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Die große Schuld des Menschen sind nicht die Sünden, die er begeht—die Versuchung ist mächtig und seine Kraft gering! Die große Schuld des Menschen ist, daß er in jedem Augenblick die Umkehr tun kann und nicht tut.*

Rabbi Bunam

Christen wünschen nicht, der Buße oder dem Chaos zu entgehen, wenn Gottes Wille es über uns bringen will. Wir müssen dieses Gericht als Christen annehmen.**

Dietrich Bonhoeffer





* “The major guilt of human beings is not the sins they have committed—for the temptation is powerful and their power little! The major guilt of human beings is that in every moment they can repent but do not.” Quoted in “Die große Schuld,” Freiburger Rundbrief 15, no. 57/60 (1963/1964): 32.

** “Christians ask not to escape from repentance or chaos if it is what the will of God has in store for us. We must accept this proceeding as Christians.” Quoted in George K. A. Bell, “Die Ökumene und die innerdeutsche Opposition,” Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 5, no. 4 (1957): 369.
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Introduction

The German Problem of Vergangenheitsbewältigung


A national catastrophe, a physical and psychic collapse without parallel1

Thomas Mann, 1945

Here then is a whole people in a state of spiritual ruin such as has never been known, perhaps, in the history of the world.2

Victor Gollancz, 1946




I

This book develops the biblical idea of “turning” (tshuvah in Hebrew) into a conceptual framework to analyze a particular area of contemporary German history, often loosely referred to as “coming to terms with the past” (Vergangenheitsbewältigung in German, or VgB for short). It examines a selection of German responses to the Nazi past, their interaction with the victims’ responses, such as those of Jewish individuals,3 and their correspondence with biblical “repentance.” In demonstrating the victims’ influence on German responses, I argue that the latter can be better analyzed and understood as a “model for coping with the past” in a relational rather than national paradigm. By establishing the conformity between such responses and the idea of Umkehr/Buße tun, as tshuvah is invariably translated into German,4 the book asserts that the religious texts from the “Old Testament” encapsulating this idea are viable intellectual resources for dialogues among victims, perpetrators, bystanders, and their later generations in the discussion of guilt and responsibility, justice and reparation, remembrance and reconciliation. It thus is perhaps one of the greatest ironies of the twentieth century, in which Nazi Germany had sought to eliminate each and every single Jew within its reach, that postwar Germans have relied on the Jewish device of repentance as a feasible way out of their unparalleled “national catastrophe” (Mann), their unprecedented “spiritual ruin” (Gollancz).

The controversial nature of the research materials in question necessitates a further clarification of the aims and limits of this study before we venture into the relevant literature, methodology, and structure of the book. First and foremost, this is neither affirmation nor negation of moral realities in postwar Germany; whether the responses analyzed bespeak real repentance or not exceeds the analytical purview of the researcher. Rather, this book recognizes its judgmental limits and bases its conclusions solely and consciously on what is “on the surface”: forms of expression and ways of argumentation that are—themselves belonging to observable realities nonetheless—open to interpretation by all.5 Likewise, in documenting Jewish efforts of “turning” in correspondence with the biblical idea of “assisted” repentance (i.e., God helping the sinner repent, who is unable to transform himself if left alone), there is no intention—explicit or implicit—to suggest that Jewish victims were themselves guilty, hence “in need” of repentance vis-à-vis the Germans; “co-repentance” in this sense is categorically rejected by the author. Rather, when “mutual-turning” is spoken of in this study, it is meant to describe the process in which the victims, who did not need “turning,” turned nonetheless in aid of the turning of the wrongdoers, who needed it. It is to the explication of the multiple senses of turning (both biblical and historical) that this research dedicates itself. Neither a German nor a Jew, I do not see it as my “duty” to defend one or the other in their responses to the Shoah, or to “idealize” particular individuals, significant as their turning contributions might be. If there is something to defend in this book, it is the biblical notion of repentance, which is its core and organizing principle, as a viable blueprint for international reconciliation.



II

While there is no lack of in-depth studies on German VgB, most of which were published in the last two decades or so,6 relatively little has been done to explore the religious roots of this phenomenon, and nothing, so far as I could gather in the English and German languages, on the direct link between it and biblical repentance.7 Among the most prolific scholars on the phenomenon are Norbert Frei, Peter Reichel, and Constantin Goschler, whose works lay the basis for subsequent research on VgB in its political, juridical, and institutional dimensions, as well as with respect to reparation and artistic representation.8 There are also specific studies on key “episodes” or policy areas of coming to terms with the past, such as the Historikerstreit, in which the question and meaning of the singularity of the Holocaust were at stake.9 The phenomenon has attracted so much scholarly attention that it can already boast of having its own “dictionaries” and “lexicons.”10 Added to these are numerous comparative studies addressing the issues of disparity and transference in the intra-German, European, and interregional contexts.11

In the existing works where religion takes center stage, focus tends to be restricted to how the German churches have or have not dealt with the Nazi legacy—or more precisely, the question of Christian guilt in the Nazi era—while at times offering “theological reflection” as a means of coming to terms with this past.12 In other words, these works present VgB in the domain of theology and religion as an institution, rather than analyzing the wider history of VgB through theological concepts. Aleida Assmann’s earlier intervention in tracing certain catchwords in VgB discourse to their biblical roots proves a rarity in the literature.13 Yet even she would later agree with Ulrike Jureit—who criticizes the religious intrusion into the “secular system” of coming to terms with the past14—that religious concepts, having no reference in the “secular-speaking area,” have no place in the vocabulary of remembrance culture (Erinnerungskultur).15

Yet, as we shall see later and throughout the historical chapters in part 2 of this book, the religious vocabulary of sin and guilt, of atonement and repentance, has accompanied VgB as a historical process16 from the very beginning. It is therefore questionable as a research practice and historiographical principle that certain materials and expressions are excluded at the outset from the subject matter simply because they don’t conform to a certain view of secularity and its relationship with the phenomenon.17 As Assmann herself concluded early on, “The entire concept of reconciliation (Versöhnung) through repentance (Buße) is only thinkable on the ground of a guilt culture (Schuldkultur).”18 It is argued here that the concept of repentance from the Hebrew Bible has indeed had a significant influence on the German process of facing the Nazi past. The historical records show that the notions of “turning” are spiritual resources at the disposal of the victims and their descendants, who used them to help the perpetrators and their later generations arrive at insights that were otherwise inaccessible to them. This book seeks to acknowledge this extraordinary and indispensable assistance in understanding what it means “to turn,” and the corresponding willingness and openness to receive that assistance.

