[ INSIDE POLAND, 1989

Reconciliation: Reaching past the pain of history

By YOSSI KLEIN HALEVI

RACOW—The Catholic In-
Cteﬂectuals Club meets in a
high-ceilinged, dimly-lit

room, whose walls are lined with
gold-framed portraits of the respect-
able men who have presided here over
the last four centuries, A large color
photograph of the Pope that sits atop
a grand piano seems too bright in this
somber room, a modern intrusion.

Tonight, Stephan Wilkanowicz
(pronounced, Vilkanovich), editor of
the Catholic monthly, Znak, will be
addressing a meeting of the club.
Wilkanowicz is one of Poland’s lead-
ing advocates of dialogue with the
Jews—in Wilkanowicz’s words, “‘an
anti-anti-Semite.”” In 1983, his
magazine published a special issue on
Jews and Judaism, in effect breaking -
the long Polish silence on its vanished *
Jewish past. ;

Tonight Wilkanowicz will be

speaking about what he calls “‘the
problem of Auschwitz.”” Wilkano-
wicz has been appointed by the new
Solidarity-led government to head its
commission on revising the Ausch-
witzmuseum. Among the changesin
the museum that Wilkanowicz envi-
sions is a greater emphasis on the
destruction of the Jews.

Wilkanowicz, a white-haired gen-

tleman in a tweed jacket, has the
courtly manner of a Polish noble-
man, greeting women by kissing their
hands. His face is kindly: what ap-
pears at first to be fra;lty is in fact
harmlessness.

About 50 people, most of them

‘middle aged or élderly, sit on folding

chairs. Wilkanowicz sits before them
at a table with the president of the
club, Count Andrjez Potocky (pro-
nounced: Pototsky). Like Wilkano-
wicz, Potocky is a strong advocate of

: Catholic-Jewish dialogue. Ornce, at a

meeting in the club, someone public-

Polish group promotes
relations with Israel

The Polish-Istael Association.
formed last spring to promote better
relations between the two countries,
has about 700 members, including
priesis, journalists and membets of
the Polish Senate. Its chairman 18 An-
dizej Szezypiorski (pronounced:
Shtipyerski), a Solidarity senator but
better known here as a novehst. His
most recent novel is The Beautiful
Mrs. Seidenman, about a Jewish
wornan hiding in Warsaw during the
Holocaust. Szezypiorski himself was
deported to the Sachsenhausen con-
centration camp at the age of 20, after
taking part in the 1944 Polish upris-
ing against the Nazis.

Szezypiorski: ““For me, the maust
important part of Israeli-Polish rela-
tions is the moral aspect. During the
war, 1 saw the death of the Jewish na-
tion. I saw school friends, netghbors
being taken away to be gassed, I felt
helpless, and thus feeling is a very im-
portant part of my biography.

“The Holocaust took place maim-
ly in Poland. Here was the greatest
Jewish minority in all of Europe, and
here is the greatest Jewish cemetery.
This debt will have to be paid. It
means taking care of Jewish ceme-
teries and monuments, teaching
courses at universities on Jewish
history—not only the history of the

Holocaust but the entire history of the
Jews in Poland.

““This is not just a Polish matter, of
course, but a problem for Christian
Europe as a whole. The Church and
Christianity bear direct responsiblity
for what happened to the Jews. The

Christian bad dreams. All of us who
are members of the Church have a
debt to pay to the Jewish people. Put-
ting the exclusive blame on the Ger-
man nation is taking the easy way out.

“‘Ior the last 20 years, the recon-
ciliation between Jews and Poles was
suspended: there were nio relations
between Poland and Israel. The years
of communist rule certainly didn’t
help stop anti-Semitism here.

“IJuring the convent controversy,
there was a complete misunder-
standing between our two peoples.
Once the problems bepan, the easicst
thing would have simply been to
remove the convent, even if some
Poles would have felt it was an in-
justice. But this gesture was not
made; it was a sign of our provin-
ciglism,

“Despite the convent, there are
positive signs, Anti-Zionist pro-
paganda hasp't taken root here.
When I speak to young people—not
only the educated but also a large
number of peasants—I find a strong
sympathy for Israel. Duting the 1967
War, Polish taxi drivers used to say,
‘Polish Jews are beating Soviet
Arabs.” It’s true that a lot has
changed in the Middle East since
then, but many Poles don’t really
know about the mtifada.

