My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

The Way of the Cross in Auschwitz-Birkenau

Presentation

The texts for the following meditations of the Way of the Cross come from the land and the Catholic traditions of the parishes of Oswiecim and  Brzezinka, that for many years have kept alive the memory of the victims of the concentration camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau. 

To believe, in Auschwitz, means to seek continually the meaning of our faith. Our faith in God, in this place, becomes a search for Him. 

Immediately, in fact, a question-accusation wells up within: 


My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Yes, for each of us this Way of the Cross is to become a search for God and human dignity.

Along this search we’ll be accompanied by the profound faith witness of several people.

Here, upon the land of Auschwitz, emphatic and empty words would only be an insult to the memory of the victims. 

As we celebrate these Stations, we will spiritually walk along two paths: we’ll walk with all the people who suffered and died here, often losing their faith along the way. Simultaneously,  we’ll travel again the way of Jesus Christ’s Passion and death, believing that He pressed on side by side with the condemned prisoners of this camp. Christ leads us to those victims and to a deep solidarity with them.

The Stations follow the basic structure of the Way of the Cross: a Scriptural reading followed by a text of a fact of Auschwitz, a personal reflection, and a closing prayer. These Way of the Cross were compiled by Fr. Manfred Deselaers on the basis of a local tradition.

Stations V-VIII, X-XII

V Station

Simon helps Jesus

«Bear one another’s burdens, and so you will fulfill the law of Christ.»

Gal 6:2

Memories of the camp:

Behind the women’s camp in Brzezinka the Nazis built gas chamber and crematorium II. Today only the ruins are visible because, before leaving the camp, they SS blew up the building. About 2,000 people would enter the gas chamber at once, to be killed by Cyclon B. They would stand holding each other’s hand, crushed against one another to the point that, after death, the guards could hardly separate the corpses.

Reflection: 
The majority of the victims were Jews. During this station we wish to remember and honor particularly the Jewish people. The call to participate in the cross of the Jews has often not been heard. It has been overlooked that each cross, as any image of Mary, should bear the star of David. According to a racist logic, Jesus, his mother, and all the apostles also should have been gassed, as Stanislawa Grabska wrote:

Jesus too was a despised Jew, and this woman who reigns from the Shrine of Jasna Gora was also a little Jewish woman during her entire active life.

Didn’t they both go to the gas chambers together with their people at that time? 

Prayer:

Lord, at the hour of our death we’ll all be alike. Help us understand deeply that even now we are brothers and sisters, that we have to break down all barriers, as well as views of the world, religions, nationalisms, political opinions that divide us. Grant that we may understand more profoundly the truth that each of us is called to bear one another’s  burdens.

VI Station

Veronica wipes the face of Jesus

«Set me as a seal on your heart, as a seal on your arm; 

for stern as death is love, relentless as the nether world is devotion; 

its flames are a blazing fire.» 

Song of Songs 8:6

Memories of the camp:

Next to the monument built in 1967 close to the goods stations, commemorative burial stones have been placed. They are written in all the many languages spoken in Oswiecim: Polish, English, Bulgarian, Gypsy, Czech, French, Russian, Greek, Serb, Spanish, German, Italian and so on.  

Zofia Pohorecka was imprisoned when she was 20 years old. Today she lives in Oswiecim and often meets with German young people. She relates that she survived thanks to her friends who took care of her when she was seriously ill. She underlines that friendship, love, caring received by one’s neighbor can give much strength.

Reflection:

In this reality of suffering, misery and human degradation, one could witness to acts of goodness, sometimes heroic ones. From these testimonies we learn to never give consent to evil and sin. There is no place where we would be exempted from the obligation to oppose evil and help those who suffer.

Prayer:

God, Veronica comforted Christ in his pain. Help us to never lose the ability to love unconditionally our neighbor , even in the most brutal circumstances.  

VII Station

Jesus falls the second time

« For you we are slain all the day long, considered only as sheep to be slaughtered. 

Awake! Why do you sleep, O Lord? Rise up! Do not reject us forever! 

Why do you hide your face; why forget our pain and misery? 

We are bowed down to the ground; our bodies are pressed to the earth. 

Rise up, help us! Redeem us as your love demands.»  

