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Conclusion 

I do not mean to suggest that surgery is unethical by nature. Modern surgery is undeniably 
a miraculous process that offers cures and hope to patients. Nor can I pretend to 
summarize in such a short paper the complex psychological shift that enabled doctors to 
participate in genocide under the Nazi regime. But in discussing some of the ethical 
pitfalls of the OR and citing some of the experiences of physician prisoners in 
concentration camps, I do hope to point to the importance of remembering that a 
procedure must reside within an ethical framework, and that a simple awareness of the 
larger context of ones actions is at times all that separates a life-saving act from a 
potentially harmful one. Developing and refining an ethical framework need not be 
complicated in a perioperative setting — at times, consciously acknowledging that the 
patient is in a vulnerable position or reminding oneself why certain acts are important in 
the context of patient care can imbue greater meaning into our work and positively 
influence those around us. These considerations ought to supplement our current 
perioperative ethical guidelin es. 
 
Surgeons are doers. Our hands are eager to pick up the scalpel or to mend the immediate 
surgical issue before our minds have fully processed why. The true act of healing is done, 
however, at the level of thought when we reason out why a patient needs a particular life -
saving procedure well before our hands are red and our blades are wet. 
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Patient Care Above All Else  
Reexamining Residency Duty-Hour Guidelines 
 
B Y  P R I S C I L L A  W A N G  
 
Y A L E  S C H O O L  O F  M E D I C I N E ,  C L A S S  O F  2 0 1 7  
 
 
 
 

On November 19, 2015, a letter was sent to the Office for Human Research Protection 

(OHRP) in the United States Department of Health and Human Services urging OHRP to 

“immediately suspend” a “highly unethical” clinical trial.1 Signed by Public Citizen, a U.S. 

consumer advocacy organization, and the American Medical Student Association, the 

letter specifically targeted the iCOMPARE trial (Competitive Effectiveness of Models 

Optimizing Patient Safety and Resident Education), a multicenter National Institutes of 

Health-funded randomized trial comparing patient and educational outcomes of internal 

medicine residency programs operating under current resident duty-hour restrictions with 

those following a more flexible duty-hour policy. Spearheaded by investigators from the 

University of Pennsylvania, Johns Hopkins University, and the Brigham and Women’s 

Hospital, the iCOMPARE study was designed in reaction to the duty-hour restrictions 

implemented in 2011 by the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education 

(ACGME), which evaluates and accredits medical residency programs.  

 

In an interview with Medscape Medical News, the director of Public Citizen’s Health 

Research Group described the iCOMPARE study and a sister study examining looser 

surgery residency duty-hour restrictions as “among the most unethical studies I’ve seen in 

the past couple of decades.”2 Per the November 19 letter, the two main ethical violations 

alleged were: (1) knowingly exposing internal medicine residents to previously 

documented health risks of long duty-hour shifts, and (2) a failure to obtain informed 

consent from resident and patient subjects. The study, the letter authors affirmed, had 

violated U.S. federal guidelines regarding human-subjects research, as well as key tenets 

of the Belmont Report, a summary of core ethical principles published in 1979 by the 

National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral 

Research. The writers of the Belmont Report drew significantly from principles first 

elaborated in the groundbreaking Nuremberg Code, a set of ten ethical principles for 

                                                 
1 Michael A. Carome, Deborah V. Hall, Sidney M. Wolfe, and Sammy Almashat, to Jerry Menikoff and Kristina 
Borror, November 19, 2015, “Re: Individualized Comparative Effectiveness of Models Optimizing Patient 
Safety and Resident Education (iCOMPARE) Trial,” http://www.citizen.org/documents/2283.pdf. 
2 Robert Lowes, “Two Trials Extending Resident Hours Called ‘Unethical,’” Medscape, November 23, 2015, 
http://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/854845. 
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describes the tenets of the oath as a “covenant.”20 Patient care is often also commonly 

described as a “calling,” a word often used in religious contexts to describe a sense of 

mission or greater purpose conferred by a higher power.  

 

In my own experience as a medical student, I have frequently heard older physicians 

bemoaning the younger medical generation as, in their view, falling short of this calling 

and posing a threat to the high standards of patient care upheld during the prior “golden 

days” of practice. Standing in place holding a skin retractor during a surgical procedure, I 

was once subjected to a 20-minute lecture by a well-known gynecologic surgeon about 

how my generation lacked a sense of wholehearted dedication to patient care. On another 

occasion, a private practice attending lamented to me in his clinic about the irreverence of 

modern graduates toward the medical profession, and that younger physicians “no longer 

see medicine as a calling but as a nine-to-five job.”   

 

Buried within these statements, and deeply entrenched in modern medical culture, is a 

glorification of suffering on the part of the physician and a perspective that hard work and 

pushing the bounds of one’s natural physical and emotional limits may be necessary to 

achieve excellence as a doctor. In the words of Dr. Candace Sloan, chair of the 

Massachusetts Board of Registration of Medicine, “in medical training, we’re taught we 

have to almost be superhuman.”21 Sample comments by registered physicians on a 

Medscape article critiquing the iCOMPARE study describe some of these sentiments:22 

 

Residents today indeed lack the vigorous training as compared to what 

it was thirty years ago. One of the skill [sic] indeed is [to be] able to 

function when one is in extreme exhaustion and make decision[s] when 

woken up from REM sleep. (Urologist) 

  

I worked well over 100 hours/week. It was torture sometimes! But … the 

resident who must go home early, on a clock, does all the work, all night, 

and then doesn’t learn how the case resolved. (Orthopedic surgeon) 

 

Was the old paradigm abusive and less humane, absolutely. Did it create 

some less human workaholic physicians, most assuredly. But it also 

created some of the most knowledgeable and dedicated physicians … 

Nobody is looking at hour restrictions when they are applauding a 

conjoined twin separation or similar multi-hour operation. (Orthopedic 

surgeon) 

                                                 
20 “Hippocratic Oath, Modern Version,” Johns Hopkins Sheridan Libraries & University Museums, Johns 
Hopkins University, last updated on December 14, 2016, 
http://guides.library.jhu.edu/c.php?g=202502&p=1335759. 
21 Elisabeth Poorman, “I Felt Alone But I Wasn’t: Depression Is Rampant Among Doctors In Training,” 
CommonHealth, WBUR, August 19, 2016, http://www.wbur.org/commonhealth/2016/08/19/depression-
resident-doctor. 
22 Lowes, “Two Trials Extending Resident Hours Called ‘Unethical.’”  
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I worked 30 out of 30 straight days as a second year resident in charge 

of 27 patients at Charity Hospital, seeing every patient every day. Did 

that make me a better doctor? You better believe it. (Emergency 

medicine physician) 

 

A similar emphasis was placed on the glorification of sacrifice on the behalf of a greater 

good in the medical profession during Nazi Germany. German culture, in particular, 

compared to British and French culture for instance, focused on the “tragic-heroic motif” 

and “celebration of heroic sacrifice.”23 The same applied to the medical profession. The 

Nazi-authored book The Face of the Germanic Doctor over Four Centuries, for example, 

features the story of Parcelsus, a Swiss-German physician-alchemist, who (in this book’s 

interpretation) struggles through despair and suffering to promote the higher ideal of the 

health of the national body.24 Lifton writes that “the doctor, like everyone in Nazi 

Germany, was expected to become ‘hardened’” in light of the assertion that “‘the life of the 

individual has meaning only in the light of that ultimate aim.’”25 It became framed as a 

matter of professional responsibility for physicians to lay down their individual 

preferences and concerns on behalf of a national patient. 

 

Reexamining Professional “Expectations” and Tradition 

In contemporary American medical culture, however, should it be considered a matter of 

expected professionalism that physicians and medical trainees rise to a similar level of 

personal sacrifice? And how much sacrifice is enough? Concern should arise when a well-

established professional expectation is allowed to persist without any reexamination of its 

ethics in light of new evidence and misgivings. For example, to the primary investigators, 

grant funders, and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) that approved the iCOMPARE 

study, it appears to be a foregone conclusion that residents should be putting in extremely 

long work hours. In the “Potential Risks” section, the grant application in fact states that 

“the greatest risk to participants is the risk to confidentiality,” without further discussion 

of documented risks cited by previous ACGME guidelines in favor of stricter duty-hour 

restrictions.26 The iCOMPARE study was then approved without requiring investigators to 

obtain informed consent from residents. According to one of the study’s primary 

investigators, it would not have been practical to get consent from all the residents (and 

patients) participating in the study.27 It seems questionable at best and unethical at worst, 

however, to forgo informed consent in the name of practicality, particularly in light of the 

                                                 
23 Lifton, 481. 
24 Lifton, 31. 
25 Lifton, 31. 
26 “Research Project Cooperative Agreement for ICOMPARE-CCC Project,” NIH, Grant 1U01HL125388-01A1, 
August 10, 2015, [Award Letter from National Institutes of Health, Dept. of Health and Human Services, Grant 
Submission by David Asch], http://www.citizen.org/documents/iCOMPARE-
grant_1U01HL12538801A1_UPenn_Key%20Sections.pdf. 
27 Stein, “Is It Safe For Medical Residents To Work 30-Hour Shifts?”  
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literature describing the risks of sleep deprivation in medical residents and other study 

populations.  

 

If we regard the issue in a much more extreme setting, it bears noting that sleep 

deprivation and “sleep management” have both been deemed unethical as torture 

techniques by multiple international bodies. “Sleep management” is a form of 

interrogation in which detainees’ sleep schedules are disturbed even without depriving the 

detainee of sleep.28 In fact, in the 1963 CIA manual, sleep disruption is recommended over 

sleep deprivation as a more effective interrogation method to “sap [the] will.”29 Sleep 

deprivation, the deliberate limitation of sleeping time, was central to the George W. Bush 

administration’s “enhanced interrogation techniques” and was condemned as being 

unethical by the United Nations Committee Against Torture.30 These criticized 

interrogation guidelines (in the infamous “Appendix M” of the Army Field Manual) 

include the “safety” parameter that detainees should at least get “four hours of continuous 

sleep every 24 hours” — a requirement that most medical residents completing a 28-hour 

on-call shift cannot even expect to meet, given their need to respond to urgent pages and 

emergency medical situations.31 I am not attempting to suggest that long resident work-

hours are equivalent to torture or interrogation techniques. There are clearly significant 

differences between the two settings: residents would not work more than one 28-hour 

shift in a row, and there are many situations in which individuals would even willingly 

deprive themselves of sleep. From a perspective of situational ethics, however, it is worth 

reexamining why we tolerate or even celebrate sleep disruption or sleep deprivation in one 

context but condemn it so vociferously in another, especially when in both cases those 

affected lack the autonomy or hierarchical standing to refuse. Certainly, the end goals of 

the two situations (provision of patient care versus coerced extraction of information from 

a detainee) vary quite significantly and the former goal would appear more acceptable to 

most onlookers. However, as extreme examples, such as the behavior of Nazi physicians 

demonstrate, simply using an “ends justify the means” rationale can lead to ethically 

questionable actions.   

