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ByRonGrossman Tribune News Service

C HICAGO—Harold Katz didn’t require a crash course
in Hebrew before his bar mitzvah last month in Wil-
mette, Illinois.He started preparing 76 years ago, and

his skills never got rusty.
Katz, 89, who lives in a North Side retirement home, was

to have celebrated the occasion in Czechoslovakia back in
1941. But that plan — like so many others — was upended
by theHolocaust. TheNazis ultimatelymurdered his father,
mother, three brothers and four sisters.
Now his belated bar mitzvah, the Jewish ceremony that

marks the transition to manhood, took place May 28 under
the shadow of a theological puzzle.
“Why did God let this happen?” he asked me. “For all

these years, I’ve been asking that. I will never understand.”
One brother survived theHolocaust. Katz’s survival came

through a chain of happenstance just short ofmiraculous.
If a single link had broken, he wouldn’t have been read-

ing fromaTorah scroll he commissioned and in a synagogue
— Chabad of Wilmette— built of imported Jerusalem stone
that he donated.
The distinctive, whitish stone is freighted with meaning

for Katz. Virtually every building in Jerusalem is clad in it.
When the sun hits at the right angle, the city shimmers.
Amid the horrors of the Holocaust, Katz desperately

wanted to take refuge in Jerusalem, but the Germans were
determined that he wouldn’t escape, and the British were
determined that he wouldn’t reach Jerusalem, which they
then ruled.

LONG FLIGHT FROMNAZIS
At the time Katz’s bar mitzvah was originally scheduled,

his hometown of Tarn, Czechoslovakia, was occupied by
Hungarian troops allied with Adolf Hitler. They were deter-
mined to be rid of the Jewish townspeople.
“Theywent up and down the streets, ordering the Jews to

get dressed quickly and come to the synagogue,” Katz said.
“I remember it as if it was yesterday,” he said. “The trucks

coming down the street. Howwewere loaded up.”
Theywere taken to a larger city and, eventually, across the

border to Poland. There they were ordered out of the trucks
and left beside the roadwithout food, water or shelter.
“We ate out of garbage cans,” Katz said.
His father had a sister living in Poland, and Katz’s family

moved in with her. Then his father thought they had a bet-
ter chance of surviving back in Czechoslovakia. He took the
family across the border toChust, as they fearedbeing recog-
nized in their hometown.
AHungarian woman offered to smuggle Harold Katz into

Budapest, where she was going to rejoin her husband. Katz’s
father didn’t object. So the woman hid Katz under a wagon-
load of lumber and got him toHungary.

The rest of the family remained in Chust. In 1944, they
were sent to Auschwitz, where more than a million Jews
were killed.
“I think: ‘Why didn’t I save them?’” Katz said.
His daughter, Lila Katz, said it’s futile to try to reassure

her father: “I tell him: ‘Youwere a boy, barely 13. What could
you do?’”
In Hungary, Katz made contact with an underground

Zionist group that provided him with false identity papers.
He wore a cross and posed as a member of the Hungarian
army’s youth group.
“Three times I was caught,” Katz said. “And three times I

got away.”
In one jail, he said, he bribed a guard with a wristwatch

not to cut his hair off; a bald head was a telltale sign of an
escaped prisoner. Another time, after being put to work
unloading supplywagons, he took off running.
In 1944, hewas on a list of people awaiting passage to Pal-

estine, but the boat sailed before his number came up.
As the war was drawing to a close, he was hiding in an

abandoned building in Budapest. So, too, he said, was a
deserter from the German army, who bragged about killing
Jews andRussians.
Liberated by a Russian detachment, Katz told the Jewish

commander about the German in the building. He said the
Russian soldiers dragged the German out and blindfolded
him. The commander handedKatz a pistol.
“I shot him in the back,” Katz said.
Did that dissipate his anger? No, he replied. To this day,

he feels it.
Katz, then 17, assumed the rest of his family was dead

until a survivor of Auschwitz said Katz’s oldest brother was
alive. Harold andMaurie Katz found each other, then joined
the displaced personswandering Europe afterWorldWar II.

