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ABOUT FASPE

Fellowships at Auschwitz for the Study of Professional Ethics (FASPE) is a non-profit organization 
whose mission is to promote ethical leadership and responsibility among professionals—those with 
the authority to impact all segments of society. FASPE’s distinctive approach is to examine the roles 
and behavior of individual professionals in Nazi Germany and elsewhere between 1933 and 1945 as an 
initial framework for approaching ethical responsibility in the professions today. The core component 
of the Fellowship is a two week intensive study program in Germany and Poland, taking advantage of 
the power of place with daily seminars and dialogue at sites of historic importance, often profession-
specific. Through interdisciplinary sessions, Fellows have the benefit of learning how other professions 
approach ethical responsibility. FASPE also offers an Ethics Abroad Travel Program in Europe; it is a 
week-long program open to a wider audience of travelers who are interested in engaging in FASPE’s 
distinctive approach to ethics and history. 

CURRICULUM AND FACULTY
The FASPE curriculum was designed in partnership with leading ethicists, historians, and practitioners, 
as well as professional school faculty at Carnegie Mellon, Columbia, Georgetown, Harvard, MIT, NYU, 
Yale, University of Virginia, Jagiellonian University in Poland, the University of Vienna, and elsewhere. 
Each year, our curriculum is presented by specialized faculty, including experts, educators, and 
accomplished professionals working in leading industries and institutions.

OUR FELLOWS
As of 2026, FASPE annually awards 80-90 Fellowships throughout six areas of focus. Each program 
travels with two other cohorts representing different fields of work and study, allowing Fellows to benefit 
from cross-disciplinary perspectives. The FASPE Fellowship experience extends well beyond the two 
weeks in Europe. Fellows join a lifetime network, now comprised of nearly 1,000 alumni. FASPE curates 
and facilitates continuing conversations and learning, including through in-person gatherings; online 
education; participation in writing, lecturing, and symposia; and social and professional networking. Our 
Fellows go on to pursue distinguished careers, applying principles of ethical leadership to their work and 
to their engagement with their communities. Through our Fellows and their influence, FASPE seeks to 
have a lasting positive impact on contemporary civil society.
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Letter from the Chair 

BY DAVID GOLDMAN, 
FOUNDER AND CHAIR 
 
 

I am thrilled and honored to welcome you to the 2025 FASPE Journal, including 

selected writings from the 2025 cohort of FASPE Fellows. 

I 

I write this as America and much of the world’s “post-war liberal order” is under 

assault—some might say “under siege.” Where does FASPE fit in? Is this a passing 

phase; will we look back in two years and say that we overreacted? Or might the next 

generations look back and ask why we didn’t do more to turn the tide? 

FASPE is at the heart of the response, and you will see that fact in many of the 

thoughtful pieces included within this journal. 

II 

FASPE begins with appreciation of the power, the influence, of professionals. In fact, 

we define “professions” with reference to their impact and power to influence. 

Professionals do not have the luxury to claim banality, to hide under the moniker of 

“bystander.” They have influence by definition. They take responsibility by choice. 

III 

A fundamental and repeated tool of the autocrat is to challenge and discredit 

expertise, to sow distrust in traditional expressions of such expertise. Beginning with 

an examination of professionals under National Socialism, FASPE’s pedagogy has a 

bird’s eye view of just that tool, made use of then with such brilliant precision. We see 

it in attacks on the intelligentsia and academia. Given their power and influence, it is 

not surprising to see it in all attacks on the professions and their institutions. 

And, it is no surprise that the core of the professions is now being assailed by would-

be autocrats. We see it in offenses against science and science-based medicine, against 

the rule of law and ethical lawyering, against fact-based journalism. And on and on. 

FASPE has a distinctive history-based view of the consequences of assaults on the 

professions. 
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IV 

The response to efforts to sow distrust must be in deserved trustworthiness. That 

trustworthiness must be earned through expertise itself and through the ethical 

practice of the professions that embody system-wide expertise. That is FASPE’s 

mission—to imbue our professionals with the understanding of their responsibility to 

act ethically in their professions, to provide ethical leadership, to warrant trust. 

FASPE’s success is the antidote to threats to the professions, to attacks on expertise. 

V 

We must not lose sight of the reality (historically and now) that, even as the 

professions are assailed, we see professionals themselves, who are sadly too often 

complicit in these attacks. That seems inherently illogical. Yet history again displays 

the enormous role played by professionals in dismantling civil society. Why? It is 

because we are human. We are vulnerable to fail our better selves, our ethical selves, 

not necessarily out of conscious, intentional misbehavior but often due to common, 

quotidian motivations. FASPE’s mission is to imbue in our Fellows the reflexes of self-

awareness and self-examination. Professionals must be aware of the consequences of 

actions stemming from simple human traits and goals like status, financial success, 

misguided loyalties and the thrall of being a clever problem-solver. 

VI 

I am proud of the 2025 cohort of Fellows. I am proud of the 1000 FASPE alumni, as so 

many of them are now playing front-row roles, using their professional expertise to 

rebuild trust and to counter the efforts to discredit them and their professions. They 

do this not out of partisanship or political activism. They act out of nonpartisan, 

apolitical ethical professionalism. I am proud that FASPE is at the heart of the 

response to this moment. I know that you will see that in the writings of the 2025 

FASPE Fellows. 

Again, is this a passing phase? Will we look back in two years and say that we 

overreacted? Or, might the next generations look back and ask why we didn’t do more 

to turn the tide? FASPE does not want to risk the latter. I hope that you see in this 

journal that FASPE Fellows are responding—they exercise their agency and power as 

they assert ethical leadership. 
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Introduction 

BY THORSTEN WAGNER, 
PRINCIPAL SCHOLAR 
 

 

For many years, and perhaps since its inception, FASPE has been arguing that we are 

living in an era that—more than ever—calls for a historically informed, self-critical 

reflection on professional ethics. Emphasizing a sense of urgency has been an integral 

part of our tenets and our organizational communication. And nevertheless, this year 

things seem different. Feel different. The global landscape, international relations, 

and the fabric of American democracy and civil society have been changing at an 

unusually rapid speed. In this novel era of multiple crises and massive uncertainties, 

with the rule of law and the functioning of the civil service increasingly undermined, 

it seems that the roles of professionals and other leaders have become both more 

complicated and more significant. What happens to professionals and professional 

ethics in backsliding democracies, in societies with authoritarian tendencies? 

One might even argue that FASPE was built for this moment and ought to embrace 

the challenge of the current situation, lean into the global fight against 

authoritarianism—obviously avoiding simplistic and glib equations. It is particularly 

useful to help equip fledgling professional leaders with resilience against the powers 

that lead to the ethical deformation of our institutions and communities. Holding 

space for diversity of thought and avoiding a sense of moral rectitude, whether of a 

“conservative” or “progressive” provenance, seem like crucial prerequisites in this 

endeavor. 

The reflections on, and conversations about, this year’s fellowships were of course also 

informed by these developments. As Ed Ford puts it in his text, the current “rise of 

nativism, religious nationalism, and lingering racism” provided the context for the 

Fellows’ experience, and their contributions to this journal speak of this dedication to 

grappling both with the complexity of our moment in history and with the 

contemporary implications of the history of Nazi mass crimes for the day-to-day 

ethical decisions of professionals. Not so surprisingly, several of the Fellows articulate 

the disturbing and unsettling effects of the fellowship, and how, in some ways, they 

came away with more questions than answers. Frequently, this was interwoven with 

the emotional and cognitive impacts of having been on-site, at the actual, historical 

location of the crimes, in the spaces where their professional peers became complicit. 

Tanja Helmert and Jesse Bunch reflect, e.g., on the visit to the former villa of camp 
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commandant Rudolf Höss, searching for “authentic” traces, discussing contesting 

narratives of meaning in relation to the site. And in several essays, you will find 

powerful descriptions of the disturbing, visceral experience of walking on the gravel 

paths of Auschwitz, Brandenburg, or Schöneweide. The essays are a testament to the 

importance of site-specific learning, of the sensory experience of a memorial site or an 

urban setting and its landscape of memory with its multiple layers of historical 

meanings. 

Some Fellows chose to share their processing of the trip through art and poetry. Don’t 

miss the contributions by Ben Sevart, Maggie Wang, and Aditya Samant in this 

volume: their literary and aesthetic struggles with the experience of horror and their 

desire to bear witness glimpse a very different and powerful dimension of the FASPE 

Fellowship. Emma van Zandt takes things a step further and curates an (imaginary) 

exhibition of disturbing pieces of art for us as readers. As she narrates a walkthrough 

of the exhibit, she makes a very important point about the potential of art: 

One of my greatest takeaways from the FASPE experience was the recognition 

that, as humans, we have a psychological tendency to distance ourselves from 

those involved in atrocities to avoid confronting the difficult truth of our own 

potential—even our propensity—to become both victims and perpetrators […] 

We unconsciously draw a line of demarcation between us and them […] In 

doing so, we stop a line of inquiry before it begins: that perhaps we, too, might 

act wrongly if placed in their circumstances. That perhaps we are much closer 

to standing in their shoes than we would like to believe […] Since our trip, I 

have been reflecting on the role of art as a disruptive force. Art has a unique 

ability to interrogate the structures we’ve built—both in society at large, and 

within our own psyche—that allow us to maintain our sense of separation from 

wrong, our sense of our own moral superiority and relative safety. 

This desire for distancing and the crucial importance of overcoming it clearly form 

leitmotifs for the contributions in this volume. Along those lines, Israel Oladejo also 

has come to a similarly uncomfortable conclusion: “[a]m I any different from those 

who chose silence then, or am I capable of the same fading today? Short answer? I am 

not made of better clay.” With this realization, Israel presents a set of “practical tests” 

that might prevent us from rationalizing and normalizing unethical behavior as 

professionals: 
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●     The Fresh-Eyes Test. If someone with no stake in the outcome read my 

email or watched my decision, would it make moral sense to them without 

my backstory? If my explanation needs a fog machine, I’m rationalizing. 

●     The Flip Test. If the roles were reversed, if my group was on the receiving 

end, would I still call this “reasonable”? If the answer wobbles, that’s 

rationalization. 

●     The Name-It Test. Can I describe what’s happening without euphemisms? 

Bandura warns that pretty words can launder ugly acts. If I need laundry, 

I need honesty first. 

