and natl0nal nerveendlngs. 

But POLISH CATHOLICS WERE MURERED TOO AND THE NUNS WISH TO PRAY 
FOR THEIR SOULS. /B1shopHenryk Muszynskl of Wloclawek I chalrman of 
ltahe POll~h Ep1scopaate's CommlSS1on fora D1Jalogue w~Lah Juda­
~sm, wa.rotae HHT on Februa.rv 24,1989,"you have wr1taten, "Ausch­
Wltz was bUl11t by the Nazls for Ita:-..he PJlrlmaray pltlrpose of 
exat,-ermlnatl.ng JJEuroplean Jews. "NOl¥, it 1.S JJob vlously traue, 
but not from the very beglnnl.ng.Accord~ng to the Encycloppedla 
Jud1alca, vol 8, p871, mass murder of Jews began ~n March 19421. 
And tahe fa'-1.rsxt tlansp10rt of Poles arara~ved tao Al.\!tchwl.trz 
the 14 June 1940.From thls tl.me on, l(ldur~nga nearly tl¥oeyearsw, 
Ithe Auschw~t.az camp was runct~onl.ng as an exterminat.l.on camp OE­
prlnlarl1yu for Poles.It 1S of course qu~tae possible,and even 
veryllkelythatthere weraea also some Jewsa among the Jplrl.soners 
defIned I\~ "Poles"but they came to Asuchw~taz not as Jews, but 
nc;Poles.The flro;t ItransPJorto; of Jews, deflned as suc..h, arKa­
r~ved truly 1.n Harch 1942 and the f~rst Jewlsh transport sent to 
ASllChw~tz by RSHA araxr~ved the 12th Hay 1942.Such was Jo..tahe real 
beg ~nnlng of the systemata~c extxerml.natlon of Jews deccred at 
tahe Wannseen condfereance, the 20th J4NUARY L~42'/Hany thousands 
of JPLol~sh people wearea dYlng ~n JJAuschwitz alre~y Slnce 
tgahd summer 1940, and that:\. 1S why among others as I hiive many 
tlmes repeataded, AJsuchw~tz has becomes for ltahe JPOLES, 
STILKLK DURING THE WARXA, A HOLKjY SYMBOL OF LMARATYRDOM OF THE 
pOLIAHS NAATXION. JtHUS UIDNERSTRANDAING JPLERSOANLLY VERY WELL 
THE FEEALINGS AND TAHE SWENSITIVITY OF L;TAHE JEWS FOR LWHOM LTHE 
SAME aWSUCHWITZ HAS BECOME THE SUYMBOL OFsHOAH I I am notx abale 
Jto seea how to conVl.nce 1n a plaus~ble way my compatriotsthat 
the CarmelIte convent should be moved at once to a not lyheta 
ex~st~ng "inter) m center" DESPITE THEIR PIOUS INTENTIONS THEIR 
PRESENCE HAS GENERATED ENDLESS MISUNDERSTANDING'WHICH IS NOW 
TURNING TO ILL WILL. Embedded 1n thiS tangled web are compet~nsand 
confl~ct~ng self-perceptlons of Jewsa, Roman Catholics, Poles and 
other natl.onal groups; vastly d1fferent understandl.ng of hl.story, 
st111 unreconc~led views of how the vlctl.mS of Nazism should be 
memor1all.zed. Jewish communl.tl.es of Belgl.um , France and Italy 
have led the f1ght against the convent (Jews of estearna Europle 
a thl.rd center of Jewish ll.fe, along wl.th Israel and the U.S., 

WJC RAEACENTLY COSIDEERAED A WORLD LJEWISH BOYCOTXAT OF PJP II 
WHERAEVEAR HE WENT AND TAHE WITHDRAWAL OF JEWISH PARTICIPATIOIN 
IN JOJINT FAITH ENTERPLRISES ALL OVER THE WORLD. MORE MODEARATRAE 
COUNSELS PREVAILED. 

