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The Role of the Christian Churches
in the Rescue of the Budapest Jews*
Leslie Laszlo
With the German occupation of Hungary on March 19, 1944, the
sovereignty of Hungary was de facto terminated. T h e Gestapo
launched a m a n h u n t against the anti-German personages of
Hungarian public life and cast those who did not succeed in
concealing themselves into prison. Prime Minister Miklos Kallay
found temporary refuge at the Turkish Embassy. 1 Regent Miklos
Horthy at first thought of abdicating, but his fear that he would
thereby be giving the Germans a free hand to subjugate the
country completely and put the Arrow Cross Party into power
caused him to remain. 2 In this way he actually succeeded in
preventing the implementation of the Germans' plan for
Operation Margarethe II. Had this plan been carried out a
considerable part of the country would have been given as booty
to the Rumanians, Slovaks and Croatians, while the remaining
part would have been subjected, as hostile territory, to a German
military dictatorship. Horthy also succeeded, when the new
government was formed, in preventing the coming to power of
the Arrow Cross Party. It was primarily due to his tenacious
rear-guard struggle that a few of the more moderate members of
the old establishment received a place in the extreme right wing
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government demanded by the Germans, and that the
administration also remained for the time being in the hands of
the old civil servants. 3 Nevertheless, it was clear that it was no
longer possible to blindfold the Germans by means of apparent
concessions.
Hitler insisted that the new government break completely with
the "seesaw politics" of Kallay and demonstrate its loyalty to its
powerful ally by absolute submission to German interests — which
was to include the "solution" on the German model of the Jewish
question. Horthy did not wish to accept the responsibility for the
forcible actions that could be foreseen and therefore withdrew
into almost complete passivity after the appointment of the
Sztojay government. He no longer participated in the meetings
of the Council of Ministers, he no longer chose to exercise his
customary right of preliminary sanction of legislative acts and
orders in council, and did not receive visitors. Horthy attempted
in this way to make it known to the world, and especially to the
Germans, that he regarded himself a prisoner. 4 Moreover, the
German military honour guard kept watch over the entrance of
the Royal Palace in which the Regent's offices and living quarters
were located, thereby giving visible evidence to everyone that the
head of the Hungarian state stood under the surveillance of
foreign soldiers. It was only at the end of June that Horthy
emerged from this inactive seclusion, when the cries for help from
the persecuted Jews and the protests being raised in their behalf
at home and abroad finally prompted him to act.
As feared, the gravest consequence of the German occupation
was the campaign of extermination started against the Jews of
Hungary, who numbered some 800,000 persons. This affected
not only the Jews, as in addition to those of the Jewish religion,
tens of thousands of Christians were classified as "Jews." T h e
inhuman cruelty culminating in mass murder was tantamount to
an attack on justice and morality; there could be no place for
neutrality or indifference; humankind had to protest. This duty
fell with even greater weight on the Churches, who were called to
be the protectors of God's laws and of Christian morality.
The Apostolic Nuncio, Msgr. Angelo Rotta, as the
representative of Pope Pius XII, called on Prime Minister Dome
Sztojay immediately after the formation of the new government
and asked moderation of him in connection with the planned
measures against the Jews. As persecution of the Jews assumed

ever increasing proportions during the following weeks and
months, the Apostolic Nunciature besieged the Foreign Ministry
and the Prime Ministry with a veritable legion of official notes
and personal protests, but with little success. 5
T h e German occupation took the leaders of the Churches by
surprise as much as it did the ordinary citizenry, and were just as
much at a loss as to what course of action to follow. Under the
influence of initial outrage, the leadership of the Protestant
Churches decided to follow a policy of passive resistance toward
the occupying power and toward the puppet government it had
forced upon the nation; in other words, they would avoid all
contact with them.
This decision, however, proved to be
completely unrealistic and the policy of passivity had to be given
up within the first few days, since such a tremendous number of
requests for assistance descended upon the Churches that they
were forced to intervene before the government and the
administrative authorities on behalf of the persecuted. 6
The
representatives of the Churches had never before spent so much
time making the rounds to various Ministries and other public
authorities and had never submitted so many petitions and
requests to state organs as they did in the m a t t e r of the "Jewish
question" during the months of the German occupation.
In connection with the first discriminatory directives —which
prescribed that persons classified as Jews be marked by a yellow
star and that they be subjected to the Hungarian Jewish Council
which had been set up at the command of the Germans —the
efforts of the Christian Churches were primarily directed toward
obtaining the exemption of baptized Jews f r o m these directives. 7
These measures bore toward the baptized Jews the semblance of
their being cast out from Christianity and being forcibly returned
to the Jewish community and were therefore especially
humiliating. When, however, the cruel and barbarous decrees
which followed one another in quick succession became known,
the leaders of the Churches could not watch all this passively.
The government in the course of a few short weeks deprived the
nearly one million persons classified as Jews of all their rights of
citizenship, their jobs, their property, and finally drove them out
of their homes and confined them to ghettos, and, taking away
their food ration coupons, doomed them to slow extinction.
Although Church leaders continued to regard as their first duty
the protection and rescue of their own co-religionists, the

