
Chapter 37 
  Rome, the Vatican, November 1939   

  

  

Rabbi Abraham sat in the corridor fidgeting with his hat in a high state of 

nervousness.  He had been traveling for days and it was difficult to 

remember when he had actually slept in a bed. He had spent much of the 

past two months traveling through Eastern Europe, and with forged 

papers had been able to pass himself off as a German merchant.  He had 

worked for his father in Danzig years ago in the furniture business so his 

knowledge base was sufficient to bluff his way through simple border 

crossings or passport reviews on trains. His years spent as an adolescent 

in Germany and his fluency in German made him familiar with local 

customs 

The rabbi had spent many years in Turkey and had become very 

friendly with then Bishop Agnelli.  The two had convened an informal 

ecumenical group that excluded no one who was affiliated with a 

religion.  Initially most of the members of the group were reluctant to 

participate because through the years there had been unresolved 

theological questions. Each member in the group viewed the others  with 

suspicion.  Over time all of them grew in trust and respect for the 

purpose of the group.  Rabbi Abraham gave most of the credit to Bishop 

Agnelli, but if you had asked the bishop who was most responsible for 

the success he would have said it was Rabbi Abraham.  The two had 

formed an immediate bond and their cultural and familial similarities 

contributed to their developing a deep friendship. Bishop Agnelli said 

that it was almost impossible to tell a Jewish family from an Italian 

one.  The only area where they disagreed was which group had the best 

food. 

Rabbi Abraham was sad when his dear friend was called to Venice, but 

also thrilled that such a kind man of God had been so honored. 



Today the rabbi was not here on a social call. He was not sure 

whether this visit would solve his current problems, but he had nowhere 

else to turn.  He was consoled only by the fact that his immediate family 

had left Polandand was now living with relatives in Chicago.  

The rabbi heard the clock above his head strike ten and almost 

simultaneously Cardinal Agnelli opened the door.  The rabbi rose and the 

cardinal opened his arms and embraced him. 

“It is wonderful to see you Solomon.” 

“I am thrilled to see you, Your Eminence.” 

“Your Eminence!  Please, Solomon. “I am still Pietro. This garb 

was never meant to have dear friends treat me as royalty.” 

The cardinal offered the rabbi a seat and asked, “May I get you 

some coffee?” 

The rabbi sat and nervously twisted his hat.  “No, I wish nothing 

right now.” 

“And how are your wife and children?” 

“They are in Chicago, Pietro.  I am fortunate to have a brother 

living there.  They left before the Nazis invadedPoland.” 

Cardinal Agnelli sighed and shook his head.  “I’m glad that your 

loved ones are safe, but I’m sure that many others in Poland are not.” 

 “Pietro, you cannot imagine the horrors that my people are 

experiencing.  I have been exposed to eye-witness accounts that are so 

barbaric I fear no one will believe that these things are happening daily.” 

The cardinal rose from his chair and sat next to the rabbi, who 

was weeping.  “I am sorry Pietro, but the shock of these stories is so 

devastating that I cannot even sleep without having nightmares.” 

The cardinal patted the rabbi on the arm and said, “Please go on, 

Solomon.” 

“I spoke to a man two days ago from a village in Poland that had 

7000 Jews.  It was occupied last month by the Nazis.  They began their 

occupation of this village by gathering all of the Jews into the main part 



of town.  Once gathered they singled out the rabbi and the elders, forcing 

them to do shameful acts in front of the rest of the people. In the middle 

of these inhuman behaviors they had the Torah and other blessed items 

from the Temple brought to the square.  They forced the rabbi and elders 

to urinate on them.  If they refused they were beaten with rifle butts. 

“The Nazis laughed until they became bored and lusted for a 

higher degree of violence.  The man who saw what was to occur had 

been patching a chimney in his neighbor’s house, and thus avoided being 

herded into the square with the rest of the Jews..  From the window in the 

attic he could see all that was occurring. This is what he reported to me. 

“He said that the soldiers now split the townspeople into three 

groups.  Old men, old women and children were in one group.  The 

second group was all of the young men.  They were marched out of town 

first and the man said he could hear the sounds of gunfire in the woods 

outside the town.  Next came the older men, women and children where 

the process was repeated.  Again he heard the distant sounds of gunfire. 

“As he sat fixated, peering through the window he saw the 

soldiers forcing the younger women left in the square to disrobe.   He 

was looking at his wife and two younger sisters standing naked with 

hundreds of other young women. Even though he was some distance 

away he could hear the shrieks and cries of the women as they were 

herded into the synagogue. 

He told me he sat there and felt like a whimpering coward because there 

was nothing he could do. 