BUT THERE WAS A STRONG SENSE OF CRISIS MERELY POSTPONED RATHER 
THAN AVOIDED. ALTERNATIVE TACTIC TO APPLY AS MUCH PRESURE AS 
POSSIBLE BEFORE NEW JULY DEADLINE EXPIRES. THIS HAS'MADE IT MOREA 
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A GLOBAL ISSUF., A MAKE- OR- BREAK TEST FOR CHRISTIAN-JEWISH RELA­
TIONS FOR IT CHALLENGES THE SINCERITY OF A FAR WIDER GFROUP THAN 
THOSE DIRECTLY CONCERNED WITH THE AUSCHWITZ CARMELITES. 

FROM THE JEWISH POINT OF VIEW CIlRISTIAN JEWISIl RELATIONS ARE ONLY 
WORTH FOSTERING IF OVER A CRITICQL ISSUE LIKE TillS THEY CAN 
DELIVER SATISFACTIION. 

DISTINCTIONS BeT WEEN CATAHOLICS, ANGLICANMS AND PROTESTANTS ARE 
LOSTS ON MANYH ORDINAXRQY JEWS. THEY SEEM TAO SSEE THE AUSCHQITAZ 
CONVENT AS A BVLATANT PIECE OF AGFGREESSION WHICH DEDMONSTRATAES 
THE TRUTH OF LTAHE OLD SUSPJICION THAT NO CHRISTIANS EXZPRESSION 
OF GOODWILL TOWARDS JEWS, WHATAEVCER DENOflIANTION IT COMES LFROM 
CAN EVER BE REALLY TRUSTED. 

TAHERE IS NO EVICDENCE HOWEVCER THATA TAHE NUNS MOTDIVES ARAE 
CONSCIOUSLY ANTISEfIITIC; THEYHAVE OFFERED TO PRRY FOR THE JEWISH 
VICTH'S OF AUSCHWITZ AS WELL . . THAT IN ITSELF IS A PERFECT EXAM­
PLE OF THE FUNDAMENTAL MISUNDERSTANDING AT THE ROOT OF THIS 
CRTISIS, FOR MANYHN HJEWS GXREETED THE OFFER AS COMPOUNDING THE 
OFFENSE. 

IT SEMS TO BE TGHE CASE THAT EVEAN TAHOSE IN THE CHURACH WHO HAVE 
BEEAN MOST SYMNPATAHAETIC TAO THE JEWISH GRIEVANCE HAVE SCARCELYI 
GRASPED EXARTLYL WHY TAHE ISSUE IS TO THE JEWS SOIMPORTANT. 
CARDINAL JOHN O'CONNOR'S REFERENCE TO THE HOLOCAUST AS JUIDQA­
SISM'S 'GIFT TO THE WORLD WAS NOT MALICIIOUSLY INTENDED BUT IT 
WAS PAINFUL NONTTHELESS. QAl'HE NUNS PROBABLY DO NOT BEGIN TO 
UNDERSTAND; NO DOUBT THAT IS WHY A MOVE THIS JULY SEENED A FAIR 
SUBSTITUTE FOR A HOVE IN FEBRUARY. 

AUSCHWITZ STANDS FOR THE UNQIUENESS OF THE HOLOCAUST. TO REGARD 
IT AS THE SCE OF ONE MORE DREADFUL MASSACRE, ONLY IN DEGREE WORSE 
TRHAN COUNTLESS OTHER INHUMANITIES OF MANTO MAN, IS TO IGNORE 
THAT IT WAS THE FOCUS OF AN ATTEMPT TO WIPE OUTA THE WHOLE JEWISH 
RACE. 

EVEN TO MENTION THAT HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF LCHRISRTtANS WERE 
MURDERED BY THE NAZIS THERE COUPLING JEWISHN AND NON-JEWISH 
SUFFERING AND DEATH AS SOMEHOW A SHARED EXPERIENCE SEEHS TO JEWS 
TO THREATEDN THE SYMBOLIC MEANING OF AUSCHWITA AS A PLACE OF 
SPEFICALLY JEWISH DESOLATION JWITHOUT PARALLEL ON EARTH. 