“NMy own feeling is that the Arab
countries kept the Palestinian issue
artificially boiling. Those countries
could have absorbed the refugees, but
didn’t. Still, the problem exists, and
some solution wiil have to be
found.”’ [}
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ly blamed Jews for having operated
taverns before the war and causing
the moral decline of the Polish peo-
ple. Count Potocky replied, *‘Tews
may have run the taverns, but it was
the Count Potockys who owned
them."

Potocky introduces Wilkanowicz.
““‘Someone who doesn’t want to be
kind to Mr. Wilkanowicz,”” says
Potocky, “‘will call him the Minister
of Auschwitz.” Wilkanowicz smiles
weakly.

./ ilkanowicz begins to speak.

In his slow, calm voice is an

implicit request to his au-

dience to be reasonable about thein-

tensely emotional issue of the
Auschwitz convent.

““There were many different na-
tions among the victims in
Auschwitz,”” he says. ““But the place
the Jews occupied there has not been
properly dealt with in the museum.
Onée can leave the museum feeling
that Jews were among those who suf-
fered, while in fact they were in the
majority. Nothing is said of the
specific nature of the Holocaust, of a
whole nation sentenced to death.””

And so, says Wilkanowicz, the
Jewish protests against the convent
were in large measure an expression

_of frustration over the nature of the

Auschwitz museum. *“The museum’s
false impression of the fate of the
Jews, accompanied by theidea thatin
the middle of Auschwitz the Poles
were building a monastery, created
the iml:l)ression that Poland was trying
to erase the memory of Jewish mar-
tyrdom from history.”’

But, says Wilkanowicz, the con-
vent is only a part of the Auschwitz
problem. The more serious issueis the
nature of the camp’s museum, which
is ‘‘a museum of techmiques of
murder and torture. We need to have
less emphasis on the mechanics of
destruction and greater emphasis on
the human aspect, to show how the
victims tried to overcome their fate.”’

Wilkanowicz says he would like to
end the tour of Auschwitz at an inter-
faith center for silent prayer and
meditation, which would also func-

. tion as a meeting place for young peo-

ple from around the world. *“The em-
phasis would be on a respect for dif-
ferent cultures. The young person
visiting Auschwitz should come away
wanting to be an instrument for
reconciliation.”’

When Wilkanowicz has finished
speaking, Count Futocky calls for
questions. Though Wilkanowicz has
stressed that the convent is only one
part of the Auschwitz problem, it is
the convent the audience wants to
speak about.

An elderly woman says: “Thé

Poles who were killed in Auschwitz
are more important than the Jews -

who were killed there, because the
Poles were heroes, members of the
resistance, while the Jews were killed

. for noreason.’” Several people in the

audience shake their heads; one man

‘says, ““That’s ridiculous.”

TADEUSZ BILINSKI-

Father Michal Czajkowski: ‘After
,Glemp s [anti-Fewish] speech, we were
in despair. We were ashamed,
ashamed.’ Cardinal Glemp remains
head of the church, but the opposition
1§ gaining in strength.

The woman ignores the reaction
and continues: *‘I think the Belzec
camp should be given to the Jews,
because only Jews were killed there.
And Auschwitz can be for Poles.”’

For Wilkanowicz, this meeting is
part of the process of reconciliation;
he doesn’t want an emotional debate.
And so, rather than replying to the
woman’s comments about the rela-
tive worth of Auschwitz's victims, he
tries to show the logical flaw in her
second statement. He says: ‘“Itisim-
possible to decree changes in symbols.
Asuchwitz is already a symbol for
Jews as well as for Poles. No onecan
make an announcement that from a
certain date this should change.”

Another elderly woman asks: *‘Is it
true that the Germans wanted to sell
the Jews to the Americans, but the
American Jews didn’t want to give
money?”’

Several heads nod: apparently
others here have heard this argument.
Theimplication is clear: what right do
American Jews have to speak about
a convent in Auschwitz when they

refused to spend money to save their

. rbrothers who died there?

