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 Fascist Accessories 
 We would not want to be put in the position 

of having to utter a word of disapproval.
Pius XII, asked what he would do if Hitler 

persisted with his Jewish policy in Italy, 1943

tHE FIRST WORLD WAR BEGAN THE 
same year that Benedict XV became pope. 
Despite calling it ‘the suicide of civilized 
Europe’, Benedict essentially sat out the war 
with a policy of neutrality. But his successor, 
Pope Pius XI, was elected in 1922—just in 
time to support the rise of two of the most 
notorious dictators in modern history. 
    Pius signed the Lateran Treaties with 
Mussolini in 1929, pledging the Church's 
support in return for $90 million in 
compensation for the loss of the Papal 
States and recognition of the Vatican as a 
sovereign state. (Through discreet money 
laundering for the Mafia, subsequent popes 
parlayed this modest stake into the Vatican's 
current multi-billion dollar holdings.)   

Adolf Hitler greeting Evangelical Bishop Ludwig Muller, 1934

    In 1933, when Mussolini's totalitarian 
ambitions began to infringe on the Church's 
autonomy, Pius signed a similar agreement 
with Hitler, neutralizing the opposition of 
23 million German Catholics to the Nazis.
    But when Hitler began openly persecuting 
German Jews, Pius penned an indignant 
encyclical entitled With Burning Anxiety, 
prompting Hitler to remind him that in 
oppressing the Jews he was only “doing 
more effectively what the Church had 
attempted for centuries to accomplish.”
In fact, a landmark bull issued by Paul IV in 
1555 had acted as a virtual handbook of 
antisemitism for the Catholic Hitler.
    Staunchly anti-Communist—and perhaps 
fearing recriminations against Catholics in 
Germany—Pius was silent even after the 
notorious pogroms of Kristallnacht in 1938.
However, he grew increasingly confronta-
tional with the Nazis in his later years, and 
wrote a new encyclical condemning fascism.



   Despite the encyclical’s well-worn 
assertion that by denying and killing Jesus, 
the Jews were themselves responsible for 
their worldly predicament, a prominent 
Catholic newspaper wrote that its timely 

publication ”could have saved hundreds of 
thousands, perhaps millions, of lives.”
    Unfortunately, on the eve he was deliver 
the fateful speech, Pius died suddenly after 
a series of heart attacks. (It was rumored 
that he had been poisoned by his personal 
physician—a claim not without foundation, 
as coincidently, the doctor’s daughter just 
happened to be Mussolini's mistress.)
    Pius XI’s former ambassador to Germany 
succeeded him in March of 1939, taking the 
name Pius XII. Just six months later, Hitler 
invaded Poland, touching off World War II. 
    Throughout the war Pius XII was besieged 
with pleas to help the Jews, but he remained 
silent even after Nazi atrocities were common 
knowledge. (Alerted to the murder of 200,000 
Ukrainian Jews, he advised the victims to 
“bear adversity with serene patience.”)
   Pius became anxious, however, when the 
Nazis began sending Jews to Auschwitz. 
Privately instructing the clergy to provide 
sanctuary to Jews, he even concealed a few 
hundred of them inside the Vatican itself.  
    But even as a handful of courageous  
priests and nuns were saving a few thousand 
Jews, millions more were dying in death 
camps, aided by church officials openly 
collaborating with the Nazis. In one 
notorious example, thousands of Franciscan 
priests directly took part in mass executions 
in Croatia, when fascists murdered over 
500, 000 Orthodox Christians, Jews, and 
gypsies—one of the most appalling 
massacres in history. (The killings were so 
brutal that even the jaded Nazis protested.)
    Ascribing the source of Hitler’s evil ways 
to possession by Satan, Pius ordered his 
in-house exorcist to attempt an exorcism. 

The exorcist attributed the procedure’s 
predictable failure to Hitler not being 
present and being an unwilling subject.
    It would be difficult to overstate the 
importance of the active collaboration of the 
Catholic Church in the Nazi enterprise. 
Centuries of Christian preaching against 
Jews, gypsies, and heretics laid the 
ideological foundation that put Hitler in 
power and allowed him to enact his ‘Final 

Solution.’ The major body of the Catholic 
Church in Germany—pope, priests, nuns, 
and laity—all supported Hitler and anti-
Semitism throughout the course of the war.
    Banning Jews from public office, forcing 
them to wear yellow badges, confining them 
to ghettos, burning their synagogues and 
ultimately, enacting efforts to exterminate 
them were all practices of Catholicism long 
before Hitler came to power. In fact, Hitler 
arguably saved Catholicism in predominantly 
Protestant Germany following Bismarck’s 
policy of discrimination against Catholics.
   After the war ended, Pius XII became an 
outspoken advocate of clemency and 
reconciliation—perhaps having in mind the 
many Nazi war criminals church officials 
had helped to escape to South America. 
(The infamous  ‘ratline’—an operation 
which aided the escape of infamous war 
criminals like Klaus Barbie and Adolf 
Eichmann—was run directly out of the 
Vatican, either with the pope’s outright 
consent or with him turning a blind eye.)
    But Pius’s discrimination against Jews 
didn’t end with the war. When he ordered 
Jewish babies baptised by Catholics during 
the Holocaust not to be returned to their 
surviving parents after the war ended, one of 
the few church officials to ignore the cruel 
directive was his representative in Paris. 
    The disobedient diplomat, Angelo Roncalli, 
would succeed him 12 years later to become 
perhaps the most beloved pope in history. ◾