BUT ANGER SEEMS TO GO DEEPER EVEN ~HAN THAT •. EUROPEAN JEWRY HAS 
SPJENT ITS WHOLE EXISTENCE IN THE SHADOW OF CHRISTIANITY UNDDERA 
PLERAPETAUAL JPLRESSURE TO DISAPPEAR, TAO CONVEART, TO GIVE UP. 
JEWS BECAME AWAARE OF EVCEERY CHURACH, CHAPEL, CONVENT OR CROSS 
AS AB OMINOUS SYMBOLIC REPROACH TO THEM FOR REAMINGIN AS TAHEY 
WERE., .. 
TO THE JEWS OF ERUOPE CHRISTIANITY WAS NOT A RELIGION OF THE LOVE 
OIF GOD BUT A RELIGION OF HOSTILITyTOWARDS JEWS . A CHRISTIAN 
CHAPEL IN AUSCHWITZ, NOW TOPPED BY A CROSS, FEELS TO THEf. LIKE AN 
ATTEMPT TO HOUND THE ~EAD EVEN BEYOND THE GRAVE - OR EVEN TO 
CELEBRATit JEWISH EXTERMANATION AS A KIND OF CHRISTIAN TRIUMPH. 
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CHURCH OF COURSE WOULD BE QUITE PROPERLY OUTRAGED BY THE VERY 
SUGGESTION,. BUT VERY FEW JEWS WILL HAVE EVEM AN INKLING OF THE 
REASON WHY PRECENSE OF A COMMUNITY OF NUNS IN AUSCHWITAZ PRAYING 
FORPEACE AND FOR THEDEAD MAKES PERFECT CHRISTIAN SeNSE. THE 
JEWISH INSTAINCT IN A JPLACE LIKE THAT IS JTO LEAVE IT AS DESO­
LATE AS_ POSSIBLE, PHYSCIALLY MORALLY AND PHILOSOPHICALLY. 

AUSCHWITZ IS NOT SACRED TO JEWS; JT IS THE VERY OPPOSITE OF 
SACRED. TO EXTRACT SOLACE OR MEANING FROM SUCH THINGS LET ALONE 
FIND HOLINESS THERE IS TO TRY TO MIT1GATE THE EVIL, TO PRETEND IT 
WAS SOMEHJOW NOT AS BAD AS IT REALLY WAS, AND THUS TO BELITTLE 
MILLIONS WHO DIED THERE.JAT AUSCHWITZ THERE WAs a CHAPEL FOR TAHE 
'CONVENIENCE' OF MEMBVEARS OF THE SS.THAT IS TO SAY WHEN THE 
DEVIL APPEARS HE CHARACATACXERISTICALLKY COMES IN THE GAUISE OF 
GOD AS WELL AS OF HUMAN BEINGS./Elle \h'esel ata one tlme compa­
read the" EVENT"(the HoloxcaUSAT)tol the revaelaxtlon ata 51nal. 
Auschwltz saeemeed to me an antl-Slnal. Somethlng essentlal was 
revclealed there and l.t wlll take us centurl.oes tro ul.nravel lts 
mysterlOUS message/Justr as we cannot comprehensd Auschwltz with 
God, we cannot understand It wlthout God. 

BUT THE CHRISTIAN INSTINCT IS THE EXACT REVERSE; IT IS TO SANCTI­
FY SUCH A PLACE. CHRISTIANS CONSECRATE. THEIR CEMETERIES, BUILD 
SHRINS WHERE ACCIDENTS OR EXECUTIONS HAPLPENB, CELEBCRATE TXHEIR 
MARATYRS AND CALL THE JPLACE OF LMARTYDOM HOLY. THERE IS ALSO A 
COVNET OF NUNBVS ON TAHES SITE OFL THE GALLOWS ATA TYBURN 
PLJRAYING FOR JPEACE AND JFOR LTHE DEAD.J 

THE TOTAL LCONTRDITCTION BETWEEN THESE TWO APJPJROACHES TO AUSCH­
WITz HAS HIDDEN TAHE FACTA EACH SIDE IN ITS WON WAY IS TRYING TO 
EXPRESS ITS UTMOST SORROW AND GRIEF. BllT AUSCHWITZ IS THA LAST 
PLACE ON EARTH ATA WHICH JEWS CAN BE EX?LECTAED TO LOOK ON CHRIS­
TIANS SYMBOLISM WITH SYMPATAHYH. AND IT IS LTAHE CHRISTIANS WHO 
MUST GIVE LWAY-FOR THEY WERE NOT ONLYT AMONG LTHE VICTIMS; THEY 
WERE AMONG THE MURDERERS. 
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