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Lecture Notes T-500

Post-Holocaust Theology

Charles W. Allen

As in the past, I’m starting this lecture with some remarks intended to address the enormity of the Holocaust in all its particularity—not that mere words could accomplish that. We are looking at yet another form of what we have been calling “the new scandal of particularity.”

There is indeed something about the Holocaust that defies comparison with other atrocities.

But neither I nor most thoughtful Holocaust survivors mean by this to trivialize any other examples of human oppression, or genocide.

It’s just that there are things we are likely to miss if we do not put our tendency to compare and generalize at least momentarily on hold. Make no mistake, we will compare and generalize eventually, but we need to learn how to do this in a more “strategically essentialist” way.

Some basic facts to note (quoted from Emil L. Fackenheim’s To Mend the World [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994], p. 12):

1. Fully one-third of the whole Jewish people was murdered; and since this included the most Jewish of Jews‑-East European Jewry‑-Jewish survival as a whole is gravely in doubt.

2. This murder was quite literally “extermination”; not a single Jewish man, woman or child was to survive, or‑-except for a few that were well-hidden or overlooked‑-would have survived had Hitler won the war.

3. This was because Jewish birth was sufficient cause to merit torture and death; whereas the “crime” of Poles and Russians was that there were too many of them, with the possible exception of Gypsies only Jews had committed the “crime” of existing at all.

4. The “Final Solution” was not a pragmatic project serving such ends as political power or economic greed.  Nor was it the negative side of a positive religious or political fanaticism.  It was an end in itself.  And, at least in the final stage of the dominion of the Third Reich (when Eichmann diverted trains to Auschwitz from the Russian front), it was the only such end that remained.

5. Only a minority of the perpetrators were sadists or perverts.  For the most part, they were ordinary jobholders with an extraordinary job.  And the tone-setters were ordinary idealists, except that the ideals were torture and murder.

The Holocaust is not just an event that happened to a group of people: it was an event that happened to a people whose story is intimately woven into the story of a culture that considered itself the most powerful, enlightened and just that the world had yet seen; and it was an event that was brought about, or knowingly permitted, by many of the more influential members of that culture. And we too are participants in that culture.
The Holocaust thus presents a radical challenge to most “modern” attempts to make sense of human history in either religious terms or secular terms.

To confront the concrete reality of the Holocaust is to cast radical suspicion on all people’s images of themselves as rational, responsible, or faithful beings. 

Pulling off the Holocaust required organization, loyalty, creativity, and self-sacrifice on the part of planners and executioners.  

If the “best” virtues that humans can attain could all so easily be put to work in the Holocaust, how can we ever trust any human achievement?  How can we ever believe any stories we tell about ourselves?

The Holocaust was made possible in large part by Christian teaching, going all the way back to the New Testament itself, portraying Jews as Christ-killers and as followers of an outmoded, lifeless religion.

Many of the executioners were Christians who continued to experience a close personal relationship to God, or so they believed.  If they could have this experience, or think they had it, how can anyone trust an experience like that ever again?

The Holocaust challenges the Jewish conviction that the historical experience of the Jewish people was crucial for understanding God’s involvement with humankind.  How could such a God have been silent during this, the most catastrophic event that ever happened to the Jews (and perhaps an event equally catastrophic for their persecutors’ own self-image)?

To respond to the Holocaust too quickly as one more example of the problem of evil (as some process thinkers might do), is to avoid confronting it concretely.  

With Robert McAfee Brown and Elie Wiesel, I suggest that, if with honesty we confront the enormity of the Holocaust in all its concreteness, we may choose belief or unbelief, but from that point on any choice will be agonizing.  There seems to be something obscene about hoping for a fully satisfactory answer here.

A testimony from Robert McAfee Brown:


[This story] takes place on the roof of one of the crematoria at Birkenau, the death camp of Auschwitz, on a gray, cheerless day in the summer of 1979.


A group of us are standing  on the ruins the Germans tried (unsuccessfully) to obliterate, to hide evidence that six million Jews had been shot and gassed and burned in such places, solely because they were Jews.