baptized Jews, at the same time they condemned, in the n a m e of
the love commanded by Christ and the demands of natural law
and humanity, all injustice and inhumanity and asked that these
be stopped, or at the least mitigated. 8
The position of the Church leaders was not an easy one. Prince
Primate Seredi bitterly complained that the government
prepared everything in secret, without informing the Prince
Primate in advance, as was customary of laws and decrees
affecting the Church. 9 Moreover, when Seredi protested against
measures that were already being carried out, the Prime Minister
and his colleagues, feigning ignorance, simply denied
everything. 10
The experience of the Calvinist Bishop Laszlo
Ravasz was similar. Bishop Ravasz, as the representative of the
Protestant Churches, went to see Regent Horthy, a Protestant
himself, several times on behalf of the Jews and was shocked to see
how the Regent himself was being misled by his ministers and
generals. 11 When the Apostolic Nuncio, the Prince Primate,
Bishop Ravasz, or others went to see the government with
trustworthy data at h a n d about the Jews being forced into
ghettos, the horrifying conditions that prevailed there, a n d the
appalling cruelties of the Gestapo and the gendarmes, the
ministers pretended never to have heard of these or claimed that
these things were merely fabrications of enemy propaganda,
primarily of the BBC.
Later, they admitted about the
deportations only that a few thousand Jews had gone to work in
Germany. 1 2 The few concessions and mitigations, obtained for
baptized Jews by the Churches, were almost completely
disregarded in practice by the authorities. 1 3
In a similar
manner, the promises of the government regarding h u m a n e
treatment of the Jews, the termination of cruelties against them,
and the reprisals against abuses of authority remained but empty
words.
In view of the duplicity of the government, there were some
among the clergy as well as the laity who judged further
discussions to be futile and would have preferred the Primate to
publicly a n d openly denounce the government. 1 4
Cardinal
Seredi felt, however, that his open condemnation of the
government —which the censorship then in effect would have
prevented from coming to the knowledge of the public 15 —
would not in the least have alleviated the fate of the
persecuted, and in his eyes this alone counted. 1 6 Realizing that

because of the German occupation the Hungarian government's
freedom of action was severely limited, the Prince Primate
admonished those in power with great self-control and patience
to bring about the cessation of cruelties and to treat the Jews
humanely. He attempted in this way to obtain in the way of
exemptions and mitigation the most t h a t the government could
grant under the given circumstances without incurring the wrath
of the Germans.
In the eyes of the Prince Primate and the Protestant
ecclesiastical leaders, the Sztojay government still constituted the
lesser evil compared to an Arrow Cross government completely
under German direction. In the spring of 1944 there was no
other alternative. 1 7
Not every member of the Sztojay
government agreed with such a bestial "solution" of the Jewish
question; there could be some hope that certain changes or some
alleviation might be obtained through the more humane
members of the Council of Ministers. Cardinal Seredi evaluated
the situation correctly when he distinguished three tendencies
within the government. According to him, in addition to those
who blindly persecuted the Jews, there were those who watched
everything with indifference, while a third group would have
liked to undo the whole thing, wishing that it had never
happened. 1 8 Prime Minister Dome Sztojay himself spoke up
several times during meetings of the Council of Ministers against
the cruelties being perpetrated and urged humane treatment. 1 9
Bela Imredy, the former Prime Minister, who entered the
government on May 23 as Chief Minister for Economic Affairs,
also spoke u p in a similar manner. 2 0 Both of them were afraid of
the Germans however and allowed themselves to be misled with
regard to the conditions that really existed by Minister of the
Interior Andor Jaross and by Under-Secretaries of State Laszlo
Endre and Laszlo Baky, the fanatical executors of the
extermination of the Jews. 21
The most humane viewpoint within the government was
represented by Miklos Arnothy Jungerth, State Secretary for
Foreign Affairs. Although Sztojay had retained the portfolio for
Foreign Affairs for himself, he had, because of the pressure of his
duties as Prime Minister, delegated the direction of the Foreign
Ministry to Arnothy Jungerth. The latter thus participated in the
meetings of the Council of Ministers, where he had the
opportunity to acquaint the ministers with the protests of foreign