An early German volunteer at Aktion Sühnezeichen, an initiative based on the idea of “atonement” (Sühne),19 has documented how she came to know the Jewish meaning of “mercy” from her Hebrew teacher: “Jehuda explained to us that the word ‘mercy’ does not fully render the meaning of ‘chessed.’ Mercy is something that comes from God to us while we remain passive receivers. ‘Chessed’ means much more; it means ‘God’s solidarity’ with us. God stands by us. ‘One must not only receive chessed, but also do it,’ said Jehuda. ‘Only then will we know what it means.’ ”20 Another time she was “taught” in Israel by a “Chaverim” from America about what “repentance” means: “ ‘You know what,’ Mats said, ‘you can’t run around in chains forever, just because your fathers are guilty… . When a person realizes his guilt, the obvious thing for him to do is to learn and to repent (umkehren) and to better himself (sich bessern)… . The first thing we wish from you Germans is not that you come here and speak about ‘atonement’ or ‘sign of atonement,’ but that Germany becomes another Germany because it has learned from the past. Then, what was hurtful to us will also become less hurtful.”21

Needless to say, such views do not “represent” Jewish thinking in any quantitative sense. Yet they do touch upon, as I shall argue in this book, some of the fundamental tenets of biblical repentance: namely, the role of mercy in repentance, the sin of the fathers, and the possibility of renewal. Without the intellectual infrastructure, the “cultural ground” (Assmann) furnished by these ancient notions from the Bible, which at times of grave moral crises can be the only remaining recourse to argumentative legitimacy, the key questions of how a nation can come to terms with its past risk become intractable, or merely matters of personal taste. Can the past be “mastered” (bewältigt werden)? Can something be “made good again” (wiedergutgemacht) through reparation? If the names are logically false, can one still affirm their referents, or must these be rejected as based on “illusions”? With what “promise” or hope can those Germans engaging in VgB substantiate their claim that their words and deeds would contribute to their renewal as a people and to their reconciliation with their victims? Is it possible at all “after Auschwitz”? Without some form of preexisting “frames of meaning,”22 shared by both the victims and the perpetrators (at least historical-culturally, not necessarily religious-ideologically, as was manifest in Nazi “Christian” theology),23 how can one answer these questions with a reasonable degree of satisfaction—that is, in a way that is acceptable to those who live within these frames?



III

In the immediate period around the time of military defeat in 1945, some German intellectuals both inside and outside the country were engaged in reflection on what was in store for their nation after Nazism. Ubiquitous in this reflection was the assessment that the existential crisis (the “German question/problem”) begotten by the twelve preceding years was of such a catastrophic proportion that only through a fundamental “returning”—whether it be to Germany’s religious roots, humanistic tradition, or Western democratic civilization—could postwar Germany have any hope of survival.

Alfred Weber, in his Abschied von der bisherigen Geschichte (Farewell to Previous History),24 written before the war ended and published in Hamburg in 1946, called what was then still unfolding a “catastrophic historical collapse,” which in effect would seal the end of the history that had been led by European states up until then.25 “The first great and fundamental sin (Sünde), which the West (Abendland) has committed against itself,” for which it had “to pay a high price,” was having erected a state system in which state behavior is placed “outside general morals,” “outside any effective idealistic supervision of actions,” as in the so-called moral-free state actions.26 Weber then proceeded to explore the “dogmatizing” tendencies in European history, culminating in the “nihilism” predominant in the epoch, which was allegedly the “deep cause” of the catastrophe. For him—the younger brother of Max Weber—the way forward was “to organize Europe and especially its German center on a free democratic basis that represents human dignity and humanity.”27 The German people must engage in self-education for self-renewal and self-transformation, by returning to the “undogmatic European prototypes (Vorgestalten).”28 “That is what we need. Here lies our future.”29

Carl-Hermann Mueller-Graaf (a.k.a. Constantin Silens) concurred with Weber that the age in which “Europe was the head and the lord of the world” was coming to end.30 But in his 1946 book, Irrweg und Umkehr (Misguided Path and Repentance), Silens focused on what he called the “German problem” instead of “Europeanizing” it.31 For him, who professed to belong to “that Christian and conservative Germany,” “the great German guilt (deutsche Schuld), the guilt of many decades, is the turning away (Abwendung) from the Christianness of the West (Christlichkeit des Abendlandes),” turning instead to Darwin, Nietzsche, and Spengler, the “true misleaders.”32 As such, the Germans, who “are guilty of our fate,” must do repentance, “not repentance (Buße) in the sense of worldly revenge… [but] repentance in the great sense of Christianity, which means realization (Erkenntnis) and confession (Bekenntnis) of the wrong done,” “repentance as regretful (reuig) realization of one’s own evil.”33 “They must understand that they need a truthful response before God and for their own sake, so that they break a better path to their children’s future, better than the one that has led them to today’s misery.”34 Without the spiritual outlook derived from the “spirit of Christian regard for the neighbor,” the author—an official in trade and economic affairs both during and after the Nazi years35—was convinced that “there can be no German future.”36