Ps 44: 23-27

Memories of the camp:

Also in the gas chamber and crematorium III 2,000 people at once were killed. «Dentists» would pry open the mouth of the corpses and extract their gold teeth. It really seemed as if the human criminal was celebrating its triumph over God.

God’s silence was, for many, unbearable. Maybe for the Jews it meant the breaking of the Covenant, a two-fold end of the world: of the earth and of heaven. However, the place of the deepest contempt was also the place of invincible faith and prayer. From the gas chambers Jews could be heard singing the psalms. Also from Father Kolbe’s starvation cell prayers were  heard. 

Reflection:

In Auschwitz faith in God and love were not destroyed. In 1992 a group of American Rabbis and Polish bishops prayed together with the word of this Kadisz prayer:

Prayer:

May the Name of the Holy One be adored and praised, exalted and glorified, blessed and sanctified. May He be praised, even though He is superior to all exaltations, hymns, honors, psalms, and homage that may be pronounced in the world… In memory of all who have been killed, He will be blessed and this will be a sign of peace for everyone.

VIII Station

Jesus speaks to the women

«A large crowd of people followed Jesus, including many women 

who mourned and lamented him. Jesus turned to them and said, 

“Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; 

weep instead for yourselves and for your children.”»  

Lk 23:27-28

Memories of the camp:

In the woods, behind the Auschwitz II camp, two houses were used as gas chambers. One of the two was called  «the white cottage.”. Next to these buildings two barracks were built where the victims were to undress before entering the gas chambers. Close by, inside four open ditches, the corpses were burned. There, in 1942, many Dutch Catholics of Hebrew origin were deported. Among them the Carmelite nun Edith Stein, sister Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, and her blood sister Rosa and other men and women religious.

Reflection:

Jesus consoles the women. In spite of his own suffering, he doesn’t lose control of the situation. He is not concerned with himself, but rather he is truly free to become aware of anothers’ pain. The more we know ourselves and work on ourselves, the more we can become truly free…from ourselves. Only on this condition we might be able to take note of other people’s sufferings. Edith Stein too helps us to turn our gaze upon others. She, a Jewish Carmelite nun, leads us Christians to the Jews and invites us to solidarity with the people who died here.
Prayer:

God of love, open the eyes of our hearts to the situation of people around us. During this station we wish to pray especially for the women who, often, during wars, carry the heaviest burdens. We pray for the respect of their dignity, that their beauty may never again be exploited and that their strength may be valued in every people and culture.  

X Station

Jesus is stripped of his robe

«All who see me mock me; they curl their lips and jeer; 

they shake their heads at me.… they divide my garments among them; 

for my clothing they cast lots.» 

Ps 22: 8. 19.

Memories of the camp:

Philomena Franz, a Gypsy, recalls: «I arrived in Oswiecim on April 21. We were at the goods station. Suddenly we heard a terrifying yell: “Line up! Undress!”, they said. Everyone undressed slowly. It was very cold. I was all goose-flesh. Quickly my dress was replaced by a heavy striped uniform and my shoes by heavy and uncomfortable clogs. In two minutes a civilian was transformed into a concentration camp prisoner. Two SS were waiting for us. The door-keeper wanted to push me on a chair, but one of them screamed ”This one, no! Keep her hair long. Come here, next to me – he ordered me –loosen your hair!” My hair reached to my knees. Then he added: “This one seems a princess of the jungle:” The woman next to me said: “Take heart, you’ll go to the brothel. There it’s better than at the camp.” Thus my eyes were opened and I felt as if I were crushed under a grindstone, as if I should have died slowly.  I closed my eyes, and felt cornered with no escape. I thought of my relatives who had died in the gas chambers. My God, what are you doing to me? I can’t! These tortures… I realized that my blood circulation was increasing along with my anger and desperation. Tearing up my uniform I screamed: “No! I won’t go! It’s better to shoot me! Shoot me now!” Then the door-keeper dragged me on the chair,  pulled my head back and brutally began to cut my hair. I am number 10,550.»

Reflection:

In Oswiecim people became numbers without an individuality. The offered their labor and pleasure to the Nazis, and much raw material even after death: hair, gold teeth; even ashes were utilized. The prisoners tried to spare their personal dignity and help others not to lose it.