countries and urged more h u m a n e handling of the Jewish
question, for the sake of the foreign political interests of the
country. 2 2
He thereby incurred the anger of Jaross, who
regarded the Jews as belonging exclusively to the sphere of
competence of the Ministry of the Interior. 2 3 But there can be
no doubt that acquainting the Council of Ministers with the
gradually increasing and strengthening protests f r o m abroad had
some effect on its members.
T h e Apostolic Nuncio, Msgr. Angelo Rotta, who was aware of
Arnothy Jungerth's good will and humanity, asked for his
assistance in supporting the protests and petitions that he
directed to the government, and the Deputy Foreign Minister
readily complied. 24 The Nunciature also attempted to influence
Imredy, who was known to be a devout Catholic. 2 5 And Imredy,
as already mentioned, spoke out against the atrocities and
recommended moderation. Prince Primate Seredi also contacted
Imredy, and Prime Minister Sztojay as well, and attempted to
appeal to their humanitarian feelings. He dealt most frequently,
however, with Istvan Antal, the Minister for Religion and
Education, since the maintenance of contact between the
government and the Churches was traditionally the task of the
Minister of Cults, as the incumbent of this office was usually
called. Antal had the reputation of being an unscrupulous
opportunist, who promised everything to the Prince Primate,
only to deny it all calmly later. 26 It is true that he was not one of
those who approved without any reservations the atrocities
perpetrated against the Jews, but he was afraid of the Germans
and did not dare oppose Jaross. 2 7 A more h u m a n attitude a n d
greater courage
was manifested by his
subordinate,
Under-Secretary of State for Cults Miklos Mester.
The
ecclesiastical leaders turned primarily to him for intervention. At
the noted meeting of the Council of Ministers held on June 21, in
the matter of the protests raised against the deportations, it was
Mester who, at the request of Antal, presented the position of the
Churches. In this connection, he not only spoke u p against the
illegal actions of the Minister of the Interior, but dared to
recommend that Jewish affairs be taken completely out of the
sphere of competence of the Ministry of the Interior. 2 8
T h e cautious course of action followed by the ecclesiastical
leaders and their seeming silence during the initial phase of the
persecutions appeared to many people as cold indifference, lack

of sympathy, and even tacit consent. In order to dispel the
doubts and misunderstandings connected with the conduct of the
Church, Cardinal Seredi issued a pastoral letter on May 17, 1944
in which he related the discussions he had conducted with the
government and the results achieved thereby, which he himself
termed "meagre." 29 Against the accusations claiming that the
Church had done nothing for the persecuted, Cardinal Seredi
declared: "I must state the fact openly that (it has not been the
fault), nor the neglect of myself, nor of the Hungarian Catholic
Episcopate, that my long and weary negotiations with the
competent home-government authorities, especially with the
Prime Minister, could not produce better results, since I rose in
defense of Justice in general, and of the natural and innate, viz.,
legally acquired rights of our Catholic brethren in particular." 30
As to why he did not raise his voice in public, the Prince Primate
gave the following reasons: "If we kept our many and strenuous
negotiations secret before the general public and if we did not
publicly oppose the grievous regulations, this was done for the
sake of our cause and in the desire not to aggravate the position of
the Royal Hungarian Government. We did not wish to furnish
anybody with a pretext for launching, parallel to our official
negotiations, attacks upon our Catholic brethren —not yet
affected by the regulations— and upon the rights and institutions
of our Church, which might have resulted in the curtailing of its
rights or the withdrawal of the concessions granted. We have
neither abandoned nor betrayed the true cause or our Catholic
brethren, but under the prevailing circumstances we could
achieve no more." 3 1 Although the pastoral letter was officially
addressed to the bishops, the Prince Primate wished to speak to a
wider audience, primarily to the members of the Church who
were of Jewish descent and who were suffering persecution. "I am
asking the members of the Most Reverend Episcopate, and
through them also our priests that we inform the interested
parties in an appropriate manner and way, by word of mouth.
And let us make them, who are affected by the iniquitous orders,
understand, that, as far as I know, no one else, excepting us, took
interest in their protection, and if they received relief in some
peaceful way, they must ascribe it perhaps entirely to us, their
bishops." 32
In the middle of May, the deportation of the provincial Jews to
Auschwitz and the other death-camps was started.
The