Silens, a Lutheran, could easily find a cohort in other German Christians of his time, such as Johannes Hessen, a Catholic theologian. Hessen held a series of public lectures in the winter semester of 1945–46 at the University of Cologne, where he taught philosophy, musing about “reconstruction” (Wiederaufbau) of postwar Germany in different spheres, from science to law to religion. He found no more fitting description of the destruction he witnessed in the Germany of 1945 than the first verse from the book of Lamentations, traditionally attributed to the prophet Jeremiah: “Wandering through the ruins of our great cities, one wants to join in the lament of the prophet: ‘How forlorn the city lies, once full of folks.’ ”37 Yet, Hessen immediately added, “worse than the material is the intellectual devastation (geistige Verwüstung) of Germany… . National Socialism has proved to be … an assassination of all intellectual culture.”38 Like Silens, he advocated the avowal of German guilt, of a “common guilt” (Gemeinschuld), in order to work together toward the “intellectual-ethical rebirth of our people”: “In the final analysis, we have all become guilty… . There is not only guilt of the individual, there is also guilt of the community (Schuld der Gemeinschaft). Since we belong to the people, whose leadership has unleashed this war and with it brought unspeakable suffering and misery to humanity, each of us has after all become guilty before humanity and before God.”39 He presented Nazism (especially Alfred Rosenberg’s racial theory) as an antithesis to Christianity and proposed “reconstruction in the religious sphere” following the prophetic path of individual Christians like Martin Niemöller and Clemens August Graf von Galen.40

Beyond the intellectual-ethical “reconstruction,” a distinguished economist of his time, Wilhelm Röpke, proposed “revolutions” in the political and socioeconomic spheres. Though also for him, these revolutions were dependent on the “moral revolution, just as the German question is always in essence an intellectual-moral one.”41 The threefold revolution was deemed a necessary undertaking after the “physical, political, and moral suicide (Selbstmord)” of the Germans, “a tragedy without parallel in history, a real tragedy, in which guilt and fate are enchained to one another.”42 Now that the Germans had become a pariah Volk, “odium generis humani,” “one of the most problematic, most complicated, and most hated peoples,” “one of the worst wellsprings of infection (Ansteckungsherd),”43 “it is the hour of ‘regret (Reue) and rebirth (Wiedergeburt),’ of which the German philosopher Max Scheler had spoken after the First World War.”44 The German people as a whole, said Röpke, “will not commit suicide, but repent (umkehren), if he is shown the way back.”45 The professor of economics, who had been “retired” in 1933 for being a Nazi opponent, pleaded with his Swiss readers to “nurture the delightful first signs of repentance (Umkehr) of German intellectuals,” so that one might eventually really speak of “Germany’s rebirth.”46

Without going any further into the early primary German responses to the “catastrophe” of the long decade of Nazi Germany, one can already see from the brief survey above the prolific use of the theologically charged terms “sin,” “guilt,” and “repentance” to perceive, analyze, and to propose solutions to the “German problem.”47 Though one might disagree with their diagnoses—for instance, would an unqualified returning to Christianity be a sufficient “German repentance” when the German churches themselves were by and large compromised?48 Would a mere returning to the democratic West be a satisfactory answer to the millions of victims of Nazism, many of whom were from or still in the then undemocratic East?49 On the other hand, European Jewish intellectuals were also engaging in reflection on whether and how “Jewish remnants” should help Germans attain the “moral renewal” they desperately needed, from remaining in postwar Germany to exercise justice (Eugen Kogon) to leaving for Palestine to establish a model civilized state (Hans Klee).50 Irrespective of the actual validity of these, their act of employing biblical concepts to communicate with one another is a historical fact and, insofar as it is continual, a social phenomenon that is itself a legitimate object of phenomenological investigation.51 The results will show, inter alia, that the broader discourses went actually much further than just (re)turning to Christianity and democracy: whereas an aspect of Nazism was to cut Christianity from its Jewish roots, postwar Christian reflection in Germany was characterized by its returning to this foundation through using scriptures from the “Old Testament” in VgB sermons, and opening itself to Talmudic sources and Jewish voices in general.52 Postwar political reform also went way beyond building democratic structure and culture to cultivating individual concern for the suffering of the others, based on the biblical idea of the “new heart” of vulnerability.53



IV

Without some substantial basis for evaluating the discourse on “(re)turning,” it would seem that all proposals have equal validity, which certainly is not the case.54 Yet, “turning” in the Bible is not an empty concept: not all turnings or returnings are repentant turnings.55 This book begins therefore with an exploration of the idea of “turning” in the Bible. The purpose is not to produce new theological knowledge, but to outline the main features of this biblical concept that are pertinent to collective repentance.56 The present book proceeds from the principles guiding “turning” between God and the individual sinner, and moves on to those concerning specifically interhuman, collective relationships. Modern German translations of the Bible (Einheitsübersetzung and Lutherbibel, etc.) are used—not for technical but anthropological reasons57— together with traditional Jewish exegeses (such as those by Moses Maimonides and Rabbeinu Yonah) and inputs from those contemporary Jewish thinkers (such as Martin Buber, Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Franz Rosenzweig) who have attained referential status in the German-Jewish cultural world. The linchpin of this biblical investigation is the Bußpsalmen, or the Psalms of Repentance: a selection of seven Psalms that are traditionally used by Christians for the expression and education of repentance, with the fourth Bußpsalm, Psalm 51, recognized by Jewish sources as the Psalm of Repentance.58 The first part of this book presents fourteen “potencies” with regard to biblical repentance—divided into two chapters, one on divine-human and the other on interhuman repentance—which together form a system of affirmations, or “relational movements” (i.e., R1–R14):


	R1  The sinner is not sin

	R2  The twofold damage of sin

	R3  Mercy precedes repentance; repentance responds to mercy

	R4  Recognizing punishment as just

	R5  Confession as the only acceptable sacrifice

	R6  Repentance as inner death and rebirth

	R7  “Helping others repent” as the new task of the repentant

	R8  Repentant disagreement

	R9  Even God repents

	R10 Repentance’s representative minority

	R11 Justice between abused perpetrators and abusive “victims”

	R12 The sin of the fathers as cross-generational guilt

	R13 Remembrance for life as cross-generational responsibility

	R14 Reconciliation as turning to each other through turning to God



These will be employed in the second part of the book to analyze and categorize the historical data. Hence unlike Assmann, I do not begin with VgB “catchwords” and trace backward to their biblical origins, but start with biblical concepts and work forward to identify their equivalents in VgB discourses. In this way I seek to render more visible that intellectual infrastructure on which these discourses take place. In this regard, my approach also differs markedly from Stern’s, who has chosen to conduct his investigation of the German-Jewish relationship outside the “realm of special Jewish historiography” and to argue instead for the analytical strength of the “triangular relationship between Americans, Germans and Jews,”59 I examine how a repentance-informed outlook of history with its God-victim-perpetrator triad (R2) may have an impact on the relationship between Jews and Germans in the aftermath of the Shoah.

