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SRP489:  The Bible and the Holocaust

TTh  Spring 2010

Leonard Greenspoon:

Description: 

It is an unfortunate fact that the Bible was more often abused to support Nazism than used to oppose it. This course looks at how the Bible (Old Testament and New Testament) was interpreted so as to provide support for those who carried out or acquiesced in the Holocaust as well as for those who resisted it.  We investigate the religious, historical, and cultural contexts that allowed for these phenomena.  We also explore trends in more recent biblical exegesis that reflect on the experience of the Holocaust.

Objectives: Students will learn how to:

Identify and evaluate the ways (methods, specific passages, themes, etc.) in which the Old Testament was interpreted to support the persecution of Jews.

Identify and evaluate the ways in which the New Testament was interpreted to support the persecution of Jews.

Identify and evaluate the ways in which the Bible (Old Testament and New Testament) was interpreted to support Jews before and during the period of the Holocaust.

Examine and seek to understand what led individuals to interpret the Bible so as to support the persecution of Jews.

Examine and seek to understand what led organizations, including churches, to interpret the Bible so as to support the persecution of Jews.

Examine and seek to understand what led individuals and organizations, both secular and religious, to interpret the Bible so as to oppose the persecution of Jews.

Place the “use” and “abuse” of the Bible within the larger context of Christian interpretive traditions.

Place the “use” and “abuse” of the Bible within the larger context of biblically-based religious persecution.

Place the “use” and “abuse” of the Bible within the larger context of Nazi and Nazi-related propaganda.

Understand and evaluate newer trends in biblical interpretation that have developed in the wake of the Holocaust.

Construct guidelines that will help to insure that the Bible is never again abused as it was during the Holocaust.

Construct guidelines that will help insure the continuance of biblical interpretations opposed to the Holocaust.

Enhance their (students’) ability to conduct serious, in-depth research.

Enhance their ability to present the results of research in written form.

Enhance their ability to present the results of research in oral form.

Attendance policy, academic honesty, and related matters: You are expected to attend each meeting of this class.  Active participation in discussions and other classroom activities is an important part of your grade. 

If you know in advance that you will be absent from class to participate in a University-sanctioned activity or for any other valid reason, please let me know as far in advance as possible.  If you have to miss class for some unforeseen reason, please notify me as soon as possible afterwards.  In all cases we will try to arrange for you to make up work you have missed. More than two (2) absences will be considered excessive and may result in a lowered final grade.

If I need to cancel class at or near the last minute, I will have a note to this effect posted in front of the classroom.  I will also let students know via e-mail.  I will make use of students’ Creighton e-mail addresses (and, as requested, another account [e.g., gmail, yahoo] as well).

Written work is especially important in this course.  You will be evaluated on your ability to express yourself in an organized and coherent manner, to reflect in a thoughtful way on material we have covered, and to prepare your work (in both preliminary and final forms) in accordance with the formats and timetables you are given.

All students are required to take the final examination for this course.  In this and in all other work, you are to adhere to standards of honesty and integrity compatible with Creighton University.  In particular, each student should carefully review the University’s Policy on Academic Honesty, which appears in the Bulletin.  All papers for this course must be exclusively and entirely written by the student who turns them in.  Students must clearly credit and cite all written and oral sources used by them in their papers.  Any instance of academic dishonesty will be punished to the full extent allowed by relevant University practices and policies.

Required books:

Bergen, Doris L.  Twisted Cross: The German Christian Movement in the Third Reich (University of North Carolina Press, 1996)
 

Hallie, Philip P.  Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed (New York: Harper Perennial, 1994)

Heschel, Susannah. The Aryan Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi Germany (Princeton University Press, 2008)

Rousmaniere, John.  A Bridge to Dialogue: The Story of Jewish-Christian Relations (Paulist Press, 1990)

Sweeney, Marvin A.  Reading the Hebrew Bible after the Shoah: Engaging Holocaust Theology (Fortress, 2008) 

The Bible (Old Testament and New Testament), any edition

Additional readings provided by professor
 

Final grade consists of:

Papers (including oral presentations)            

60%

Quizzes







10%

Class participation






10%

Final exam







20%

My office is Creighton Hall 333.  Office telephone: 280-2303 or 280-2304; e-mail: ljgrn@creighton.edu

Office hours:

Tuesday   9:30 – 11:00 a.m.