 

The issue of sleep deprivation experienced by residents also gains greater urgency in light 

of recent medical trainee suicides and a recent study suggesting that almost one in three 

resident physicians experiences depression or depressive symptoms.32 In a recent 

September 2016 press release, Marsha Rappley, a physician and chair-elect of the 

                                                 
28 Jennifer K. Elsea, “Lawfulness of Interrogation Techniques under the Geneva Convention,” Congressional 
Research Service Report for Congress, Order Code RL32567, September 8, 2004, 
https://fas.org/irp/crs/RL32567.pdf.  
29 “Kubark Counterintelligence Interrogation,” Central Intelligence Agency, July 1963, 
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB122/CIA%20Kubark%201-60.pdf. 
30 Ed Pilkington, “UN Torture Report Condemns Sleep Deprivation Among US Detainees,” The Guardian, 
November 28, 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/law/2014/nov/28/un-condemns-sleep-deprivation-
among-us-detainees. 
31 Pilkington, “UN Torture Report Condemns Sleep Deprivation Among US Detainees.” 
32 Douglas A. Mata, et al., “Prevalence of Depression and Depressive Symptoms among Resident Physicians: A 
Systematic Review and Meta-analysis,” JAMA 314 (2015): 2373-83. 
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American Association of Medical Colleges (AAMC), is quoted as saying that the medical 

profession has “reached a crisis point — in fact a public health crisis” with regard to 

burnout, depression, and suicide within the medical profession.33 Among all professions, 

the medical field has one of the highest suicide rates, with rates up to twice that of the 

general population (among female physicians, two-and-a-half to four times greater).34 In 

2014, two New York medical interns in separate residency programs committed suicide in 

the span of one week; in March 2016, another medicine resident jumped to her death.35  

 

We cannot know what prompted these residents to end their lives, but studies show that 

depression rates increase by 15-30% during the intern year (first year) of residency.36 One 

study of interns in the University of Pennsylvania noted an increase of moderate 

depression prevalence from 4.3% to 29.8% in the span of the year, with a concomitant 

increase in chronic sleep deprivation from 9% to 43%.37 Studies have linked sleep loss to 

disordered emotional brain responses38 and an increased risk of developing a mood 

disorder such as depression or anxiety.39 Additionally, since the 1970s and even prior to 

the death of Libby Zion, there has been a growing body of literature examining the results 

of sleep deprivation in residents specifically, which has found an inverse correlation 

between amount of sleep and reported mood symptoms, including sadness, clinical 

depression, anger, and irritability.40 From this perspective, one could argue that a program 

of training that systematically disturbs sleep patterns, deprives trainees of sleep on a 

regular basis, and provides little time off for rest poses not only a challenging rite of 

passage but potentially a public health risk. 

 

The Need to Rethink the Culture of Medical Training 

The most frightening aspect of the medical profession’s participation in torture and 

murder in Nazi Germany is not necessarily what the profession did, horrific as those 

                                                 
33 Rebecca Greenberg, “Leaders in Academic Medicine Address Physician Well-being and Resilience,” 
American Association of Medical Colleges, September 2016, 
https://www.aamc.org/newsroom/newsreleases/469244/leadership_forum_09072016.html. 
34 Louise B. Andrew, “Physician Suicide,” Medscape, October 2016, 
http://emedicine.medscape.com/article/806779-overview. 
35 Pamela Wible, “Three Young Doctors Jump to Their Deaths in NYC,” Pamela Wible MD, March 12, 2016, 
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/blog/three-young-doctors-jump-to-their-deaths-in-nyc/.  
36 Douglas A. Mata, D.A. et al., “Prevalence of Depression and Depressive Symptoms among Resident 
Physicians: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis.” 
37 I. M. Rosen, et al., “Evolution of Sleep Quantity, Sleep Deprivation, Mood Disturbances, Empathy, and 
Burnout among Interns,” Academic Medicine 81 (2006): 82-85. 
38 S.S. Yoo, et al., “The Human Emotional Brain Without Sleep – A Prefrontal Amygdala Disconnect,” Current 
Biology 17 (2007): R877-878. 
39 N. F. Watson, et al., “Sleep Duration and Depressive Symptoms: A Gene-Environment Interaction,” Sleep 37 
(2014): 351-8. 
40 I. M. Rosen, et al., “Evolution of Sleep Quantity, Sleep Deprivation, Mood Disturbances, Empathy, and 
Burnout among Interns;” J. S. Samkoff, and C. H. Jacques, “A Review of Studies Concerning Effects of Sleep 
Deprivation and Fatigue on Residents’ Performance,” Academic Medicine 66 (1991); E. M. Al-Maddah, et al., 
“Prevalence of Sleep Deprivation and Relation with Depressive Symptoms among Medical Residents in King 
Fahd University Hospital in Saudi Arabia,” Sultan Qaboos University Medical Journal 15(2015): e78-84. 
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actions were. Rather, it is the unchecked process by which the profession arrived at that 

point—the fact that physicians’ actions were facilitated by the environment in which they 

practiced, their cultural ideas and professional beliefs, and what was upheld as an ultimate 

good. Similarly, the purpose of this essay is not to argue for a particular reform, such as 

the abolishment of 28-hour shifts in residency training or the promotion of a particular 

medical resident duty-hour regimen. My purpose is to draw attention to the potentially 

questionable belief structures that the modern-day American medical profession currently 

uses to justify current work expectations for residents. Today, the ostensibly laudable goal 

of patient care has been elevated to an unchallengeable sacred standing, such that the 

means used to achieve that end may escape rigorous ethical examination. Physician 

suffering is framed as a rite of passage and celebrated almost to the point of masochism, 

such that legitimate concerns are at times framed as weakness and risks to emotional 

health dismissed as inconsequential.  

 

Perhaps physician-trainees in decades past were able to survive working more than 100 

hours a week and 36-hour shifts, but that does not automatically lead to the imperative to 

continue this practice. To truly cultivate an ethical model of medical education and 

physician training, the medical profession needs to continually reexamine its professional 

practices, in light of new evidence and a changing external environment. We need to 

recognize that the medical system that trainees practice in today has changed greatly over 

the past two decades, with a much larger body of knowledge to master and with a 

significantly increased documentation and reporting burden. We need to make sure that 

we are asking the right questions. If handoffs appear to increase clinical errors, the 

question should not necessarily be how to eliminate handoffs, but how to improve them. If 

a system in which residents working 16 hours a day six days a week for several years 

appears to be producing “less experienced” graduates, then perhaps we should question 

the educational quality of the time spent in the hospital, as opposed to increasing the 

quantity.  

 

Most importantly, we need to ensure that we are using the right equations in our 

calculations, and giving proper — and ethically sound — weight to the variable of resident 

mental health and physical wellbeing. In a profession that has long sworn an oath to “do 

no harm,” there is a strange incongruity in a model that requires damaging one’s health in 

order to heal others. Unquestionably, any medical resident must be willing to work hard to 

achieve a competent level of practice, but surely we would want to limit any unnecessary 

suffering among trainees, just as we aim to do so for patients. Additionally, if we subscribe 

to a belief that the intangible components of the doctor-patient interaction — rapport, an 

emotional connection, a relationship of trust — are just as critically important as the 

biomedical care that is provided, surely we want to cultivate future generations of 

physicians that have the physical and emotional bandwidth to engage fully with their 

patients, instead of directing their internal resources toward merely “surviving.” Surely the 

medical profession seeks to foster healers, not produce martyrs. 
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Assessing Quality of Life  
for a Suicidal Patient 
 
B Y  B E N  Y U  
 
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  P E N N S Y L V A N I A  P E R E L M A N  S C H O O L  O F  M E D I C I N E ,  

C L A S S  O F  2 0 1 7  
 
 
 
 

I met Joe on a muggy July morning. When I walked into the breakfast room and 

summoned him for his intake interview with the inpatient team, he merely blinked at me, 

very slowly took another bite of his pancakes, and unfolded his lanky frame from his seat 

to follow me out of the room. At full height, Joe was six-foot-five, but built like a very frail 

bird, all brittle bone, with the hospital-issued pajamas drooping off his narrow frame. His 

movements were jerky, as if he were a marionette controlled by a tipsy puppeteer. But 

what caught the eye most immediately was the stuffed toy elephant he was holding. In his 

huge hands, it looked like a miniature toy, and he clutched it tightly as he shuffled after 

me.  

 

The team was at ease. This wasn’t like other intakes we’d done, with patients screaming, 

cursing, being forced into the room by security, or behaving in a floridly manic or 

psychotic manner. Those interviews tend to be tension-filled, with everyone in the room 

constantly on high alert. But this was a harmless old man — probably vaguely depressed, 

likely just lonely, maybe with a touch of social anxiety — carrying a toy elephant.  

 

The interview started easily enough: “What brings you in; tell me about yourself,” the 

standard opening salvo. And he gave us … nothing. As I volleyed question after question at 

him, he just sat quietly with his eyes locked on the table and his hands slowly stroking the 

elephant. After the sixth or seventh question with no response, I stopped. I wanted to see 

what he would do next. Finally, he looked up from the table and said, quietly and evenly, 

“I am in so much pain all the time. Every day I wake up and ask myself what the whole 

fucking point of this is.”  

 

Joe wasn’t histrionic. He wasn’t combative. He wasn’t agitated or delirious or recalcitrant 

or any of the other things we deem patients to be when they don’t want to speak to us. He 

had said what he wanted to say. We had the note from the crisis response center that had 

sent him to us: “Arrested at a train station for being on the train tracks and refusing to 

cooperate with the police; told everyone all he wanted to do was die; brought to the 
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psychiatric crisis center; admitted to inpatient care for further management.” He had no 

ID, no friends or family he would admit to, nobody for us to either inform or question.  

 

Over the course of the next three days, we pieced together some of the details of Joe’s 

story. He was homeless and drifted from shelter to shelter. He had had over 40 inpatient 

psychiatric admissions for depression and suicidality, and consistently refused all mental 

health services set up for him. He had arrived recently from out of town as a cargo train 

stowaway.  

 

All I ever saw him do over those first few days in the hospital was pet his toy elephant and 

stare at the TV in the common room. Once or twice he traced slow, shuffling laps from one 

end of the L-shaped unit to the other. He still wanted to die, he wanted no part of any 

medication or talk therapy, and he said he was going to go finish himself off as soon as he 

was released. 

 

***** 

One of the things we debated vigorously on our FASPE trip, in a conference room under 

the Topography of Terror Documentation Center in Berlin, was whether human life has 

intrinsic value. Should a physician’s goal always be to save life? Should that be the end-all 

and be-all of what it means to be a physician? During our debate, we drew a distinction 

between the intrinsic sanctity of life and quality of life, which can be defined as an 

individual’s subjective lived experience. I am unmoved by the former, but the latter — the 

goal of improving a person’s quality of life — is what has most driven me to become a 

physician.  

 

I believed Joe’s pain — the chronicity of it, the impassability of his depressive abyss, the 

sweet anticipation of the release of death. His life was already a jagged string of almost-

suicides, followed closely by some period of time suspended in the numbing, shoelace-free 

tombs of various inpatient psychiatric wards. As I thought about Joe, I felt a deep sense 

that he was right, that any further life for him was most likely only going to tighten the 

emotional screws, day after endless day. Regardless of the Hippocratic Oath I had sworn, 

and all the teachings on morality that I’d encountered and thought I had absorbed into my 

belief system, my strongest impulse was to release Joe from the hospital, so that he could 

end his life. 