The historical part of the book (part 2), which is by far the more substantial part, consists of fourteen chapters (i.e., P1–P14), all of which are analyses of primary responses (by Germans and non-Germans, but chiefly in German) to the Nazi atrocities, especially the Shoah:


	P1  “People, not devils”

	P2  “Fascism was the great apostasy”

	P3  “The French must love the German spirit now entrusted to them”

	P4  “One cannot speak of injustice without raising the question of guilt”

	P5  “You won’t believe how thankful I am for what you have said”

	P6  “Courage to say no and still more courage to say yes”

	P7  “Raise our voice, both Jews and Germans”

	P8  “The appropriateness of each proposition depends upon who utters it”

	P9  “Hitler is in ourselves, too”

	P10 “I am Germany”

	P11 “Know before whom you will have to give an account”

	P12 “We take over the guilt of the fathers”

	P13 “Remember the evil, but do not forget the good”

	P14 “We are not authorized to forgive”



Each chapter seeks to demonstrate the correspondence between the set of responses documented and the particular feature of biblical repentance in the corresponding section in part 1 of the book. Since it belongs to the nature of biblical repentance that it is a never-ending, ever-renewing process (R6), I do not attempt, like some other historians of German VgB do, to offer a narrative with an artificial time frame, to determine the “turning points” in history and to characterize each time period.60 Rather, in each chapter of this discourse and historical analysis, concrete formulations and expressions of particular turning movements are presented, connected, and compared—at times also with countermovements in order to highlight the contrast—with priority given, when it is possible to trace, to pioneering manifestations in the early postwar period. (Hence the names of key pioneer-“turners,”61 such as Eugen Kogon and Alfred Grosser, to whom recognition is due, will appear and reappear in different historical chapters, simply for the reason that their formulations have “precedented” several aspects of repentance.) Despite this structural disregard of the time-narrative element, there is still a “natural” progression of time as the chapters progress, if only for the obvious reason that some questions and answers only arose when their social conditions came into being, such as those relating to generational guilt and responsibility (P12–P13) coming up when the “second generation” came of age in the 1960s.

This structuring of the book therefore allows for two ways of reading it: vertically and horizontally. One may begin with the chapters on biblical repentance to have a grasp of its overall spirit, and then proceed to the chapters on historical repentance to see the correspondence between the two; or alternatively, one may read each of the fourteen biblical-historical sections-chapters by pairs (e.g., R12 on biblical repentance concerning generational guilt, and then P12 on equivalent ideas as expressed in the history of German VgB). Boldface phrases throughout the book function as pointers to specific sections and chapters to help the reader navigate the book.

This method of using the “expansive” concept of biblical repentance, with its multiplicity of turning movements, rather than a “restrictive” definition of VgB as the historiographic principle, has the advantage of contextualizing historical data that are otherwise considered irrelevant to the history of “coming to terms with the past.” (As a result of this, the contributions of Victor Gollancz, Rabbi Robert Raphael Geis, Günther Anders, and some others recorded here are rarely given prominence in most histories of German VgB.) The “downside” of this method is of course the explosion of potential materials. In fact, I am convinced that there is enough historical evidence for each of the fourteen chapters to be expanded into a book-length study. Yet without the context of the whole, the parts risk the loss of meaning aside from a pedantic interest. Hence I have chosen to argue for the contextualizing strength of biblical repentance, aside from its dialogue-enabling potentials, instead of focusing on any one of its fourteen “movements” identified.

Notwithstanding the lack of clear temporal and geographical delimiters, I am looking mainly at German materials that have generated responses from within or without (hence in most cases already “publicized”), between the early postwar years, when taking a particular turning posture bore clear personal risks, and the early postreunification period, after which turning expressions tended to become more of a reaffirmation or reformulation of previous expressions. Exceptions are those materials that have occasioned substantial responses in the German cultural world (e.g., Daniel J. Goldhagen’s thesis), and those that have a significant intellectual contribution to German responses (e.g., Rabbi Harold Schulweis’s spiritual legacy in Holocaust remembrance). Especially helpful to me as source materials, aside from texts published in book form, are circulated periodicals such as the Frankfurter Hefte, Die Wandlung, and the Freiburger Rundbrief. The digital archives of Die Zeit, Der Spiegel, and the Hamburger Abendblatt have provided me with additional pertinent reference materials.

This book is not about how popular or unpopular “turning” was in Germany. It must be said at the outset that with but extremely rare exceptions, such as Willy Brandt’s Kniefall, for which there was contemporaneous research done on public opinion regarding the gesture (see P5), it is impossible to gauge statistically in retrospection the German and non-German audiences’ opinions toward the responses recorded in this study. It is possible to trace, say, the sales figures of a particular book or journal cited,62 but a higher sales figure does not of course necessarily mean agreement with its message(s) (a problem further compounded by the discrepancy between intended and interpreted meanings)—one cannot even be sure if it indicates readership, for buying is not the same as reading, much less reading with or without sympathy. I think therefore it is only prudent not to make any claim of majority support for the responses—though some of the responses analyzed here, such as the Lichterkette (P6), were mass movements instead of individual actions. Perhaps it is safer to assume that these were minority opinions, given the historical contexts in which they were uttered.