government again met the protests of the Nuncio and of the
Hungarian ecclesiastical leaders with deception, procrastination,
evasive answers, and lies. While the ecclesiastical leaders and the
foreign embassies were awaiting a satisfactory answer to their
protest memoranda, the authorities under the leadership of
Adolf Eichmann's Sonderkommando
were transporting out of the
country with incredible speed hundreds of thousands of persons
in crowded cattle cars. As early as May 10, Cardinal Seredi informed the government in a memorandum that if the atrocities
did not cease, the Episcopate would be forced to condemn
publicly the policy of the government. 33
The situation in the meantime deteriorated to such extent that
the authorities did not even honour the promises made by the
government in regard to the spiritual care of the Christians in the
ghettos. T h e Bishop of Gyor, Baron Vilmos Apor, who was
president of the Holy Cross Society dedicated to the protection of
baptized Jews, had especially bitter experiences.
The local
authorities prevented him from taking spiritual succour to his
Catholic faithful suffering in the ghetto and, while the bishop was
besieging the various governmental organs for an entry-permit
for himself or one of his priests, the deportation of the captives of
the ghetto of Gyor was carried out with brutal cruelty. 3 4 At this
point, Bishop Apor appealed to the conscience of the Prince
Primate and urged that a collective pastoral letter be issued. It
was not that he hoped that the government, or the Germans,
would retreat because of the protest of the Church—the
hopelessness of this h a d been explained to him by the Prince
Primate —rather he felt that it was the duty of the Church to
enlighten at least its Catholic faithful and to restrain them from
complicity in the terrible crimes. 35 At the same time Apostolic
Nuncio Rotta transmitted the Pope's message to the Prince
Primate, which stated that the time h a d come for him publicly to
condemn the i n h u m a n actions being committed and to take a
stand on behalf of the persecuted. 3 6
Cardinal Seredi had
decided by this time to issue a collective pastoral letter and was
•
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working on its draft.
The final text, which was drawn up
taking into account the remarks submitted by the other
archbishops and bishops, was signed by the Prince Primate on
June 29, 1944. 38
In the introduction the bishops state firmly, that: "The
Successors of the Apostles, each one a visible Head of the Church,

and the other bishops are, by the will of God, propagators (Can.
1327), guardians of God's moral laws both unwritten, that is to
say "natural," and written, that is to say "revealed," and
especially of the T e n Commandments (Can. 3362)."
The
pastoral letter then reminds the faithful of the struggle of the
Church throughout the centuries for the protection of the poor
and the weak against the oppression of the powerful and
emphasizes particularly the services of the Hungarian Catholic
Church in the field of social reforms. It then continues: "And if
the innate rights of Man, such as the right of life, of human
dignity, of personal freedom, of freedom of religion, of freedom
of work, of freedom of private ownership etc. are unjustly
suppressed or even curtailed by individuals, by certain temporal
institutions or even by the authorities of the State, then the
Hungarian bishops, as is their duty, put in their protesting
pastoral words and point out that the aforementioned rights were
not granted by individuals, by temporal institutions or even by
the State, but by God Himself. Thus unless a legally valid
sentence has been passed these rights can be suppressed or
curtailed by no one and no earthly power save only by God or by
him, whom God has given legislative, judicial or executive
powers. Because there is no power but that from God (Rom.
XIII. 1). This power, however, should be executed only with
justice, that is to say in harmony with the Divine moral laws, as
God has given no power to anyone to infringe His own laws, such
a procedure being contrary to His commands."
After thus setting down the general moral norms, the bishops
raised their voices against the inhumanities practised in the
conduct of the war, especially against the air raids directed
against the defenceless population.
Then, turning to the
persecution of the Jews, the letter stated: "But we must point out
that now, during this horrible World War, when we most need
the help of God, and when we ought to avoid carefully every word
and every action, by which we and our country might incur the
wrath of God, we see, with unspeakable sorrow, that a series of
measures are adopted in Christian Hungary that are contrary to
the laws of God. We need not enumerate these measures in detail
before you, our dear faithful. You know them and the method of
their execution very well indeed. These measures have curtailed,
or even suppressed, the innate rights of certain members of our
community, among them also of such, as confess to the same holy