Wednesday  2:30 - 4:00 p.m.

Thursday  12:30 – 2:00 p.m.

Topics to be covered in each class:

Jan. 14  Introduction and overview

Jan. 19  Selected topics in Holocaust studies  [Bergen, Heschel]

Jan. 21  Concise history of Jewish-Christian relations  [Rousmaniere]


Jan. 26   History of Christian biblical interpretation (Old Testament)


              [Rousmaniere]

Jan. 28   History of Christian biblical interpretation (New Testament)

              [Rousmaniere, additional readings]


Feb. 2     The Old Testament for supporters of Nazism (the Law) [Bergen, 

     Heschel]

Feb. 4     The Old Testament for supporters of Nazism  (the Prophets)

              [Bergen, Heschel]

Feb. 9     The Old Testament for supporters of Nazism   (other themes)

              [Bergen, Heschel, additional readings]

Feb. 11   The New Testament for supporters of Nazism (an Aryan Jesus)

              [Begen, Heschel]

Feb. 16   The New Testament for supporters of Nazism  (other themes)


     [Bergen, Heschel, additional readings]


Feb. 18   Clergy support for Nazism (Protestant)  [Bergen, Heschel]

Feb. 23   Clergy support for Nazism (Catholic)  [Bergen, Heschel,

              Additional readings]

Fen. 25   Student papers I: oral reports 

Mar. 2     The Old Testament for opponents of Nazism (the Prophets) 

     [Hallie]

Mar. 16   The Old Testament for opponents of Nazism  (other themes)


     [Hallie, additional readings]

Mar. 18   The New Testament for opponents of Nazism  [Hallie]

Mar. 23   Clergy opposition to Nazism  [Hallie, additional readings]

Mar. 25   Reflection on individuals  [Bergen, Hallie, Heschel, Rousmaniere]

Mar. 30   Reflection on groups and organizations [additional readings]

Apr. 1     Student Papers II: Oral Reports

Apr. 6     Interpreting the Old Testament in the post-Holocaust era 

     (the Law)  [Sweeney]

Apr. 8     Interpreting the Old Testament in the post-Holocaust era 

              (the Prophets)  [Sweeney]

Apr. 13   Interpreting the Old Testament in the post-Holocaust era 

    (other themes)  [Sweeney]

Apr. 15  Interpreting the New Testament in the post-Holocaust era  

    (Jesus)  [additional readings]

Apr. 20   Interpreting/misinterpreting the Bible today (genocides)


     [additional readings]

Apr. 22   Interpreting/misinterpreting the Bible today (other issues)

              [additional readings]

Apr. 27   Student Papers III: Oral Reports

Apr. 29   Lessons of the past; visions of the future

REPRESENTATIVE ISSUES to be treated:

1:  Was it possible to be a good Nazi and a good Christian at the same time?

This is among the most discussed issues in some of the more recent Holocaust research.  At first, the answer was strongly in the negative (and for some, it remains so).  After all, much Nazi propaganda was pointedly anti-religion (all religion), and it seems impossible to reconcile “traditional” Christian values—or, specifically, traditional ways of interpreting the biblical text—with the basic tenets of Nazism. 

However, the determination of an answer to this question is not so easy.  After all, it is demonstrable that a considerable number of Nazis were also self-professed Christians and that more than a few Christians saw Nazism as the fulfillment of their faith.  It is of course possible simply to dismiss such individuals as deluded or opportunistic and to deny them the status of true Christians.  But, the evidence shows, such individuals generally thought of themselves as good Christians and regularly attended church and supported church-related activities.