FINDING AN AMERICAN CONNECTION
When one fellow traveler said he was going to New York,

Harold Katz recalled that his mother had relatives in the
United States. So he gave the fellow an ad to place in the For-
vertz, a Yiddish newspaper published inNewYork.
“Ich zichmein feter und tante,” the ad began. “I’m looking

formy uncle and aunt.”
An aunt and uncle in Chicago happened to read the For-

vertz the day the ad ran. They sentHarold andMaurie a tele-
gram, followed by a food package, then airline tickets.

The brothers lived with their newfound relatives. Har-
old found work as a sewing machine operator while Maurie
learned the building trades. He established a construction
business, and Harold joined him. They built homes all over
the Chicago area.
Harold learned English at the Jewish People’s Institute,

a West Side community center. There he met his wife, Judy,
a survivor of Auschwitz. They had a daughter, Lila, and two
sons.
Lila Katz said her parents didn’t talk about the Holocaust

until 13 years ago, when she saw a movie about Budapest in
WorldWar II.
“I knew my Dad had been there, so I told him: ‘You’re

going to showmeBudapest,’” Lila Katz said.
There Harold Katz took her to where he had witnessed

Jewish children being killed. Pointing to a watch in a jewel-
er’s window, he said: “Awatch like that savedmy life.”
Last year, the family threw a big birthday party for Katz.

“Mydad got up and, out of the blue, announced: ‘I’mgoing to
have a barmitzvah,’” Lila Katz said.
And so he did. The celebration began the Sunday before

Memorial Day, with the completion of the Torah scroll that
Katz commissioned. By tradition, the final letters were writ-
ten inmemory of congregants and friends’ loved ones.
In this case, there is a long list of people Katz could honor:

his martyred parents, brothers and sisters. The aunt who
sheltered his family in Poland. The Hungarian woman who
smuggledhimunder a pile of lumber.Members of the under-
ground who gave him forged papers. The fellow survivor
who carried his ad to the Forvertz. The aunt and uncle who
brought him to America.
“They’re always with me,” he said. “In dreams, I see

them.”
In recent years, Katz’s wife and brother died, which got

him thinking about how he’d like to be remembered. Not
just by a plaque or a scroll, but a more personal memory. He
wanted it to be a story his grandchildren would want to tell
their children:
So Grandpa Katz stepped up to the readers’ platform in

synagogue on Memorial Day. He touched the Torah scroll
with the corner of his prayer shawl and kissed it, as is cus-
tomary. Then reading a passage, he honored the ancient
injunction to pass on the Lord’s commandments: “And ye
shall teach them to your children, talking of themwhen thou
sittest in thy house, andwhen thouwalkest by theway.”

89-year-old
Holocaust
survivor
celebrates
barmitzvah
Belated ceremony helps Chicagoman
reach back to past while creating
amemory for those who follow.

HaroldKatz, is aHolocaust survivor living in Chicagowhohad barmitzvah late lastmonth at the age of 89. Katz attends
prayers everymorning. Nancy Stone, Chicago Tribune/TNS
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Given these troubled times, we need to
counter the urge to judge theworld’s 1.5 bil-
lionMuslims by the actions of a relatively
few extremists.
Osama bin Ladenwas not the voice of