Prayer:

Help us, Lord, not to evaluate by the exterior appearances, but to mutually respect the divine secret of each person. And when we remain naked, when we have nothing any longer, help us to know man better; offer us a clean conscience to be able to be honest, unafraid of our dignity. Give us faith, following the example of Jesus, to anchor our life in God.

XI Station

Jesus is nailed to the cross

«Many dogs surround me; a pack of evildoers closes in on me. 

So wasted are my hands and feet that I can count all my bones. 

They stare at me and gloat.» 

Ps 22: 17-18

Memories of the camp:

On Good Friday, in 1942, Father Piotr Dankowski, from Zakopane, heard these words from the kapo:  «Today  you will be crucified like your Master.» Afterwards a heavy pile of wood was placed on his shoulders. He fell several times under the weight; finally he died crushed under the shoes of an assassin. In a punishment squad one of the prisoners, a Jew, was crowned with a crown of barbed wire.

Reflection:

Non-powerful, the Arian superman presents us the truth: Jesus crucified, who in his weakness, is powerful. It’s true: «Do not be afraid of those who kill the body. Be afraid of the death of the spirit, the death of truth and love.» Often the victims of Auschwitz were truly winners. During the trial of Rudolf Hoss – the commandant of Auschwitz – , Eimer, the president of the jury, said: «Having a great responsibility toward the dead and the living, we do not lose sight of the challenge of the nations that love freedom. Our great goal is respect for human dignity, which even the accused man enjoys, because before the tribunal stands above all the man.» 

Prayer:

Lord, help us to remain faithful to our ideals. Teach us to stand for truth, justice, mercy, and solidarity even when we are nailed to the cross. Give us faith to be strong and teach us to pray like the evangelical theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer at the hour of his execution:

Continually the past wants to torture our hearts; 

continually we are trampled down under evil days. 

O God, give our frightened souls the salvation you have prepared for us. 

And if you give us the heavy and bitter chalice of suffering, 

filled to the brim, we’ll take it gratefully, without hesitation,

from your good and beloved hand.

Protected by the forces of good, we faithfully wait for what is ahead.

God is with us in the morning and in the evening,

He is with us during each new day.  

XII Station

Jesus dies on the cross

«And at three o’clock Jesus cried out in a loud voice. “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani? 

Which is translated, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

Mk 15:34

Memories of the camp:

One of the most famous experiences of the camp, which speaks of feeling abandoned by God, are the memories of Elie Wiesel: «I will never forget that night, that night in the camp, which changed my life; a long night. I will never forget the smell of smoke. I will never forget the tiny little faces of children whose bodies raised before my eyes through the smoke, in silence, in the blue sky. I will never forget the rivers that absorbed my faith. I won’t ever forget the silence of the night that for centuries took away from me the desire to live. I won’t ever forget those moments in which my God and my soul died, were killed, and my dreams were reduced to dust. I will never forget all of this, even if I should live as long as God does. Never.»

Reflection:

At this time we wish to pray for all those who from Auschwitz on,  no longer know how to pray. Heaven above Oświęcim was fearfully empty then: without butterflies, birds, trees. From that time heaven became empty and God distant. We wish to welcome these experiences, treasure them in our hearts and no longer treat our faith superficially. 

Prayer:

Let us pray silently.

Edith Stein’s last work  is  The wisdom of the Cross. She writes: «We know that the time will come when the soul will be led through darkness and void. Beside faith, she won’t have anything. Faith will represent Christ before her eyes: naked, despised, crucified, abandoned even by the Father. In his misery I find mine.»
Concluding reflection:

The grave doesn’t have the last word. We believe that God doesn’t abandon us after death. But even here, on the ground of Auschwitz, we cannot allow death to have the last word. From the remains of the victims, like grains of wheat, a new life must rise up. Auschwitz must become a place that reminds the world of the dignity of man and that makes each of us responsible for world peace. As then men arrived here from all over Europe to die, so now from here the proclamation of human dignity must be taken to the whole world. As then many people were at the service of death, so now we are all called to stand for peace, forgiveness, solidarity. If we were to give even our life for this cause, we would not give more than what the victims have given.

We conclude our journey in Auschwitz with the prayer of the Our Father, for with these words can pray Christians and Jews. Someone once said that this prayer could have been composed in the concentration camp.