●     The Principle-Before-Person Test. Can I write down the principle first and 

the decision second? If I pick the outcome and then backfill a principle, I’m 

arguing like a defense attorney, not a conscience. 

●     The Time-Travel Test. In five years, when the heat has cooled, will I be 

proud I did this, or will I explain it away as “context”? If future-me winces, 

present-me should pause. 

●     The Audience-of One-Test. Could I explain this choice to a younger version 

of me who still believed the honor code I signed in my second year of 

college: “I will not lie, steal, or cheat, nor tolerate those who do”? If that kid 

looks confused, I need to realign. 

 

Very much compatible with this approach, Wisdom Obinna reflects on the takeaways 

for professionals in the world of design and technology, with ramifications far beyond 

his field: 

The most unsettling lesson of visiting sites of atrocity is not that evil once 

existed; it is that it was professionally effected. Auschwitz’s geometry, the 

sizing of blocks, the routing of transport, and the calibrated separation of 

functions were not improvised savagery but implemented design. The precision 

of records, timetables, and construction drawings did not merely document 

murder; they enabled it. Confronting this history as a designer and 

technologist collapses the comfortable distance between past and present. The 

shock is not novelty but recognition: we know these diagrams, these process 

charts, these optimization problems. They are familiar because they are kin to 

our own habits of mind. 

In what is one of the contributions that impressed me the most, Obinna then 

elaborates on the habits of abstract modeling, of diffusion of work processes, and of 

forgetting past failures: “FASPE’s counter-pedagogy is to embed historical literacy 

into professional identity, know the lineage of your tools, the politics of your 
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standards, the uses to which your predecessors’ inventions were put, not to indict 

yourself by association, but to sharpen your imagination for failure modes that recur 

when memory is thin.” Don’t miss his six very hands-on recommendations for 

professionals wanting to be ethical in their practice. 

Before I close, let me share an observation. Two essays, the ones written by Josh 

Lerner (Law) and William Choi (Medical) are thematically connected in ways that 

might be worth giving some thought, especially as they are written by Fellows from 

two different disciplines. They both address a crucial question: why and under what 

circumstances will younger professionals in particular remain silent in the face of 

ethically problematic practices in their professional lives? Lerner highlights the 

importance of overcoming impostor syndrome (“insecurity has always been fertile 

ground for unethical choices”) and making use of the existing room for maneuver: “the 

ethical tragedy [in Nazi Germany] was not the absence of choice but how often people 

surrendered it […] It’s one thing to say a lawyer has room to speak up. It’s another for 

that lawyer to actually see that room and believe they have the authority to use it.” 

Choi, on the other hand, centers his reflections on the feelings of powerlessness as 

often experienced by medical students and early-career professionals. But there is a 

significant overlap—the issue of belonging: Frequently, it might be the self-perception 

of impotence and inadequacy, in conjunction with the overpowering striving to belong, 

to be accepted into the august circle of esteemed professionals, that act as a kind of 

“self-fulfilling prophecy [that] paralyze […] our moral agency, and medical students 

are often all too happy to cooperate with whatever the system demands of us in order 

to be accepted into the exclusive cohort of doctors.” (William Choi) 

In conclusion, I want to highlight one last essay, Chris from Design & Technology’s 

deeply disturbing analysis of how CEOs at times—and especially in the tech and 

start-up world—claim to be “at war.” He describes how this combative language and 

mindset have the potential to corrode standards of professional ethics. Framing 

business competition as “war” has consequences: decision-making is consolidated, 

dissent is crushed, and the “mission” is all that matters. He concludes that “my 

FASPE fellowship has opened my eyes to the extent that an ‘at all costs’ environment 

that relies on hierarchy and rhetoric can result in moral calamity.” 

This lingo and its real-world consequences reminded me of parallels in broader society 

along with their legal and political ramifications. In historical terms, there seems to 

be an echo here of Carl Schmitt and his discussion of the state of exception: “The way 

to destroy all rules, he explained, was to focus on the idea of the exception, (…) that 

the present moment is exceptional and then transforming that state of exception into 
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a permanent emergency.”1 In a recent article in the Boston Globe, Timothy Snyder 

brings this analysis up to our present, particularly in light of the violence in 

Minneapolis: 

In a constitutional regime like the United States, the law applies everywhere 

and at all times. In a republic like America, it applies to everyone. For that 

logic of law to be undone, the aspiring tyrant looks for cracks in the system 

that can be pried open. One of these cracks is the border, where the country 

ends. Because the law ends there, too, an obvious move for the tyrant is to turn 

the whole country into a border, where no rules apply.2 

 

 

Notes 
1. Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny, Tim Duggan, New York 2016, p. 100. 

2. https://www.bostonglobe.com/2026/01/27/opinion/trump-ice-lawlessness/.  

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2026/01/27/opinion/trump-ice-lawlessness/
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When Neutrality Becomes 
Complicity: Lessons on Moral 
Courage from FASPE 
 
BY ISRAEL OLADEJO 

 

“Am I watching or witnessing? Am I complicit or courageous?” 

During my time as a FASPE Fellow, I found myself asking several questions I never 

thought I’d wrestle with so deeply. Questions that sat with me, followed me, disturbed 

me as I observed the documented atrocities on the trip. One of those questions was: 

am I watching, or am I witnessing? 

We traveled through Germany and Poland, walking in places where history still 

breathes, in conference rooms where evil was designed and communicated, in 

corporate buildings where ethics were bartered, and in Auschwitz-Birkenau, where 

humanity itself seemed to collapse. That journey did not just leave me with 

knowledge. It left me with questions. Uncomfortable, probing questions that still sit 

with me. 

Since then, I have come to the realization that watching is passive, standing by while 

life happens. Witnessing, on the other hand, carries weight. To witness is to be 

implicated, to acknowledge, to take responsibility for what my eyes have seen, 

undeterred by possible ramifications. 

And then there is the harder question: am I complicit, or am I courageous? In our 

FASPE sessions, we explored how ordinary professionals such as lawyers, doctors, 

and business leaders rationalized their complicity during the Nazi era. They did their 

jobs, claimed moral neutrality, and let ambition guide them down a slippery slope. 

Visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau made that history real: I walked through rooms of shoes, 

glasses, prayer shawls, prosthetic legs—everyday items stripped from people before 

their lives were taken. I thought not only about the victims but about the bystanders. 
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The guards. The sympathizers. The ones who knew and said nothing. Were they 

watching? Or were they witnessing, choosing complicity? What would I have done? 

But then I remember the story of the little Polish girl who buried apples for the 

prisoners to find. She was not powerful, not armed, not in control of the system. But 

she witnessed. She was courageous. Her actions did not topple the Nazi regime, but 

they said, “I refuse to let my humanity fade away.” There were a few other stories of 

minor dissidents here and there. The Roman Catholic bishop of Munster, Clemens 

August Graf von Galen, who brought the world’s attention to the T4 Program, 

remains one of the most poignant examples I can think of. 

Those stories stay with me because they reframe the “Bystander Effect.” They lead me 

to ask myself: 

● Am I any different from those who chose silence then, or am I capable of the 

same fading today? 

● What happens to my moral compass if I keep seeing wrong and still remain 

silent? 

● How do I know when I am rationalizing instead of reasoning? 

Am I any different from those who chose silence then, or am I capable of the same 

fading today? 

Short answer? I am not made of better clay. And that realization is not self-

accusation; it is the humility that keeps me awake. 

History is direct here. Ordinary people—clerks, nurses, salesmen—slid into atrocity 

not because they were born monsters but because they obeyed, conformed, and 

rationalized. Hannah Arendt called it the banality of evil: evil made ordinary by 

thoughtlessness and careerism rather than cartoonish villainy.1 Christopher 

Browning’s Ordinary Men shows a police unit of middle-aged reservists who, step by 

step, became mass murderers. Very few refused.2 

Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiments show how far people go when an authority 

calmly insists that they “continue.” Most did. They felt uneasy; they still complied.3 

That is the part that haunts me. Feeling wrong does not automatically produce doing 

right. And, in emergencies, John Darley and Bibb Latané found that the more 

bystanders that are present, the less any one person acts: diffusion of responsibility 

dulls agency.4 That is a trap I can fall into without noticing. 
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So no, I’m not different by nature. My difference must be chosen, deliberately 

cultivated, in the moment: noticing, naming, and acting. That’s the seed of courage. In 

that sense, I appreciate those sessions during the fellowship when we paused to 

reflect, notice, name, and act—building my moral agency. 

What happens to my moral compass if I keep seeing wrong and still remain silent? 

Silence is not neutral; it edits me. If I keep quiet long enough, my compass does not 

just “freeze.” It recalibrates to the room. 

Ann Tenbrunsel and David Messick call this ethical fading—the ethical dimensions of 

a choice fade from view as I reframe it as “business,” “policy,” or “efficiency.”5 I 

preserve my self-image while my actions drift. That is the danger: I can be wrong and 

still feel right. 

Albert Bandura describes moral disengagement: how we soothe ourselves by 

sanitizing language (“collateral damage”), diffusing responsibility (“everyone signed 

off”), minimizing harm, or blaming or dehumanizing the target.6 The more I repeat 

these moves, the less my conscience enters the equation 

There is also the slippery slope. Tiny compromises teach my brain that the new line is 

fine; next time the line moves again. Studies show dishonesty can escalate gradually 

as our emotional alarm dulls with repetition, like a dimmer switch on our 

consciences.7 

Put plainly: repeated silence becomes a workshop where my better self is slowly re-

engineered into a comfortable self. And that’s why small acts matter. When I speak 

up, help, or dissent, I keep my compass calibrated. The little Polish girl hiding apples 

was not “fixing the system,” but she was contributing in her own way, reminding 

everyone around her that human goodness was not dead. 

How do I know when I am rationalizing instead of reasoning? 

This is the question I keep taped to the inside of my mind. 

Psychology gives me a few red-flag patterns. Ziva Kunda’s work on motivated 

reasoning shows how we recruit “smart” thinking to reach the conclusions we already 

prefer.8 We do not twist facts with knives. We select them with velvet gloves. If my 

desire is steering my data, I am not reasoning, I’m aiming. 

Leon Festinger’s notion of cognitive dissonance adds that when my actions and values 

clash, I will feel inner friction, and I will want to reduce that discomfort. One easy 
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solution is to adjust my story instead of my behavior.9 This is nothing but 

rationalization tied up in a neat, little bow.  