 

In the case of more objective disease states, such as kidney failure, there are blood tests 

one can point to in order to support the claim that a patient needs to stay in the hospital 

for treatment. In the case of suicidal thoughts or actions, as with many other psychiatric 

ailments, there is no objective data to point to. Physicians listen to their patients, examine 

the evidence and the sequence of events that have led up to the moment of intake, and 

then they decide whether or not the patient is at such a high risk of harming him or herself 
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that admitting the patient is necessary. Some would refer to the current method of suicide 

assessment as an art. Others would call it the absence of science.  

 

Our predictive models for whether someone will commit suicide after being released from 

an institutional setting are no better than flipping a coin. The best we can do is identify 

risk factors — previous suicide attempts, suicide attempts in the family, access to guns in 

the home — and create a safety plan together with the patient, sometimes including a “I-

won’t-commit-suicide” declaration that the patient must sign prior to being released. 

Nevertheless, there is still little scientific data available to demonstrate the predictive 

value of such safety plans or whether they can influence patient behavior.  

 

Beyond the question of whether interventions are effective in preventing suicide, the main 

question I had after meeting Joe was whether suicide prevention was even the right 

treatment for him. This question arose from a wellspring of emotion that resembled 

sentiments I had heard expressed by fellow medical students and healthcare providers 

who have worked in intensive care unit (ICU) settings. Often, when taking care of 

debilitated patients who are slowly wasting away on ventilators and nasogastric tubes, 

providers experience despair and conflicting emotions, because they feel that no amount 

of intervention will ameliorate the patient’s condition. In such situations, additional 

medical intervention isn’t always in the best interests of the patient, as all it really does is 

prolong suffering without any tangible improvements in the quality of life.  

 

As a physician in training, it seems to me that there must come a point at which the 

accumulation of pain and suffering experienced by a patient due to disease and/or 

interventions outweighs the obligation to provide medical treatment. But is this also so in 

the case of a suicidal patient? 

 

The principle behind the medical treatment of suicidality is to keep a person safe until the 

most acute emotional pain has passed. According to this model, depression and suicidality 

are just a phase. When a suicidal patient is younger, has potential he or she can still 

realize, and does not have a history of chronic institutionalization, holding such a person 

against his or her will to prevent suicide sits well with my moral intuition. But with 

someone in Joe’s circumstances, I feel and felt conflicted. Part of me rationalized that my 

attitude toward Joe’s case was due to the fact that I was seeing suffering in front of me and 

that my natural impulse is to find a cure for that suffering and to realize that cure. Another 

part of me wondered whether my attitude was simply the consequence of thinly disguised 

ageism, and that I was giving up on precisely the sort of patient who needed the most help, 

but who I subconsciously assumed was too far gone, because of his age. 
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***** 

One could describe Birkenau today as looking beautiful. The endless rows of decaying 

chimneys — two for each former bunk — cast an endless symmetry over the fields. On the 

summer day that we visited the camp, the sky was cloudy. A cloying mist hung 

everywhere. I spent a long time sitting by one of the murky grey ponds where the Nazis 

dumped human ashes, struggling with how to square the silent expanse of today with the 

staggering number of lives that ended there 60 years ago.  

 

Back in our FASPE seminars, we spent a great deal of time trying to understand how the 

events of the Holocaust could have transpired. In one narrative we discussed, the 

Holocaust represented the rock bottom of a slippery slope, the end result of a slow decay 

of the morals and ethics of the everyman, among which medical practitioners formed a 

critical subgroup.  

 

In our discussions, we tracked the slow decline of medical ethics during the Nazi regime: 

the T4 euthanasia program, Mengele’s train-side selections, horrific medical experiments 

in the concentration camps. We kept returning to the idea that many physicians who 

helped create and participated in the horrors of the Holocaust fundamentally believed that 

they were doing the right thing, that theirs was a morally ironclad mission that couldn’t be 

questioned.  

 

The slippery slope argument informs much of the discussion around the medical 

treatment of suicidal patients. If one believes it is morally defensible to allow certain 

patients to commit suicide, what is to stop one from extending that argument to apply to 

all patients, or to extend it to the point where it is acceptable for physicians to administer a 

lethal overdose of morphine when the physician deems it appropriate? Analogous and 

equally thorny ethical questions have been debated with respect to other medical fields: 

palliative care, end-of-life care, physician-assisted suicide, euthanasia. Each has its own 

unique identifiers, especially with regard to how directly physicians are involved in the 

course of action that ends a person’s life. The fundamental belief underlying these 

practices is that a patient’s subjective experience of suffering can and should be 

acknowledged, that preservation of life itself shouldn’t always be the ultimate goal. Yet 

among physicians and in the wider society, accepting and legalizing these practices is 

often perceived as the gateway to a slippery slope away from “do no harm.” 

 

***** 

Joe was still in the hospital when I rotated off that inpatient service. I’ve wondered many 

times since then what ended up happening to him. In some ways, I’m hesitant to find out 

the answer. Whether it’s because I don’t want that information about a single case — a 

“single data point” — to sway me toward one medical argument or another, or because I 
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fear how I would react emotionally to learning his fate, or because of some mix of the two 

that I haven’t yet put my finger on, something has always held me back from checking the 

medical records to find out.  

 

My intuitively-driven stance that suicide could be a reasonable and morally defensible 

choice for some patients is far removed from what the medical establishment and our 

broader society define as being ethically sound. What I’m left with, after all my 

ruminations over suicidality and the ethics of treating it, is that “it depends on the 

patient,” which, to me, is simultaneously the least helpful and the most reassuring way to 

bring these threads — my own moral intuition, our societal norms regarding what is 

ethical healthcare, and the nuance of taking care of each individual patient — together.  

 

More broadly, what do I do with my beliefs when they diverge from the standard of care or 

from moral norms? How do I understand the limits of incorporating my personal views 

into clinical practice? I don’t have satisfying answers to these questions yet. At a 

minimum, I want to continue to engage with my impulses and intuitions, because I believe 

that it is vital to continue to question accepted medical practice, while also remaining 

vigilant as to how my views on care could harm others.  

 

For now, I don’t know what I’ll say, and I’m even less sure as to what I’ll do, should I meet 

Joe again or another patient who has a similar story and should I be the one in the 

position to make the final call on whether to send home a suicidal patient. 



SEMINARY
PAPERS
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Introduction to  
Selected Seminary Papers 
 
B Y  T H O R I N  T R I T T E R  
 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,  F A S P E  
 
 
 
 
In 2016, the FASPE Seminary faculty included Rabbi Jim Ponet, the Emeritus Howard M. 
Holtzmann Jewish Chaplain at Yale University, and Professor Kevin Spicer, C.S.C., the 
James J. Kenneally Distinguished Professor of History at Stonehill College. This 
thoughtful team led a diverse and wonderful group of 12 Seminary Fellows who were 
chosen from an international pool of close to 200 applicants and represented religious 
traditions that included Catholicism, Judaism, and several branches of Protestantism. 
  
This caring group overcame religious differences to embrace each other, recognizing that 
many of the day-to-day ethical challenges they each will face as religious leaders were a 
common link that connected them. Confronted by a history of the Holocaust that includes 
few role models in Christian churches, our group faced the realization that religious 
leaders are not immune to ethical failings; and that silent complicity can have the same 
effect as active participation. 
 
The selection of essays and sermons that follow explore some of the questions raised 
during the trip in further detail and from contemporary perspectives. They also represent 
the kind of deep-thinking and emotionally mature students who are attracted to the 
FASPE Seminary program. 
 
The first paper is a sermon written by Daniel Headrick about the verses in Genesis in 
which God creates man in his own image. Drawing on his experience on the FASPE trip, 
Headrick highlights how frequently people fail to see God in the face of strangers, 
choosing instead to erase the image of God in those who are different. Headrick calls on us 
all to embrace the “other” and overcome divisions that can have disastrous effects. 
 
The second is a paper written by Justin Mikulencak who describes two responses by clergy 
in pre-war Germany to the political situation at the time, which strike him as eerily similar 
to responses from the United Methodist Church to social and cultural changes taking place 
today. While readily admitting the significant differences in context, Mikulencak points to 
the failure of religious leaders to speak out and take action against injustice, both then and 
now; and to the tendency to retreat from action into theology.  
 
The third piece is a sermon written by Misha Shulman, which begins with his somewhat 
counter-intuitive response to pause and praise God at one of the memorial sites that 
FASPE visited. Shulman then goes on to explore the ideology of “usefulness” that guided 
the Nazis, in contrast to the philosophies of religion that emphasize the value of all human 
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life and time itself, regardless of utility. Shulman concludes that rabbis and other religious 
leaders must not only stand up to injustice, but also remind people of the value of life for 
its own sake — as set against the relentless modern drive for progress and utility. 
 
On behalf of FASPE, I thank the Seminary faculty and fellows for all they shared with me 
and each other, enriching the experience for everyone. 
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Attempted Erasure 
A Sermon 
 
B Y  D A N I E L  H E A D R I C K  
 
B A Y L O R  U N I V E R S I T Y  G E O R G E  W . T R U E T T  T H E O L O G I C A L  S E M I N A R Y ,   

C L A S S  O F  2 0 1 7  

 
 
 
 

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 

likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, 

and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’ So God created 

humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and 

female he created them.1 

 

There is an image that is all too familiar to those who have ever studied the Holocaust. It is 

the gate at Auschwitz which bears this inscription in German: Arbeit Macht Frei. “Work 

makes you free.” The gate’s slogan was of course a vicious lie, the result of a culture of 

unmitigated hatred built on an endless stream of lies. There was only demonic work at 

Auschwitz, meant to dehumanize and to torture, meant to enslave and to kill. Most of the 

Jews and other victims of the Nazi’s genocidal rage who came to Auschwitz weren’t put to 

work at all. They were murdered, cremated, their ashes dumped in a pond at Auschwitz II-

Birkenau. That is another image: the tranquil pond which lies some few hundred yards 

from the ruins of the crematoria at Auschwitz. If you had no historical awareness, and 

were just jogging by the pond, you would even find it beautiful. The pond is a graveyard.  

 

I have been thinking a great deal about images since my trip to Auschwitz as part of a 

fellowship program of seminarians studying the Holocaust and contemporary ethics. I 

took over 3,000 photographs while I was on the trip. It’s an absurd number. I had this 

sense that people would want to know the fullness of the unreal terror I felt at being a 

witness to what happened at Auschwitz, albeit decades later. But the thing about an image 

is it is always an approximation of what is being depicted. It is an attempt to capture its 

subject, but it cannot capture the subject’s marvelous complexity.  

 

We are a people awash in images, perhaps even overloaded with images, unlike at any 

other time in human history. Images flash before our eyes at a dizzying clip, and any 

                                                 
1   The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1989), Genesis 
1:26–27. 
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image is a mere keystroke away. Some of the images we see are manipulated to become 

absurdities, meant to evoke an ironic laugh or grin. Others are deadly serious, even 

terrifying. Those in the know traffic in internet memes, images which for reasons that are 

beyond our comprehension go “viral” and “burn” down the Internet.  

