How Silent werethe Churches?

Canadian churchesand their responseto Jewish persecution in World War 11
by Johan D.Tangelder.

In the 1930s the world seemed to be divided into two camps. “one that wanted to berid of
Jews and one that would not accept them.” This observation is confirmed by the peculiar fate of St.
Louis, the ship which was forced to sail the seven seasin search of a safe haven. Spurned by Latin
American, American and Canadian ports, its Jewish passengers were returned to Europe, where some
of them perished. Thiswiddy reported incident epitomized the Jewish plight. Alan Davies and Marilyn
F. Nefsky, the authors of How Slent Were the Churches? note thet, “Antismitism in Germany
launched the S.Louis, and antisemitiam in other nations, including Canada, charted its strange and tragic
course.”

French Canada

In Quebec anti-Semitism permesated every section of society, including the Church, the
intdligentsia, the press and the politica arena. It was not confined to the fanaticd and shrill-voiced
Adrien Arcand's blue-shirted fascigts. It was promoted by the controversid priest-historian, nationalist
gpokesman Lione- Adolphe Groulx, who devoted himsdf to eaborating the myth of the French Catholic
nation in North America. He saw the Jews as impurities in the blood of French Canada. Anti-Semitism
was prominent in the rhetoric of the Cathalic paliticians and intellectuas who consdered Jews an
economic, radica, and racid threet to French Catholic nationdism. The “Achat Chez Nous” movement
was created by Church and nationdist leadersto indtitute a boycott of al Jewish busnessesin the
province — an atempt at forcing the Jewsto leave.

English Canada

English Canada was dso infected with anti-Jewish fedings. The Jew served, dong with other
foreigners, as the scapegoat (Lev.16:20-28) for avast variety of economic and socid ills. For example,
following the Winnipeg generd strike of 1919, an anti-immigrant backlash in the city ingpired newspaper
advertisements cdling for the deportation of undesrable diens, including a number of prominent Jewish
Canadians. The Great Depression and the gathering storm in Europe cast its clouds over Canada as
well. Canadawas anation in travail. The 1930's were a dangerous and demoralizing decade.
Disllusonment (both with existing ingtitutions and accepted vaues), isolationism, and raciam led to
flirtations with radica new politica ideologies. The mood was anti-immigrant, anti-refugee, and anti-
Semitism was one of itsfruits. Militant antisemitism was preached by Father E. Couglin, the radio priest
at the Shrine of the Little FHlower near Detroit, but advanced as wdll by the Protestant Fundamentaist
Gerad Winrod of Kansas. Antisemitism had also permested into the upper levels of the Canadian
government. Prime Minister Mackenzie King worried that dlowing in Jews would “pollute’” Canada's
bloodstream. His favorable impression of Hitler beggars description. In his diary he wrote that



“Hitler...will rank some day with Joan of Arc among the ddiverers of his people, & if heisonly careful
may yet be the deliverer of Europe.” The authors comment that Kings' view of a*“virtuous Hitler”
successfully extinguished his better judgment, whatever the evidence of the ears and eyes, and blotted
out the crudty of the German government, a least temporarily. Antisemitism and anti-refugees attitudes
were behind his cabinet and its bureaucratic servants' refusal to open Canada' s gatesto Hitler's Jewish
victims. In fact, Canada had by far the worst record of any Western or immigration country in providing
sanctuary to the Jews of Europe in the 1930s and 1940s.

How slent were the Canadian Protestant churches? They had a divided mind on Jews. Mixed
and sometimes contradictory attitudes characterized the various Protestant churches during the Nazi era
They did not spesk with a collective voice. But many Protestant pul pits were not silent, nor were many
presbyteries, conferences and synods, nor were a Szable number of editoridists and academics.
However, Protestant churches were able to reach only part of the population that attended Sunday
worship services - aminority. The First World War had brought out into the open the secularization
process that had been growing in Canada. Decline of religious influence was well under way. Over the
unchurched mgority, baptized and unbaptized, the Church'’ s influence was scant. Formidable intellectud
chalenges were eroding faith in the Bible. The Modernist versus Fundamentaist controversies drained
time and energy.

Davies and Nefsky made a thorough study of the Canadian Protestant churches' reaction to the
plight of the Jews during the Nazi era. They examined letters, church documents, and publications of
mainline denominations, Baptists and evangdlicals, Lutherans, Mennonites and Quakers.

The United Church

The chapter devoted to The United Church of Canada shows that some members were bigoted
toward the Jews. The number drawn to fascism was smal. Rev. Harold Hendershot, an ardent
Germanaophile, wrote that he regarded the Nazi anti-Jewish measures as both natural and inteligible. In
aletter, written in 1938, a Nova Scotiaminister “wonders if democracy is not its own greatest danger,
and whether aperiod of Fascism would be dl bad.” But the Nazi program did not st well with the
mgority in the denomination. And from the very beginning of the persecution, the evils of the Nazi
system were denounced in the officia press of the United Church. Pro-Jewish and pro-refugee
resolutions were passed on to the King government. Although there was no sustained mass outcry on
behdf of the Jews among the church rank-and-file, as an inditution the church was far from slent.