Building upon what we discussed during the fellowship trip, I have learned to give 

myself practical tests—simple, human, doable, despite the rush of real life: 

● The Fresh-Eyes Test. If someone with no stake in the outcome read my email 

or watched my decision, would it make moral sense to them without my 

backstory? If my explanation needs a fog machine, I’m rationalizing. 

 

● The Flip Test. If the roles were reversed, if my group were on the receiving 

end, would I still call this “reasonable?” If the answer wobbles, that’s 

rationalization. 

 

● The Name-It Test. Can I describe what’s happening without euphemisms? 

Bandura warns that pretty words can launder ugly deeds. If I need laundering, 

I need honesty first. 

 

● The Principle-Before-Person Test. Can I write down the principle first and the 

decision second? If I pick the outcome and then backfill a principle, I’m arguing 

like a defense attorney, not a conscience. 

 

● The Time-Travel Test. In five years, when the heat has cooled, will I be proud I 

did this, or will I explain it away as “context”? If future-me winces, present-me 

should pause. 

 

● The Audience-of-One Test. Could I explain this choice to a younger version of 

me who still believed the honor code I signed in my second year of college: “I 

will not lie, steal, or cheat, nor tolerate those who do”? If that kid looks 

confused, I need to re-align. 

And because I’m human, and therefore could be biased, I invite others into the loop: 

● Circle of advisors. Two or three truth-tellers with the right to blow the siren. If 

I notice I’m only calling comforters, that’s a sign I’m shopping for 

rationalizations, not wisdom. 

 

● Pre-commitments. My red lines, written in calm times: “I will not target the 

vulnerable,” “I will not falsify numbers,” and “I will not retaliate against 
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dissent.” Pre-commitments beat adrenaline. 

 

● Micro-bravery. A script I can actually say under pressure: “I’m not comfortable 

with this as stated,” “can we add a ‘human impact’ line to the slide?,” “before 

we green light this, can we hear one dissenter?” Small sentences that keep my 

courage muscles active. 

 

● The Good / Right / Fitting check. 

 

○ Good (utilitarian): does this minimize harm and maximize human well-

being? 

○ Right (principled): would this be acceptable as a universal rule? 

○ Fitting (virtue): does this reflect the kind of character I want to practice 

today? 

When those three conflict (and they will), I slow down and name the tension instead of 

hiding it. Naming tension is not weakness; it’s how we stay honest. 

Am I different from those who chose silence? Only if I choose to be, on purpose, with 

practice. The motivations that drove people then remain the same: obedience, 

diffusion, ambition, fear, and fatigue. The difference is not superior virtue; it is 

disciplined attention backed by small, consistent acts. 

What happens to my compass if I stay silent? It drifts. My language cleans things up, 

I relabel stakes, and soon I can’t see what I used to see. Ethical fading is not a cliff; 

it’s a dimmer switch. I keep the lights on by speaking up, kindly, clearly, and early. 

How do I spot rationalization? I look for fog: euphemisms, special pleading, results-

first logic, the need for complicated backstories. Then I run my tests, phone my truth-

tellers, or pick one micro-brave sentence to say out loud. If I can do that much, I’m 

witnessing not just watching. 

That, to me, is the point of everything FASPE stirred in me. Not to crown myself as 

“better” but to stay awake, to keep asking: am I watching or witnessing? Am I 

complicit or courageous? And to let those questions move my feet. 

One of cohort’s faculty members, Rob Hayward, once asked me a question during one 

of our side talks at Auschwitz-Birkenau: “If you switch your mind from that of a 

bystander to that of one of many witnesses, what agency does that give you?” 
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Israel Oladejo was a 2025 FASPE Business Fellow. He works as a program manager at 

Schneider Electric. 

Notes 
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Three Poems 
BY ADI SAMANT 
 

 
Photos taken at the Auschwitz I Memorial in Oświęcim, Poland, 2025. 

 

The Birds Have Learned to Chirp Again 

Inside the museum, glass cases hold 

what’s left of lives 

a child’s shoe dulled to grey, 

hair shorn and piled like crops of death, 

suitcases marked with names 

no one calls anymore. 

The walls seem to breathe sorrow. 

Dust settles on memory 

like ash once did on lungs. 

I cannot speak: 

the silence is the language here. 

Stepping outside, the air feels stolen, 

as if the sky itself refuses to exhale. 

The gravel crunches underfoot like brittle bones, 

and shadows gather in corners, 

unafraid of the sun. 

But listen, a sparrow clings to barbed wire, 

singing. 
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Its notes fracture the hush, 

spill warmth on the frozen heart. 

I do not forgive.  

I do not forget.  

But I witness. 

I carry. 

I promise. 

Somehow, among ruins 

green things push through earth. 

Three little flowers have 

bloomed. Somehow, 

the birds have learned to chirp again. 
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     Trees as pictured at Auschwitz-Birkenau in Oświęcim, Poland, June 2025. 

     Black and white pictures taken by the SS in 1944. 

 

What the Trees Remember 

We stand here in green hush, 

limbs raised not in praise 

but in witness. 

You call this meadow peaceful. 

We nod in wind-blown agreement, 

but remember what peace cost. 

We heard small feet pressing the grass, 

mothers’ soothing questions 

with practiced lies they hoped were truth. 

We listened as promises fell 

like brittle leaves. 

We watched them wait— 

children tracing shapes in dirt, 

dreaming of bread and beds, 

not knowing the doors went one way. 

We heard the shuffle of lines, 

the soft weeping when guards turned, 

the words spoken gently to hurry them along. 

We felt the earth tremble. 

We drank rain that washed red. 
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We have held every unmarked grave 

in our tangled roots. 

Now you come here, 

quiet, respectful, 

your cameras lowered, 

your voices hushed. 

We want to speak: 

do not be fooled by our shade. 

This green is not innocence 

but memory. 

We want to say: 

take this silence with you. 

Carry it like seed.  

Let it break open in you. 

Grow into vigilance. 

For we remember. 

And, if you 

listen, so will 

you. 
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                         Left two: pictures of houses in Oświęcim, Poland, June 2025 

                         Right top: Schöneweide Forced Labor Camp 

                         Right bottom: Sign board as seen in Oświęcim, Poland, June 2025 

 

Juxtapositions 

I stand outside Auschwitz 

and see homes with painted shutters, 

flower boxes spilling color 

onto soil that holds unmarked graves. 

How do you build a life 

where so much was stolen? 

How do you plant roses 

where ash once fell like snow? 

But I think too of those 

who came back with nothing but memory 

and chose to stay— 

their defiance a kind of homecoming. 

Liberation wasn’t leaving 

but claiming the earth 

that tried to bury them. 

At Schöneweide, I watch children 

chase each other past wire fences, 

laughter ringing over a garden. 

Two steps away, men once bent 
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Ethics and Professional 
Complicity: Reflecting on my 
Fellowship at Auschwitz 
BY ADAM SHEN 

 
 

“When evaluating something as horrific as the Holocaust, it is very easy and even 

comforting to imagine yourself as one of the victims. Indeed, you may make parallels 

between what happened to the Jewish population during this period and injustices 

you have personally suffered or witnessed. During our time together, I encourage 

you to instead see yourself through the lens of the perpetrator, which is usually a 

much more difficult approach to take.” 

That was the challenge laid out by Thorsten Wagner, the executive director of 

Fellowships at Auschwitz for the Study of Professional Ethics (FASPE) on my first 

day in the program. Along with a few dozen fellow graduate students and early-

career professionals across business, design & technology, and law, I embarked on a 

two-week excursion to Germany and Poland to learn about the history of the 

Holocaust, discuss ethical questions from that time, and derive insights for our own 

future professional journeys. 

As we learned, the progression of ethical lapses began gradually at first until they all 

seemed to happen at once. The Nazi regime, although racist throughout its history, 

was gradual in introducing its ideals and policies after it took power—what started as 

economic and social limitations eventually led to mass killings within a decade. Visits 

to various German and Polish museums, labor camps, euthanasia centers, and death 

camps provided a visceral and emotional backdrop to our experience. Images and 

testimonials from Auschwitz survivors left a particularly harrowing impression, made 

all the worse by the realization that the stories we heard were from the “lucky” ones 

who made it out alive. 

As we grappled with real situations that German businesses addressed in the 1930-

40s and contextualized the brutality of the concentration camps, we continuously 

questioned our own ethical assumptions and foundations. The people on the trip 

had a high degree of professional influence and autonomy compared to most 

individuals, and almost all of us could draw a direct line from our career to one that 

https://www.faspe-ethics.org/
https://www.faspe-ethics.org/
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curated a selection of what I would like to call “inflammatory art”: a moniker inspired 

by Jenny Holzer’s Inflammatory Essays. Here, I view “inflammatory” positively. To 

me, it is an appropriate term for the kind of art that meets its potential to be 

incendiary, catalyzing, and subversive, the kind of art that can comfort the disturbed  

and disturb the comfortable. 

 

Room 1: Fluxus 

The 1960s birthed countercultural movements throughout society. A new generation 

of youth had come of age, bringing new ideals and a fresh perspective on the 

existential crises the world faced in the wake of the Second World War—the very 

generation we discussed in our FASPE conversation about German memory politics. 

 

In the arts, one of the most radical children of the counterculture was Fluxus. 

Fluxus’s origins are attributed to composer John Cage and Lithuanian-American 

artist George Maciunas, but its adherents were multinational and multidisciplinary. 

New York, Germany, and Japan became major hubs for Fluxus artists into the 70s. 

Fluxus was fundamentally contrarian, self-described as “anti-art.” At its core is “flux,” 

a concept both nebulous and highly specific. In essence, it describes a mode of making: 

an active state of flow and continuous movement, wherein art becomes more focused 

on process and experience than product. 

 

Fluxus stood in stark opposition to the detached, rigid, and bourgeois status quo of 

the “fine arts,” in particular, its direct predecessors, the hard-edged abstraction and 

Modernist movements of the late 1940s-1950s. These movements, arguably influenced 

by widespread sociological changes following WWII, sought art removed from social 

commentary and context. 

 

In Fluxus thought however, it is impossible to understand anything segregated from 

its context. Bodies, societies, and objects are necessarily and inextricably interrelated. 