faith, and this merely because of their origin. All this has been
effected without declaring any individual guilt on the basis of
which a legal sentence could be passed. Only if you had to suffer
from the same state of outlawry could you understand this
situation."
It should be noted t h a t the anti-Semitic extreme right had put
before the public the allegation that everyone who defended the
Jews, thus Horthy, the bishops, and even the Pope himself, had
been bribed by Jewish money. Defending themselves against the
accusation of being "hirelings of the Jews" the bishops saw it
necessary to declare: " W e in the present time—as your God-given
bishops were in the past and will also be in the f u t u r e —are free
from being influenced by any individual or group interests.
However, we would be neglecting our moral and episcopal duties
were we not to guard against justice suffering damage and
against our Hungarian fellow-citizens and our Catholic faithful
being wronged merely on account of their origin. For this
purpose we have tried by oral and written negotiations to defend
justice in general, and to take under our protection those among
our fellow-citizens and co-religionists who have been affected by
the latest prejudicial orders. We have requested that these orders
be annulled or amended.
Although we have succeeded, here and there, in securing some
mitigation, for which we are grateful, yet we are filled by deep
sorrow a n d grave anxiety as, in the course of our negotiations, we
were unable to achieve what we most desired, namely that the
unlawful limitations of civil rights and especially the deportations
are stopped. However, as we relied upon the Christianity and
humanity of the members of the Government, we had not given
up all hope in spite of the meagre results obtained u p to now. For
this reason we issued no proclamation to you, but restrained
ourselves, in the meantime taking all steps to achieve our
purpose.
We see now, however, with great consternation, that despite
our efforts all our negotiations on the most important points have
up to now proved almost ineffective. Therefore we solemnly
refuse all responsibility for the consequences. By coming before
you in the defence of Divine laws we urgently request the
competent authorities, who should be conscious of their
responsibility before God and history, to repudiate the
reprehensible orders. At this time, when our nation struggles for

its very existence, these orders not only lead to a lack of faith in
the laws, but also destroy the unity of the nation, turn the public
opinion of the whole Christian world against us and, above all,
will cause God to abandon us.
As always, we can put our trust first of all in God, and we
therefore beg of you, our dear faithful, to pray and work with us
for the victory of justice and of Christian charity. Take care lest
you incur an awful responsibility before God and m a n by
supporting and acclaiming these objectionable actions. Do not
forget that injustice will not serve the true welfare of your
fatherland. Pray and work for all our Hungarian fellow-citizens
and especially for our Catholic brethren, our Catholic Church
and our beloved Hungary."
The pastoral letter was printed at a press in Esztergom and was
mailed to the clergy in pastoral service with the injunction that it
be read in all the Catholic churches of Hungary on Sunday, July
9.
The experiences of the Protestant Churches with the
government were just as disillusioning as were those of the Prince
Primate. When they received no reply to their protest against the
deportations, which they submitted to the Prime Minister on June
21st, 39 they also decided in favour of a public declaration of
protest and addressed a collective pastoral letter to their faithful
at the same time that the pastoral letter of the Catholic
episcopate was issued. 40 They wrote: "The undersigned bishops
of the Reformed Church in Hungary and the Evangelical Church
in Hungary, turn to you to inform you, in the presence of God, of
the steps they had taken, in the name of the Evangelical churches
at the Royal government. We inform the holy congregations
that, after several petitions made in writing and spoken word, on
June 23rd we presented a solemn memorandum of protest and
plea to the premier. In this memorandum we related the events,
regrettable to the utmost, which accompanied the segregation
and deportation of Jews of Hungary, whether Jews or Christians
by faith. Having stated that this mode of solving the Jewish
question violated God's eternal laws, the memorandum went on
as follows: "God has ordained us, that we declare to this
generation His eternal gospel, and to stand as witnesses by the
unchangeable laws of His world order, whether or not it pleases
men. Standing on the ground of this divine commission, humble
and sinful men as we are, yet testifying of God's word in the