The chapter on The Church of England notes that it was far from slent. The “us liberty-loving
Anglo Saxons,” was arefrain, again and again stated by Anglican writers, who detected the “menace of
fascism” dmost from the moment of itsinception. They spoke out againgt the anti-Jewish tactics of the
Nazis and denounced Adrien Arcand’ s Quebec fascigts for their unChrigtian and unBritish anti-Semitic
gpirit. The circulation of “venomous’ anti-Jewish literature in Canada was aso deplored. In the mid-
thirties, when the Hitler regime was on its best behavior because of the forthcoming Olympic Games, the
editor of The Canadian Churchman asserted that it was “high time that the public opinion of the world
was aroused at the condition of the Jews in Germany,” pointing to their “pitiable’” and “doomed
gtuation.” The Anglicans aso committed themsalves to their spiritud and materid assstance. The
authors note thet for the Anglicans to save the Jews was to save the honor of the British Empire and the
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principles of the Chrigian faith.

Presbyterians

The chapter on the Presbyterian Church in Canada notes that afew of them were vehemently
anti-Semitic. In 1936, the Presbyterian Record saw fit to publish a sermon preached by C.M. Kerr,
the minigter of &. David's Church in Halifax. He wrote the haunting and inexcusable reflection, “Have
you ever consdered that the Germans are now treating the Jews exactly as the Jews once treated other
peoples whom they thought might contaminate them? That isto say they set out to exterminate them.”

Many prominent Presbyterians spoke out againgt the rise of Nazism. Rev. W.H. Lesthem,
preeching in StLAndrew’ s Presbyterian Church in Ottawa, the church attended by prime minister King,
cadtigated the “ Spirit of anti-Christ” that was overwhelming German Chridtianity. In light of King's
actions, he must have been sound adegp when Leathem preached. But the struggle of the anti-Nazi
Confessing church in Germany seemed to preoccupy the Presbyterians to the point that it deflected
atention from the plight of the Jews. Furthermore, the church was in asurvivdig state of mind, having to
recondtitute itself after their 1925 schism. The loudest voice protesting anti-Semitism was Rev. Morris
Zeidman (1894-1964), a native of Poland. He became a Chrigtian shortly after hisarrival in Toronto,
where he spent the remainder of hislife in an innovative and energetic inner-city ministry. He called
himsdf a“Hebrew Chrigtian,” and devoted his life to the proclamation of the Gospd to the Jews.
Formd services and Bible studiesin both English and Yiddish for adults, and Sunday school for
children, aswell asrdief ad for the Jewish community were part of his ministry. Hislittle paper, The
Hebrew Evangelist, congtantly reminded its readers about the evils of Nazism in Europe. When the
American Gerdd Winrod came to Toronto and spoke in the Peoples Church on Bloor Street, Zeidman
organized a peaceful protest and picket line againgt the dander of this anti-Semite.

Baptists

The Canadian Baptists, because of their strong assertion of the free church-congregational
principle, were indinctively suspicious of Nazi plans for anationd German Protestant church. They were
quickly aerted to the abhorrent Aryan laws and the persecution of the Jews. But no Canadian Baptist
was more vehemently anti-Nazi than the fearless and outspoken Dr. T.T. Shields (1873-1955), pastor
of the Jarvis Baptist Church in Toronto, founder of the Toronto Baptist Seminary, the pre-eminent
Baptist preacher in Canada of his generation, and editor of the Gospel Witness, which was his virtua
mouthpiece. He was under no illuson concerning the new political Stuation in Germany. He directed his
fury againgt the proponents of disarmament and appeasement. He didn’t mince words in his description
of Hitler. He cdled him an “utterly satanic persondity,” another “Benhadad,” a“modern Sennacherib,”
and an “execrable murderer.” In a sermon preached in Massey Hall in the wake of Krigtdlnacht* —the
Jarvis Street Church had been destroyed by fire, possibly set by loca Nazi sympathizers, or o its
members speculated — he said, “L et us remember the attitude represented by modern Germany and
Itay, and of agreat many peoplein this country and in the United States — the anti-Jewish, anti-Semitic
attitude is anti-Chrigtian...The whole programme of Hitler isagainst God.” Another strong opponent of
Nazism was the devout Baptist Watson Kirkconne (1895-1977), alinguist who understood over forty
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languages, and was president of the Baptist-affiliated Acadia University in Nova Scotia He saw, as
reedily as Shidds, that anti-Semitism lay at the heart of the new German “atavidtic tribdism,” and he
found ample evidence of Nazi attempts to manipulate German Canadian opinion in the interest of
Hitler' s politica agendaand racid palicies in the German language pressin Canada, particularly in
Bernard Bott’ s Deutsche Zeitung. To Bott, a German nationd and paid Nazi agent, the Jaws were the
“sworn enemy of sound Canadianism.” Kirkconnel adopted a strong pro-refugee stance. Dr. Oswald
Smith, evangelical pastor and founder of the non-denominationa Peoples Church, the church picketed
by Zeidman, penned arather naive and idedlized description of the new Germany following avist in
1936: “a Germany from which dl fear and insecurity had vanished, in which people were suffused with
hope and joy.” What Davies and Nefsky fail to mention is Smith’s early opposition to fascism. In his
book Isthe Antichrist at Hand?, which was published in 1926, Smith cdled Italy’ s dictator
Mussolini’ s regime the foreshadowing of the reign of the anti-Chrigt. Although naive about Hitler's
Germany, he was not anti-Semitic. In hisbook Smith caled the persecution of the Jews in Poland
“abominable practices.” In the light of al the evidence, it cannot be said that the Baptists and others
evangdlicds seded thair lips aout the Jews in Europe.