The object is the tissue of connection between people and society, and the role of the 

artist is to breathe life into revolution. 
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George Maciunas, Fluxus Manifesto, 1963, offset lithograph1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wiesbaden, 1962 

Fluxus pioneers George Maciunas, Dick Higgins, and Alison Knowles collaborated 

with German artists Joseph Beuys and Wolf Vostell to organize a series of 

performances called Fluxfests across Europe. The first event was a set of concerts 

held over the month of September 1962 in Wiesbaden, Germany. This was known as 

Fluxus Internationale Festpiele Neuester Musik (Fluxus International Festival of 

New Music). The festival at Wiesbaden included concerts by Fluxus musicians and 

performances by Fluxus artists, including Naim Jun Paik’s now-iconic piece Zen for 

Head (1962). 
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Fluxus Festival neueste Musik, Wiesbaden, a production of ECG Frankfurt, 19622 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

Curatorial note: original video to be shown in a dark room. Includes film of: George Maciunas, In 
memorium to Adriano Olivetti; Emmett Williams, Four Directional Songs of Doubt.; Benjamin 

Patterson,Variation on Solo for Double Bass; Naim Jun Paik, Zen for Head; Phillip Corner, Piano 
Activities. 

 

Yoko Ono, Touch Poem, 19633 

Yoko Ono is a pioneering Fluxus artist. Many of her pieces employ “event scores,” sets 

of instructions for the manifestation of the piece. These turn the classical notion of 

art—as an object of contemplation—on its head and instead force viewers to become 

participants in the materiality of the piece. They also eliminate the commodity value 

of art. Touch Poem can never be sold or circulated within the market; it exists solely 

as an idea and its execution in a 

particular time and space. This piece 

inaugurates a series of slippages, of 

resistance to the traditional norms 

governing painting on canvas. 

Touch Piece, the larger piece from which 

Touch Poem comes, eventually evolved 

into Bag in several exhibitions 

throughout 1964-65, which incorporated 

a large bag in a dark room. Participants 

were instructed to strip and enter the 

bag. When inside, one was deprived of 

sight and experienced heightening of the 

remaining four senses. The piece 

enforced a different kind of sensorial 

relationship to the work of art, one 

separate from vision, which has often been seen as its raison d'etre. Within the bag, 



FASPE Journal 2025   |||   28   |||   Business 

 

one becomes sexless, ageless, and raceless; the terms by which we class, categorize, 

and hierarchize the social evaporate. 

 

Room 1.5: Wolf Vostell, Schwarzes Zimmer (Black Room) 

Wolf Vostell, Deutscher Ausblick (German Prospect), de-coll/age object from of the 

installation Schwarzes Zimmer, organic and industrially produced materials, 1958-9 

A continuously flickering screen behind a burnt piece of wood, newspaper cuttings 

photographing the Soviet Army and the East German police force, barbed wire, 

crucifix, image of Curial Cardinal Fumasoni-Biondi, bones, two children's toys. 

  

Wolf Vostell, Deutscher Ausblick (German Prospect), de-coll/age object from of the 

installation Schwarzes Zimmer, organic and industrially produced materials, 1958-94  

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

 
Curatorial Note: The object contains a continuously flickering screen behind a burnt piece of wood, 

newspaper cuttings photographing the Soviet Army and the East German police force, barbed wire, 

crucifix, image of Curial Cardinal Fumasoni-Biondi, bones, two children's toys. 

 

Wolf Vostell, Treblinka, de-coll/age object from of the installation Schwarzes Zimmer, 

organic and industrially produced materials. Dismantled camera with film negatives, 

burnt wood. 1958-95  

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

         Curatorial Note: the object contains dismantled camera with film negatives, burnt wood.  
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Wolf Vostell, Auschwitzscheinwerfer 568 (Auschwitz Searchlight 568), de-coll/age 

object from of the installation Schwarzes Zimmer, organic and industrially produced 

materials, 1958-96  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curatorial note: the object contains a searchlight with exposed wiring mechanism, mounted on wood. 

Photograph tucked behind the wire captures a traffic policeman, arm raised, with a whistle in his mouth. 

 

Wolf Vostell was a German artist who was instrumental to the development of 

Fluxus. Born in 1932 to a Sephardic Jewish mother, he survived the Holocaust thanks 

to his family’s move to Czechoslovakia. As a young adult, he studied in Paris, where 

he developed a technique he dubbed “dé-coll/age,” a play on the French word décollage 

which translates literally to “takeoff” or “to come unstuck.” It is the counterpoise to 

the collage technique. While collage involves layering individual fragments to create a 

greater whole, dé-coll/age means removing pieces of an otherwise whole object. 

 

Much of Vostell’s work deals with the negotiation of memories, especially those 

surrounding the atrocities of the Nazi regime. Schwarzes Zimmer (known in English 

as the Black Room series) is widely considered his first “environment” and was shown 

in 1958-9. It consisted of three dé-coll/age assemblages displayed in a black room: 

Deutscher Ausblick (German Prospect, alt. German View), Auschwitzscheinwerfer 

568 (Auschwitz Searchlight 568), and Treblinka. In this work, we see none of the 

visual documentation of the Holocaust; its memory is totally enshrined in the 

material objects left behind. The aesthetic of the dé-coll/age technique feels like as 

much a mirroring of the destruction and violence of the Holocaust itself as it does a 

rejection of the urge to anesthetize its memorial for public consumption. This piece 

mirrors the perspective taken in of Vostell’s work throughout his career, contending 

with Germany’s past through the lens of its present moment. 

 

Room 2: Gutai 

The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were the first time that it became 
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conceivable that human beings could evaporate in an instant. A decade after the 

bombs dropped, Japan grappled with immense change: occupation by allied forces, 

increasing globalization, and demilitarization after decades of imperial power. It was 

in this moment that a group of pragmatic young artists sought to reanimate Japanese 

artistic culture. 

 

The Gutai Group believed that Japanese artists must sever themselves from the 

sociopolitical machinations that had long controlled the horizons of Japanese art.  

Under imperial rule, art had to support the increasingly militaristic regime. In the 

absence of such control, Gutai sought to reconnect with what it saw as the essence of 

Japanese art: the natural world. In pursuit of this goal, they adopted an anti-

establishment attitude, creating experimental works that intentionally broke both 

artistic and social norms. 

 

Though its formation as an organized movement preceded that of Fluxus by a decade, 

Gutai’s tenets were similar, and its influence, as well as adherents, interacted with 

Fluxus from the latter movement’s inception. 

 

Murakami Saburo, Passing Through, at the Second Gutai Art Exhibition7 
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Wood and paper, 1956. Curatorial Note: photographic documentation of performance—film courtesy of 

the artist. Large-scale print. 
 

Performed at the second Gutai Art Exhibition, Murakami Saburo’s Passing Through 

(also translated as Breaking Through) consisted of a series of stretchers covered in 

paper that the artist physically broke through, making an explosive sound 

 

At first glance, the piece may seem rather on-the-nose. The stretchers bring to mind 

canvases, and Murakami’s actions could be seen as a violent, physical rejection of the 

notion that the two-dimensional canvas is the sole domain of art. Indeed, the piece is 

partially ideological, a representation of the refusal to abide by the old and polite 

ways of Japanese art in favor of a new modus operandi. 

To a Japanese audience, there would have been a second connotation. The paper 

panels evoke the room dividers that are an essential part of classical Japanese 

interiors. Murakami’s action resonated, a kind of breaking through of doorways, a 

carving of a new physical path through which people might pass, one which eschews 

the forms that architect tradition. 

 

Shiraga Kazuo, Challenging Mud, at the First and Second Gutai Art Exhibition8 

1955-56. Curatorial note: photographic documentation of performance—film courtesy of the artist. Large-

scale print. 

Shiraga Kazuo’s Challenging Mud emits a kind of subversive violence. It is a 

performance in which the artist wrestles with a vast pit of mud, at times seeming to 

triumph over it, and at other moments, appearing trapped in the earth, limbs poking 

out. 
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There is a clear invocation of the role of violence in Japanese society. In a traditional 

sense, the aesthetics of the performance—Shiraga’s outfit, the shape of the pit of mud 

in a circular ring—bring forth images of sumo, the national sport of Japan. In a sumo 

fight, each wrestler seeks to force his opponent out of the ring. In Challenging Mud, 

however, Siraga’s opponent is the earth itself. It can, of course, never be forced out—it 

is the very material from which the ring is made. The fight is doomed, and yet the 

artist pursues it with the fervor of a man who believes he can emerge victorious. 

The Japanese audience in 1955 came to this performance with the lived experience of 

a culture shaped by a militarized regime. Challenging Mud speaks to that moment 

and leaves an impression of the almost comical futility of violence. 

 

Room 3: Stepping Out  

Lee Bul, Sorry for suffering—You think I'm a puppy on a picnic? Guerilla performance 

in Tokyo, 19909 
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Curatorial Note: Photographic documentation of performance—film courtesy of the artist. Large-scale 

prints. 

 

Lee Bul’s 1990 performance speaks directly to a history shared by multiple 

generations of Korean women—one marked by subjugation, systemic sexual violence, 

and enduring strength. 

The history of Korea in the 20th century is fraught. Brutality and forced cultural 

assimilation were hallmarks of Japanese occupation from 1910-1945. Decades of 

instability and authoritarian rule followed before the establishment of a civilian 

government in 1987. Korean women suffered immensely under occupation by the 

Japanese Imperial Army. 

 

At the time of Lee’s performance, the Japanese government had yet to publicly 

acknowledge the Japanese Armed Forces system of military sex slaves, known as 

“comfort women,” who were taken from among the occupied population between 1932 

and 1945. During this period, Korean and Chinese women and girls were forced into 

slavery en masse, becoming prisoners in a system of institutionalized sexual violence. 

Over the course of her career, Lee has worked extensively with ‘monstrous bodies’; 

sculptures of grotesque, amorphous piles of flesh that evoke human and non-human 

forms. Sorry for suffering—You think I'm a puppy on a picnic? is one of the earliest 

examples of this throughline in her work. 

 

In a twelve-day guerrilla art action, Lee donned a monstrous body—a multi-limbed, 

flesh-like sac sculpted from soft silicon—and boarded a plane from Seoul to Tokyo. 

Once in the Japanese capital, she walked the streets, took the train, visited sites of 

Japanese imperial history, and entered university campuses—never removing the 

body. 