 

We can all think of images that have momentarily captivated us and have even led to some 

social change, however small. The terrifying image of Aylan Kurdi, the Syrian toddler 

fleeing his homeland who drowned in the Aegean Sea, his tiny body curled up on the 

shore, the waves lapping at his face. People looked at that image. They became outraged. 

But nothing changed in Syria.  

 

More recently, there was a photograph of a five-year-old boy, dazed and bloodied, sitting 

in an ambulance in Aleppo, Syria. He had been buried in rubble during a bombardment of 

the city. He too had a name, Omran Daqneesh. But his image, just like Aylan’s image, at 

first outraged us but then steadily faded from our memory. After this image was sent 

around the world, it was reported that Omran’s brother had been killed during that 

airstrike. Omran and his family are still trapped in Aleppo, and the United States has 

capped the number of Syrian refugees it will admit at 10,000 — a staggeringly low 

number. Despite the vast capacity and power of this land, the U.S., there is no room for 

the image of a suffering child who looks so very different from “us.” At least, this is the 

reality of our response to the suffering. We empathize and we may cry, momentarily, but 

then we move on. The image’s power is limited, it would seem.  

 

There are other, rival images which seek to subvert the humanity of Aylan and Omran. 

During the elections, the Trump campaign disseminated a photograph of a bowl of Skittles 

on the Internet, suggesting that refugees could be reduced to a threat to the homeland. A 

bowl full of Skittles might include three pieces capable of killing us, the caption that went 

with the image ominously suggested. “That is our Syrian refugee problem” the caption 

concluded. While some people see the image of an innocent child when they look at 

someone like Oman, others see a threat to their carefully constructed order. But it is only 

when we see through a human being, instead of looking at and with a human being, that 

we miss the creation of the image of God in every person.  

 

The image in the text before us is so much more profound and complex than the latest 

viral image. The text in Genesis claims that God created human beings in his image. And 

yet here we are in the 21st century, and the world appears to be tearing itself apart — we 

are part of a political moment in which truth and language has become so devalued that 

the commonalities which united so many humans are now contested and for many, utterly 

destroyed. So we struggle to understand what God meant when he created us in his image 

because the image we often see on television is a violent, bloody image — it is full of rage, 

and racism, and hatred of women and gays; it is a divisive image. Where is God in that 

image?  
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The author of the opening chapters of Genesis introduces the very words of God creating 

humanity on the sixth day of creation in this way: “Let us make humankind in our image, 

according to our likeness …” No one really knows what God meant. An image, after all, is 

something we can see. It has a material reality to it. It can be apprehended with our eyes. 

People over the centuries have disagreed about what God meant. Some thought in rather 

physical terms: humans must contain some physical similarity to what God looks like. 

Does God have a face? Does he have two eyes? Does he walk about on two legs? Centuries 

before Christians confessed that God became flesh in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, the 

ancient Greeks recognized that religion is always prone to projection. We create the gods 

in our own image, not the other way around. A horse would depict the gods as looking like 

horses, and so on.  

 

But Genesis insists that this tendency to project our image onto God has it all backwards. 

The text demands that we reverse our tendency to idolatry. Rather than imagine that God 

is just like us, the text says, God decides to make human beings in some unfathomable 

sense like God. It would have been nice if God had dropped a footnote into the text here, 

spelling out what exactly was meant by image. A tantalizing clue is given in Genesis 

chapter 9, when God makes a covenant with Noah and his family after the flood. God says: 

“Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of 

God has God made mankind.”2 Did you hear the reason why human blood is not to be 

shed? It is because humans were made “in the image of God.” When we assault a human 

being, we are also assaulting God. When we kill a human being, we kill that specific image 

of God that is contained within the human being we’ve killed. It is not to say that human 

beings are God — it is rather a poetic creation of fundamental value, dignity, and worth in 

the human predicated on God having created us.  

 

That people would refuse to see the image of God in their neighbor seems inevitable, but 

that’s because we know how the story played out. As early as Genesis chapter 4, when Cain 

kills his brother Abel, we see how quickly human beings tried to stamp out the divine 

image. Cain could not see in his brother the image of the sovereign God who had made 

both of them. Or if he did see the image, he desired to erase it from the earth. But God’s 

image refused to be so erased, as God shows us when he tells Cain that Abel’s blood is 

crying out from the earth.  

 

And humans persisted in their attempts to erase the image of God from their neighbor, 

and they are even at this very hour engaged in this fruitless and destructive project of 

attempted erasure. During my trip to Auschwitz, our group huddled together in room after 

room where unspeakable violence and terror were wrought on the minds and bodies of 

men, women, and children. There were piles of glasses, prayer shawls, a room full of 

nothing but pots, pans, cups, and other kitchenware, all testaments to the hope that the 

victims of the Holocaust held on to as they arrived at Auschwitz. Life perhaps would go on, 

                                                 
2 The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), Genesis 9:6. 
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they must have thought. There would be some semblance of the life they had before 

embarking on the train. But this hope was murdered, just as they were murdered. 

 

We know that long before they were forced to get on trains, the project of rewinding 

creation, of erasing the image had already begun in earnest. The dehumanization began 

with the hysterical anti-Semitism in Germany and in Europe more generally, with the legal 

and cultural ostracism of Jews, with the physical deportation of human beings with names 

and dreams and hopes. It continued with human beings being forced into impossibly tight 

cattle cars without food or water for their demonic journey. And yet, the image persisted — 

it was written on the face of each woman, man, and child. The project of erasure continued 

when doctors who took the Hippocratic Oath decided who would live and who would die, 

separating humankind into lines leading to either death or something barely resembling 

life. For those who were not immediately murdered, their names were taken and in the 

place of a name a number was given, written upon their flesh. Their belongings were 

confiscated. Their hair was shaven. They were given a generic prison uniform to wear. All 

that had mattered and signified diversity and difference and love and creativity before 

they arrived at the death camps was now shattered in a few hours’ time.  

 

Approach Auschwitz from any angle, and you will see a factory of organized 

dehumanization. There was within the Nazi ideology a conviction that the victims of mass 

murder were not actually human. They were beneath humans, according to Nazi ideology. 

The image of God was replaced with the image of the Fuhrer, itself an arbitrary sign 

signifying nothing and built on crackpot race theories and nationalism. If you were not 

made in the image of the Fuhrer — that is, sufficiently Aryan and German — then you were 

not human at all.  

 

So how do we retain the image the Nazis tried so hard to erase? How do we, drowning in a 

culture built on violence and hatred, retain the image? We may start with something as 

simple as learning the name of the “other.” On the side of a building in which people 

received disinfecting showers after arriving at Auschwitz-Birkenau, I saw that names were 

carved into bricks. On one brick is this name: Goldstein, Marta. Perhaps a second name — 

could it be a relative? — Kassa, is written underneath Marta’s name. “BIRKENAU-July 25, 

1944,” the inscription concludes. Here was a woman, we don’t know who she was, but we 

know her name: Marta Goldstein. Undoubtedly, she was murdered here. But she inscribed 

her name on a brick in this awful place. I feel like she wanted to bear witness to the fact 

that she was here, in this place, and that she must be remembered. 

 

And then, at the end of an exhibit at Birkenau, a wall of photographs appears. They were 

found after the war, taken from the murdered victims’ belongings. I looked at the images. I 

tried to look at each person’s face. For some, I imagined what their names might have 

been and what they may have been doing in the photograph. And now, they haunt my 

memories. I look at my photographs of these photographs, these images reflecting images, 

and I attempt to see the image of God in each person’s face.  
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It is no easy task, to see in the stranger the image of God. The Nazis made it even harder 

through their own systematic project of dehumanization, step by step, so that the process 

of attempted erasure could be carried out more easily. No wonder they so often drunk 

themselves into a stupor or went insane, for when you erase the image of God in the other, 

the image of God within you undergoes torture and erasure too. We cannot penetrate into 

their minds. But we can see what they did at Auschwitz. Auschwitz, that terrifying project 

in rolling back creation. Jeremiah writes of something like this as he envisioned the terror 

of the Babylonian exile: 

 

I looked at the earth,  

and it was formless and empty;  

and at the heavens,  

and their light was gone.  

I looked at the mountains,  

and they were quaking;  

all the hills were swaying.  

I looked, and there were no people;  

every bird in the sky had flown away.  

I looked, and the fruitful land was a desert;  

all its towns lay in ruins  

before the LORD, before his fierce anger. 3 

 

And yes, I looked at Auschwitz, and all of the carefully constructed methods I had for 

dealing with the problem of evil crumbled. They were formless and empty. I looked out the 

window of the prison barracks where people were huddled together in obscene conditions 

and I saw no light reflecting back; it was gone! I looked at the photographs of murdered 

Jewish children at Auschwitz, and there were no alive people anymore — human beings 

had been erased; burned!  

 

There is a temptation to linger in the pit, in the abyss of pain that is and was Auschwitz. It 

too exerts a terrifying logic, an argument against our desire to see order in a world of 

disorder. “Here there is no God,” the Nazis might just as well have written on the portals 

instead of Arbeit Macht Frei. “Here, there is even no image of God.” There are just the gas 

chambers, and the ovens, and then nothing.  

 

And yet, and yet, there is another story the Bible tells us, and we must go on telling 

ourselves and telling our children. It is this: God said on the sixth day of creation that he 

was going to create all of humanity in his image. And what God spoke, what God did, we 

humans cannot undo no matter how hard we try. For every attempted erasure of the 

image in our neighbor, we must inscribe their names on the bricks which house our 

deepest convictions. To simply name the other is already a step towards recognizing their 

                                                 
3 The New International Version, Jeremiah 4:23–26. 
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being made in God’s image. Do you doubt me? Think of all the ways in which our society is 

divided by a refusal to learn the names of the other. They will forever be “the other” so 

long as we refuse to be in fellowship with them. Such a refusal is all around us. And so 

those who would erase the image of God in the other do not see in those that come across 

the border into the U.S., families with dreams and desires for food and prosperity and 

education — families with names and histories. No. They see only illegal immigrants. 

Those who would erase the image do not see men, women, and children fleeing endless 

terror and madness at the hands of so many forces — people with names and histories who 

seek refuge with us. No. They see only Islamic terrorists or poisoned Skittles. For every 

attempt to dehumanize the alien, the widow, the orphan, the refugee, the African-

American victim of police violence, the Hispanic immigrant — for all of those attempted 

erasures — we must seek to reinscribe the image of God.  

 

One day while visiting a museum during our trip to Germany, I was looking at some oil 

paintings with my friend Misha, another Fellow in the FASPE Seminary program. Misha 

was training to be a rabbi. We had decided to spend the afternoon together, laughing and 

talking and interpreting these beautiful paintings. Our talk turned to the deepest 

convictions we held. I spoke about my belief that God became flesh in Jesus Christ, and he 

spoke about his own powerful understanding of God through the lens of Judaism. We 

were standing close together, our faces inches away. I looked into his eyes, and he looked 

into mine. I asked him, “What do you think of me when you hear me talk about Jesus 

being God in this way?” I do not remember precisely what Misha said. At some deep level, 

it does not matter what he said anymore. What mattered is that in that moment when I 

looked into his eyes, and he into mine, when we put it all on the line and held nothing 

back, I saw the image of God staring back at me. The image was written on his face.  

