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Introduction by Valeria Martano 
 

Page XV: Roncalli’s relationship with German ambassador von Papen was instrumental in helping the Red Cross 
in its effort to rescue from Jews from Transnistria [see note 28].   
Note 28: this event also related in P. Hebblethwaite, Pope John XXIII.  Shepherd of the Modern World, pp. 194-
195, and in Roncalli’s report to Maglione, in July 1944, Actes et Documents du Saint Siege (ADSS), 10: 355. 
 
Page XVI: Roncalli had “daily” meetings with representatives of the Jewish community in Turkey in accordance 
Pius XI’s policy of affirming “the Semitic and eastern origin of Christianity” and “condemn[ing] anti-Semitism, 
which could represent, for the Church, a dangerous break from its roots”. 
According to Martano, “all these activities were carried out always in accordance with and on behalf of the Holy 
See.  Roncalli did not wish to appear as an isolated actor, but intended to show that his intervention was the 
expression of the Church’s charity…. He reported with satisfaction the gratitude of the Jews towards the Holy 
Father for the activities carried out by Roncalli himself.  This gratitude was expressed, in particular, during the 
visit paid by Rabbi Isaac Herzog, from the Holy Land.  After his first meeting with the Rabbi, Roncalli wrote in 
his Journal (February 23, 1944): “He wished to officially thank the Holy Father and his collaborators for the help 
given to many Jews and to beg me to intervene for the numerous Jews who are in danger on this side of the 
Dnieper [river], where Germans are retreating; also [he asked me] to relate his special thanks to Mgr. Cassulo,  
the Nuncio in Bucharest.  This Grand Rabbi is an amiable and very amenable person.”   
 
Page XVIII: “More recent studies have given an account of the Church’s commitment in favor of Jews during the 
war (note 39: see ADSS; Also A. Riccardi, L’inverno piu lungo.  1943-44: Pio XII, gli ebrei e i nazisti a Roma, 
Bari-Roma, 2008).  It was a patient, risky activity, accomplished through “limited means”, as admitted by Pius 
XII.   
The subject of the limited possibilities of intervention vis-à-vis the Shoah, dramatically perceived by the Church 
in the dark years of the war, has been, up to now, underestimated.  The Agende (Journals) oblige us to consider it.  
In his personal notes, Roncalli recounts the dramatic episode of the meeting of October 10th, 1941 [see infra], in 
which Pacelli revealed to the bishop from Bergamo his soul’s anguish vis-à-vis the tragedy occurring at the time, 
and asked what Roncalli thought about his silence concerning the behavior of the Nazis [in quotation marks in the 
text]”. 
 
 

Diary Entries by Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, and Footnotes by Valeria Martano 
 
October 10th, 1941, p. 290 
Rome.  Meeting with the Holy Father: 45 minutes…. He asked me if his silence concerning the 
behavior of the Nazis is judged negatively. 

Note 213: This question, asked in confidence by Pius XII, is a clear expression of the profound concern 
of the Pope for the fate of the Jews, which is the subject of an intense historical debate, as well as a 
manifestation of the relationship, surely not a superficial one, between Pius XII an his successor to the 
papacy.  [On this subject, see also the following cited publications by Melloni, Miccoli, Riccardi, 
Napolitano, Tornielli are cited]. 
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May, 22nd, 1943, p. 564 
… Meetings… Mr. Barlas, Jewish.  The action that I initiated in order to prevent the transfer of 
20 thousand Jews from Slovakia, thanks to the Holy Father’s intervention, has succeeded.  This 
is encouraging.   

Note 120: Chaim Barlas paid a visit to Roncalli in order to thank him for the intervention of the Holy See 
in favor of Slovak Jews, whose deportation was suspended.  Roncalli informed Cardinal Maglione on the 
same day and sent him additional requests for help from the Jews.  See: ADSS, IX, pp. 306-307. 

 
April 5th, 1944, p. 709  
… I have noticed in the American representative in Ankara a keen receptiveness for my 
intervention in favor of Jews from Hungary, Romania, and the entire world…   

Note 77: Just one month earlier, the Tari, a ship carrying Romanian Jewish refugees (including many 
children), sailing from the Constance harbor, had reached the Bosphorus by violating the blockade on the 
Black Sea.  Turkey, fearful of Germany’s possible negative reactions, intended to prevent the ship from 
transiting. A subtle and discreet diplomatic action and the crucial American support enabled the ship to 
reach a neutral country, carrying around 1,500 Romanian Jews (see Hebblethwaite, Pope John XXIII, p. 
194).  Most likely, Roncalli, thanks to his good relationship with the German ambassador von Papen, was 
able to intervene on both fronts and facilitate a positive resolution.  Roncalli’s diplomacy has its sole 
strength in his personal relationships and his ability to persuade.  It is a weak force, which Roncalli used 
thoroughly, bringing results, which, albeit not always positive, allowed Roncalli to become a focal point 
for the representatives of the organizations rescuing Jews during those tragic years. 

 
June 27th, 1944, p. 743 
… In the afternoon, I received Barlas, who came to send an S.O.S. to the Holy See for the rescue 
of the Jews of Hungary.   

Note 136: Barlas asked Roncalli to transmit to the Vatican a parcel with certificates for immigration to 
Palestine issued by the Jewish Agency for a group of Hungarian Jews who were going to be deported.  
According to Actes et Documents and as reported by Hebblethwaite, (cit, p. 195), this intervention is at 
the origin of the rumor according to which Roncalli issued baptismal certificates.  (Such as, I. Hirshmann, 
Caution to the Wind, New York, 1962, pp. 179-185).  In any event, this intervention, carried out in 
cooperation with the nuncio in Budapest, Monsignor Rotta, succeeded.  On August 16th, Roncalli wrote to 
Rotta again, sending him additional certificates: “Since the parcels of certificates of immigration [in 
quotation marks in the text] that we sent in the month of May contributed to rescuing the lives of the Jews 
to whom they were addressed, I have accepted to receive from the Jewish Agency for Palestine also these 
three parcels of certificates, which I now take the liberty of sending to Your Excellency, and kindly 
request that you give them to the person to whom they are addressed, Mr. Miklos Krautz (Moshe Krausz, 
Secretary of the Jewish Agency in Budapest).” See, ADSS, X: 390-391. 

 
July 11th, 1944, p. 748  
… Mr. Barlas and Mr. Eliezer Kaplan of the Committee for Jews came today again to offer 
thanks for the action in favor of Jews by the Holy Father, by his representatives and mine.  
However, I wonder: in practice, what results did this rescuing action bring? At least it served to 
demonstrate that Christ’s charity remains unaltered in the changing centuries. But the 
misfortune of the Jewish people is fatal.  It will eventually sweep away the oppressor Nazi 
government as well.  Degenerate or not, the people of Israel is nevertheless God’s people.  What 
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a mystery!  Jesus’ blood continues to fall on it.  But woe betide anyone who touches it.  Mihi 
vindicta, and no one else. 

Note 146:  This passage shows Roncalli’s suffering for what Pius XII called the “limited means” of the 
Church’s action.  This weak force is particularly obvious in Roncalli’s action.  Roncalli, who also lacked 
civilian authority, acts only by the means of his ability to interweave relationships and induce to leniency 
in the rescue of Jews and other imprisoned persons, caused by the war.  


















