 

Lee makes herself a spectacle in a way that spits in the face of the expectation that 

women be meek, quiet, and submissive. She inserts herself loudly and uncomfortably 

into the quiet monotony of everyday life for Tokyo-dwellers. Simultaneously, she 

effaces her own body, rendering it socially unacceptable. The form of the “monstrous 

body” itself unmistakably references the dehumanization and suffering endured by 

occupied women under Japanese Imperial rule. 

In 1993, Chief Cabinet Secretary Yohei Kono issued a statement acknowledging the 

Japanese Imperial Army’s creation and administration of “comfort stations.” Despite 

this landmark statement, Japanese memory politics surrounding sexual violence in 

occupied territories remains fraught to this day. 
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Lygia Pape, Divisor (Divider), performed in Rio de Janiero, 196810 

Curatorial note: photographic documentation of performance—film courtesy of the artist. Large-scale 

print. Seek permission to create miniature museum edition of Divisor, to be used by eight people. 

 

Lygia Pape was a key member of the Brazilian Neo-Concrete Movement of the 60s—a 

contemporary of (and arguably sister movement to) Fluxus. 

 

Divisor (1968) is composed of an immense white sheet of fabric, suspended between 

hundreds of walking participants, only their heads visible in the white expanse as 

they move forward. Divisor, meaning “divider” in Portuguese, is an ironic title: in 

actuality, the piece is a field of people where commonality supplants difference. 

The visible heads of each participant betray their race, gender, and age, but their 

literal connection in the “body” of Divisor eclipse these differences. As the hundreds of 

people walk forward, their motion combines into a single, moving force, one entity.  

 

Yet, without each individual participant, the fabric will fall. 

Pape shared the first prototypes for Divisor with children who attended school near 

her studio. They instinctually understood the purpose of the fabric and began to walk 

as one group. Pape documented this experiment on film, a still from which is included 

above. 
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Divisor’s first performance was in 1968, along a busy avenue in the financial district 

of Rio de Janeiro. In light of the Brazilian dictatorship of the time, this highly visible 

location was noteworthy; participants (and Pape herself) risked the performance 

being correctly perceived as an act of defiance and a response to government policy 

that ran counter to Divisor’s message of commonality among people. For reasons 

unknown, they were allowed to complete the piece—perhaps an example of Spielraum 

(“breathing room”). 

 

Doris Salcedo, Atrabiliarios (The Defiant Ones), drywall, shoes, cow bladder, and 

surgical thread, 199311 

Curatorial note: original objects, encased in wall. 

Doris Salcedo is a Colombian artist whose work confronts the nation’s ongoing history 

of political violence. 

 

For decades, Colombia has been held hostage in a civil war between left-wing 

guerrilla groups and right-wing paramilitary forces, often with ties to the 

government. This conflict escalated in scope and brutality when the United States 

provided military aid and training to the Colombian army, seeking their cooperation 

in eradicating the narcotics trade. Human rights organizations have since accused the 

Colombian government of failing to address cartels and actively colluding with right-

wing paramilitary groups that do not discriminate between enemy insurgents and 

civilians. One of the enduring tragedies of the conflict is los desaparecidos—victims of 

enforced disappearance by all sides, whose fate remains unknown. Among these are 

an estimated 200,000 women. 

 

In Atrabiliarios (The Defiant Ones), we see the shoes of women who disappeared 

throughout Colombia’s years of civil war. For the production of the piece, Salcedo 

visited the families of victims to obtain permission to memorialize their loved ones. 

Each woman is represented by a pair of shoes she left behind, encased in an opening 

built into drywall. A thin layer of animal bladder covers them, creating a hazy, 
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translucent scene, evoking the yellowing of old photographs. The construction of these 

cases mimics the holy reliquaries common in Catholicism, Colombia’s dominant faith. 

Surgical thread, painstakingly tied off in a manner similar to how one closes wounds, 

ties the bladder to the face of the wall. When an incision heals on the human body, 

the stitches used to close it are either removed or naturally dissolve. In Atrabiliarios, 

we see each stitch deliberately left for the viewer to see. The loss of these women is a 

wound that has not healed. 

 

Room 3.5: Vaporización  

Teresa Margolles, Vaporización, Installation at the MOMA P.S. 1 exhibition “Mexico 

City: An Exhibition about the Exchange Rates of Bodies and Values” in New York, 

2002, in other locations 2001-201812 

Curatorial note: Full-room installation; photographs above serve as reference 

Teresa Margolles is a Mexican artist whose work frequently speaks to grief, violence, 

and society’s relationship with death. She often uses forensic materials that she 

encountered in her personal history as a mortician in Mexico City in the early 1990s, 

during a peak in violent crime in the country. Of particular focus in her work are 

underserved and socially isolated victims of brutality. 
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In Vaporización, Margolles fills a room with morgue water used to wash the corpses of 

those who died anonymously in the streets of Mexico City. 

Immediately one is struck by the dichotomy between the deeply unsettling and the 

deeply beautiful in this piece. The fog created by vaporized liquid creates a sense of 

ephemerality, of the slow disappearance of the soul into memory. Simultaneously, 

there is a kind of coercion at play. Audiences are not aware of the water’s origins 

when entering the room. 

 

Humans often treat the death of others as something removed from themselves. Here, 

Margolles has viewers literally breathe in the artifacts of the deceased, directly 

implicating them in the reality of death and refusing to allow distance from others’ 

fates. 

 

Room 4: New York 

Carolee Schneemann, Viet Flakes, 85mm film toned black-and-white, sound collage 

by James Tenney, 1962-6713 

                                               Curatorial Note: film to be shown in dark room.  

The Carolee Schneemann Foundation describes Viet Flakes as an “obsessive collection 

of Vietnam atrocity images, compiled over five years from foreign magazines and 

newspapers”. Schneemann’s work is intentionally provocative and rooted in social 

commentary, often combining performance with media. Viet Flakes was featured as 

part of her 1967 performance piece Snows, which was created in protest against the 

Vietnam War. 

 

Viet Flakes’ soundtrack, composed by James Tenney, features Vietnamese traditional 

chants, Western classical music, and 1960s popular music. Some of these include We 

Can Work It Out (the Beatles, 1965), What the World Needs Now Is Love (Jackie 

DeShannon, 1965), Jesu, der du meine Seele, BWV 78 (Bach, 1724), and Piano 

Concerto No. 20 (Mozart, 1785). The juxtaposition of upbeat Western music— despite 

the anti-war lyrics of several of the selected works—with imagery of suffering creates 
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disorientation and a sense of visual and auditory whiplash. The audience is 

continually exposed to disparate fragments of the Western home front and Vietnam. 

It becomes clear that there is a difference in the reality of the former, who cry outrage 

over war, and the latter, who must live through it. 

 

Jenny Holzer, selections from Inflammatory Essays, 1979–82, lithograph on paper14 
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   Curatorial note: reprint of essays on rice paper, displayed in grid covering wall from floor to ceiling 
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Jenny Holzer, from Truisms, 1977–79; Inflammatory Essays, 1979–82, installation at 

Poster Project in Seattle, 198415 

 

 

Jenny Holzer, from Inflammatory Essays, 1979–82, installed in New York City, 

198316 
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Jenny Holzer’s Inflammatory Essays speak for themselves. 

 

The short essays have taken many mass-produced forms since they were originally 

wheat-pasted anonymously on the streets of New York City. The selections shown 

here are merely a few of a large collection that deal with themes like power, 

consumption, greed, sex, violence, and the nature of societies. Taken as a whole, they 

are intellectually inconsistent and often contradictory, but they are not meant to form 

a coherent ideology. It is difficult to discern the narrator(s) of these pieces. They spill 

forth from anonymity as if the voice of some kind of omniscient deity—sometimes 

angry, sometimes humorous, often holding a mirror to the darkest impulses of 

humanity. 

 

Exhibition End 

 

 

Emma Van Zandt was a 2025 FASPE Business Fellow. She is currently a digital 

strategist at West Elm.  

 

Notes 
1. George Maciunas. Fluxus Manifesto. 1963 | MoMA. Licensing: 

https://www.artres.com/CS.aspx?VP3=DamView&VBID=2UN94S25LR4ZT&SMLS=1&RW=1728&RH=8

65&FR_=1&W=2560&H=1271. 
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The Power of Choices 
BY REVEREND EDWARD C. FORD JR. 

 
 

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am tempted by God;” for God cannot be 

tempted by evil, nor does He Himself tempt anyone. But each one is tempted 

when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed. Then, when desire has 

conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth 

death. (James 1:13-15)  

 

As I walked through Auschwitz, I felt a weight that made each step heavier, each 

breath slower, and my mind acutely aware that I was standing on the grounds where 

millions of people lost their lives. I could not fathom that these ruins were once where 

people went to die, where entire families—men, women and children—who thought 

they were being resettled were led to their last moments on the floors of gas 

chambers. My God. My mind didn’t want to face the reality that where we were 

standing was a place of such horror, such insidious violence and evil. How could an 

entire nation of people allow this and become complicit? This was the question that 

rang in my mind throughout the duration of my FASPE experience. As we neared the 

end of the trip, a semblance of an answer began to emerge for me (not that I have an 

all-encompassing answer to explain this evil). I began to think of how seeds are 

planted, grow, and become the manifestation of what lies in the Sower’s heart. Seeds 

of grace can sprout into love, life and unity. Seeds of hate sprout into death and 

destruction. The prophet Jeremiah writes in chapter 17, verse 9, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things. And desperately wicked; who can know it?” Here the 

prophet tells us clearly: we all carry the capability to perpetrate injustice. We must be 

sober and vigilant regarding our tendency to preserve ourselves. And the motive of 

self-preservation only intensifies in uncertain times, times of expediency in which 

there is not only justification for preservation but also gain.  

 

For Germany, losing World War I was an embarrassment. As the United States 

experienced the Great Depression, Germany also bore harsh economic conditions. 

There was a sense of shame and defeat looming above the nation. Hitler preyed on 

these feelings of shame, defeat and economic anxiety. He used the Jewish people as a 

scapegoat, blaming Germany’s loss in the war and economic downturn on them. In 

times such as these people will look to the scapegoat presented to them, and whatever 

seeds that have been planted in their hearts will begin to sprout and reveal 
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themselves. The Holocaust did not start with concentration camps. It began with 

Hitler dismantling the German democracy. There came an attack on Germany’s 

social, political, financial, and governmental “others.” Those considered elites such as 

academics, political opposition parties, as well as religious and financial institutional 

leaders came into Hitler’s line of sight. His regime then coopted or eliminated anyone 

who potentially had the power to oppose it. This structured and intentional campaign 

to capture public opinion through fear, death, destruction, anger and hate successfully 

gave Hitler the approval he needed from ordinary citizens to begin carrying out his 

agenda, pushing the “other” out of German society. Shortly after Hitler took power, 

the first concentration camps were built, primarily with the purpose of incarcerating 

the political enemies of the regime, imagined and real. A few years later, also so-

called asocials and professional criminals were sent to these camps. In addition, in 

1939 the T4 program was launched, aiming to murder patients the regime deemed not 

worthy of life. This was determined to be people who were physically and mentally 

disabled.  