 

“So God created humankind in his image,” we are told. I cannot stop dreaming about this, 

it would seem. To be made in God’s image, I fear, means that we cannot confront the 

assault on the image just from our phones and computers. We must go out into the world, 

and we must stand with and by our neighbor, and we must give our neighbor refuge. And 

so whoever has become the “other” for you — for some it will be a Muslim, for some a 

person of color, for some an immigrant of any race or nationality, for others, a person who 

experiences same-sex attraction — can you imagine being in relationship with that 

“other”? Can you imagine a life in which that person is not simply a dehumanized 

category, but rather a wonderfully complex child of God? Can you even imagine standing 

so close to that person that you can look into their eyes, and they into yours? You just 

might be surprised at the image you see reflected back.  
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Therefore, Go 
Reflections on FASPE, Injustice,  
and Ministry in Uncertain Times 
 
B Y  J U S T I N  M I K U L E N C A K  
 
Y A L E  D I V I N I T Y  S C H O O L ,  C L A S S  O F  2 0 1 7  
 
 
 
 

I applied to FASPE in the midst of a deep uncertainty and insecurity that comes with 

pursuing ordination in a church that is tearing itself apart. The United Methodist Church 

is locked in a decades-long insular, theological struggle over same-sex marriage and the 

ordination of openly gay clergy. Recent significant shifts in the political landscape have 

entrenched the partisan ideologies of a failed leadership and intensified our inability or 

unwillingness to work together in the midst of difference. The opportunity to study the 

reaction of German clergy to the significant cultural shifts surrounding Adolf Hitler’s rise 

to power seemed like an intriguing vantage point from which to grapple with my own 

questions and concerns with my church. While it would be absurd to draw conclusions 

that assume that Nazi Germany and the Holocaust are equivalent to conflicts in the United 

Methodist Church today, I found that the example of German clergy provided insight and 

lessons helpful to exploring my questions and doubts. This brief reflection will consider 

some of the broader issues German clergy faced and explore how, in that context, they 

chose to act. This link between broader dilemmas and individual decisions, in my mind, 

allows for a useful comparison between the vastly different circumstances of then and now 

without devolving into empty tropes or comparative suffering.  

 

Before unpacking examples from the past and comparing them to my experiences with the 

modern church, I would like to say a few words about the act of comparison itself. Being at 

Auschwitz was like nothing I have ever seen or experienced. The pain and the weight of 

that place and its lingering presence in my life have tempted me to think of and portray 

Auschwitz as something unique and totally without comparison. But Auschwitz is not and 

should not be considered unique for (at least) two reasons. First, although the term 

genocide itself was crafted in response to the mass murder of European Jews, the concept 

inherent in the term, the “intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial 
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or religious group,” can be observed across continents, peoples, and centuries.1 To make 

Auschwitz totally unique is to dismiss the ways in which the drive to annihilate has shaped 

the course of human history. Second, and perhaps at the forefront of my current 

reflections, is that if what took place at Auschwitz was truly unique, then it would have 

little to offer us beyond statistics and nausea. It is not any facile or illusory uniqueness of 

Auschwitz that causes us existential uncertainty and pain, but rather the complex and 

visceral ability to transcend its and our own particularities. Put differently, I cannot hold 

what people did to one another at Auschwitz as unique because it was in that place that I 

recognized my own capacity to commit and contribute to terrible evil. 

 

A final note on comparison that may be useful concerns the place of hope within 

comparative memory. There were, of course, those who resisted the rise of Hitler and the 

actions of the Nazi state through publications, sermons, protests, sheltering Jews and 

other undesirables, almost all of whom risked imprisonment and death. These stories of 

both small and great acts of resistance are familiar and beloved because they inspire hope 

in the goodness of people. While I believe that there is some degree of mythology 

inseparable from memory, those acts of resistance, both the historical and the invented, 

must not be confused with nor substituted for the whole of what happened. These bright 

spots and the hope they may inspire should not obscure the fact that many clergy were 

either supportive of or submissive to the Nazi regime and largely indifferent to the plight 

of the Jews. It is important that both the positive and negative have a place in our 

collective memory; but the moments of human goodness and hope might rather be 

thought of as stars in the night sky — only visible because of the vast darkness that 

surrounds them. 

 

I want to focus on two specific responses by pre-war German clergy: their failure to speak 

out and take action against injustice, and their retreat into theology. In my interpretation, 

German Protestant and Catholic clergy responded to significant shifts under the Nazi state 

and guided their churches using one or both of these responses. While today’s context is 

quite different, these means of self-preservation, broadly defined, are still alive and well in 

our modern churches. 

 

It is important to note that, historically, anti-Jewish policies and activity increased almost 

immediately after Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany in 1933. One of the early 

expressions of anti-Jewish sentiment were organized boycotts of Jewish businesses, the 

first beginning only two months into Hitler’s chancellorship. The economic effect of the 

boycotts was supplemented by a political and ideological climate that undoubtedly 

contributed to a broad intensification of anti-Jewish sentiment. The police barred the 

entrances to Jewish businesses. Widespread vandalism saw windows broken, stores 

                                                 
1 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, December 9, 1948, United Nations 
Treaty Series, Vol. 78, No. 1021, https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume 78/volume-78-i-1021-
english.pdf. For an exploration of genocide as a modern term but a premodern concept, see Ben Kiernan, “Is 
‘Genocide’ an Anachronistic Concept for the Study of Early Modern Mass Killing?” History 99 (2014): 530-48. 
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robbed, and merchandise destroyed. Everyday Germans took to the streets to intimidate 

Jews and contribute to a growing movement driven by “imagining a world without Jews.” 

Understandably, these early policies and events emboldened those who harbored anti-

Jewish sentiments and spurred an increase in and the normalization of anti-Jewish 

discrimination and violence.  

 

The German Protestant and Catholic Churches and their clergy generally reacted with 

silence, indifference, or even spite toward their Jewish neighbors. When some called on 

the Churches to interfere with the boycott of Jewish stores, the archbishop of Breslau, 

Cardinal Adolf Bertram, urged other German Bishops to stay silent, saying the boycott was 

“solely an economic matter” — an area of life in his view that was outside the bishops’ 

sphere of activity.2 Bertram vindictively added in his letter, “The press that is 

predominantly in Jewish hands has been totally silent regarding the persecution of 

Catholics in various countries.”3 Cardinal Michael von Faulhaber, the archbishop of 

Munich, wrote a letter after the initial boycotts to Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal 

Pacelli, stating that “It is, at this time, not possible to intervene because the struggle 

against the Jews would at the same time become a struggle against the Catholics, and 

because the Jews can help themselves, as the hasty breaking off of the boycott shows.”4 

Although these are but two examples, they demonstrate that Catholic leadership was 

aware of Jewish persecution and feared retribution if the Church were to speak out, as well 

as displayed observable indifference to the plight of the Jews. 

 

A second response that I want to touch on was the temptation to take refuge in theology. 

As anti-Jewish acts worsened and the war began, both Catholic and Protestant clergy 

sought to use theology to justify their behavior, relinquish responsibility, and insulate 

themselves and their followers against the horrors of reality. Take, for example, the 

Kirchenkampf (church struggle) that occurred within the Protestant Church. The two 

prominent factions of the Kirchenkampf were the “German Christians,” generally 

portrayed as Nazis and Nazi sympathizers, and the “Confessing Church,” generally viewed 

as the noble resistance against Hitler. Yet, neither of these groups can be characterized so 

easily. The German Christians represented a fusion of Protestantism and German 

nationalism that saw the future of both the Protestant Church and the German nation 

bound up in Hitler’s vision of restoring the German people to a mythic former glory. The 

Confessing Church, on the other hand, strongly protested the Nazification and state 

control over the Church and its sacraments, as well as the notion that a Christian’s highest 

loyalty was owed to the state rather than to God. Many of these ideas were expressed in 

the famous Barmen Declaration, authored by renowned theologian Karl Barth. While 

these ideas did indeed represent resistance to Hitler’s attempt to bring the Church under 

his authority, perhaps it is too much of a leap to characterize this resistance as also a 

                                                 
2 Kevin P. Spicer, Resisting the Third Reich: The Catholic Clergy in Hitler’s Berlin, (DeKalb, IL: Northern 
Illinois University Press, 2004), 122. 
3 Spicer, 122. 
4 Spicer, 124. 
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resistance against and denunciation of Nazi policies of discrimination against Jews. While 

certain values of this theological resistance should not be uncritically diminished, the 

ideological and theological struggles of the Church provided a way to retreat in the face of 

suffering and injustice.  

 

Similarly, the Catholic Church emphasized theological abstractions in the face of war and 

terror. As church-state relations deteriorated through a series of state power grabs, such 

as a redefinition of religion as based on blood and heritage rather than belief. (i.e. Jews 

that converted to Catholicism were still considered Jews by blood) or Hitler’s Concordat 

agreement with the Vatican, German bishops issued a “joint-pastoral letter in which they 

reminded their clergy to limit their public complaints or rebuttals against the government 

to blatant anti-church attacks on Catholic ‘dogmatic and moral teaching.’”5 Further, if the 

clergy were going to refute Nazi ideology, they were to “fight against the false teaching and 

the lie, but never against the mistaken and lying person.”6 

 

Another instance of the retreat into theology is to be found in the behavior of Konrad von 

Preysing, the Bishop of Berlin. As the war dragged on and rumors of both an imminent 

German defeat and Nazi extermination camps spread, von Preysing increasingly used the 

language of suffering to frame his sermons and articulate his theological views. For von 

Preysing, the heart of Christianity was the suffering of Christ and, by extension, the 

suffering of his followers. Christians, according to von Preysing, should focus on and 

appeal to the mercy of God and celebrate the suffering and crucifixion of Christ. In 1944, 

near the end of the war, von Preysing called for all congregations to reconsecrate their 

congregations “to the sacred heart of Christ” as the proper response to the woes on the 

German home front, the faltering war effort, and rumors as to the fate of European Jews.  

 

To be clear, these failures of Protestant and Catholic clergy should not be spoken of as if 

simple acts of speaking out against the injustices could have prevented massive death and 

destruction, nor should any condemnation import the luxuries afforded by modern 

hindsight and historical study. Rather, in addressing these failures so as to place them in 

comparison with modern issues, it becomes more important to state why something 

should have happened rather than simply what should have happened. 

 

I recently heard a sermon titled “Are We There Yet?” The preacher recited a laundry list of 

everything that is wrong with the world, such as war; a massive and ongoing refugee crisis; 

economic, political, and racial inequality; escalating political partisanship; a ubiquitous 

media that makes violence, tension, and fear, increasingly present and accessible; rampant 

materialism that fosters selfishness and indifference; and the like. The preacher’s point, of 

course, was that we are, in fact, not “there” yet. As the list went on and on, I found myself 

more and more annoyed at the idea that the Church, any church, could possibly make all 

                                                 
5 Spicer, 49. 
6 Spicer, 50. 
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of these things right. How are we supposed to get “there?” And while it is easy to preach 

about “there,” wherever and whatever that may be, I believe there is a fundamental 

difference between advocating for a vision of a world that has triumphed over injustice 

and being with those who suffer now. In this I see perhaps not an exhaustive answer, but 

rather some direction for exploring how modern clergy might approach systemic injustice. 