Though I in no way lay any claim to the exhaustion of the sources available, much less to the “representativeness” of the examples cited, I do feel confident that with the present “sedimentation” of evidence in each of the fourteen historical chapters, a strong case has already been made for the correspondence (at least “on the surface”) between biblical and historical “turning.” When I continue to “discover” documented and perhaps even stronger examples of correspondence, the consideration of length and the avoidance of unnecessary repetition prevent me from accumulating further historical sediments.

From a broader perspective, the human possibilities in expression and in action opened up by shared cultural resources are what this book is about. As a Chinese living in an era of gradually deteriorating Sino-Japanese relations, which are ostensibly burdened by “history problems,” I feel a compelling need for the study of German VgB—which Karl Jaspers once defined as Umkehr, as distinct from “forgetting” or “shame”63—from which alternative responses to past atrocities (for both perpetrators and victims) can be deduced. Through revealing the relational dynamics of the German “model,” that is, the contribution of Jewish ideas as communicated/carried out by Jewish and non-Jewish counterparts, I hope to raise questions about the constitutive aspects of Chinese responses and traditional ideas shared in East Asia in the problem of Japanese VgB. We may discover that the lack of certain critical “turnings” (on one or both sides) may have not so much to do with the will to “repent” and to “reconcile” as with shared traditional understandings of what is (im)possible and (un)desirable in the aftermath of intergroup atrocities in the first place. In other words, the so-called history problems can very well be in fact reflective of the problems of our shared ethical paradigm.

Though the presence of a resource does not automatically mean its employment—one only needs to ask why “mutual-turning” had not happened or succeeded among enemy states in Europe in the interwar years—the neglect or ignorance of it does mean foreclosed possibilities. In this sense, the study of the influence of scripture on history through human agency should sharpen one’s perceptibility of potential courses of action that have been either forgotten or obscured.
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Part I

The Jewish Device of Repentance: From Individual, Divine-Human to Interhuman, Collective “Turning”


Create in me, O God, a pure heart;

give me a new and steadfast spirit.

Psalm 51:12

I shall give you a new heart

and put a new spirit within you.

Ezekiel 36:26



“No other tradition has invested as much as Judaism in tshuvah [repentance],” proclaimed Rabbi Pesach Schindler to a group of Chinese educators at Yad Vashem learning about how to teach the Holocaust in China.1 This may sound like a startling claim, considering the existence of similar ideas in other religious traditions.2 Yet, when one considers the Holy Scriptures, in which the prophets’ calls for repentance are a constant fixture, in which stories of repentance (David’s, Jacob/Israel’s, Naaman’s, Nineveh’s, etc.) abound, in which expressions of repentance in confessional prayers and songs suffuse the entire biblical fabric, not to mention the annual ritual of Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement, it would hardly be an overstatement to claim that the idea of “turning,” which the Hebrew word tshuvah literally conveys, is central to the Jewish tradition. Indeed, the potency of this theological emphasis can also be felt in its “offshoot.” The litany of “confession literature” in the Christian world has caused Chinese literary scholars to reflect on the almost complete absence of such a genre in the history of Chinese literature.3 The Reformation began when a German monk went public against the church about what repentance (Buße tun) should be and should not be.4

The richness of this biblical tradition of repentance is also attested by the need to codify and explicate it for the benefit of Jewish communities. Maimonides’s Doctrine of Repentance and Rabbeinu Yonah’s Gates of Repentance, from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries respectively, are among the best-known references. In the historical period around the time of the German plunge into Nazism, the idea of repentance was also prominent in the epoch-defining works of the German-Jewish cultural world, such as Franz Rosenzweig’s Stern der Erlösung and Martin Buber’s Ich und Du. In the words of Buber, “The event that is called repentance (Umkehr) from the side of the world is called from God’s side redemption (Erlösung).”5 For Rosenzweig, inner repentance (innere Umkehr) is that event through which fundamental attitudes toward “nothing” and “something” are reversed by revelation (Offenbarung).6 The uniqueness of the biblical paradigm is in fact rooted in its point of departure—it does not begin “speculations” with the “good” and the “perfect,” but with the “fallen” and the “broken,” not with the “pure” and the “unblemished,” but with the “messed-up” and the “downtrodden”—hence the need for “turning.”

Given this prominence of “repentance” in the Jewish and Christian symbolic universe in general and the German-Jewish one in particular, it is only legitimate to ask how this wealth of conceptualizations might have a bearing on the perceptions of the Shoah and, more precisely for our interest, of its aftermath. In other words, how might a repentance-informed perspective change how those affected by the Shoah see catastrophes, human atrocities, the perpetrators, the victims, the bystanders, and the “solutions”? And, if followed through, how might this repentance-informed course of action change the way they relate to each other after what is done is done and cannot be undone?

A mere section of a book is obviously not sufficient to provide even an outline of a sketch of the hermeneutical and theological significance of biblical repentance; were it possible, it would not have been really as pivotal as has been touted. What will be attempted here is to merely explore the few potencies that have the clearest relevance, in my view, to our inquiry into how human groups can “turn” after unspeakable atrocities have been done by one on the other. We will attempt to do this by reciting the Bußpsalmen, or the Psalms of Repentance, as keys (especially Psalm 51),7 to link up with and shed light on some other biblical passages, which promise together to unravel the cluster of knots (i.e., questions regarding justice and revenge, change and making amends, etc.) engendered by human wrongdoing. The aim is not to “unearth” anything theologically new, but to outline a paradigm that is “usable” in the subsequent historical analysis.