Yet the chargeis a lie, or at besta
half-truth. It is true that American
Jews, intimidated by anti-Semitism in
the U.S., didn’t challenge President
Roosevelt’s passivity toward Jewish
rescue. But the accusation—with its
nasty overtones of cheap, wealthy
Jews—that American Jews refused to
“buy’” European Jews is a lie. In
1944, the Germans did offer to “‘sell””
Hungarian Jewry, but the Allies—not
American Jews—rejected the deal.

Wilkanowicz attempts to deflect
the criticism away from American
Jews with a general criticism of Allied
indifference. *‘It is true,”” he says,
““that couriers came from Poland to
warn the Allies about what was hap-
pening. But the Allies didn’t want to
listen.”

A middle-aged man says: ““There
was a signed agreement in Geneva
[between Jewish organizations and
the Church] to move the convent, and
the Church didn't fulfill its agree-
ment. Then the Church kept silent
about its intentions. Wasn’t this a
mistake?’’

It is the first admission from

“dnyone in the dudience of the com-

,




ex:t)‘ of'the roﬂfvent Lssue

‘Lake. &
Another rmdd}c aged man stands

up, agitated: ‘“What was wrong with

Cardinal Gleinp’s speéch? I read it A
few times and everythifig he said was
completely true. Why did the com-
munist press have to defend him
.qgainst Catholics?’’ %
*"The man is referrmg to the recent
speech by Cardinal Jozef Glemp,
Primate of the Polish Church, accus-
ing Jews of, among other sins, using
the “‘Jewish-dominated’’ Westeérn
media to incite anti-Polish hysteria
. over the convent.
Wilkanowicz says: *‘I cannot an-

swer precisely about the speech :

becausc I don’t have the text here. But
there were some words that could be
understood in a negative context.
Sometimes even words that are not
meant to do so can cause harm. You
know that sometimes the Primate’s
words are not so appropriate—not

only in this case but in other cases as

well.”!

Itisa mild, even reluctant rebuke.
To an outsider, it seems almost
apologetic. Yet when the meeting is
over, Count Potocky says to Wil-
kanowicz: ““History was made here
Lonight. I am quite certain thisis the
first Lime that the head of the Polish
Church has been publicly criticized in
this building.”* The two men laugh at
their own daring, which perhaps only

s PTIT
says W]lkanowscz, 4t wa.s a rms-

" rise of Mazowiecki,

a7Polish” Catholic can fully under-

stand.

A NBW Power

- [ ilkanowicz and Potocky
) are patt_of an influential
circle of Catholic human-

ists who champion dialogue with
Jews and Judaism. They hold inter-
faith conferences, publish transla-
tions of Jewish philosophical works
in their magazines, contribute funds
toward restoring abandoned and van-
dalized Jewish cemeteries. During the
convent debate, they activély tried to

' diffuse Polish resentment against the

Tews by—in Wilkanowicz’s words—
“explaining and explaining and ex-
plaining.”* So strong is their interest
in Jewish dialogue that other Poles
have sometimes accused them, ab-
surdly, of attempting to **Judaize”
the Church.

The Catholic humanists are gath-
ered primarily around the newspaper,
Tygodnik Po wszechny', and two
magazines, Wilkanowicz's Znak,

. basedin Cracow, and Wiez, founded
by Tadeusz Mazowiecki—today

Prime Minister of Poland. With the
Poland’s

humanistic Catholic tradition is no
Jonger confined to a group of well-
‘meaning but powerless intellectuals.

When Lech Walésa led the Gdansk
shipyard workers in Solidarity’s first
strike in 1980, Mazowiecki (pro-
nounced: Mazovietski) and his col-

leagués travelled to Gdéﬁsk}tb offer
 moral support. They discovered that .

Walesa badly needed advice on how
to negotiate with the government; on
the spot, they formed a board of ad-
visors. That initial board became the
nucleus ‘of the current Solidarity
government.

In the past, intellectuals were often

disdained by many common Poles.

