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For the past nearly two decades Father Patrick Desbois has tracked down the

sites of hidden graves and interviewed witnesses who describe the horrors of
what he calls the “Hidden Holocaust” in Eastern Europe during World War II.
Submitted photo

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Remembering
previous evil as well
as heroic deeds

Douglas Kindschi

Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

If repentance, as we dis-

cussed in last week’s Insight,

is turning around and changing one’s ways,

then it is instructive to look at a couple of

cases where there has been such a “turning
around.”

Much has been written about the fact that
acountry like Germany, which was predom-
inantly Christian, engaged in the horren-
dous events around the Holocaust. While we
can blame Hitler and the government of the
Third Reich, the fact remains that thousands
of ordinary citizens in that country and sur-
rounding countries participated in or at least
watched the genocide being carried out.

The Catholic Church has been a target
for complicity during that time, but there
are many examples of individuals who have
dedicated their lives to a type of repentance
through their actions in seeking truth and
telling the stories of “Never Forget.” I recall
a few decades ago visiting Auschwitz and
meeting a young German Catholic priest
who had dedicated his life to living near that
death camp and telling the story of the atroc-
ities committed there.

More recently, we have heard of the
French Catholic priest, Father Patrick Des-
bois, who also devoted his life to research-
ing the stories of what he calls the “Hidden
Holocaust” in Eastern Europe during World
War II. He was featured on a very moving
“60 Minutes” segment that aired in 2016 and
can be seen at www.bit.ly/Hidden60.

is deeply pained by current Jewish-Mus-
lim relations ... T knew I needed to develop
a deeper understanding of the Shoah and
its impact on several generations of Jews.
As an imam and chaplain working actively
to help heal the wounds between Jews and
Muslims, I had to open myself more to the
pain of my Jewish brothers and sisters.”

While he says that he has read books
and seen films about the Holocaust, it was
much more powerful to visit the actual sites
and to “actually walk in the footsteps of
millions of brutalized and murdered peo-
ple.” He reflected on “all the people who
participated directly and indirectly in this
demonic campaign to exterminate the Jew-
ish people and others considered marginal
and unworthy of humane treatment.”

Antepli also shares the official statement
that came from the group of imams who
participated in this visitation. It begins
with a quote from the Qur’an, “O you who
believe, stand up firmly for justice as wit-
nesses to Almighty God.” (4:135) The state-
ment continues, “In Islam, the destruction
of one innocent life is like the destruction
of the whole of humanity and the saving
of one life is like the saving of the whole
of humanity.” (Qur'an 5:32) While bearing
witness to the millions who perished from
such senseless and cruel murder, the state-
ment also recognizes that many Muslims
did heroic acts in protecting and saving the
lives of Jews.

“I knew I needed to develop a deeper

understanding of the Shoah and its impact

on several generations of Jews.”

For the past nearly two decades he has
tracked down the sites of hidden graves and
interviewed witnesses who describe the hor-
rors of more than 70 years ago, when a total
of more than a million Jews, babies, chil-
dren, men, women, and elderly were shot
and buried in ditchestt!

Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Remem-
brance Center in Jerusalem, recognizes
many from Europe who risked their lives
to help protect those persons persecuted.
They honor the Righteous Among the
Nations, including Muslims from Albania,
Bosnia, ia, Turkey and Eastern

Eastern Europe. His research has identified
more than 2,000 such execution sites.

1n 2004 he created the international orga-
nization Yahad-In-Unum (“Together as
One”) with support and from the Vatican
and recent praise from Pope Francis. His
research and important efforts are docu-
mented in his book, “The Holocaust by Bul-
lets: A Priest’s Journey to Uncover the Truth
Behind the Murder of 1.5 Million Jews.”

‘Thanks to efforts by the Jewish Federa-
tion of Grand Rapids, the Diocese of Grand
Rapids, the Catholic Information Center, and
other co-sponsors including the Kaufman
Interfaith Institute, Father Desbois will be
in speaking in Grand Rapids at 2 p.m. on
Sunday, Oct. 28. For more details and reg-
istration, visit the website, www.bit.ly/Hid-
denHolocaust.

Another story on the same topic is told
by Abdullah Antepli, the first imam at Duke
University and Muslim leader whose chap-
ter, “Never Again: A Muslim Visits the Nazi
Death Camps,” appears in the book, “My
Neighbor’s Faith: Stories of Interreligious
Encounter, Growth, and Transformation.”
He tells of his trip along with a small group
of American Muslims to four Nazi concen-
tration camps in Germany and Poland.

Antepli writes, “The trip came as an unex-
pected answer to many years of personal
praver. As a recovering anti-Semite. who

Europe, who acted heroically at the time.
While there has not been much publicity
about these “Righteous Muslims,” their sto-
ries need to be told.

In Skopje, Macedonia, while the city was
under German control, Dr. Todo Hadzi-Mit-
kov sheltered the Jewish Mois Frances and
his family. When the conditions became
more dangerous, they arranged false
papers showing the Frances family to be
Muslim and then taken by horse and cart
out of Skopje to Albania, where they stayed
with another Muslim family until Skopje
was liberated.

In Bosnia, among the Muslim Righteous,
the Hardaga family sheltered the Jewish
Kavilo family when the Nazi forces occu-
pied that area. In an interesting turn of
events 50 years later, during the Bosnian
Civil War, the Kavilo family was instru-
mental in getting permission for the Hard-
aga family to travel to Israel and escape the
continuous bombing of Sarajevo.

These stories of Jewish-Muslim friendships
and life-saving actions are now threatened by
the emerging narrative that the two religions
are at odds. We must also remember and cel-
ebrate the actions taken, often at great risk, to
save the lives of those with whom we do not
shareareligious tradition. We need toremem-
ber our common humanity and do what is
right for all nersons made in God'simage.
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