Islam, and ISIS does not representMuslims.
Neither are the recent terror events repre-
sentative ofMuslims nor of true Islamic
faith.We need to learnwhatmajorityMus-
lims believe by listening to them, not to
their enemies. Aswe do, we should also con-
sider what Islam says about Jesus (and his
followers, Christians).
Perhaps themost characteristic Islamic

belief ismonotheism: the belief that there is
oneGod, Allah. AMuslim believes, first and
foremost, in OneGod, Supreme andEternal,
Infinite andMighty,Merciful and Compas-
sionate, Creator and Provider.Whilemany
Christians these days believe that Allah is
the name of theMuslimGod, Christians in
Arab-speaking countries call GodAllah. As
a divine name, the term “Allah” preceded
the advent of Islam and is the Arabic equiv-
alent of theHebrewword “Elohim.” Arabic
NewTestaments call GodAllah.
According to Islam, Allah communicated

through a host of prophets beginningwith
Adamand proceeding through, to name a
few, Abraham,Moses, David, Ishmael and

Jesus. God’s final and definitive revelation,
one that reaffirmed themonotheisticmes-
sage of the previous prophets, was revealed
byGod to the ProphetMuhammad in the
early seventh century.Muhammad then
preached the essence of that final revela-
tion, “God is One,” and proclaimed submis-
sion or surrender as the only pathway to
God (“Islam”means “submission”).
AMuslim, then, is anyonewho submits

to God. And sowe read inQuran 2.62: “The
believers, the Jews, and the Christians –
all thosewho believe in God and the Last
Day and do good—will have their reward
with their Lord. No fear for them, norwill
they grieve.” (Haleem translation) Accord-
ing to the Quran, any personwho is honest,
does good deeds and submits to Godwill
be rewarded. One needn’t have heard about
Islam, know about theQuran or be aware
that God’s name in Arabic is Allah. Submis-
sion to God is the true religion, whatever
you call yourself.
If Islamholds that Christians can be

true believers, what does Islam think about
Jesus?
Mustafa Akyol, in his recently published

“The Islamic Jesus” (St.Martin’s Press),
addresses this timely issue. Akyol, a Turk-
ish journalist and author, ismost famous for
his 2011 book, “IslamWithout Extremes: A
MuslimCase for Liberty” (W.W.Norton), in
which he offered an argument for Islamic

liberalism. The bookwas praised by the
Financial Times as “a forthright and elegant
Muslim defense of freedom.”
In his deeply interfaithwork, “The

Islamic Jesus: How the King of the Jews
Became a Prophet of Islam,” Akyol retells
the story of Isa, the Arabic name for Jesus,
as narrated in the Quran. He explores the
relationship of the Islamic view of Jesus to
Jesus as portrayed in variousNewTesta-
ment texts. He notes some remarkable sim-
ilarities between Jesus in the Gospels of
Matthew,Mark and Luke, on the one hand,
and the epistle of James, on the other. Early
Christianity, he argues, was James-like,
with its emphasis onworks— “Faithwith-
out works is dead” (James 2:14-26); and in
the first three Gospels we hear about the
Messiah’s instigation of God’s kingdomon
earth, a kingdommarked by the superior
righteousness and compassion of its citi-
zens.

These early Christians,most of them
Jews, honored Jesus as a prophet and the
Messiah, and sought salvation by faith and
works. Later, Akyol argues, Christianity
wouldmove in amore Pauline (and Johan-
nine) directionwith an emphasis on the
divinity of Christ and justification by faith
alone.
The earlier,more Jewish strain of Chris-

tianity, Akyol notes, bears remarkable simi-
larities to themain doctrines of Islam.
Akyol’s important book can serve two

purposes. It can remind allMuslims, espe-
cially the extremists, of the Quran’s clear
and favorable attitudes towards Christians
and Jews. And it can assist all Christians
to a deeper understanding of the sources
of their own beliefs and practices. Taken
together, the book can bringMuslim-Chris-
tian-Jew together to explore the founda-
tions andmeaning of their faith and prac-
tices— in relationshipsmarked by peace,
justice, compassion and harmony.
Mustafa Akyol will be inWestMichigan

on June 19. You can joinwith yourMuslim,
Christian and Jewish neighbors to hear him
talk about his book, listen to gracious but
firm responses from aChristian pastor and
Jewish professor, and think together about
howwe canwork together for peace and
understanding.
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