. “‘Intellectuals were considered snobs

and Westernizers who were cut off
from authentic Polish culture,’’ one
liberal Catholic intellectual told me.
The communist government’s purge
of Polish Jews in 1968, for example,
was at the same time an attack against
pro-democratic intellectuals. The
communists paired the two groups
deliberately: both Jews and intellec-

tuals were easy targets. i ‘
‘Mazowiecki and. his colleagues

who today run Poland are legitimized

+ by their close personal ties to both.

Solidarity and the Church. And so,

for the first time, Poland’s Western- .

oriented—and pro-Jewish—intellec-
tuals have the respect and attention of
the Polish peaple.

Among the first acts of the new
government were several important
gestures aimed at the Jews. The first
was Mazowiecki's appointment of
Wilkanowicz to head a Catholic-
Jewish commission on the Auschwitz
museum. The second, and more poli-
tically substantive move, was to begin
normalizing relations with Israel.

A few weeks ago, the state-run

television gave prime-time space to .

TEIHIG T

Israeh amb'assador Mordechal

‘Paltzur to address the Polish people.

It was an extraordinary moment:
nothing like it had ever happened in
an Eastern-bloc nation. Paltzur spoke

“notin aninterview format but directly
“to the camera, as though he were the

nation’s leader addressing the people
ona matter of state. Speaking fluent
Polish, Paltzur in effect told the Poles
that for the last 20 years they had been
lied to by the communists about
Israel. By giving Paltzur a platform
normally not given to ambassadors of
foreign countries, the new govern-
ment was clearly signalling that
Poland’s reform would include a pro-
found change in relations with the
Jews, e

continued on page 16
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com‘mued from page 9
Struggle in the Church

; ne of the tragic results of Car-
Odinal Glemp’s public attack
on the Jews was that it rein-
forced the notion of an unrecor-
stfucted anti-Semitic Polish Church.
And yet, for the first time, the views
of Poland’s Catholic humanists are
not marginal. There is, for example,
a growing appreciation within seg-
ments of the Church that Jewish
spiritual life didn’t end with the com-
ing of Jesus. The most dramatic ex-
ample of this new attitude happened
this past summer, when 21 Polish
priests spent six weeks intensively stu-
dying rabbinic Judaism at the Spertus
College of Judaica in Chicago.
Broadly, one can discern two

trends in the Polish Church’s attitude -
toward the Jews.. The first may be..
called “‘nationalist,”’ the second’
“humanist.”’ The nationalist trend,

- whose ‘most prominent” expunent s

Cardinal Glemp, is heir to-the

xenophobia of the pre-war Polish
Church, which believed thiat Poland

‘must be a homogeneous Catholicia-
tion. The National Democrats—who

led a boycott of Jewish stores and
sometimes organized physical attacks

on Jews—were the leading advocatcs- .

of this form of Polish Catholic na-
tionalism. (Glemp has, on occasion,
expressed his admiration for the Na-

“tional Democrats.)

The humanistic trend in Polish
Catholicism—whose most prominent
adherent is Prime Minister Mazo-
wiecki—owes its spiritual roots in
part to a movement called *‘Per-
sonalism,’’ which was founded by a
French Catholic named Emmanuel
Mounier. Pérsonalism was a direct
response to FEuropean totali-
tarianism, both Nazism and com-
munism, which glorified the state or
the masses over the individual.:
Mounier taught that, precisely at this
time, the spiritital worth of the in-
dividual must be valued. above all:

 Christians would best serve God, he -
said, by insuring the life and dignity

.

.~ Commiittee.

" our hénor.’

remains head of the Church, hisideas

of their fellow man created in.the
Divine 1 image.
The theology of Personahsm was

brought to Poland by Mazowiecki’s -

magazine, Wiez. And it was in

+Poland— which had been jointly in-"

vaded and subjugated by Hitler, and
Stalin—that Personalism took
decpest foot. ;

Still, despite the success of Per-
sonalism and the influence of the
‘humanists,
divided over its relations with the
Jews. And yet, while Cardinal Glemp

no Jonger go unchallenged. And the
opposition is gaining in strength.

The day after Glemp’s anti-Jewish |

speech, the Bishop’s Committee on

Dialogue with the Jews convened an .
emergency meeting, and issied a -
. statement that called for moving the -
convent—a pointed rebuke to Glemp.'.