It is easy to say that German clergy should have spoken out against injustice; the pressing 

question is why we might believe this to be true. In my view, it is misguided to say German 

clergy speaking out against injustice would or might have prevented the horrors of the 

Holocaust. Ultimately, this is wishful, uncritical optimism that teaches us nothing. Rather, 

we can view the failure of the German clergy not as a failure to prevent all that happened, 

but as a failure to insist that Jews were fully human, suffering, and worthy of empathy. 

 

In my view, the mission of the modern Church and the call upon modern clergy is not 

simply to advocate for a vision of justice or to operate within the acceptable and 

encouraged channels of advocacy and organizing. This essentially relegates our obligations 

and our duties to government services and non-profit organizations. The Church and its 

clergy are not called only to provide material and monetary resources. We are called to 

speak out against injustice and humanize through our presence. We are not called only to 

food drives that ship cans of food we don’t eat to people we don’t know, but to bring 

together those who have enough and those who do not. We are not called only to advocate 

for more resources for the homeless, but to be those resources for the homeless. We are 

not called only to demand moral institutions, but to be a moral institution. Rather than 

only point-out and denounce injustice, we the Church and we as clergy should 

intentionally seek out, know, love, and be present with those who suffer — because 

nameless, faceless justice might as well be known as a prolonged, more comfortable 

injustice. 

 

My return from FASPE brought me back into the ongoing struggles of the United 

Methodist Church concerning same-sex marriage and openly gay clergy. Its General 

Conference, held only a few months prior, could easily have been described as a retreat 

into theology. I felt a deep disappointment and frustration as I watched the church that 

shaped me into who I am today descend into back-biting and underhanded political 

moves. Feeling defeated, I decided to skip church on a Sunday morning and run errands 

instead. Walking around the store with my wife, I paid attention to the other people 

walking up and down the aisles: a mother buying food for her family, a father never 

making it more than a few steps without a child running down an aisle or telling him to 

look at this or that, tired, bleary-eyed employees. It dawned on me that these people likely 

have no idea about my frustrations with church infighting over the election of an openly 

lesbian bishop, and most likely wouldn’t care if I told them. It struck me that my Church’s 

inability to work through differences and its byproducts were more similar to earlier 

examples of theological exposition that was not concerned with the suffering of others, 

and to theologians preaching suffering, and calls to consecrate parishes to the sacred heart 

of Jesus than I had initially thought. These actions are and were surely important to 
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particular communities, but in practice, they do not reflect the full range of possibility and 

reality. It seems to me that the cost of a modern retreat into theology via a relentless 

pursuit of some sort of facile, Pyrrhic theological purity is the failure to be present within 

and reflect the lives of everyday people. This is not to say that theological understanding is 

unimportant, but the pursuit of theological purity can be a form of abstraction that further 

removes the Church from the lives of people, especially those that suffer. While I can offer 

no set formula on how to use or implement theology across a church body, I think it is 

important that theology not become an academic abstraction, but that it be used, 

questioned, and continually reexamined to ensure that it remains sound enough to guide 

actions and flexible enough to accommodate both the messiness of life and the God that 

declares “I am making all things new.”7 Theology must not be a retreat away from the 

world, but that which pushes clergy and the church into it. 

 

Speaking out against injustice and retreating into theology are but two of my reflections on 

my FASPE experience as I contemplate graduating from seminary and pursuing 

ordination. Despite my frustrations, my questions, and my doubts, both prior to 

participating in FASPE and after my return, I remain committed to ordained ministry in 

the United Methodist Church. As a result of my experiences with FASPE, however, I will 

approach my ministry and vocation differently. I am convinced that the church must 

orient itself with a theology that pushes it into the world to speak out against injustice 

through its presence because I believe that the capacity to commit the terrible evils I saw 

at Auschwitz is in all of us, and begins with the tendency to be silent in the face of 

injustice, to be indifferent to the suffering of others, to dehumanize “the other.” These 

reflections have significantly shifted how I view my future, my personal faith, and myself 

as a person, and I am thankful for the opportunity to participate in FASPE and reflect on 

such important issues that will surely continue to engage me and help to shape my studies 

and my ministry in the years to come.  

 

                                                 
7 Revelation 21:5. 
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Praising God on the Train Tracks 
 
B Y  M I S H A  S H U L M A N  
 
I N D E P E N D E N T  R A B B I N I C A L  S T U D E N T ,  O R D I N A T I O N  2 0 1 8  
 
 
 
 

While on a trip to Germany and Poland with FASPE this past June, I found myself 

praising God in the sweetness of the afternoon sun while standing on the Grunewald 

station train tracks from which Berlin Jews were sent to death camps during the 

Holocaust. The following is an attempt to understand that strangely positive moment in 

the midst of darkness. 

 

It was our third stop at a Holocaust-related site on that long, heavy day. First we had been 

to the town of Brandenburg an der Havel, where some of the first gas chambers were built, 

and 10,000 mentally and physically challenged people were killed, along with a number of 

homosexuals and others deemed “feeble-minded.” Next, we had spent time at the House 

of the Wannsee Conference, where the details of the so-called “Final Solution” were ironed 

out. And finally, we visited the Grunewald train station, from which the Jews of Berlin 

were sent to be murdered. It was late afternoon when we got to the train tracks. The 

summer heat was intense and fatigue had set in. We walked down the tracks to the dozens 

of bronze plaques set into the platform, which recorded the transport dates, the number of 

Jews deported, and train destinations. As I walked, I felt myself pulled toward the 

magnetic force of the Israeli flags at the edge of the tracks, probably left by a group of 

recent Israeli visitors. Bright blue and white cutting through the grayness, draped proudly 

on the tracks, along with stones and dried out flowers. I touched the soft fabric with love, a 

love that I have not felt in a long time toward this symbol of nationalism, human 

shallowness, and greed. This symbol of the innocence of my childhood. This symbol of the 

state of Israel, which sends its children here to wrap themselves in this cloth and go back 

home to manage the cruelty over Palestinians with a gun. And yet, I needed to touch it. It 

felt cool and soft against my skin. 

 

Soon I was joined by another Seminary Fellow, Emily, and one of the Seminary faculty, 

Rabbi Jim. So there we were by the flags, one rabbi and two rabbis in the making, and it 

was time for Mincha, the afternoon service. So far on our trip, we hadn’t prayed together. 

But that moment felt like the right time. We began with Psalm 145, the prayer that opens 

the Mincha service. Ashrei yoshvei veitecha; Od yehalelucha selah, we recited the first 

verse, “Happy are those who dwell in your house; they will forever praise you.” We sang 

our way through the entire psalm, an acrostic poem that praises God. Another rabbinical 
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student, Cornelia, joined us midway through, opening her prayer book. Others from our 

trip — priests, doctors, teachers, seminary and medical students — came and hovered 

nearby.  

 

When we got to the line that begins with the Hebrew letter koof, Jim’s voice rang out. Was 

it with sarcasm? I couldn’t tell. “God is close to all who cry out to Him with truth.” They 

did cry out to Him, with nothing other than truth. Each and every one of those who passed 

through the train station. Each of those murdered at Brandenburg. Each of those 

condemned to death by the Wannsee Conference, those who died and those who survived. 

Was God really close to them all? As close as a lamb sacrificed in the Temple was to the 

one to whom she was sacrificed? We kept singing through to the end: “And we will praise 

God from this moment through eternity, Hallelujah.” 

 

There were no tears in this prayer session, no strong emotions as far as I could tell. It was 

cleaner than all that. Which isn’t to say that the thoughts behind the prayers made perfect 

sense. What’s to praise in this God who let this happen? What’s to praise here in this spot, 

on this day, and who exactly is it that we are praising? What is it that we were expressing 

in our joint praise?  

 

As we walked out of the museum in Brandenburg an der Havel earlier that day I had found 

myself thinking back to a year-and-a-half ago and my nephew Nahar’s bar mitzvah. 

Severely disabled, both physically and mentally, Nahar would have been a prime target for 

murder at Brandenburg. Unlike the parents of those first subjected to the Nazis’ so-called 

“euthanasia” program, who wrote to Hitler asking him to kill their children in order to 

relieve their children’s misery, as well as their own, my brother and sister-in-law have 

inspired everyone they know with their committed and loving care of Nahar. The bar 

mitzvah was a gorgeous and heart-breaking celebration of him and his life. It is unclear 

how long he will still live. It is unclear how much pain he lives with each day or how much 

his legally blind eyes can see. Nahar cannot speak or stand. To an outsider, understanding 

what he wants or needs seems like a guess, a type of projection onto him from his family 

and caretakers. And yet people who know him learn to read his signals, and love him and 

his unique way of being present. At the bar mitzvah, despite the near-certainty we all 

experienced that Nahar understood what was happening that day, and embracing, reveling 

and rejoicing in it, we also experienced moments in which we knew we might be wrong 

and that the strong sense of presence we got from him might be more projection than 

truth. That winter day we prayed a deep and joyful prayer together. We thanked God for 

Nahar and everything Nahar gives us. We thanked God for that immense, beautiful day, 

for that moment itself in which we stood together. It was an embrace of the beauty that 

exists within the frail, the unknowable, the fleeting. It affirmed life for life’s sake, vibrantly 

awake even as it moves continually toward death, its value lying not in “progress” but in 

being, not in the future, but in the present.  
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Before we got on the bus to leave Brandenburg, I said to Cornelia, “They were wrong.” By 

which I meant that they, the Nazis, had made a mistake.  

 

The Nazi view of life was diametrically opposed to that which was expressed at Nahar’s bar 

mitzvah. The Nazis valued utility above all else. Jews deserved to die, according to Nazi 

ideology, not just because the Nazis hated them, but because they hindered progress. 

There were plenty of people the Nazis disliked. That was not enough of a reason to kill 

them. Science had to support the killing. In the Nazi view, an Aryan alcoholic’s life was not 

worthy. Nazi leaflets depicted how one alcoholic would bequeath to the world over 70 

delinquent offspring within a few decades. Society simply couldn’t handle the burden, the 

Nazis argued, and it would remain forever hindered in growth and progress by such 

individuals. In this way, the Nazis justified killing Aryan Germans who were living in 

mental institutions. They killed people like my nephew, people with schizophrenia, bipolar 

disorder, children who weren’t developing at the same pace as their peers, and many 

others with all sorts of mental and physical disabilities. 

 

What I am suggesting is that their mistake was not only ideological, but spiritual. In 

essence, the Nazis made the same error that the 20th-century Jewish philosopher and 

theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel detected in the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo. 