sacred communion of faith and obedience, we condemn all
modes of action which violate human dignity, justice and mercy
and bring upon the head of our people the frightful judgment of
bloodshed."
At the same time, we earnestly besought the Royal government
to put an end to the cruelties, condemned by members of the
government themselves as well, and enforce the formal
pronouncements protesting, on the one hand, against the
assumption that the extermination of the Jews was a reality, and
containing instructions, on the other hand, for the h u m a n e
administration of the rules and regulations pertaining to the
Jews.
We have to note that these pleas of ours led to no results.
As bishops of the two Evangelical Churches, we feel it to be our
duty to inform of these our brethren, all the members of our
Churches, and the whole community of Christ's Church. W e call
the congregations to penitence, and the whole of the Magyar
people to h u m b l e themselves under the weight of the mighty
hand of God, whose mercies and saving grace we invoke upon our
Hungarian nation."
Copies of this pastoral letter, put in envelopes and addressed to
2,000 Protestant ministers, were ready to be mailed,
accompanied by instructions that they be read to all Protestant
congregations on the following Sunday, July 9, at the same time
that the pastoral letter of the Catholic bishops was to be made
public, when the news arrived that the pastoral letter issued by
the Prince Primate had been held back by the government at the
post office.
Prime Minister Sztojay, for whom the ever more forceful
protests from abroad could not have been very pleasant either,
wanted by all means to prevent that the protest of the Christian
Churches should come to the knowledge of the public and should
thus create in the population a sentiment opposed to the
government. When, after the deportations had been started,
Cardinal Seredi kept coming forward ever more forcefully and
with greater urgency against the atrocities, the Prime Minister
sent to him his personal delegates in close succession; thus he sent
Istvan Antal, Minister of Cults and of Justice; Lajos Huszovszky,
Under-Secretary of State in the Ministry of the Interior; and the
former Prime Minister Bela Imredy, then Minister for Economic

Cooperation. The task of all these emissaries was to reassure the
well-meaning prelate, to explain away and white-wash the
actions of the government and of the authorities, and to put him
off with promises, until such time as the "Jewish affair" had been
completely settled, that is until every last Jew had been deported
from the country. 4 1 Cardinal Seredi, however, saw through the
game of the government, since reliable information coming to
him from all parts of the country showed clearly that the
representatives of the government were lying and wanted to dupe
him. T h e Prince Primate was fighting with straightforward
weapons, and, as we have recounted above, he decided to issue
the pastoral letter only when he was forced to conclude with
finality that it was futile to carry on honest discussions with
dishonest partners. 4 2
Upon learning of the contents of the collective pastoral letter of
the Catholic bishops, the government sent a telegram to the post
office in Esztergom forbidding the forwarding of the pastoral
letter. 43 It was clear, however, that they could not prevent the
Prince Primate and the bishops, who were firmly resolved to take
the final step, from bringing the situation to the attention of the
faithful by one means or another and from raising their voice of
protest openly and in public. The meeting of the Council of
Ministers called to deal with this matter agreed that a public
protest by the Churches must be averted at any price, even if this
should require serious concessions on the part of the
government. 4 4
Minister of Cults —Istvan Antal was again
assigned to conduct the discussions with the Prince Primate.
Cardinal Seredi received Antal coolly, protested against the
seizure of the pastoral letter, and declared that he was willing to
revoke the pastoral letter only if the government promised in an
official letter to rectify the deprivation of rights that had
occurred and if the atrocities were immediately stopped and the
deportations discontinued. The Prince Primate also demanded
that the Christians be permitted to leave the ghettos, that those
who had been deported abroad be brought home, and that he be
allowed to inform the faithful that the bishops were conducting
discussions with the government over the Jewish question and that
they had already achieved some results. Antal, as was his wont,
promised everything. 4 5
In the meantime, the office of the Prince Primate had found a
way of forwarding the pastoral letter to the parish priests through