“After Glemp’s speech we weére in -

El

despair,’” says Father Michal Czaa‘
jkowski, a member of the Bishop's
“We were ashamed;

dshamed. But that statement restored

Cza;ko\vskx (pronounccd‘ Chm-
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{ kovski} is professor at Warsaw’s™ ™ ‘“Thena Catholic paper published ~ |

Academy of Catholic Theology, and
among the Church’s most passionate
advocates of dilaogue with the Jews.
He likes to show guests the ecu-
menical view of Warsaw from his
high-rise window: *‘Over there is an
Orthodox church, thereis a Catholic
church, there is an Evangelical
church. And thereis the synagogue.”
Czajkowski is a powerfully-built,
energetic man. In his face there is
both strength and compassion, as
though he reserved judgment for
himself and mercy for others.
Before we begin our interview, I
admire the artwork of several Polish
icons in Czajkowski’s study. He
points to an icon of Mary and says,
laughing, ““This is a picture of a

Jewish woman.”” Then he points to an .

icon of Jesus and says, ‘““And here is
a picture of a Jewish man.*’

It is, in fact, the Jewishness of
Jesus and Mary that first led Cza-
ikowski to his dialogue with the Jews
and confrontation with anti-
Semitism,

He says: ‘““Some years ago, I
preached a mass at a meeting of
Polish priests. It was September 8,
Mary’s birthday. I spoke about the
[New Testament] text which tells of
the Jewish origin and geneology of
Mary and Jesus. I didn’t think [ was
saying anything controversial; it was

simply what the Bibleé itself said. I .

added some words against anti-
Semitism, just a few words really.

“When I finished my sermon,
[Cardinal] Glemp asked the, ‘Where
do you see anti-Semitism in Poland?’
[ told him, *You are right.” T simply
didn’t think we had an anti-Semitic
problem here.

the text of my sermon. It may sound
incredible, but the paper received let-

ters from Poles denying that Mary

and Jesus were Jews. Now I under--
stood that we did have an anti-Semitic
problem. Thanks to those anti-
Semites, I began to study the history
of Jewish-Christian relations.”’

In addition .to belonging to the
Bishop’s Committee on Dialogue
with the Jews, Czajkowskiis an active
member of the newly formed Polish-
Israel Association (see sidebar). And
this past summer, he was among the
Polish priests who studied Judaism in
Chicago. Czajkowski is especially en-
thusiastic about having studied rab-
binic commentaries on the Bible.
““They are so free,’* he says, ‘“so full
of fantasy, so rich.”

Czajkowski’s most recent act
toward reconciliation took place dur-
ing a pilgrimage that he led to Katyn,
the forest where Soviet troops
slaughtered thousands of captured
Polish army officers. At Katyn, one
of the great symbols of modern

Polish nationalism, Czajkowski told

the mourners that not only crosses

" but Stars of David should be placed

onthemass graves, to commemorate
the Polish Jewish officers buried
there.

Despite the convent crisis, Cza-
jkowski says Polish attitudes toward
Jews are improving. Now, when he
speaks in churches against anti-
Semitism, he causes little controver-
sy. ““I think the Polish Church will
become more and more open and ecu-
menical,”” he says. “‘Under com-
munism, the Church was closed.

continued on next page
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continued from previous page
When you have to defend yourself,

you don’t think too much about"

pluralism. But now, with the new
government, it will be better. The
liberalization of social life will have its
effect on us too.”

The Future _

t the Warsaw University, I
met with a class of future

English translators. In over
an hour of free discussion, not once

was a hostilé or even unintentionally

offensive remark made by any of the
students. Instead there was an intense
interest about Jews, Judaism, Israel,
the Polish Jewish past. They were,
after all, the first Polesin a thousand
years to grow up without any contact

. with Jews. Oneyoung worman wanted

" to know whit T thought of dedler on
'the Roof: the film was shown on
Polish TV three times, and she had
‘seen all three screenings. ) . i

Even more than their interest in

Jews and Judaism, they wanted to

‘know: What do Jews abroad think of
us? Are Israelis less antagonistic

toward Poland than American Jews?
It was as if, by understanding their
place in Jewish consciousness, they
would come to know some elusive

truth, about themselves. . . .,...