According to Christian tradition, the seven Psalms of Repentance are Psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143 (following the Hebrew numbering system). The exact origins of this selection are unknown: though as early as in the third century, there were already references to the repentance psalms (without specifying which were included); only from the sixth century do we have a concrete record (by Cassiodorus) of the use of these seven psalms as we know them today. From then on the collection Psalmi poenitentiales was often used (collectively and individually) in the liturgy of the church in the Middle Ages, which then was carried forward into Protestantism as “Bußpsalmen” by Luther, who had published an exegesis of these seven psalms even before the Reformation.8

It is important to keep in mind, however, that in the Jewish tradition not all of the seven are recognized—either as a group or individually—as particularly relevant to repentance. According to Willy Staerk, only Psalm 51 is explicitly captioned as a “repentance song.”9 It is therefore imprudent to assume that the Bußpsalmen represent Jewish understanding of repentance, even as the contents are, no doubt, from the Hebrew Bible. When the texts are used in this book as the starting point of its theorizing, it is by no means an affirmation of this false assumption; rather, this study proceeds again from the anthropological viewpoint: What do these texts—used and continuing to be used by German Christians and Germans in a Christianized culture—offer the perpetrators as “raw materials” for conceiving repentance, which are nonetheless not irrelevant to the victims? After all, the fact that the “Old Testament” is being used by Christians does not mean it stops being the Bible for the Jews. It is precisely this “bridging” characteristic of the Bußpsalmen—and the Psalms in general—that makes them a veritable spiritual resource in the wounded German-Jewish relationship.10

We’ll now first deal with the God-human relationship, and then turn to the interhuman, when repentance and reconciliation are concerned. We’ll demonstrate that, in the biblical tradition, both concepts are understood in specifically relational terms. We’ll further explore the boundaries (and problems) of transference, that is, the seeing of the interhuman in light of the God-human relationship.
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1

“Turning” in the God-Human Relationship (R1–R9)

In this first chapter, we’ll explore the conceptualizations of the God-human relationship given the condition that humans have already “messed up”—that is, they find themselves in a situation of inextricable guilt. In particular, we’ll ask how God relates to the sinner as presented in the biblical texts and how “repentance” (Umkehr/Buße tun) and “redemption/healing” (Heil/Heilung) are described and prescribed.

To organize our observations in this chapter, we employ a visual of a triangle to signal the triangular relationship between God and human, and the interhuman.
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R1: The Sinner Is Not Sin


Psalm 51:4 Wash me thoroughly of my wrongdoing, and purify me of my sin.

Psalm 51:5 For I acknowledge my wrongdoing, and have my sin ever in mind.

Psalm 51:9 Cleanse me with hyssop, so I can become clean; wash me, so I can become white as snow.

Isaiah 1:18 Though your sins be as red as scarlet, they shall become as white as snow. Though they be red like crimson, they shall become like wool.



The first three verses above are taken from the fourth Bußpsalm (i.e., Ps 51), which, according to tradition, was a song of David’s after the prophet Nathan had admonished him for his iniquity against Uriah the Hittite and his wife Bathsheba (2 Sm 11–12). A subtle but clear distinction has been made, or rather, reiterated:1 that I, my wrongdoing (Missetat), and my sin (Sünde) are distinct entities but entangled as a result of “my doing.” That the sinner is not sin, and the criminal is not crime itself, is an essential distinction—though insufficient by itself—that makes “repentance” possible; for if a sinner/criminal is equated with sin/crime, or recognized as the embodiment of sin/evil itself, then “repentance” can have no meaning other than self-mortification, or suicide, and “reconciliation” becomes either an impossibility, or a “moving forward” that “sees no evil, condemns no evil.”

The biblical image of the sinner is not one of a “broken mirror” or “outpoured water,” that is, one whose “original perfection” is beyond repair.2 Rather, as portrayed in the Bußpsalmen, the sinner is someone who is sullied by sin/misdeed, whose inherent dignity as a being created “in the image of God” (Gn 1:27) is nevertheless not thereby destroyed. As Maimonides put it, “The one who does repentance should not think of himself being very far removed from that high rank of the pious ones because of his wrongdoings and sins; for it is not the case; rather, he is just as beloved and sought after before the face of the creator as if he had never sinned.”3 In a striking passage in the book of Isaiah (19:21–25), this indestructible human dignity is explicitly granted even to the traditional enemies of the Israelites: the Egyptians and the Assyrians; hence the universal applicability of the sin/sinner distinction.4

Sin/misdeed can be “washed away”; the sinner can be “pardoned,” “excused,” and “purified”—but these actions, as emphasized by these verses, can only be completed by God, the injured party, the victim, not by the perpetrator himself, who must “turn to” his victim to seek purification.5 The promise of God to do just that (Is 1:18) is therefore the only hope left for those entangled in their own sins.



R2: The Twofold Damage of Sin


Psalm 51:6a Against you alone have I sinned; what is evil in your sight I have done.



This peculiar verse comes early in the fourth Bußpsalm. It is a repetition of David’s own answer to Nathan in the historical account (2 Sm 12:13) and seems to answer directly the prophet’s accusatory question: “Why did you despise Yahweh by doing what displeases him?” (v. 9) The verse is peculiar because, in our secular age, the victim in this case can only be Uriah the Hittite. Why is God offended when a wrongdoing has been committed by a human against a fellow human? And why did David, as in this verse from Psalm 51, recognize God alone as the one whom he had sinned against? Regardless of the theological explication of this peculiarity,6 one ramification of this way of seeing victimhood (the sinned-against-ness) is that both the perpetrator and the “victim” are called to see beyond each other, to “someone/thing else” that is the common focal point, in a situation where the relationship between them has been harmed by the wrongdoing of one (or both) of them, hence summoning the basic triangular structure of relationships.

Yet this triangular way of seeing is in no way a “diversion” from one’s own guilt—which happens when the particular disappears in the general or universal. For in a biblical passage explicating this triangular relationship among God, the sinner, and the righteous, in which the human, balance-sheet-style “justice” is judged inferior to God’s justice (Ez 18:21–28; see R4), it is specifically expressed that the sinner must see (v. 28) his wrongdoing/guilt/sin7 so that he can turn away from it and live.8 Hence it is not diversion or “dilution” that will result when one adopts the biblical triangular-relational paradigm, but rather an insight into one’s own involvement—and hence guilt—in wrongdoing, for there is the extra dimension of sin. In this sense, David’s seeing his crime against Uriah the Hittite as a “sin against God” is not a “sidestepping” of his own guilt, or his responsibility toward the victim(s),9 but rather the recognition that something graver than what is purely legal or ethical has been breached—a divine order of existence has been damaged by the “evil done.”