“After what seemed an eternity the soldiers came out of the 

synagogue, laughing.  Some were putting their shirts back on or pulling 

up their suspenders.  The witness could only imagine the horrors that had 

occurred to these innocent women.  He hoped that the soldiers’ lust for 

murder and rape was finally satisfied and they would leave, but the worst 

was yet to come. 



“The soldiers shut the doors to the synagogue and rolled huge 

horse carts in front of the exits.  Then they poured gallons of liquid 

around the entire structure and lit it so that in moments the building was 

an inferno.  He could no longer watch and tried to suppress the sounds of 

agony that were piercing the town square by covering his ears.  In 

disbelief he looked one more time and saw the soldiers laughing and 

drinking from wine bottles.  The witness cried himself to sleep and when 

he awoke in the morning he realized the nightmare was not a dream.  He 

peered out the window and it appeared that the soldiers were gone. 

”He walked to the synagogue and slowly removed the charred 

remnants of the carts in front of the remains of the doors.  He edged his 

way into the building.  He began to vomit, and then shout like a madman 

when he saw the heaps of burned corpses.  It appeared that in panic they 

had attempted to reach the windows before the fire killed them.  Burned 

beyond recognition, they were indistinguishable one from another.  He 

went outside and wept.  When he was able to regain some strength, he 

walked from the main square to the woods that surrounded the town.  He 

arrived at a large field, and again saw a sight that no child of God should 

ever see.  There were the rest of his friends and people from the 

village.  All had been murdered.” 

Cardinal Agnelli was also weeping as he leaned over and 

embraced Solomon.  For moments the two men were as one as they wept 

for all those innocents. 

“I had heard some rumors, Solomon, but I had no idea that there 

were these kinds of atrocities.” 

“Pietro, it is happening in every Jewish town, village and city 

in Poland.  They want to kill every Jew, and there is no one to stop 

them.” 

The cardinal had taken his handkerchief out and was wiping the 

tears from his glasses. 



“I don’t know, Pietro, but we have nowhere else to turn.  I 

thought perhaps with your diplomatic contacts you could help.” 

“Do you think protesting will help?” 

“I’m not sure, but obviously the Germans have abandoned the 

rule of law.” 

Cardinal Agnelli was momentarily silent, knowing that this story 

was absolutely true and  yet so totally foreign to everything he so deeply 

believed. Then he said, “I cannot imagine why anyone would do this to 

innocent people. The story you have told me could never be justified 

because of this war.” 

“It’s easy when you make a race less than human.  They have 

found a convenient scapegoat in the Jew and Hitler uses it to its full 

advantage.” 

Cardinal Agnelli again shook his head and said, “It‘s particularly 

frightening when this violence is associated with religious fervor.  For 

centuries Christian sermons have supported the linking of Christ’s death 

to the Jews.” 

The rabbi said, “That is nothing new to a Jew, Pietro. We have 

always been a target for Christians who need someone to blame.” 

“But it’s wrong and totally false,” the cardinal said with great 

vigor.  Echoing the words of Pope Pius XI, he said, “We are all spiritual 

Semites.” 

The rabbi quietly said, “You may believe that because you are 

like a brother to me, but many who wear crosses today are killing my 

people.” 

Cardinal Agnelli rose and paced back and forth, deep in thought. 

“I can still travel with my Vatican and diplomatic passports, and 

I will try to determine what assistance we can provide in Poland and 

neighboring countries.  Do you have anyone I can contact directly once I 

gain more information?” 



“You can contact me directly here in Rome.  I will be staying at 

the main synagogue.” 

As the rabbi moved to leave the cardinal embraced him. 

“Shalom, my friend.” 

_____________________________________________________ 

  

Father Patrick O’Hara had mixed feelings about being assigned to the 

Association for Religious Development because on the one hand he 

loved the glorious city of Rome and would be assisting the man who 

actually ordained him, Cardinal Agnelli.  On the other hand, he missed 

the rumble-tumble of his involvement with the Catholic minority 

inNorthern Ireland.  His indomitable will, his zest for a good fight, and 

his insatiable drive to create justice for the “little people” had been 

fulfilling.  He wondered if academic or ambassadorial assignments 

would ever give him such a sense of purpose and fulfillment.  His new 

responsibilities gave him access to some of his old friends at 

the GregorianUniversity and once he was settled he intended to contact 

Hans Keller, who was also part of the Vatican’s official family.   

He mused that Hans probably needed him to drag him over to 

Chicerrachio’s in Trastevere to drink barrels of wine and rant about their 

seminary days.   But then he corrected himself because though he found 

the rules and regimentation of seminary life suffocating, Hans, being a 

buttoned-up German, probably enjoyed it.  It was strange how they could 

be so different and yet such good friends, not to mention fierce 

competitors on the football field.  Hans was more than his match in 

football and, though he feigned good sportsmanship, on more than one 

occasion he had tripped Patrick deliberately.  Cunning bloody character 

never seemed to get caught! 