In an effort to put a rational twist on Judaism for the sake of keeping second-century Jews 

from abandoning their faith for the alluring Hellenistic culture around them, Philo 

suggested that observing the Sabbath had a utilitarian purpose: productivity. Resting, 

argued Philo, makes you a better worker during the week. In his seminal book, The 

Sabbath, Heschel rebelled against this notion by quoting the Zohar, a central Jewish 

mystical text: “The Sabbath is not for the sake of the weekdays; the weekdays are for the 

sake of the Sabbath.”1 Shabbat — the day on which we can taste the nature of being, enjoy 

being with our loved ones, eat, drink, make love to our partners, and sleep well — is what 

we are alive for, not the vanities of our professional lives. The Nazis followed an opposing 

logic, which they believed would lead humanity to improve tremendously. If only those 

who hinder progress are eliminated, the logic went, then we would quickly reach a new 

age. The “Final Solution,” which we had brought to mind and discussed in our time at 

Wannsee before visiting the train tracks, was, to the Nazis, chevley mashiach, “the pangs 

of the coming of the Messiah.” In this sense, Nazism was not actually a secular movement, 

as it is often understood to be, but a religious, messianic one. Given this, it is entirely 

normal for them to have spliced the world into categories of us and them, and to have 

moved to eradicate the “them,” as other messianic movements have historically done.  

 

Brandenburg, the place where Nazi mass murder began, suggests a category of “other” not 

defined in racial or religious terms, but in terms of usefulness. It leads one to wonder 

whether Nazi racial theory was a symptom of a deeper problem and not the driving force 

behind the killings. It forces us to look at today’s world and to not only look out for and 

                                                 
1Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 2005), 14.  
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fight racism, but to understand that behind racism may lie a deeper flaw: a rejection of the 

inherent value of living — and a notion that one person’s life is useful to society, whereas 

another’s is not. Healthy people should live, the sick should die. The weak should make 

way for the prosperity of the strong. A person who cannot or will not work for the 

advancement of society is sucking the blood out of the system. In the concentration camps, 

many were killed for their “laziness,” usually meaning they were too sick to work.  

 

The extermination program at Brandenburg as the precedent for the killing of the Jews 

presents the uncomfortable question of whether there was something in the Jewish 

spiritual system that the anti-Semites of the time sensed and hated, something about 

Judaism itself that made non-Jews uncomfortable. At Brandenburg I felt called to seek out 

what stood behind the racism, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether the Nazis sensed 

something in our tradition that deeply challenged them. 

 

Modern Hebrew slang has a beautiful expression: Haval al hazman, literally “too bad for 

the time,” meaning “it’s a waste of time.” Over the years, this expression has been 

transformed to mean it’s opposite. When Hebrew speakers use the phrase today, what 

they mean is, “It’s amazing.” The expression “waste of time” underscores that the 

experience you had was out of the ordinary. Time is not meant for accomplishing this or 

that in the world, or even for recounting that experience in words, but for enjoying, 

appreciating, for being in it.  

 

On every special occasion, every holiday, and each time we do something we haven’t done 

in a long time, Jews recite the words of the Shehecheyanu blessing: “Blessed are you, O 

God, Ruler of the Universe, for giving us life, and sustaining us, and bringing us to this 

moment.” The concept of hazman hazeh, “this moment,” has the power to transcend all 

else. This time or moment, and the ability to be in it and experience it, is an ultimate goal 

in Judaism. The Jewish notion of time poses a challenge to the Nazi ethic of utility. 

 

In Brandenburg, I had had the same instinct as I did when seeing the Israeli flags at the 

Grunewald station. I wanted to touch the stones, the foundations of the buildings where 

the gas chambers had stood. I did touch them. They felt smooth and cool to the hand. The 

only question I asked our guide as we stood on the ground that once held the crematorium 

was also about touch: Who took the bodies from the gas chambers into the crematorium? I 

wasn’t concerned so much with the perpetrators who assisted in the killing, but with the 

dead. Who touched their bodies once their souls were forced out? What, might I imagine, 

was the nature of that contact? My need to touch the place was so strong that I almost ran 

off the bus before we left, for one last touch.  

 

Touch, physical pleasure, and sensuality are important in Judaism. Judaism does not 

believe in depriving the body. Rabbis are expected to marry and have sex. On Passover we 

are commanded to drink four glasses of wine. The morning service in Judaism involves 

highly sensual rituals: wrapping the arms and head in tefillin, or phylacteries, wrapping 
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the rest of the body in a tallit, or prayer shawl, singing the melodies of the verses of song 

called Pesukei Dezimra. Shabbat is an especially sensual day. Every Sabbath meal is a 

feast. Wine is drunk Friday evening, Saturday afternoon, and again on Saturday evening. 

The day ends with the havdalah service, a short series of blessings and rituals that speak 

to each of our senses: we taste wine, smell spices, feel the warmth of the candlelight on our 

hands, and listen to the sound of our own singing. The senses are crucial avenues through 

which to experience the divine. The fact that Shabbat, our “Temple in Time,” as Heschel 

called it, is celebrated through the senses, points to the deep connection in Judaism 

between pleasure and time. 

 

I am trying to understand what gave rise in me to that powerful impulse to connect 

physically with the gas chambers in Brandenburg, to feel the pleasure of those cool stones 

and bricks. Perhaps I needed to feel the present, the current, solid world I live in, which 

isn’t Nazi Germany, and in which a stone feels a certain way. Or maybe I wanted to touch 

something that is not an idea, a fact, a memory, or a story — things that can be 

manipulated and twisted, as we all do — but something that just is, even at a site of a 

former gas chamber. Or perhaps, after having just seen the photos in the Brandenburg 

museum of so many of the people whose lives were taken at that place, it’s possible that I 

wanted to touch them in some way. Innocent people, including children, passed on at that 

spot. Perhaps I needed to touch that innocence, to touch them in their final moments of 

terror, in my sad, twisted and all so human imagination. Maybe I felt that in touching the 

place they were killed I could somehow transmit to them a sense of love. 

 

In Brandenburg I did not think of praying, other than perhaps reciting the Kaddish, the 

Jewish prayer for the dead. There were too many emotions going around for that. By the 

time we got to praying, six or seven hours later by the flags on the train tracks, the 

emotions had been released, or distilled into an innocence that would present itself in the 

clarity of prayer. That innocence, which implies a moment in time, an ability to just be, a 

temporary reprieve from seeing darkness, a total belief in sweetness, a sense of joy and 

inseparable oneness, and a true moment of goodwill, that innocence was haval al hazman. 

It effortlessly made our prayer an antidote to everything we had witnessed that day and 

perhaps throughout the entire trip. It was a simple, manipulation-free refute of the Nazi 

ethic of progress and utility, and a brief yet enduring testament to the lives of those who 

were killed in Brandenburg and sent to their deaths from those train tracks. It was 

pleasurable, and in experiencing that pleasure together at that site we reminded ourselves 

that pleasure exists, that it was good to experience it even there, and that part of our task 

is to seek pleasure and to protect each person’s right to do the same.  

 

Our recitation of the Mincha service, like Shabbat and most moments of prayer, was a 

pause. It was not “useful.” But our singing words of praise to the Eternal manufactured an 

important innocence distinct from the innocence of those killed, but perhaps carrying an 

echo of it, and distinct from the naive beauty of a child’s sense of pride in his flag, but 

carrying the hopefulness that comes with it. The praise we offered together at that 
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moment carried within it a lesson we had learned on our trip as well as the seeds of the 

task that lay before us in returning to our communities back home.  

 

What is that task? There is the obvious: stand up to bigots and racists and those who 

demean another’s life; celebrate life and, for me as a Jew, celebrate Judaism. And then 

there is the less obvious: be a force for thoughtfulness and enjoyment, not ravenous 

progress; stand up to the forces that look at the world only through numbers, facts, grades, 

and other manifestations of “progress”; accept that the pace of personal progress is not the 

pace of New York City. As a religious leader, bring those pauses, built deeply into the 

fabric of our people and our faith, into the bustling world we live in. Use the Holocaust not 

as a tool for political manipulation, but as a way to be present to the frail reality of life, to 

the human tendency toward hate and death that must be continuously, laboriously 

negated; as an ever present hineni — “Here I am!” — that can keep us real, and keep us 

awake, and keep us in love. And in the midst of frailty and anger offer people an avenue to 

sing God’s praises. 

 



ALUMNI
PAPERS
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Introduction to  
Selected Alumni Papers 
 
B Y  T H O R I N  T R I T T E R  
 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,  F A S P E  
 
 
 
 
With each passing year, FASPE’s alumni network grows. With the addition of the 2016 
Fellows, FASPE now counts nearly 400 professionals among its alumni, all of whom are 
sharing the lessons of FASPE through their own contacts. 
 
FASPE actively works to sustain the discussions and connections made during each trip, 
through our annual Reunion & Symposium, regional events, and online discussions. 
Looking forward, we hope to increase these activities and actively promote the writing that 
our fellows are doing. 
 
The two pieces that follow are just a small sample of the material being published on a 
regular basis by our alumni around the country on blogs, op-ed pages, in major 
newspapers and magazines, and in academic journals. These pieces hint at the resonance 
of the FASPE experience and the impact our alumni seek to have in the larger world. 
 
The first piece included here is written by Kristen Bell, a 2013 FASPE Law Fellow who 
went on to serve as a Soros Justice Fellow and is now a Research Scholar in Law, Senior 
Liman Fellow in Residence, and Lecturer in Law at Yale Law School. Bell’s piece describes 
a Holocaust survivor’s presentation that Bell organized as part of her work with California 
prisoners serving juvenile life sentences. As Bell makes clear, the power of the survivor’s 
testimony reached across the cultural divide to provide hope to the prison inmates in the 
audience and spurred in them a desire to be better people. 
 
The second piece is written by Eric Martin, a 2015 FASPE Seminary Fellow who is a 
doctoral candidate in systematic theology at Fordham University and co-editor of The 
Berrigan Letters, which was published last year by Orbis Books. Martin writes about his 
own decision to join the recent protests over the Dakota Access Pipeline and how the 
events there shaped his concerns about the future. While he backs away from an 
aggressive call to action, Martin does speak to the value of civil disobedience and asks the 
reader to consider how he or she may be benefiting from systemic injustice. 
 
I am grateful to these two authors for sharing their work with FASPE and to all our alumni 
for their dedication to their professions. 
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“You Showed Us  
What Hope Looked Like” 
 
B Y  K R I S T E N  B E L L  
 
F A S P E  L A W  F E L L O W  2 0 1 3  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Hope is a scarce commodity behind bars. Just ask the men in the maximum-security yard 

of the California State Prison at Lancaster. You’ll hear story after story of how a loss of 

hope can lead to bad actions and a feeling that nothing matters — a feeling that can breed 

tragic consequences for those unable to overcome it. 

 

But a group of those incarcerated at Lancaster seeking to rekindle hope recently got a 

powerful boost from a most unlikely messenger: a 92-year-old named William Harvey 
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who endured the concentration camps at Auschwitz and Buchenwald to become perhaps 

the first Holocaust survivor ever to give testimony at an American prison. 

 

Harvey regularly speaks at the Museum of Tolerance about his experience in the Nazi 

concentration camps when he was 19 years old, and of later immigrating to America to 

begin a new life. But this summer, Harvey decided to share his story with a collection of 25 

men serving life sentences at Lancaster for convictions at ages 15, 16, or 17. 

 

They are a diverse group, today ranging in age from 22 to 52; speaking English, Spanish, 

and Vietnamese; working as kitchen aids, porters, and clerks. What unites them is a desire 

to create solidarity around rehabilitation and hope for release, reflected in the name of the 

group they’ve formed, Youth Offenders United ‘N Growth (YOUNG). 