 

A few days before our visit to Auschwitz, we went to a site in a town called 

Brandenburg, where political prisoners were first sent. The facility eventually was 

repurposed as part of the Nazi regime’s euthanasia program. . This site was located in 

the middle of an ordinary town, surrounded by homes and shops. How could anyone 

turn a blind eye to this? I wondered, spurred to thought about the people living 

around later extermination camps: did they see the smoke rising and smell the ash of 

burnt flesh entering their backyards? Did the presence of suffering not disturb their 

morning tea? Again, I ask the question: how could anyone allow this to happen? 

Imagine if the townspeople rose up, walked over and demanded these gross violations 

of humanity cease. Imagine if instead of allowing Hitler to play off their suspicion and 

fear, the people of Germany collectively decided to rebuke him and vowed to protect 

the very people he sought to kill. How many lives would have been saved? How many 

families would’ve stayed together? What would the history books say? Today, we 

might read about a nation that intervened, prevented the Holocaust.  

 

Instead, we read how a nation was complicit. Complicity can take different forms. For 

example, fear in the heart of a person can become a tool used to manipulate someone 

into silence. Suspicion is another gateway to complicity. It leads to fear. Fear leads to 

hate, and hate leads to violence and death. Mass complicity is violence. It is sin. It 

says nothing in the face of injustice for the sake of self-preservation. Human 

psychology tells us about the Bystander Effect, which posits that most people 

witnessing a crisis will not do anything to stop it because they believe someone else 
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will step in. This part of human psychology undergirds authoritarians’ committing 

atrocities. They bank on it. Unfortunately, so many lives are lost because people fail 

to end evil at work.  

 

During my trip, there were many times my mind turned to the United States right 

now. In the U.S. today, we see blatantly negative attitudes towards groups of people 

considered “other.” We witness the rotten fruits of an intense rise in nativism, 

religious nationalism, and long-simmering racism. Undergirding these attitudes is 

greed. Fear that the “other” will harm you, will take away your economic prosperity or 

is the reason for all your problems stands as an infectious lie that has swept across 

this nation with an unholy fervor. People are mistreated every day in this country 

simply because they don’t pass the false test of what many think a “True American” 

looks like or should be. Individuals are denied due process rights at an alarming rate.  

Unfortunately, such mistreatment and dehumanization are not new in American 

society. This is a tale that goes back to before the Founding. We have, however, taken 

the better path at certain critical junctures. Those moments provide glimpses of what 

America can be. But sadly, when we have taken “one step forward,” we have then 

taken “two steps back.” Once again, we face an inflection point, a point at which we 

the people can decide how much farther the mistreatment and dehumanization of 

fellow human beings will go.  

 

Will we live up to our highest ideals? We must find the resolve within us to appeal to 

what President Lincoln called the “better angels of our nature.”1 And we as the 

American Church must decide whether we are going to allow religious nationalism to 

continue tainting the witness of Christ, whether we are going to rebuke this heresy 

with the power of God’s word. Are we going to adhere to the words of Jesus in 

Matthew 25, where Jesus tells us to care for “the least of these,” the disinherited of 

the world? We must be faithful to what we claim to believe. In Matthew 25:35-36 

Jesus says, “for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 

something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave 

me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” 

This is a critical piece of who we are as the church. The core of the Gospel requires 

that we speak clearly and boldly from a place of agape, love for anyone who is 

dehumanized and treated as “other.” Jesus identifies with the “other,” and so should 

we.  

 

Consider this today: will you be a bystander who is complicit? Or will you stand in the 

gap, even at the risk of your own comfort and convenience? I remind you of the words 
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of Dr. King that “the ultimate measure” of someone, “is not where they stand in 

moments of comfort and convenience, but where they stand in times of chaos and 

controversy.”2 So, will you follow the command to “do justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with your God.” as the prophet Micah says (Micah 6:8)? Will you make a 

decision to choose love over hate and fear? Love is radical. It forsakes self-

preservation and intervenes on behalf of others. Jesus gave up his own life that we 

might have life more abundantly. The way of love is not self-seeking. It is selfless. Let 

us never forget that justice is love in action. Will you choose love, even when it’s not 

popular? This is the essential question I leave you with. For although a nation makes 

collective decisions, we will be judged for our actions individually as well as 

collectively.  

 

By way of closing, I recount when our guide at Auschwitz, Paul, offered a surreal and 

challenging statement to us. He said, “There are atrocities happening all over the 

world right now. Forty years from now, what will history say you did during this 

time?” Where will you stand in these chaotic times? I implore you today to stand on 

the side of love, not hate, hope, not fear. Let us not repeat the mistakes of the past, 

but instead imagine new futures where justice, dignity and love are given to all people 

of the earth.  

 

 

Reverend Edward C. Ford Jr. was a 2025 FASPE Clergy & Religious Leaders Fellow. 

He is pursuing an M. Div at Yale Divinity School. 

 

Notes 
1. https://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/lincoln1.asp. 

2. Luther King Jr., Martin. Strength to Love, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1981, 35. 
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On Authenticity and Staging 
 
BY TANJA R. HELMERT 
 
 

The house our cohort stood in front of was gray, rectangular, and inconspicuous. A 

narrow path led to the stairs, which ascended to a wooden door. To the left, the roofs 

of uniform buildings rose behind a wall topped with barbed wire; to the right was an 

overgrown garden. During the war, this was the house where Rudolf Höß, commander 

of Auschwitz, and his family lived. Knowing who once resided here should feel 

unsettling, but the house was calm and empty, 

ordinarily so. 

 

Inside, the house resembled a construction site, it 

was dusty and undergoing renovation. A few 

information signs hung on the walls, and in one of 

the center rooms was a display case with several 

items including a 1944 German newspaper 

article, a pair of striped pajama pants, and a 

stamp with Hitler’s profile. I caught myself 

instinctively searching room after room for traces 

of the house’s Nazi past. I had the urge to find 

something that would feel authentic1 inside this 

non-curated, former Nazi-owned house, a 

building which sits just at the edge of the large 

and widely visited “Auschwitz Memorial and 

Museum.”  

In an upstairs room, I came across another 

newspaper sitting beneath torn wallpaper, clearly 

used as a base for the plaster. I was excited, but on 

closer inspection, its year read “1993.” 

Disappointed, I walked into the next room, and as I 

entered, I noticed a small nook in the back corner 

that looked like it had at one time contained a built-

in cupboard. The carpet was the only thing left in 

the nook, and I wondered if its design was perhaps 

popular during the Nazi period, or if carpet material 

could even last so long. Having found no clear 
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answers to my curiosities or anything identifiable from the Höß family, I went back 

downstairs and walked past a seemingly insignificant object by the first-floor 

restroom that caused me to do a double-take: the toilet lock. Its brass latch was 

connected to an indicator with the words “free” and “occupied,” written in German. 

While it was a remnant of everyday life, discovering it felt like a small triumph. I got 

what I was hoping for. 

 

In the basement of the house, we came across a blocked tunnel that I remembered 

from The Zone of Interest (2023).2 In the movie, Rudolf Höß is depicted walking down 

the very same pathway, which connected his villa to the camp commandant’s office.3 

The neighboring basement room contained metal struts protruding from the back 

wall. Thinking of scenes from the film at the nearby riverbank, I wondered if this was 

where the Hößs’ hung their paddle boats.4 

Possible images of their everyday life flooded my mind, and the house suddenly felt 

gloomy. The reality of the Höß family’s actual presence there sank in, and I felt relief 

when we left the house and walked out into the warm sunlight. 

 

*** 

After our visit to the Höß-Villa, we walked to the main entrance of the Auschwitz 

memorial. We spent time entering and walking past the prisoners’ barracks and 

gallows and sat beside the site where mass shootings frequently took place. The 

following day, we visited the vast grounds of Birkenau, and I was disturbed by its 

immense size. No words can describe the incomprehensible machinery of the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau camps. Knowing what happened there continues to leave me 

speechless.  
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Auschwitz-Birkenau is a place where people seek an experience, not just information. 

Millions come here not only to learn but to participate, to form their own impressions, 

and, in a sense, feel history. One of the Auschwitz barracks contains an exhibition 

where drawings from children held captive there are recreated on the wall. Standing 

in that room, I realized how little in that place is left to chance: the barracks are 

curated and staged as exhibitions. Fighting against decay, the memorial constantly 

restores and repairs remnants of what is still there based on what once was—from 

stones and wood to clothing and images. In the attempt to preserve memory for future 

generations, Auschwitz-Birkenau becomes a site of historical performance.5 

 

Unrelenting deterioration of memorial sites will require ever-increasing preservation 

efforts to sustain remembrance of their significance and their ethical weight. This 

work is not incidental; it reflects the fact that the power we ascribe to such physical 

places rests on collective memory and the meanings we continually invest in them.6 In 

this sense, Auschwitz-Birkenau must keep “performing” itself—restoring, curating, 

and presenting—so that its lessons remain visible and binding for future generations. 

The memorial actively resists the erasures of time, exerting considerable energy to 

put a forceful stop to the decay that threatens to diminish its role as a witness to 

history of humankind’s horrors. 

 

In both the Höß-Villa and the Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial, I found myself 

searching for an authentic encounter with history. The villa, with its lack of curation, 

allowed me to have an individual exploration that was fascinating and fun but didn’t 

prompt ethical engagement. By contrast, the memorial’s careful interpretation—its 

ongoing work of staging, preserving, and performing the past—inspired deeper 
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reflection. There, I was drawn not only to question the horrors of history but also my 

own role in current injustices. The site’s intentionality does more than preserve 

memory; I experienced it calling visitors to carry its lessons forward into the 

responsibilities of today. 