It was almost lunchtime when Patrick finished writing a report 

for Cardinal Agnelli so he decided he would go to the refectory for 

another one of those wonderful meals that the Swiss nuns 



prepared.  Growing up in Ireland, Patrick had believed food was 

something that was necessary merely for survival.  In Italy it was an art 

form that was to be discussed, savored, ingested and then further 

discussed. When he arrived at the refectory there were only a few priests 

that he knew. He settled in with Frank McNulty, a priest 

from America who taught at the American College and lived outside 

the Vatican at the Graduate House of Studies on Via del U’milta.  Frank 

was a charming man with a delightful sense of humor, who loved to tease 

Patrick about his Irish brogue.  Patrick’s response was always the same, 

“Where did you pick up that awful accent?” 

He had no sooner sat down and prepared to engage Frank in 

conversation when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned and saw 

Cardinal Agnelli.  Both he and Frank stood to greet the cardinal but he 

motioned them to be seated.  “Pardon me, Fathers, but I have a need to 

speak with Father O’Hara privately.” 

Frank, who never let an opportunity pass to stick in the needle 

whispered to Patrick as he was leaving, “Finally found out what a fraud 

you are! They’ll probably send you to back to Northern Ireland.” 

“In your dreams, McNulty,” Patrick replied as he picked up his 

tray and prepared to join the cardinal in a nearby private dining room. 

“Patrick, I’m sorry to encroach on your lunch, but I must speak 

to you about a most serious matter.” 

Patrick could not imagine what the cardinal was about to reveal. 

“Before I begin, Patrick, I would feel more comfortable if you would call 

me Pietro 

instead of Your Eminence.  We are brother priests and equal in the sight 

of God. The other titles are trivial.” 

Patrick nodded but added, “It’s not easy to call you by your first 

name, but I’ll do my best.” 

With this, Cardinal Agnelli recounted the horrible tales that 

Rabbi Abraham had shared with him. 



“Those bloody bastards! I thought the Brits were bad,” said 

Patrick, clenching his fists. 

Realizing the impropriety of his words he began to apologize.  “I’m sorry 

Your . . . Pietro, but that story makes my blood boil.” 

“No need to apologize because there are no words in any 

language strong enough to express the anger and revulsion I also feel at 

this moment.  I’ve told you this because I cannot in good conscience 

stand by and do nothing. There is no apparent way that I can prevent 

these atrocities, but I must bear witness that these horrors cannot be 

ignored. These acts against innocent civilians must be brought to the 

world’s attention. In the meantime, we must provide direct assistance.” 

 “What do you have in mind?” 

The cardinal reflected before speaking. “I’m not sure, but I’ve 

had extensive dealings in Eastern Europe and many of my clerical 

friends live either in Poland or neighboring countries.” 

 “I’m not sure what your plans are but I’m completely at your 

disposal.  The memory of occupation in my own country is deep in my 

soul so I’m totally with you.” 

The cardinal nodded and said, “Thank you, Patrick.  Please know 

that this is not an expectation or command of my office.  It is rather a 

request that together we fulfill the mission for which we were ordained.” 

“Pietro, I feel privileged that you would share this opportunity 

with me but I have one question.” 

“What is that?” 

“Can I share this information with anyone?” 

“Like who?” 

“Like one of my classmates from the Gregorian who now is 

stationed as a liaison for the German bishops.” 

“Is he assigned to Bishop Huldol?” 

“I believe he is.” 



“Then, Patrick, I would  use great caution.  Bishop Huldol is a 

very strong supporter of the German government. I have it on good 

authority that he has been influential in deflecting criticism of the Nazi 

party within the Church groups. Be careful with any member of his 

staff.” 

“I’ll sound out his leanings and will not share anything unless I 

feel he can be helpful.” 

“Good.  Thank you for accepting my offer.  Now go and join 

your colleagues.” 

“Bless you, Pietro, and by the way, the minute I go through that 

door you become Your Eminence again.” 

The Cardinal laughed. “If you ever change professions, I think 

you could be a fine comic.” 

Patrick rejoined Frank McNulty, who immediately greeted him 

with, “Can I assume that the good cardinal informed you that your hope 

for the papacy is nil?” 

“No, he informed me that the entire American Church is going to 

be excommunicated and all of your people are being sent back 

to Northern Ireland where you will report directly to me.” 

Frank roared with laughter. “Once a smart ass, always a smart 

ass.” 