The discussion of this issue has historical, theological, and—I would add—strong ethical dimensions.  We need to look at the material (including autobiographies, diaries, and institutional documentation) as it was presented, consider the validity (or lack thereof) of arguments put forward, and determine, in this case as well as in others, how we would have acted and the ethical dimensions of our choices.

2:  Did Christianity—or, specifically, traditional Christian ways of interpreting the biblical text—bear some responsibility for the Holocaust?  

Obviously, this is a huge issue that cannot be reduced to a “yes,” “no” or “x per cent” type of answer.  What is needed is some acquaintance with the history of biblical (both Old and New Testament) exegesis within Christianity, along with some knowledge of the historical, theological, and cultural contexts in which particular exegetes worked.  It is also important to determine which exegetical strands were more popular at a given time.  For example, to what degree did the anti-Jewish statements of the older Martin Luther affect the attitude towards Jews on the part of any given sector of the populace in the early 20th century?  And how did Luther (or any other exegete) determine how biblical passages were to be interpreted?

Everyone, I think, will admit that the Nazis mis-read (or, as I tend to call it, abused) the biblical text.  But what is it that they specifically did, what are the precedents for and ramifications of such mis-readings, and what sorts of criteria could we establish to insure (to the fullest extent possible) that such grotesque mis-readings do not recur, with similar results.  To answer this series of questions, attention must first be given to specific passages or types of passages.  Thus, for example, while some “Christian” Nazis entirely dismissed the Old Testament, others sought out prophetic criticisms of ancient Israel and applied them to all Jews everywhere and forever, especially the Jews who were then living in Central and Eastern Germany.  For the New Testament, which “Christian” Nazis of necessity had to deal with, the major concern was to distance, completely and irrevocably, Jesus from his Judaism, to create as it were an Aryan Jesus.  

It is necessary to determine which, if any, of such mis-readings were of new vintage and to trace, at least partially, the origins of others that had been in circulation for years, even centuries.  It is also essential to establish the context in which hate-filled words, presented as interpretations of the Good Book, become hate-filled, even fatal, actions.

In order to fully understand these developments, we must come to terms with whatever institutional (including ecclesiastical) supports exhibited, paying requisite attention to what those in leadership positions did or didn’t do.

In this case, as with others, we should also consider introspectively how we might have acted (or, at least, how we hope we might have acted) under such circumstances. Beyond that, we can work together to see if it is at all possible to establish an agreed-upon set of criteria, even general ones, that will allow us to separate out un-worthy or in-authentic interpretations from those we could term worthy and authentic.  This could be our own contribution to the process of making “Never Again” a reality.

3:  What was it that led some individuals and groups, admittedly a minority, to find support for the Jews, or at least opposition to the Nazis, in the same biblical text that so many others “abused” for evil?

Again, this is an issue (or, better, complex of related issues) for which a number of approaches are necessary and a number of answers possible.  For example, it is important to recognize that many Christian opponents of Nazism—even those motivated by what we might term a “sympathetic” exegesis of the Bible—were not personally favorable to the Jews whose cause they were aiding.  Moreover, support for the Jews, as well as opposition to them, could take place on a broad continuum ranging from doing nothing (and thereby tacitly agreeing) to heroic, self-sacrificing feats.

It is certainly instructive to look at the biographies of courageous individuals, in our case those whose actions were positively influenced by their interpretation of the Bible. Is it possible to identify certain traits in these individuals that link them?  It is also worthwhile to look at those institutions and communities that provided contexts for resistance to the Nazis and help for the Jews.  It may prove difficult to isolate all, or even most of, the factors that the individuals shared (if indeed such factors exist at all), but it should be possible, and very valuable, to see how communities and institutions structured themselves so as maintain high ethical and moral standards when the majority faltered.

4:  How has the Holocaust changed the way in which the biblical text is read and interpreted?  Is such change appropriate?  If so, how can we facilitate it?