Though they had been raised in an

.atmosphere of intense anti-Zionism,
. these students showed a surprisingly
' positive attitude toward Israel. Living

next door to'the Soviet Union, they
appreciated the difficulties of a
hostile geography and understood
Israel’s obsession with secure
borders. A comparable group of
university students on a Western cam-
pus would have been far more critical
of Israels

et d s o or

Royce Carlm Celebrates’

In fact,ithese youngPoles remind-, -

ed me of young Israelis. Both Israeli
and Polish youth are preoccupied
with the question of whether or not to
emigrate: whether their countries will
ever escape the curse of history. One
young woman in the transiators’
class, named Kasia, whose father had
spent time in prison as a Solidarity ac-
tivist, said, ‘I know there’s been so
much suffering in Poland and I know
all about our obligation to the past.
But I feel my first obligation is to my
own future and happiness.”” A young |
Israeli could have easily spoken these
same words,

Several students wanted to know
what [ thought of the Pope’s visit to
a Rome synagogue in 1983. That visit
was repeatedly méntioned by young
Poles I met, and seems to have had a
lasting itnpact here. When I asked one
young woman what she had been
taught by her priest about Jews, she
said, ‘““That they are our elder
brothers”—the very term used by the
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Popéiim his talk at the Rome
ynagogue.

In the Cracow Art Museum’s ex-
ibit on Polish Jewry, one wall is
levoted to Polish anti-Semitic paint-
ags. At the end of that row of paint-
ngs js a large photograph of the Pope

«eated before the Ark in the Rome
iynagogue. Asif to underline its im- -

portance, it is the only photograph in’
the entire exhibit. Above the
photograph is a sign with these
words: “*And now, reconciliation.”’

In Cracow, I met with young
Dominican monks. The priest who
arranged the meeting had warned me
in advance not Lo expect more than a
few of the monksto come. “I'll make
an announcement, and we'll see.”’ -

Morethan 30 monkscameto meet
their Jewish visitor. We sat together
for two hours—I in my yarmulka,
they in their white robes—and dis-
cussed Judaism and Christianity,
Jews and Poles. The faces around me
were carnest and intelligent. Their ex-
pressions seemed to say: Whatever

tragedies and misunderstandings

once separated our two peoplés, we' '

are eager to know you now.

They asked me questions about the
place of prayer and community and
charity in Judaism, about Hasidism
and Kabbalah, about the meaning for
Jews of Israel and Jerusalem and the
prospect of peace with the Palesti-
nians. When I told them that Israel
without the West Bank would be eight
miles wide at its narrowest point,
there were audible expressions of sur-
prise. After that, no one asked why
Israel didn’t withdraw from the
territories. ’

I asked the young monks what they
thought of the speech by Cardinal
Glemp. At the mention of Glemp’s
name thére was laughter. One young
man said, ‘I had the fecling that the
Primate didn’t know what he was
saying or who he was speaking to.”’
Another monk said, ““You cannot say
those words in this country, with its
undercurrents of anti-Semitism.”’
Not one person in the room spoke up
in defense of the head of the Polish
Church.

G B R dr REVE SRS R S o R b
At the end of our discussion, my

hosts asked me to say a prayer in
Hebrew. I said the Twenty-third
Psalm, “‘Though I walk in the valley

of the shadow of death.”” The young |
monks closed their eyes and silently

prayed with me.

Later that day, I met an Israeli
teacher who was leading a group of
his high school students on a
pilgrimage to the death camps. I men-
tioned to him that I had met with a
group of young Polish monks. *“You
heard a lot of anti-Semitism,’* he said
rather than asked. “None at all,”’ I

said. “‘Not any anti-Semitism?’* he

persisted, "*Not even about the con-
vent?’’ “‘No,” I'said, “‘not a single
anti-Semitic remark.”” *“That’s in-
credible,” he said, suddenly en-
thusiastic, ‘‘you have to write about
it.”

I was surprised by how quickly his
mistrust had vanished, and wondered
how many other Jews would be able
to reach out beyond the pain of our
history to the new Poland tryingto be
born. OO
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