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Following are excerpts of this article with regard to Roncalli 

 
 

Roncalli did not confine himself to act merely as a channel to Rome and back: he 
also acted actively, if not independently, mostly with Barlas but with others as 
well, generously devoting time and effort in order to rescue as many as he could 
(600). 
 
The various Yishuv bodies sent about 15 delegates to Istanbul. Chaim Barlas was 
the senior delegate, representing the Jewish Agency. Born in 1898, he was the 
elder among the delegates. Menachem Bader represented the kibbutz movement. 
Barlas was the only one among the delegates to have a formal Jewish Agency 
appointment acknowledged by both the British and Turkish authorities. It was 
mainly between Roncalli and Barlas that the contact was intensively maintained 
for almost two years, until Roncalli left for Paris towards the end of 1944 (601-2). 
Born in 1925, he became bishop and an Apostolic Visitor in Bulgaria. Some ten 
years later he became a Apostolic Delegate in Turkey and Greece. Barlas 
describes him as “genuinely felt the sorrow, and was exceptionally ready to help 
and save.” (602) 
 
Barlas: “I could always come to him. I had a free entrance to the Nunciate, and 
even if I came late on an urgent matter he would be always glad to receive me and 
to help as much as he could,” using his connections to get accurate information 
and to be active beyond his formal position. Roncalli was different than other 
clerics in his position, especially in his attitude towards the Jewish problem. His 
warm heart made him genuinely feel the suffering of the Jewish individual and 
people, in Barlas’ words, “beyond the dogma of religion and church.” When 
approached for help, he would listen, ask questions and write down answers and 
notes and would not refer the matter to a secretary or messenger, but deal with it 
himself. 
 
On March 1943, Barlas came rushing in on a rainy night. Roncalli listened 
carefully and promised Barlas to transfer to Slovakia, and its ruler Josef Tiso a 
plea to have mercy and prevent the continuation of the deportations.(603-4) Before 
promising he prayed softly, in Barlas’ presence, and then added: “so be it, with 
God’s mercy.” “He himself wrote the cable to the Pope and sent that very day, and 
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after five days told me he received an answer that an action such as we wanted 
was carried out.” 
 
When Barlas brought him the Auschwitz Protocols, Roncalli was shocked and 
read it with tears, and with delicate yet unambiguous resentment expressed 
towards his superiors [i.e., the Pope – IRWF], “whose power and influence are great, 
but who refrain from action and resourcefulness in extending concrete help,” in 
Barlas’ words. (604) This, in Barlas’ words, constitutes a restrained criticism by 
Roncalli against the Pope’s silence – in the presence of a Jewish delegate. Barlas 
tried to ask him for the reasons behind the Pope’s silence. Roncalli responded by 
speaking about God’s reasons that are hidden from human beings. Interestingly, he 
did not object at the question raised by Barlas. 
 
Roncalli also agreed to listen to the pleas of Bader for help in granting Jewish 
children passage through Turkey. According to Bader, Roncalli became nervous 
when being told that most of the murder or the deportations happened in Catholic 
countries, and that therefore their citizens should be clearly told by the Pope to 
extend Christian help. Roncalli answered at length, “sighing piously,” in Bader’s 
ironic words. (605) 
 
Barlas brought Roncalli part of a report on the mass killings of Jews in Poland, 
and Roncalli, pale and trembling, suggested that Barlas reread in Ezekiel 37 the 
prophesy that the dry scattered bones of the House of Israel will be brought to its 
resurrected land. (606) 
 
In January 1943, following the Bader-Roncalli meeting, Barlas wrote to Hughes in 
which he requested the Vatican’s intervention in the following: for neutral 
counties to offer asylum to Jews, and for Germany to let certificate holders to 
leave for Palestine. In addition, Roncalli suggest a correction to Pius XII’s 
December 24, 1942 declaration in which the word “Jews” were left out, by another 
radio broadcast declaring, this time clearly, that “rendering help to persecuted 
Jews is considered by the Church as a good deed.” Hughes forwarded Barlas’ 
letter to the Vatican. A month later, Hughes was informed by the Vatican that it 
cannot assist immigration of Jews to Palestine because access of Christians to their 
holy places might thereby be limited. There was no reference to Barlas’ first point 
on a radio broadcast (See, Actes et Documents du Saint Siege, hereafter “ADSS” IX 
87-91). (609) 
 
Roncalli sent a memo to the Vatican asking the Pope to help prevent the renewal 
of deportations from Slovakia, and for Jewish children of that country to be 
allowed to move to Palestine. See Maglione’s vague response to the children item, 
in ADSS IX 184-186. Roncalli kept writing on the children (June 1943) and on 



 

3 
 

behalf of the remnants of Slovak Jewry (Sept and Oct. 1944), receiving vague and 
belated answers (ADSS IX 321-322, 327, 361-362, and X, 418, 454-455). 
 