 

*** 

If memorial preservation stages memory to sustain ethical reflection across 

generations, then liturgy too can be understood as a form of performance, one that 

seeks to move communities beyond mere observation into action. I am reminded of the 

sermon delivered by Episcopal bishop Mariann Edgar Budde during the service for 

President Donald Trump’s second inauguration at the National Cathedral in 

Washington, D.C. She made a direct appeal to the president: 

 

Let me make one final plea, Mr. President. Millions have put their trust in 

you. As you told the nation yesterday, you have felt the providential hand of a 

loving God. In the name of our God, I ask you to have mercy upon the people in 

our country who are scared now. There are transgender children in both 

Republican and Democratic families who fear for their lives.  

 

And the people who pick our crops and clean our office buildings; who labor in 

our poultry farms and meat-packing plants; who wash the dishes after we eat 

in restaurants and work the night shift in hospitals – they may not be citizens 

or have the proper documentation, but the vast majority of immigrants are not 

criminals. They pay taxes, and are good neighbors. They are faithful members 

of our churches, mosques and synagogues, gurdwara, and temples.  

Have mercy, Mr. President, on those in our communities whose children fear 

that their parents will be taken away. Help those who are fleeing war zones 

and persecution in their own lands to find compassion and welcome here. Our 

God teaches us that we are to be merciful to the stranger, for we were once 

strangers in this land.7 

 

This inauguration service was, without a doubt, carefully scripted from start to finish. 

Sermons are always performative. And yet, Bishop Budde’s appeal is undeniably 

powerful, even authentic. Here, authenticity does not arise from spontaneity but from 

her willingness to leverage institutional authority in the face of injustice. Instead of 

dwelling on abstractions, she calls for the protection of those most vulnerable, and, in 

doing so, risks personal and professional consequences for her words. What makes her 
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performance authentic is this calculated willingness to take risks to counter division, 

not the absence of staging.8 

 

Ministers are called to use performance deliberately and responsibly. The ongoing 

question in our attempt to do so is: does our liturgy serve to create community and 

call us to stand for justice? The challenge is not to be “unstaged” but to stage 

consciously, and in the service of truth, healing, and the common good. 

 

I am left exploring the comparison between memorial preservation and worship. At its 

best, memorial preservation performs not for individual curiosity but for communal 

education. Only through shared commitment to remembrance does a place like 

Auschwitz-Birkenau maintain the public support necessary to continue its 

educational mission. Similarly, the church is a communal space that serves to bring 

people together, heal, and educate, relying on community support to continue to exist 

and influence. Both spaces channel collective energy toward something greater than 

individual purposes.9 My hope is that in a hundred years communities will still have 

such spaces to gather—whether memorials or churches—to confront the injustices of 

the past and be inspired to challenge the injustices of their own time. 

 

 
Tanja R. Helmert was a 2025 FASPE Clergy & Religious Leader Fellow. She serves as 
a vicar at Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Santa Barbara, California. 

 
Notes 
1. All images are the author’s. By authentic, I don’t mean an untouched, pure truth but rather the 

impression of immediacy–the feeling of encountering a place or a story in its originality, without filters. 

This draws on Walter Benjamin’s concept that “the presence of the original is the prerequisite to the 

concept of authenticity”; see Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in 

Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 220. 

2. The Zone of Interest, directed by Jonathan Glazer (A24, 2023). 

3. The Zone of Interest, 1:00:17–1:00:58. 

4. The Zone of Interest, 0:31:37–0:33:49. 

5. The tension between authentic preservation and necessary staging reflects what Immanuel Kant 

identified as the complex relationship between moral authenticity and performative action. For Kant, 

true moral character requires “self-congruence,” the alignment of inner disposition and outward act, yet 

he acknowledged that such congruence sometimes demands apparent incongruence. As ethicist Howard 

Pickett explains, leveraging Kant, “Given our imperfections, however, faking it (or something remarkably 

like it) may aid the development of moral character” (Howard Pickett, Rethinking Sincerity and 
Authenticity: The Ethics of Theatricality in Kant, Kierkegaard, and Levinas [Charlottesville: University 

of Virginia Press, 2017], 12). Applied to memorial sites, I argue that conscious performance of memory 

through curation and staging can advance authentic educational and moral purposes when directed 

toward collective remembrance and ethical reflection rather than passive consumption or empty display. 

6. This understanding of memorial sites as requiring active maintenance of meaning aligns with recent 

scholarship on monument design. Researchers note that “the meaning behind monuments has changed 

over time, as has the consistency of their construction. As a result, the meaning of memory and emotional 

attachment that monuments carry with them has evolved. Most physical monuments will pass and 



FASPE Journal 2025   |||   52   |||   Clergy & Religious Leaders 

 

deteriorate over time, detracting from the initial emotional attachment and memory of it”; see Guiyao 

Chen and Vuthipong Suneta, “Design transformations in monuments and memorials as monumental 

buildings: new perspectives on the place-making model,” Heritage Science 12, no. 325 (2024), 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s40494-024-01446-4. 

7. Mariann Edgar Budde, “Sermon at Presidential Inauguration” (transcript), 

https://cathedral.org/sermons/homily-a-service-of-prayer-for-the-nation/. 

8. This understanding of authenticity as other-oriented rather than self-focused aligns with Emmanuel 

Levinas’s critique of individualistic authenticity in favor of what he calls “sincerity”: a form of self-

congruence that is fundamentally directed toward others rather than inward self-expression. Howard 

Pickett writes in his chapter on Levinas’ understanding of sincerity that “authenticity lacks sincerity’s 

characteristic focus on an audience of others”; see Pickett, Rethinking Sincerity and Authenticity, 174. 

9. Liturgical scholar Allie Utley describes worship as occurring within “thickly textured, magnetized 

worlds” where the assembly creates energy through shared participation. This energy, she argues, 
generates the power that draws people back to communal religious practice; see Utley, “Hope Emerges: 

An Exploration of Energy and Power in the Context of Worship,” Liturgy 37, no. 2 (2022): 50. 
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From Normalization to Numbness: 
A Reflection on Narratives, 
Professional Complicity, and the 
Ethical Imperative of Resistance 
for All Professionals 
BY FRANK MATOVU 

 

 

Introduction 

Hitler did not kill over six million people single-handedly. The genocide 

required the complicity, cooperation, and active participation of countless 

ordinary people. Professionals in different fields–government officials, soldiers, 

police officers, business leaders, clergy, doctors, educators—were all part of 

this tragedy by directly carrying out the killings, enforcing discriminatory 

laws, facilitating deportations, and remaining silent in the face of injustice. 

Today, there still exist injustices toward, impediments to, even ruinations of, 

human flourishing. The question is: what is our role as professionals, and what 

are we doing about issues now? This past summer, I had the opportunity to be 

part of the FASPE program. The fellowship rekindled my hope that ethical 

leadership remains possible in a world full of systemic injustice and 

polarization. Standing in Auschwitz, I was forced to reckon not only with the 

atrocities of history but also with the uncomfortable reality that I too am 

vulnerable to the same temptations that eroded moral responsibility in Nazi 

Germany. Through rigorous dialogue with fellows from multiple disciplines, I 

learned how ambition, conformity, and neutrality can make professionals 

complicit in harm. These conversations deepened my awareness of my power 

and influence as a professional bible scholar and clergy member. They 

strengthened my commitment to use my influence to defend human dignity, 

resist harmful narratives, and speak for the voiceless. Drawing on Primo 

Levi’s testimony, Harald ’s cultural analysis, Martha Nussbaum’s reflections 

on political emotions, and Sumner Twiss’s caution about complicity, I argue 
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that moral decay is not the result of extraordinary wickedness but rather of 

everyday temptations left unchecked. By remembering the lessons of the 

Holocaust and practicing vigilant self-reflection, professionals today can resist 

the dangerous slope of normalization and contribute to a culture that protects 

human dignity. 

 

Confronting Complicity and Moral Numbness 

If you do not think for yourself, someone will think for you; and if you do not 

decide for yourself, someone will decide for you. Indecision invites others to 

take control, leading to complicity. As a society, we have become accustomed to 

remaining silent in the name of preserving our peace. According to a 2024 

survey,1 39% of people have opted to keep the news, or certain news, out of 

their space, claiming that it is depressing. Due to the intense and constant 

flood of information, our brains have developed coping mechanisms. We are at 

a point where we see people as numbers and statistics. Reading a headline 

that over 1,500 people have died in Syria or somewhere else in the world is no 

longer gut-wrenching—just another story to take in while we sip coffee. How 

did we arrive at such a state? The answer is normalization; practices, 

attitudes, or beliefs once considered shocking or unacceptable gradually 

become ordinary and inconspicuous. It is a dangerous slope because it numbs 

moral sensitivity, allowing injustice to take root. 

 

The Holocaust stands as a paramount example. Long before 1933, “othering” of 

marginalized groups had numbed people’s moral fiber, normalized hate. It 

became acceptable for Jews and other “undesirables” to be sent away, while 

“Aryans” could swipe and auction off Jewish property with smiles on their 

faces. Ordinary men, with ordinary lives and dangerous narratives, nurtured 

this normalization. Nazi propaganda systematically denied "othered" people—

especially Jews—the recognition of basic human rights. They, for instance, 

compared Jews to diseases and parasites, as in the 1937 exhibition Der ewige 

Jude (The Eternal Jew). A film of the same name portrayed Jews as “cultural 

parasites” while antisemitic flyers compared them to incurable diseases like 

cancer and tuberculosis.2 All these dehumanization efforts relied on racist 

ideology, exploiting existing stereotypes and creating new ones to portray 

targeted groups as subhuman and dangerous. According to the Holocaust 

Encyclopedia, “The Nazis believed that eliminating this 'threat' to German 

survival meant eliminating the people who were labeled by racial ideology as 
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the standard-bearers of that threat,” that is, the Jews, Black people, and 

anyone categorized as inferior according to the Nazis' racial ideology.3  

 

Such propaganda led then, and leads now, to society’s disengagement from 

moral concerns, leading actions taken against othered groups to become more 

acceptable. These actions, in other words, begin with ideas. We are not born 

monsters, but we all have the potential to become them under the right 

conditions. As Primo Levi writes, “[m]onsters exist, but they are too few to be 

truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common men, the functionaries 

ready to believe and to act without asking questions.”4 Levi’s words remind us 

that it was not an elite group of “monsters” who made the Holocaust possible 

but rather the countless ordinary men and women who allowed themselves to 

be swept along by propaganda and prejudice. The danger lies not only in the 

architects of evil but also in the everyday citizens who silently conform, accept, 

and even justify everyday injustice. This is the haunting legacy of 

normalization: entire societies can become complicit when individuals stop 

asking questions. 