Lutherans

Canadian Lutheranism was neither autonomous nor united. A single unified Lutheran Churchin
Canada did not exist prior to the Second World War. 1t was a branch of American Lutheranism.
Because a subgtantid part the Canadian Lutheran community was of German extraction, and il
smarting from anti-German sentiments following the Firg World War, initid reactionsto Hitler's
Germany were either ambivalent or laudatory. In 1937 a pro-Hitler book was favorably reviewed in
The Canadian Lutheran. North Americans were advised to visit Germany and see for themselves that
“Hitler has won the boundless gratitude, the deep gppreciation, the fanatic enthusasm of awhole
people.” Theinvason of Poland and the outbresk of war had a sobering effect on any lingering illusions
about Hitler and hisregime.

The highly decentralized Mennonites could not spesk in asingle denominationa voice. Some
adopted Nazi idess. The influence of Gerdd Winrod was o fdt in this community. In the German-
language Mennonite press, officid Nazi denids of Jewish concentration camp incarcerations were
passed on. Derdtine of the English Mennonite press thought differently. In 1939 he wrote, “We very
well know that there are millions of Germans who hang their heeds in shame over the terrible crime the
Nazis have committed againgt the Jews.” With the advent of war, the pro-German voices dropped their
support for the Third Reich and aborted further discussion of the Jewish question. Quakers, athough
few in number, were deeply involved in the cause of refugeesin the Nazi era. And like most of the
Mennonites, they remained steadfast in their pacifism throughout the war years.

Mord judgments about the attitude of the Canadian churches are difficult, especidly &fter the
fact. Davis and Nefsky rightly note that they are “coloured by hindsight and tend to assume its wisdom,
and because they exaggerate the power of right mora choices to bring forth desirable results.” For
example, the historical records show that few Canadian Protestants understood the stark redlity of the
Holocaugt. The Holocaust historian Michael Marrus pointed out that no one &t that time was
predisposed to believe the unbelievable: “To a degree everyone wasin the dark.” Many could not



believe it possible for such a civilized nation as Germany to perpetrate this horrendous genocide — a
nation which had given birth to such great philosophers, composers and theologians. Too many ill had
ablinkered view of human nature. They did not think that human beings were cgpable of organizing
concentration camps and killing centers.

Conclusion

The authors' commendable and well-researched studies clearly show the dilemmas faced by
Protestant communities and individudsin the Nazi era. But Chrigtians need to Say vigilant. Since sllence
kills, we dare not be slent in the light of the disturbing anti-Semitic acts, which are on increase in
Canada. Since the Fdl of 2000, synagogues, cemeteries and Jewish community centersin Canada have
been desecrated. Jewish citizens have been threatened and assaulted. In light of current developments,
the book by Davis and Nefsky deserves our attention, but it should be read with criticd care. The
authors' views of Scriptures leave much to be desired. For example, they mistakenly claim that the roots
of anti-Semitism are found in the New Testament representations of Pharisees and Sadducees. They
date, “Thereislittle doubt that the Matthaean image of the blind, legdidtic, impious, hypocriticd,
fanatical and murderous Pharisee (Matthew 23) is a caricature inspired by Jewish-Chrigtian frictionsin
[Antioch] in the find decades of the first century.” The authors aso leave the ditinct impression that
Chrigians should never evangdlize the Jews. They view it as an anti-Semitic activity. But misson work
to the Jewsis till our mandate. We need to weep over the atrocities committed againgt the Jews. Y et
we gill have the obligation to proclam that Jesus is the promised Messiah and the only way to God the
Father. We are to preach to al and sundry the Gospel of Jesus Christ “because it is the power of God
for sdlvation of everyone who believes: firg to the Jew, then for the Gentile’ (Rom.1:17).

* Kristallnacht (or the “ Night of the Broken Glass” ) occurred on November 9in 1938, and it in
many ways mar ked the beginning of the Nazi Holocaust. On this night Naz s coordinated an
attack on Jewish people and their property in Germany and German-controlled lands.