private channels.
This did not remain hidden from the
government, and therefore literally in the last hour, on Saturday,
July 8th, which was the day before the Sunday that had been
appointed for the reading of the pastoral letter, Prime Minister
Dome Sztojay called personally on the Prince Primate, who by
this time was seriously ill, at the latter's summer house in Gerecse.
T h e Prime Minister was accompanied by the Ministers Istvan
Antal, Bela Imredy and Antal Kunder. Cardinal Seredi received
them in the company of Archbishop Jozsef Grosz of Kalocsa,
Archbishop Gyula Czapik of Eger, Baron Vilmos Apor, Bishop of
Gyor and Janos Drahos, Vicar Capitular of Esztergom 46 Sztojay
first of all presented to the Prince Primate the official letter
which he had requested. This letter contained the government's
promise that it would investigate the atrocities, would severely
punish those who had perpetrated them, and would take care
that similar instances should not occur in the future. The letter
further announced the establishment of " T h e Association of
Hungarian Christians of Jewish Descent," which was to handle
the affairs of Jews who belonged to one of the Christian
denominations, independent of the Association of Hungarian
Jews. The most important point contained in the letter was
without doubt that in which the government declared that the
deportation abroad of the Jews of Budapest would be
immediately discontinued until further notice, and if later their
deportation would nevertheless be resumed, the Christian Jews
would still remain in the country. 47
Although Sztojay's letter contained concrete concessions and,
especially, held out hope for the rescue of the 250,000 Jews of
Budapest, the Prince Primate found it to be insufficient. For the
government did not make a definite promise that the
deportations would be completely stopped —even in connection
with the Jews of Budapest the letter merely indicated a pause in
their deportation — nor did it hold out a prospect for the return of
those, among them Christians, already deported. In addition,
the Prince Primate had also specified that in case of the
revocation of the pastoral letter he be allowed to inform the
faithful of the discussions he had conducted u p to that time with
the government. Antal "did not remember" this stipulation.
Cardinal Seredi was extremely indignant over the duplicity of the
Minister of Cults and he hastened to declare that the bishops
could forego the public reading of the pastoral letter solely upon

the condition that they be allowed to inform the faithful in some
manner that they h a d not conducted themselves passively with
regard to these grave questions but had for months carried on
discussions with the government and that they were continuing
these discussions. At this, Sztojay retired with his fellow Ministers
for a private consultation. When they returned, the Prime
Minister assured the Prince Primate that the government would
faithfully execute the points mentioned in the letter, including
the suspension of the deportation of the Jews of Budapest, and
acceded, in addition, to the Prince Primate's wish regarding the
notification of the faithful. The bishops, realizing that they
could achieve no more — the deportation of provincial Jews had
already been carried out and the Hungarian government could
not, even if it had wished, regain those still alive f r o m the hands
of the Germans—agreed to call off for the time being the public
reading of their pastoral letter. 48 T h a t same evening, and again
on the next day, that is on the morning of July 9, the following
notification was broadcast on Hungarian radio: "Jusztinian
Cardinal Seredi, Prince Primate of Hungary, wishes to inform all
Catholic parish offices of the country that the collective pastoral
letter of the Episcopate entitled "The Successors of the Apostles"
and dated the 29th of the month past is intended for the
information of the Most Reverend clergy and is not to be read out
to the faithful." 4 9
On the next Sunday, the following
announcement was read from the pulpits of all Catholic
churches: "Jusztinian Cardinal Seredi, Prince Primate of
Hungary, in his own name and in the name of Their Excellencies,
the Hungarian Consistory of Bishops, informs the Catholic
faithful that he has repeatedly intervened with the Royal
Hungarian Government in the matter of the decrees affecting the
Jews, especially the baptized Jews, and is continuing his
negotiations in this direction." 50
In the meantime, the government requested that Protestant
ecclesiastical leaders also postpone the public reading of their
pastoral letter and confer urgently with the government. The
Protestant leaders, informed of the discussions being conducted
at the Prince Primate's summer residence, agreed. Minister of
Cults Istvan Antal, accompanied by Under-Secretary of State
Miklos Mester, met the Protestant ecclesiastical leaders on July
11, at the residence in Leanyfalu of Bishop Laszlo Ravasz, who at
that time was confined to his sick-bed. From the Calvinist side