 

Harald Welzer poses a challenge specifically to those who hold Christian 

values who support this creeping normalization, calling those of us who believe 

now to self-reflect: 

 

To think long and hard about how a modern, Western society with a 

Christian background could have changed, within the briefest period of 

time, into a radically exclusive society, so that non-Jewish Germans did 

not even notice the successive changes in their normative orientation 

and, throughout the entire period, were completely capable of 

reconciling their inhumane attitudes with their images of themselves as 

moral beings, considering themselves to be good people.5 

 

His central argument is that the Holocaust was not simply an aberration but 

the culmination of a long history of antisemitic thought and action in 

Germany. He tells us how a society, which had long prided itself on its culture, 

philosophy, and Christian values, rapidly transformed into one that 

systematically and efficiently exterminated its Jewish population. In other 

words, ideas and narratives do shape our moral perception and behavior, even 

to the point of enabling complicity in atrocities like the Holocaust. Narratives 

and propaganda can gradually redefine what is considered normal or moral, 
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allowing us (even the religious who esteem ourselves as invulnerable) with 

deep Christian roots to reconcile acts of exclusion and violence with our self-

image as virtuous people. In this way, morality becomes detached from its 

authentic ethical foundation and then coopted by cultural or political 

ideologies. That is how powerful and dangerous shifts in society’s normative 

frameworks can be when uncritically accepted to a point where even those who 

pursue what is good for humanity start tolerating the unthinkable.  

 

Speaking about the impact narratives have on the development of systems of 

justice, Martha C. Nussbaum notes that societies must secure the emotional 

commitments of their citizens in this endeavor. Emotions “have a narrative 

structure” and “the understanding of any single emotion is incomplete unless 

its narrative history is grasped and studied for the light it sheds on the 

present response.”6 Humanity, in other words, is doomed if we continue 

securing our emotional commitments with sloppy, intolerant, self-preserving, 

and “othering” narratives that propagate hate. Such emotional commitments, 

especially like Christian nationalism today, cannot provide adequate, non-

marginalizing foundations.  

 

Sometimes these narratives come from people who have secured and gained 

our trust, from demagogues. For instance, commenting on the biblical 

command “love your neighbor” in Leviticus 19:17-18, Nussbaum notes that it is 

grounded in Israel’s narrative of liberation from Egypt. In that context, 

“obedience is given in response to God showing His love for Israel, and showing 

Israel the value of human life, thus teaching Israel to love their neighbors with 

emotional commitments that lead to obedience.”7 The secured emotional moral 

commitments eventually manifest in the people’s habitus and written treatises 

on justice. In other words, when narratives are turned toward “the other,” they 

often exploit natural human emotions like fear and distrust, then secure 

emotional commitments to “othering.” Demagogues can mobilize this fear in 

violent and dangerous ways, reframing prejudice as virtue. Thus, there is a 

need to constantly question our ethics and moral frameworks and practice the 

habit of self-reflection. 

 

We can see the process of emotional commitment in the Holocaust itself, which 

was carried out with the participation—active or passive—of religious leaders, 

business executives, civil servants, and the general population. Many 

professionals rationalized their actions as duties to employers or shareholders, 
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allowing themselves to feel “innocent” because they were fulfilling professional 

obligations. This is one of the “gray zones” of ethics: moral teachings and codes 

can be overridden, twisted, or subverted to serve evil purposes. Many are more 

comfortable being neutral and enjoying the perceived benefits of complicity. 

We can all be in this position given the right circumstances. Sumner B. Twiss 

warns of our own vulnerability: 

 

I can (and do) ask myself whether I could have responded as Speer, 

Hoess, and Eichmann did to their social situations—thus imaginatively 

conceiving myself as a perpetrator—I believe that these memoirs 

succeed in establishing in readers an odd form of ‘solidarity in sin’ or 

potential complicity in evil—due to a shared sense of shame, guilt, and 

sadness about the human condition in even having to address the issue 

of the prevention of atrocities against fellow human beings. I believe 

that all of us, under the right circumstances of stress, hierarchical 

authority, indoctrination, pressure to group conformity, isolation, 

cognitive distortion, and susceptibility to prejudice, could in principle 

become criminal.8 

 

Twiss reminds us of the unsettling reality that the potential for moral failure 

is not confined to a few monstrous individuals we have heard about in the 

news but exists within all human beings under certain conditions. By asking 

whether he could have acted like Speer, Höß, or Eichmann, Twiss highlights 

the profound challenge of recognizing our own susceptibility to evil when faced 

with stress, hierarchy, indoctrination, conformity, isolation, and prejudice. 

Indeed, we cannot ignore the potential for “solidarity in sin.” We should then 

all share a sense of shame and guilt, acknowledging that atrocities like the 

Holocaust come about not solely as a result of individual wickedness but from 

conformity with sinful narratives, ideologies, and systems. We must remain 

vigilant in self-reflection. 

 

What We Can Do About It 

Remembering the past is essential. How we remember it is equally important. 

George Santayana famously said, “[t]hose who do not remember the past are 

condemned to repeat it.”9 While true, we can add much to this statement to 

make it more powerful. Memory alone is insufficient; what matters is the 

quality of our remembrance and the actions that follow. History can easily 

become a static record of events, or worse, be dismissed as fiction—a danger 



FASPE Journal 2025   |||   58   |||   Clergy & Religious Leaders 

 

already evident in reports of young people denying the Holocaust. According to 

The Economist, a survey carried out by YouGov found that “young 

Americans—or at least the subset of them who take part in surveys—appear to 

be remarkably ignorant about one of modern history’s greatest crimes. Some 

20% of respondents aged 18-29 think that the Holocaust is a myth, compared 

with 8% of those aged 30-44 […] An additional 30% of young Americans said 

they do not know whether the Holocaust is a myth.”10 We invite complacency 

when we detach ourselves from historical atrocities, imagining them as 

irreversibly confined to the past. Active remembering demands more than 

passive consumption of historical facts. It calls for critical engagement and 

deliberate cultivation of safeguards against moral numbness. 

 

This responsibility is even greater for those of us in professional roles—

journalists, medical personnel, clergy, engineers, educators, and others. Our 

positions carry authority, and people turn to us for guidance and expertise. 

They trust that we will direct them toward flourishing within their 

communities. This trust brings with it profound ethical obligations. In my own 

vocation as a clergy member, I recognize the inherent power embedded in 

spiritual leadership. Christopher Beeley captures this truth well when he 

writes: 

 

It is common to think of pastoral ministry as a kind of service, and so it 

is. But before we consider its servant-like quality, it is important to 

appreciate the real power that leaders carry in their communities and in 

the lives of individual people. Like actual shepherds, Christian pastors 

exercise a clear and necessary authority over their flocks, by which they 

can guide the church members toward God. In the earliest document in 

the New Testament, Paul speaks of the authority of leadership in very 

strong terms. He admonishes the church in Thessaloniki to have respect 

for "those who labor among you and have charge over you in the Lord 

and admonish you." Because of their work, leaders are to be "highly 

esteemed in love" (1 Thess. 5:12-13). Similarly, we see Jesus giving the 

twelve disciples great "power and authority" to cast out demons, heal 

diseases, and preach the gospel (Luke 9:1).11 

 

Beeley reminds us that authority has always been central to leadership, not 

only in the church but also in other professions. This authority can be a tool for 

advancing human flourishing or a weapon for destruction. If our ethical 
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commitments to human dignity—regardless of gender, race, or social status—

are compromised, we risk offering broken services that perpetuate harm 

rather than healing. We must remain vigilant, questioning how our decisions 

affect us and those who depend on us. We must be willing to assume moral 

responsibility for our actions. Awareness of the power we hold is a safeguard 

against normalizing the unthinkable. A fellow FASPE participant posed a 

haunting question: “it is easy to ask what professionals did between 1933 and 

1945 and why they remained complicit, but the question is now: what did we 

do in 2025?” This question should unsettle us. Are we so cautious that our 

caution becomes an excuse to preserve the status quo? Do we justify complicity 

under the guise of self-preservation?  

 

We must also be wary of seemingly ordinary motivations that, if unchecked, 

erode our moral clarity. Ambition, competitiveness, and an unrelenting focus 

on career advancement can subtly shift our priorities from ethical 

responsibility to personal success. A fixation on profits risks reducing human 

beings to mere economic units. Pride in professional cleverness breeds 

arrogance, and fascination with technology or social engineering can make us 

insensitive to human consequences. Limiting moral responsibility to our own 

group fosters exclusion while claims of professional neutrality offer convenient 

excuses for inaction. Even the desire to remain close to power, in the guise of 

mitigating harm from within, can lead to compromise and complicity. These 

tendencies collectively form a slippery slope toward moral numbness, 

weakening our ability to recognize and resist ethical corruption. As a 

Christian, the foundation of my resistance is the conviction that every human 

being is created in the image of God and possesses inherent worth. For others, 

whether religious or not, the call is to hold fast to values that safeguard 

human dignity, staying resilient against propaganda and resistant to divisive 

and polarizing narratives that perpetuate hate.  

 

Conclusion 

Future generations will ask what we did to preserve human dignity now. The 

answer will hinge on whether we actively resisted normalization or silently 

enabled it. The Holocaust teaches us how swiftly prejudice can escalate into 

annihilation when normalized through narratives, institutions, and 

professional roles. It reveals that evil often advances not through the malice of 

a few but through the complacency of many. If we do not think for ourselves, 

others will think for us; if we do not decide for ourselves, others will decide for 
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us. We must put our guards up and develop a heightened sense of self-

scrutiny, paying close attention to hints of looming complicity. 

 

The choice before us is urgent: to remain complicit until it is too late or to 

resist now—before the unthinkable becomes the norm. When narratives and 

propaganda are not sieved through proper ethical filters, you can be deceived 

into believing that the devil is your savior, or as Voltaire said, “if you can make 

people believe absurdities, you can make them commit atrocities.”12 

 

 

Frank Matovu was a 2025 FASPE Clergy & Religious Leaders Fellow. He has 

a master’s of Leadership in Global Christian Education from Prairie College, 

and he is a Master of Divinity candidate at Abilene Christian University in 

Abilene, Texas.  
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