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The Holocaust, the systematic genocide of European Jews by Nazi
Germany and its collaborators during World War II, stands as one of the
darkest chapters in human history. Its profound impact has been felt not
only by the millions of victims and their families but also by society as a
whole.
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One aspect of the Holocaust that has been subject to ongoing debate and
analysis is the role of religion and theology. In his groundbreaking book,
"When the Danube Ran Red: Religion, Theology, and the Holocaust,"
Rabbi Michael Berenbaum delves into this complex and often controversial
topic.

Historical Context
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The Holocaust took place against the backdrop of a long and complex
relationship between Jews and Christians in Europe. For centuries, anti-
Semitism had been prevalent throughout the continent, fueled by religious
prejudice and scapegoating. This hatred found its most extreme expression
in the Nazi ideology, which portrayed Jews as an inferior race and an
existential threat to Germany.

The Nazis exploited religious sentiments to further their anti-Semitic
agenda. They accused Jews of being responsible for Germany's economic
and social problems and portrayed them as a threat to Christian values.
This propaganda proved highly effective in mobilizing support for the
persecution of Jews.

The Role of Christianity

The relationship between Christianity and the Holocaust is a multifaceted
one. On the one hand, there were many Christians who actively resisted
the Nazis and provided shelter and support to Jews. However, there were
also those who collaborated with the Nazis or remained indifferent to the
suffering of Jews.

Some Christian leaders, such as Pope Pius XII, have been criticized for
their silence or inaction during the Holocaust. Others, such as Archbishop
Konrad von Preysing, spoke out against Nazi persecution and provided
assistance to Jews.

Berenbaum argues that Christianity, with its history of anti-Semitism,
created a fertile ground for the Nazis' anti-Jewish propaganda. He also
points out that the Christian emphasis on obedience to authority and the



belief in a divine plan may have contributed to a sense of passivity among
some Christians during the Holocaust.

The Role of Theology

In addition to the role of Christianity, Berenbaum also examines the
influence of theology on the Holocaust. He argues that both Christian and
Jewish theology played a role in shaping the Nazis' perception of Jews and
the justifications they used for their persecution.

Christian teachings about the Jews as deicides, or those responsible for
the death of Jesus Christ, contributed to a negative view of Jews within
Christian society. Similarly, Jewish theology's emphasis on the chosenness
of Israel may have reinforced the Nazis' belief that Jews were a separate
and inferior people.

Berenbaum also argues that Nazi ideology drew upon elements of both
Christian and pagan theology. The Nazis adopted a twisted version of
Christian redemption, in which the German people were seen as the
chosen people destined to purify the world of Jewish influence.

The Aftermath

The Holocaust had a profound impact on both Christianity and Jewish
theology. Christian churches grappled with the question of what role they
had played in the disaster and sought to distance themselves from anti-
Semitism. Jewish theology also underwent a reassessment, with many
Jewish thinkers questioning the traditional belief in a benevolent God in
light of the horrors of the Holocaust.



The Holocaust also led to a reevaluation of the relationship between
religion and society. Some argued that religion had failed to prevent or
alleviate human suffering, while others maintained that religion could play a
positive role in promoting peace and reconciliation.

Rabbi Michael Berenbaum's "When the Danube Ran Red" is a powerful
and thought-provoking work that explores the complex relationship
between religion, theology, and the Holocaust. It sheds light on the role that
anti-Semitism, Christian prejudice, and theological justifications played in
the greatest tragedy of the 20th century.

By understanding the historical, theological, and societal factors that
contributed to the Holocaust, we can better equip ourselves to prevent such
atrocities from happening again in the future.
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