there were present, in addition to Bishop Ravasz, Bishop Imre
Revesz and the clergyman Albert Bereczky, while the Lutheran
Church was represented by Bishop Bela Kapi and the clergyman
Szabolcs Lorinczy. Antal first of all informed them of the
agreement reached with the Catholic bishops and declared that
the Prime Minister was willing to repeat in a letter addressed to
Bishop Ravasz the promises he had made to the Prince Primate,
if they also would be willing to forego a public protest. On the
other hand, if the Churches insisted on reading out the pastoral
letter, then: "the government must decide for itself whether it
accept an open war with the Churches (according to German
phraseology "the breaking down of the churches"), or it resign,
paving thereby the way for the coming into power of the
Arrow-cross Party (Nazi Party), whose coming into power,
Hungary being under German occupation, might be taken for
granted."51
T h e life of the Jews of Budapest, some
quarter-million people, was at stake. Therefore, the Protestant
Churches also agreed to give up their plan of public protest,
stipulating only that, like the Catholic episcopate, they also be
allowed to inform their faithful of the efforts they h a d made and
were continuing to make. As the Ministerial Council which met
the next morning consented to this, the following message was
read out in the Protestant churches on Sunday, July 16: " T h e
bishops of the Reformed Church of Hungary and the Evangelical
Church of Hungary wish to inform the congregations that in
connection with the Jewish question, and particularly in the case
of the baptized Jews, they have repeatedly made steps at the
respective government officials and will continue to do so in this
direction." 52
By this time, neither Apostolic Nuncio Angelo Rotta, whom
Prime Minister Sztojay hastened to inform of the agreement
concluded with the Churches, 5 3 nor the bishops could any longer
believe in the sincerity of the government's promises. 54
Therefore, when it became clear that the deportations had
indeed stopped, the relief they felt must have been great. Other
factors doubtless had a great deal to do with this namely, the
protests of foreign governments, primarily of neutral states such
as Switzerland and Sweden, the threats of the Allied Powers, and
the telegrams that Pope Pius XII and Gustav V, King of Sweden,
sent to Regent Horthy. Horthy, who by this time h a d had all that
he could stand of the bullying and excesses of the Germans and

the Hungarian extreme right, was emboldened by the defeats the
Germans had suffered at the front, and, without caring about
Hitler's anger, gave a definite order to stop the deportations.
Horthy had already expressed this intention at the Crown Council
held on June 26, but the deportation of provincial Jews had
continued. 3 5 T h e last train left Hungary on July 8, the same
day, that is, when Sztojay with his fellow Ministers had gone to
see the Prince Primate. It is also a fact that the first official
statement set down in writing to the effect that the deportation of
the Jews of Budapest would not take place, which was scheduled
to begin two days later, on July 10, was made in the letter
extracted from the Prime Minister by the Prince Primate and
constituted an integral p a r t of the "agreement" with the
Churches.
This paper does not claim that credit for the rescue of the
majority of the Jews of Budapest can be ascribed solely to the
Prince Primate and to the efforts of the Christian Churches of
Hungary. Regent Horthy himself cites the intervention of the
Pope, the King of Sweden and the King of England as
inducement to make his decision. 56 On the other hand, it seems
incorrect to belittle the role of the Christian Churches of
Hungary. 3 7 T h a t the Sztojay government did indeed care about
the position taken by the Churches is proven precisely by the
government's conduct, as outlined above, in connection with the
pastoral letters. In his letter to the Apostolic Nuncio, the Prime
Minister definitely stated that the deportations were stopped at
the request of the Church. 5 8 Whatever the exact situation may
have been, an examination of the events clearly demonstrates
that the Churches deserve a great deal of credit for the stopping
of the deportations and thus for the rescue of the Jews of
Budapest. As chief witness for the attitude of the Christian
Churches and the conduct of the clergy during the terrible weeks
of the deportations, Laszlo Endre, the ringleader of the
persecution of the Jews in Hungary, is cited below. In his report
to the Council of Ministers, he said: "We have to state, openly,
that as far as aid to Jews is concerned, the priests and clergymen
of all ranks of the Christian Churches unfortunately stand in the
first row. Protection and intervention has never been on so high a
scale as to-day. The assistance rendered the Jews by Christian
priests and clergymen goes under the n a m e of Christian and
neighbourly charity." 5 9
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