I reflect: if Golgotha revealed the sense of God-forsakenness of one Jew, Birkenau multiplies that anguish at least three and a half million times.  For the rest of my life, this crematorium will represent the most powerful case against God, the spot where one could--with justice--denounce, deny, or (worst of all) ignore God, the God who was silent.


Of what use are words at such a time?  So many cried out to God at this spot and were not heard.  Human silence today seems the only appropriate response to divine silence yesterday.


We remain silent.  Our silence is deafening.


And then it comes--first from the lips of one man, Elie Wiesel (standing in the camp where thirty-five years earlier his life and family and faith were destroyed), and then in a mounting chorus from others, mostly Jews, the great affirmation: Shema Yisroel, Adonai Elohenu, Adonai echod, Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.


At the place where the name of God could have been agonizingly denied, the name of God is agonizingly affirmed--by those with most reason to deny.  I shake in the tension between my impulse to deny and their decision to affirm.


Because of having stood at Birkenau, it is now impossible for me to affirm God in the ways I did before.


Because of having stood at Birkenau with them, it is now possible for me to affirm God in ways I never did before.

--from Robert McAfee Brown, Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All Humanity (Notre Dame: University of  Notre Dame Press, 1983), pp. 189-190.

Post-Holocaust theology qualifies as a form of liberation theology (see Clark Williamson, A Guest in the House of Israel [Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993], p. 7). It is faith seeking understanding “in the midst of the anguish of history.”

It is thus all the more ironic that anti-Judaism and supersessionism are often still present in other types of liberation theology (see Williamson, pp. 187-188; Katherina von Kellenbach, Anti-Judaism in Feminist Religious Writings [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994]).

Facing the import of the Holocaust forces us to cast a suspicious eye on any aspect of Christian tradition and its origins that might have contributed to the “teaching of contempt” regarding Jews and Judaism.  This includes the New Testament itself.

We have every reason to suspect that the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ life were shaped by later struggles between the emerging church and the already established synagogue.  And they were also shaped by a desire to downplay any conflict between Jesus and Rome. 

What we now know about Judaism in Jesus’ day does not look at all like Judaism as portrayed in the Gospels.

Paul’s attitude toward Judaism (like his attitude toward women) is, to say the least, elusive.  But he clearly fought against the idea of a church that claimed to be the new Israel.

Regardless of what this or that New Testament writer may have intended, we must, as I have said many times in the past several weeks, scrutinize every passage of scripture in light of the Gospel (see Williamson, p. 22).

And in light of what we must together confess about the Christian teaching of contempt, we have a moral obligation to at least consider the possibility that the Gospel writers did not always portray Jesus’ fellow Jews accurately.

For those of us who regard the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ as somehow decisive for all humanity, we will have to struggle to find ways to confess this without discounting the significance and ongoing integrity of Jewish faithfulness.

Jesus may justly be proclaimed as the Christ only in a context that is both theo-eccentric and Christo-eccentric.  

That is what I intend by speaking of “the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.” When we speak of our “ultimate concern” in those terms, it reminds us that creation and redemption pivot around a center whose unity is multiple in ways we can’t pin down, and that God can be truly and fully one God in more than one way.

Jesus may justly be proclaimed as the Christ only in a context that fosters genuine interfaith conversation—one where everybody gets to make sweeping claims and nobody gets to play a final trump card.  

Jesus may justly be proclaimed as the Christ only in the context of an eschatological hope which reminds us that what has happened thus far in the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ is not final in every respect.

In sum, apart from a Christo-eccentric, conversational and eschatological context we are in no position to proclaim Jesus as the Christ.
Thus, while I can say that the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ in some sense plays an unsurpassably pivotal role, for God and for all humanity, in realizing God’s unconditional love for the world, I cannot dismiss the comparable claim that Jewish faithfulness to Torah, including a refusal to convert to Christianity, may play just as pivotal a role here.  

Indeed, given Judaism’s unique relation to us as our parent tradition, I believe we Christians are called to affirm this claim as complementary to our own: it fulfills our faith every bit as much as ours could ever fulfill Judaism.