It is demonstrable that sensitive Christians, whose numbers are large, look at many passages of the Bible in a different light as a result of the Holocaust.  For example, there is increasing sensitivity to the ways in which certain New Testament passages (as, for example, in the Gospels of John and Matthew) have led to negative portrayals of, and actions against, Jews.  And there has been renewed interest in fully and knowledgeably situating Jesus within the Judaism of his time.  Moreover, Moreover, there are vigorous efforts at recognizing, and even restructuring, the importance of the Old Testament for properly understanding the New and incorporating Jewish interpretations of the Hebrew Bible into Christian theology.

Examining specific examples of these phenomena should, we might imagine, immediately authenticate their value.  However, this is not always the case.  For some, such changes, often radical ones, in traditional understandings can seem like politically-correct, rather than (if you will) biblically-correct, observations.  In order to counter such views and to facilitate the process by which the Word remains relevant in the world, it is necessary to consider the very nature of biblical exegesis and to ask about the role of interpreters and the extent to which they draw strength and insight from their own contexts in explicating words that originated in very different worlds and contexts.

Papers: Topics, Ethical Considerations, Methods of Evaluation

As noted on the syllabus, the largest component of the final grade for this course consists of papers.  There will be three.  Consistent with the requirements for an intensive writing offering, at least two of the papers will proceed from thesis statement, to outline, to draft—with re-writing based on my comments—to final product.  

I will also schedule sufficient time for each student to report orally on his/her papers.  This not only allows for students to gain experience in “public speaking,” but also creates a context in which students can interact with the material, methods, and views of their classmates.  As it were, it allows for an authentic discussion where otherwise they would be (only) dialogue between each student and myself.

Students will be given wide latitude in the choice of topics within the following range:  one paper will deal with “abuse” of the Bible to support the Nazi agenda before and during the Holocaust; one paper will explore individuals and/or groups that opposed Nazi Anti-Semitism, where such opposition was based on their interpretation of the biblical text; and one paper will analyze post-Holocaust trends in biblical interpretation.

For each paper, students will make use of what I would term traditional research resources, such as monographs, articles, and collections of essays.  Students will also be encouraged to use the ever growing number of memoirs, diaries, and other primary documentation, where they exist in an accessible form or format for our students.   Moreover, I will make a special effort to put students in touch with individuals (alas, of diminishing number) who are survivors of the Holocaust of those in the Omaha area who are working on oral or written documentaries.  I will also help students identify and make contact with active scholars whose work on the Bible reflects post-Holocaust trends in biblical interpretation.  Speakers from one or more of these groups will be invited to make presentations.

Beyond these issues of scholarship and research, students will be required—as an integral part of each major written assignment—to consider the ethical dimensions of the events and activities they are discussing and analyzing.  At one level, this will involve their confronting the issues described about, for example:  Is it possible to be religious and the perpetrator of a Holocaust at one and the same time?  Can one validly derive lessons of hate from the Bible?  

Additionally, I want the students to reflect on how they would have reacted in the events leading up to and culminating in the Holocaust.  I will make it clear that I am seeking a depth of introspection and ethical reflection that is not easy for anyone, but that I will evaluate them on the process rather than the results (or, to put it another way, the student who says that he/she would have heroically resisted the Nazis has not done a “better job” on this than one who admits that he/she would have done everything possible to fade into the background—as long as both students present evidence for and of the ethical dilemma they would have faced and their resolution of this dilemma).

Since I have consciously structured this course to cover biblical interpretation up to today, I will also expect students, especially (but not exclusively) in the third paper, to consider the ramifications of biblical exegesis beyond the Holocaust of the 1940s.  Students will be expected to draw from relevant examples (alas they are far too numerous) of other genocides, ethic cleansings, etc., of the past six decades and to consider the extent to which the biblical text has been a factor in promoting such tragedies as well as trying to stop or at least ameliorate them.  It should be clear that student efforts in this regard may well lead into areas of controversy, where, for example, a particular student finds what I would term positive biblical support for a view that others judge quite negatively.  Rather than see such controversy as a problem, it is this kind of structured debate than can lend success to our efforts to construct appropriate exegetical guidelines.  As with the other examples discussed above, I will give primary emphasis to the process rather than a given result.