A further collateral implication is that the healing potential of relationship, the bringing back to life of what has been devastated beyond human remedy, ultimately comes from God (or that “someone/thing else”) alone. Consequently, re-cognizing and re-turning to this “center,”10 which exists above and beyond the perpetrator and the victim, are hallmarks of those inspired by this spirit of repentance.

On the interhuman level, sin is also perceived as a sickness-/wound-inducing and chasm-generating relational event.11 A sinner, or perpetrator, in this sense, is precisely one who has done that which hurts/ails particular relationships,12 as the perpetrators of specific massacres and genocides have wounded specific, collective relationships, not only of their own generation, but of subsequent generations as well, because of the cross-generational properties of sin (see R12 in the following chapter). In the Bußpsalmen, we hear specific references to the sickening effects of sin and wrongdoing in interhuman relationships, as when the psalmist/perpetrator expresses loneliness (Ps 102:8). Not only has enmity among his enemies increased (Ps 6:8–9), but his friendships, love relationships, and neighborly relationships are also negatively affected (Ps 38:12). This is attributed to the self-inflicted, sin-induced wounds in himself (Ps 38:5–6).

In the Buber-Rosenzweig translation, “guilt” and “wrongdoing” in the Bußpsalmen are often expressed by a more relationally charged word, Abtrünnigkeit,13 which can be translated as “unfaithfulness” or “infidelity,” and is etymologically related to Trennung, or “separation.”14 One practical implication of this way of conceptualizing problems of interhuman—including international—relations is that it points to realities that are beyond justice and material reparation, and indicates that there is more to adjudicating between right and wrong, settling scores or national interests. The restoration of relationship—or the healing of relational wounds, “incurable” as they may seem (Jer 15:18)—becomes the binding vision of both the repentant perpetrator and the victim, with divine promise of participation (Jer 30:12, 17).



R3: Mercy Precedes Repentance; Repentance Responds to Mercy


Psalm 51:3 Have mercy on me, O God, in your love. In your great compassion blot out my sins.

Psalm 6:3–5 Have mercy on me, O Lord, … rescue me for the sake of your love.

Psalm 102:14 Arise, have mercy on Zion; this is the time to show her your mercy.

Isaiah 65:1, 24 I let myself be sought by those who did not ask for me. I let myself be found by those who did not seek me… . And before they call, I answer; while they are still speaking, I hear them.



If the distinction between sin and sinner has made “repentance” possible conceptually, “mercy” (Gnade/Barmherzigkeit) makes it a real possibility. In the biblical tradition, God’s mercy is the bedrock of all repentive transformation. The message is unambiguous: it is not the sinner’s own “strength” or “merit” that enables him to achieve repentance as a self-transformative strategy, but that God has, out of his own will, mercy, and goodness, enabled the sinner to do so, to partake in the healing process. As Maimonides put it, interpreting Lamentations 3:38–41, “The healing of this sickness lies accordingly in our hands, just as we have sinned out of our free choice, so can we repent (sich bekehren) and come back (zurückkommen) from our evil actions.”15 But repentance is ultimately an ability that comes from God, who can and did according to tradition in certain circumstances “withhold repentance” from sinners, who then no longer had the option to choose repentance after freely choosing sin. “God sometimes punishes man by not granting him free will with regard to repentance so that he does not repent.”16 Thus Rabbeinu Yonah also stressed the necessity to pray for divine help: “Pray to God, when you do tshuvah, to always help you with it. As it’s said, ‘Turn me back, and I will return. For You are God my Lord’ ” (Jer 31:18).17

But if he chooses to exercise this given ability to repent, the sinner will not be rejected. A core biblical message reverberates in the Bußpsalmen: if a sinner confesses to God, he will be heard (we’ll come back to the central demand of confession later, in R5). For instance, when the sinner calls to his God to show him the way of repentance—“Show me the way I should walk, for to you I lift up my soul” (Ps 143:8)—he has already been assured—“I will teach you, I will show you the way to turn to; I will guide you with my gaze” (Ps 32:8). Indeed, the only direct response from God in the otherwise monological Bußpsalmen is this positive reassurance of guidance. We see the corresponding unswerving trust in the repentant sinner’s self-reassurance: “The Lord has heard my cry. The Lord has heard my plea. The Lord will grant all that I pray for” (Ps 6:9–10). He is so sure of this that it doesn’t even seem inappropriate to him that he should ask God to “hurry up” (e.g., Ps 143:8; 79:8).

Mercy, however, as encapsulated in the Bußpsalmen, is not “forgive and forget,” but a promise to “show the way” and to “keep an eye” on the sinner (rather than to discard and close the file, so to speak). The “gaze” is not one of a distrustful, watchful eye, but one of accompaniment and forewarning, what Maimonides called “the forerunner of repentance”18—before the sinner wanders too far on the misguided path again and before the damage is too great. The mistrusting gaze is characterized by the preoccupation to protect the self (against the perpetual sinner); the latter has the well-being of the other (i.e., the former sinner) as the point of departure; that is why the enduring love of God for the sinner is recalled and resorted to throughout the Bußpsalmen, and is reinforced elsewhere in the Bible: “For whom the Lord loves he reprimands, like a father does the son he’s pleased with” (Prv 3:12). Hence admonishment in the form of “pangs of conscience” is also mercy—a warning before catastrophe. We are brought to feel this in the Bußpsalmen, for instance, with the descriptions of “burned bones,”19 “frightened and weakened bones,”20 and “bones left without flesh.”21 These “sensations” are first associated with the sinner’s own sins (“There is nothing wholesome in my bones because of my sins”22) but also attributed to their divine origin and intention (“Let me hear joy and gladness, let the bones you have crushed rejoice”23).

But just as mercy is granted out of free will, repentance, according to the biblical tradition, can also only be exercised freely—it cannot be forced. It can only be a response, not a reaction. In the Bußpsalmen, there is a peculiar verse pointing to the undesirability of “forced or reactive turning”:


Psalm 32:9 Do not be like the horse or the mule—without understanding and led by bit and bridle.