 

The event opened the same way that all meetings of the YOUNG group open: with a poem 

about hope. It was one of Mr. Harvey’s favorite poems — A Creed, by Edwin Markham — 

whose words he has lived by ever since he immigrated to California after World War II and 

a teacher asked him to memorize it: 

 

There is a destiny that makes us brothers: 

None goes his way alone: 

All that we send into the lives of others 

Comes back into our own. 

  

I care not what his temples or his creeds, 

One thing holds firm and fast 

That into his fateful heap of days and deeds 

The soul of man is cast. 

 

In the audience that day, the YOUNG group was joined by 25 other prisoners, as well as 

Warden Debbie Asuncion, assorted correctional officers, and other prison staff. They 

listened as Mr. Harvey described his life as a Jewish child in Berehova, Czechoslovakia, 

and the fear he felt when Hitler declared on the radio that every Jew must die. They heard 

him describe how, at age 19, Nazi soldiers ordered him to leave his home and forced him 

and his mother and sisters into an overcrowded ghetto without adequate food, heat, or 

sanitary conditions. 

 

You could hear a pin drop as Harvey went on to describe how soldiers then forced him and 

hundreds of others into cattle cars and took them to the death camp at Birkenau. His 

mother was sent in a line to be killed in a gas chamber, while he was taken to work in the 

concentration camp at Auschwitz, and then taken to Buchenwald. 
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After a forced march in the winter of 1945, he was frozen, presumed dead, and taken to the 

crematorium. A prisoner working there realized he was still alive and transferred him to 

the infirmary. He weighed 72 pounds. The camp at Buchenwald was liberated by American 

troops on April 11, 1945. 

 

Blessed with his newfound freedom, Harvey immigrated to New York in 1946, and then to 

Los Angeles where he got his high school diploma. He became a cosmetologist, opened his 

own salon where he catered to stars like Judy Garland, and married his wife June 

Gardiner, who died of cancer in 1995. It was impossible not to see the genuine love and 

pride in Mr. Harvey’s eyes when he talked about his wife, two children, and four 

grandchildren. 

 

The audience was riveted, and, at the end of his talk, asked how he was able to move 

beyond the horror and live such a rich life. Love and hope, he replied, are the most 

important things we have as human beings. When asked if he has forgiven the Nazis, he 

said he feels no anger towards them. “I feel bad for them because they were full of hatred,” 

he said. “Hatred is the loss of love, and to live without love is not living at all.” 

 

Following the talk, Alex, one of the members of the YOUNG group, wrote a letter 

expressing his gratitude. “Thank you for coming to visit us and share your story. I feel such 

honor to have shared this space and moment in time,” Alex wrote. “I shook the hand of 

history, of survival, of love, of inspiration, and came away with a spark of purpose.” 

 

Kevin, another member of YOUNG, wrote a letter on behalf of the group as a whole. “We 

thank you because you showed us what hope looks like,” wrote Kevin. “Hearing your story 

and knowing anyone can succeed as long as they don’t give up on HOPE, gives us the 

strength and desire to change — to become a better person, to be our true selves.” 

 

That spark of purpose caught fire. After the event, the men in the YOUNG group decided 

to conduct a fundraiser at the prison to raise money for A Place Called Home, a nonprofit 

organization that helps at-risk kids in South Central Los Angeles. “I wanted to give back to 

the community that I helped destroy,” said one group member. Added another: “It felt 

damn good. I felt like I was on the top of Mt. Everest,” describing the sensation as 

“empowering.” 

 

Some are preparing to attend parole hearings at which youth offender cases involving 

crimes committed before the age of 23 are reviewed — and support the consideration of 

youth as a mitigating factor. And other members were focusing on how to take advantage 

of changes in California’s criminal justice laws, such as Prop 57, which will offer new 

chances for the incarcerated to be paroled and require a judge’s approval for juveniles to 

be tried as adults. 
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It seems Mr. Harvey, and the members of YOUNG, have found a way to grow hope in the 

most unforgiving terrain. May it be an inspiration to us all.  

 

Kristen Bell helped the founding members of YOUNG start the group and continues to 

volunteer to help the group grow. 

 

[Note: This piece was originally published by the Open Society Foundations on January 

12, 2017 and can be found at https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/you-

showed-us-what-hope-looked.] 
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At Standing Rock and Beyond, 
What Is to Be Done? 
 
B Y  E R I C  M A R T I N  
 
F A S P E  S E M I N A R Y  F E L L O W  2 0 1 5  
 
 
 
 

 
Credit: Stephanie Keith/Reuters  

 

Near Cannon Ball, N.D. — “We love you!” yelled someone from our line, linked arm in 

arm. 

 

We were facing Dakota Access Pipeline workers threatening us with baseball bats and 

wrenches, one of whom had only moments ago sped his large truck through our ranks. 

They had called us “the scum of the earth,” and replied to our assurance that we were 

nonviolent by warning, “We’re not.” A helicopter had appeared and begun circling low 
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over our heads. And from this scene, one of the men who had not yet spoken sheepishly 

replied, “We love you, too.” 

 

We eventually parted ways, not in peace, but at least not in physical violence. We had 

distracted them from further construction of the project that threatened to spill oil in the 

Lakota water supply and headed back to our cars to take part in a march through the 

streets of Bismarck, North Dakota. But amid all the movement, that moment stayed with 

me. 

 

I had come with a group of Catholic Workers for reasons anyone studying or teaching 

theology as I do might find obvious. The violation of basic dignity happening here defies 

the consistent refrain by the prophets and Jesus to do justice with an eye toward the 

exploited. We had been told white bodies could help by surrounding native ones, shielding 

them while they sought to protect their water. 

 

The anxiety about immigrants’ diluting “American culture” that helped usher Donald J. 

Trump to victory has caused many Americans to forget that “American culture” itself 

began as an intrusion from foreign lands; Lakota people at Standing Rock also have a 

historically well-established reason to fear this culture. The Lakota are reminding those 

who will listen that this land’s original immigration problem was of European origin and it 

continues to threaten their lives and livelihood after half a millennium of a genocidal 

onslaught. Its most recent manifestation is this pipeline. 

 

I have meditated on that profession of love several days ago from a grown man wielding a 

bat to threaten us. It called to mind a conversation with my theology students at Fordham 

about Henry David Thoreau’s essay “On the Duty of Civil Disobedience,” in which he 

argues that “all machines have their friction,” but that “when the friction comes to have its 

machine, and oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine 

any longer.” He had in mind the evils of slavery and the American government’s theft of 

half of Mexico in the Mexican-American War, but it spoke fittingly to this older form of 

oppression and robbery the Lakota people still suffer, in which even those who love them 

will still oppose them with a weapon and disrupt their sacred grounds. 

 

After our class argued over how we might know when these frictions came to possess the 

machinery of government, one student declared emphatically that if we could not already 

recognize that the friction had taken over, then we would never see it. 

 

It was hard to disagree, especially the day after our encounter with the pipeline workers 

when the police pepper sprayed a Lakota prayer service and those of us surrounding it, 

arresting whom they could. What kind of machine produces violence to meet prayer, and 

prison in return for demanding resources to simply live? What kind of machine responds 

to those trying to protect their water by spraying them in subfreezing temperatures with 
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water? Is it a machine overtaken with friction, or is the nexus of power between 

corporations and government that is trying to trample over the Lakota once again simply 

an unfortunate byproduct of an otherwise benevolent and worthy machine? How much 

oppression and theft is tolerable in order to keep the machine running? Where is our 

breaking point, at which we say that the benefits do not outweigh the human cost? 

 

Thoreau’s claim was that citizens needed to become a “counter-friction” against injustice, 

that all people had a duty to disobey immoral laws and orders. The idea directly influenced 

Gandhi and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who added their own positive notions to 

resistance. Gandhi insisted that more than ahimsa (the Sanskrit word for causing no 

harm) was needed in the Indian independence movement. Satyagraha, or “the force of 

truth,” had to be embodied as well. Dr. King invoked the Christian demand to love one’s 

enemies in the civil rights movement, summoning the Greek notion of agape, a form of 

universal love, to channel God’s love for racists in power like Bull Connor. In both cases, 

this notion of being a counter-friction was fundamental, as was Thoreau’s insistence that it 

was one’s duty. 

 

We ought to ask ourselves whether Thoreau was right. What line in Standing Rock would 

have to be crossed to demand our resistance that had not been passed over long ago? Do 

we wait until the Missouri River flows with oil? Would we need the police to begin 

shooting the water protectors with metal bullets instead of rubber ones? At what point 

does Thoreau’s duty kick in? When white people rather than native tribes bear the brunt of 

oppression? 

 

Another question arises: how to disobey? Must we hold allegiance to satyagraha and 

agape, or was Malcolm X right to assert that Dr. King’s insistence on love was just another 

layer of white colonization that put hypocritical conditions on how minorities might 

protest? Actions led by the Lakota people were disciplined in something like this concept 

of agape, reminding those on the front lines that we are to love these police officers and 

issuing prayers over the loudspeaker for their own children’s water supply. But some white 

allies who had joined their struggle, quite understandably, held no love for those who 

might mace them mid-prayer without warning. There was no clear consensus on the 

parameters for civil disobedience. 

 

Of course, it is not for others to dictate to the Lakota how to protect their water. But 

Thoreau’s claim must be grappled with for those who reap the benefits of systemic 

injustice and exploitation, as he did. Donald Trump’s tenure as president-elect 

immediately began with protests, some more peaceful than others. As more people 

embrace the need to say “no” in some capacity, whether in North Dakota or beyond, the 

issue of how to do so and what is worth preserving has become pressing. 
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Daniel Berrigan, the poet and priest who died in April, and whose actions throughout his 

life pushed the limits of civil disobedience, posed the issue in language that closely echoed 

that of Thoreau and bears relevance today: “Someone, as a strict requirement of sanity and 

logic, must be willing to say a simple thing: ‘The machine is working badly.’ And if the law 

of the machine, a law of military and economic profit, enacted by generals and tycoons, 

must be broken in favor of the needs of man, let the law be broken. Let the machine be 

turned around, taken apart, built over again.” 

 

I still churn that moment over in my mind: A man threatening us with a baseball bat told 

us he loved us. Despite the presence of agape, love between people who had never even 

met before, we had already organized ourselves in a violent way that ruptured any chance 

for human community. It seems clear that the moment for resistance had come too late, 

that something was allowed to flourish that never should have had the chance to sprout. 

Lines were drawn centuries ago, were never erased, and we had simply stepped into ready-

made roles. We loved one another, but a system was in place encouraging hatred, and we 

could only navigate it awkwardly and poorly. 

 

It’s worth communal consideration whether this machine is worth maintaining. The 

ascension of the country’s next president demands it. But the question of whether we have 

a duty to be a counter-friction was answered a long time ago, and the situation at Standing 

Rock is merely a reminder that far too many of us are still refusing to answer it. 

 

Eric Martin is a doctoral candidate in systematic theology at Fordham University and 

co-editor of The Berrigan Letters. 

 

[Note: This piece was initially published in The New York Times on November 25, 2016. It 

can be found at https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/25/opinion/at-standing-rock-and-

beyond-what-is-to-be-done.html?_r=0.]  
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