Bader and another emissary, Venia Pomerantz (later Ze’ev Hadari) came urgently 
to Roncalli to ask for his help in preventing the deportation of Jews from Thrace 
and Macedonia. The following morning, Roncalli told them that King Boris 
promised him not to let the plan materialize. [Unfortunately, Boris did not keep his word 
and the deportations from these two areas went ahead – IRWF] (610) When the Jews in 
Sofia faced a similar danger, Barlas hurried to Roncalli, and Roncalli himself 
immediately wrote a cable to king Boris, and ordered his secretary to send it right 
away. In this, he acted independently, using his excellent relations with the King 
and Queen of a country he had spent ten years in. 
 
In May and June 1943 Roncalli wrote to Rome and to the Apostolic Nuncio and 
the bishop of Zagreb regarding Jews in Yugoslavia (ADSS IX, 321-2, 327-8, 337.) 
 
“Poor children of Israel,” he writes regarding the sinking of the Struma. “I feel 
everyday their sigh around me.” (611-2) 
 
Roncalli was the first one to warn the Vatican that Hungarian Jews faced an 
immediate danger following the German invasion. The information about the 
Auschwitz Protocols (written by two Slovak Jews escapees in April 1944) reached 
the Vatican for the first time from Roncalli, who got it from Barlas. (612) Barlas 
had received it from Dr. Chaim Pozner, in Geneva, who received it from Budapest. 
(617) When Barlas brought Roncalli the Protocols, Roncalli was really shocked. 
“With tears he read the documents I asked him to transfer to his Patron in Rome,” 
Barlas recorded. (618) 
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Chaim Barlas -- Masu’ah 4 (1976), pp. 128-129 

 
During the days of the war and of the Holocaust, I had contacts with Msg. Roncalli 
regarding matters of rescue, such as sending a report to the Vatican and to his colleagues 
in the occupied countries: Slovakia, Sofia and others. 
 
I first came to know Msg. Roncalli in 1941, when I arrived in Istanbul as representative 
of the Jewish Agency… I came to know that, years before the war, Msg. Roncalli had 
served as Apostolic Nuncio to the Balkan countries and maintained as well contacts with 
the authorities of the Catholic Church in Slovakia. It therefore came to my mind to ask 
for his intervention in Slovakia, … so that he might use his influence in order to cancel 
the persecutions and the transports to the death camps. 
 
In my first visit to the Nuncio’s office,…I could have a good grasp of his personality. He 
was an elderly person, full of vitality and knowledge in world affairs, and his attitude to 
the Jewish problem was different from that of others in his stature. I asked him to 
approach Tiso, the Catholic president of Slovakia, and plead mercy for the Jews in his 
(628) state. In our conversation, I discovered his generosity and his compassion, feeling 
for the sufferings of men and the sufferings of the Jewish people, beyond the dogma of 
religion and church. He promised me to transmit the report to the Holy See together with 
recommendation for action and if he receives an answer from, which in his opinion is 
doubtful, he will not spare the answer from me… 
 
In later days I presented to Msg. Roncalli the report on Auschwitz,… and he was shocked 
by the news about the dimensions of exterminations in the death camps. He read in tears 
the documents, which I requested him to transmit to his Patron in Rome…. One could 
feel his discontent with his superiors whose powers and influence were great, but who 
refrained from action and resourcefulness in extending concrete help. 
 
I tried to ask the Nuncio why the Pope did not publish a public statement against the 
brutal and inhuman acts of the Nazis. It was clear that such a statement could be of great 
influence on the people’s attitudes to the Jews in the occupied countries…. “Don’t ask, 
my friend,” he replied, “God guides man’s ways and they are hidden from us.” 
 
In one of our conversations about the bloody events in Nazi occupied Poland… his face 
turned white and trembling when I was reading this. He stood up all excited and shocked, 
walking up and down in he room,… and when I was about to leave, he suddenly stopped, 
accompanied me to the staircase door and said slowly: “When you come home, take the 
Bible in your hands and look up Chapter 37 in the book of Ezekiel, and there you will the 
answer to your complaints to Heaven.” It was the prophesy of the dry bones coming to 
life. (629-630) 
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From: “Haboker,” 14 June 1963 

 
When Rabbi Herzog arrived in Istanbul, in February 1944, Barlas immediately 
informed Msg. Roncalli and asked if he would be ready to meet with him. Not 
only did Roncalli agreed to the meeting, but he also hasted to fix it for the very 
same day at the Nuncio’s residence… The conversation went on for about an hour 
and a half. Rabbi Herzog expressed words of thanks for the Nuncio’s assistance… 
Rabbi Herzog unfolded to Roncalli all he knew about the extermination operation 
and asked for help by the Pope and the Church… On his part, the Monsignor 
emphasized his positive approach regarding the rescue of Jews and promised that 
he, personally, will do everything required in order that the Holy See exerts his 
influence to promote rescue efforts. Although we know today that Roncalli’s 
efforts and supplications fell on deaf ears, this does not diminish the importance of 
Roncalli’s attitude, which one can call without hesitation “Love of the People of 
Israel.”… Roncalli expressed his wish in the following words: “God is one for all 
the peoples and all the religions; He will help to bring their hearts closer.” Chaim 
Barlas also recalls that Roncalli said to Rabbi Herzog: “Let us hope that the 
People of Israel will also achieve redemption!” (631-2) 
 

 
 










































