The juxtaposition of “instructing, showing, and watching over/leading” (Ps 32:8) to being “led by bit and bridle” clearly conveys the message that, when forced, it is not repentance, which does not belong to the “action-reaction” logic of nature. Even pangs of conscience can be overcome and “mastered.” But the repentant sinner responds to mercy. “Just as man becomes sinner through his own free will, so must he do repentance with full consciousness and out of free will.”24

The idea that mercy precedes repentance, or presents a proactive call to repentance, is ubiquitous in the biblical tradition. See, for example, the story of Elisha the prophet and Naaman the Aramean general (2 Kgs 5), in which the national enemy who was also a leper asked for healing from Israel, and Elisha granted him just that without asking for anything in return—except turning him to Yahweh (see also the similar “instruction” of the Aramean soldiers with power and mercy; 2 Kgs 6:8–23).25

Overflowing with gratefulness from inside out, the repentant one is not mindful of his vulnerability—this inevitably exposes him to the risks of abuse (e.g., by those who contrive to benefit from their claimed “victimhood,” and by those mockers and cynics; see Ps 1:1). As Maimonides advised, “The repentant ones are used to being humble and utterly modest; if the fools reproach them for their former actions and say: ‘You have acted in such and such a way, and said so and so,’ they do not have to care about that, but listen to these with serenity, as they know this is also beneficial to them, for the shame of their earlier sins and the blush before these increase their merit, and obtain for them an even higher place.”26 Furthermore, Yahweh is the one who will deal with these scorners, impostors, and profiteers. We will come back to this important point when we look at another character in the story of Naaman: Gehazi the servant (see R11).



R4: Recognizing Punishment as Just


Psalm 51:6b You are right when you pass sentence and blameless in your judgment.

Psalm 130:3 If you, O Lord, should mark our evil, O Lord, who could stand?

Psalm 143:2 Do not bring your servant to judgment, for no mortal is just in your sight.

Psalm 6:2 O Lord, in your anger do not reprove me; nor punish me in your fury.

Daniel 9:18 Incline your ear, my God, and listen … for we do not rely on our justice, but your mercy.



Mercy, however, does not preclude just punishment or catastrophe.27 Biblical scholars concur that acts of repentance, as recorded and represented in the Bible, are not always “successful” as a strategy to avert these.28 A prime example of this, in our context, would be David himself—he sinned and repented, and was also “forgiven” (his sins being “taken away”) by Yahweh, so that he would not die, but his first child with Uriah’s wife was to die (2 Sm 12:15), and no amount of fasting and weeping could avert that. A “collective” example of this can be found in 2 Kings 22–23, when even after Josiah’s religious reforms, neither the anger of Yahweh nor the punishment of Judah was averted (2 Kgs 23:25–27).29

It is even questionable whether the “avoidance of punishment” is a legitimate motivation for genuine repentance. In the conclusion of his Doctrine of Repentance, Maimonides stressed that love for God (as expressed in the Song of Songs) rather than fear of divine punishment should be the ultimate motivation of all those who turn to God.30 Likewise, even as Rabbeinu Yonah called repentance an “escape hatch,” repentance was for him ultimately not about getting away from punishment, but coming back to God: “And the greater the degree of your tshuvah, the closer to God you get.”31 In the Christian tradition, the distinction between “attrition” and “contrition”—that is, merely fearing punishment and genuinely recognizing the wrongfulness of sin—is also a noted example of this concern. In the Bußpsalmen themselves, we hear expressions of recognition, on the part of the sinner, that God’s judgment (and punishment) is just, so much so that if God is to be true to his own words, as expressly recognized by the repentant sinner, he can’t help but mete out just punishments to all (e.g., Ps 51:6; 130:3; 143:2).

But then how are we to understand the seemingly contradictory entreaty to God to refrain from punishment (as in Ps 6:2)? When the centrality of mercy is recalled, it seems that the sinner’s recognition of God’s right to justice does not exclude him from beseeching his God to exercise his freedom of mercy instead. In fact, in the biblical tradition, as reflected in the Bußpsalmen, the two often, if not always, go together. The “rod against wrongdoings” and the “strikes against sins” do not preclude love for sinners, or their faithfulness (Ps 89:31–34). What appears to counter this biblical spirit of repentance, though, is the reversal of values: when mercy becomes a requirement, and the right to justice is not recognized.

To move from an individual example to a collective one, the most striking instance of the recognition of God’s judgment/punishment as just, or of catastrophe as a possible manifestation of such, may very well be the prophetic interpretation of the historical trauma of Israel—the Babylonian captivity. In a way that is inconceivable to our modern, nationalistic mind, both Jeremiah and Ezekiel unambiguously attributed the foreign invasion and the subsequent exile to the sinfulness of Jerusalem and Judah (Ez 12:13; 17:19–20; Jer 19:15; 20:4). It was Yahweh who delivered Jerusalem to the Babylonians, according to these prophets. Consequently, it was not to the Babylonians that Israel had to turn with remembrance of hatred and revenge,32 but it was Yahweh alone that they must face and return to. The evildoers of the invasion and captivity would have to face Yahweh in their time (Jer 30:16; Is 10:12).33 As in the case of the individual sinner, the community of sinners was promised restoration if they repented.34

According to this biblical conception of repentance, then, one may safely conclude, the concern of the repentant sinner is not directed primarily to punishment/catastrophe or the fear of such, but to the promised restoration of relationship. Repentance in this conception is not a mechanical, causal device—that is, “with this and this input, and the outcome will be that.” Nothing concerning the consequences of sin is “guaranteed” in advance—only the restoration of relationship made possible through mercy and repentance. When this is in focus, whether something is “punishment” or “atonement” is a moot point, for that which is conducive to the healing of wounded relationships is welcomed, or even sought after,35 by the repentant sinner. That is why punishment is no substitute for repentance36—for without turning, it is only suffering without meaning.

Yet, as the Bußgebet,
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