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bernauer:  Right. That’s the ontological 
priority. One can evaluate, one can use 
this as the norm for evaluating: Is this 
a religion that’s impersonal, a kind of 
magic religion, or does it awaken within 
the person his or her talents and creativ-
ity and love? We are talking about love, 
personality. That’s God worshiping. That 
should unify, harmonize us, rather than 
render us enemies of one another, or 
lesser citizens.

owens:  So in terms of the enterprise of 
the faculty in a place like Boston College, 
scholarship is often portrayed as a soli-
tary endeavor, and the vita contemplativa 
is valorized by many and assumed to be 
solitary. Can you say a bit about the over-
working of that tension to the personal 
that you’re speaking of, and whether that 
tension is resolved in that model? Does 
there have to be some tension inherent 
in the understanding of knowledge as 
individual and communal?

bernauer:  The solitude of the schol-
ar doesn’t mean that he or she is not 
communal. It can be very communal, in 
the sense of connection, connectedness 
with others or being with others. We 
have our community when we are being 
inventive with language, and when we’re 
in a foreign language situation, trying to 
communicate. The ease with which we 
normally operate mechanically in life is 
stripped away. And that’s true with soli-
tude as well. We’re often more aware of 
the dimensions of being with another.

I re-read Martin Buber’s I and Thou this 
past summer because I was doing this 
course on German-Jewish thinkers. I 
found that an incredibly powerful text. I 
read it in theology years ago. In the sum-
mer, I took my time reading it, and it’s a 
text that has to be savored. I found it very 
rich. It’s opening up to the realm of the 
personal, of being with others. In order to 
do that, you need to be on that personal 
level yourself, or else you don’t recognize 
it in others. 

I remember an experience years ago. I 
was in Germany, and I was going to the 

Holy Land for the first time in 1974. I 
was living in the seminary at the time, 
and this Dominican asked me to say hello 
to an old nun he had met who was in a 
contemplative convent in Jerusalem and 
had lived there for decades. The last thing 
I wanted to do in my 20s was spend time 
at a contemplative convent in Jerusalem, 
but I went. Duty calls.

I went and the convent was like a prison 
we were going into. And eventually, they 
sat me down, and the curtain is pulled 

away, there are bars and there’s this wom-
an, who is unbelievably radiant. She must 
have been in her late 70s or 80s. I was 
startled at her presence.

It was a moment that has always stayed 
with me. And her interests! You would 
think she was reading the New York 
Times every day. It’s very powerful, that 
solitude in the contemplative, and what 
that can create in terms of personal 
openness. It was really a very powerful 
experience for me.

owens:  Wow. For those people at 
Boston College who are a part of shap-
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those who have been honored by the State 
of Israel.

They’ve just published a large collection 
of summaries of each of those people’s 
lives, and what they did. I’m having 
the students read through them. Each 
student has a different section to read 
through. What we’re trying to figure out 
is how to account for these people. It’s 
much easier to account for those who 
just fell into line, but these people are the 
ones who risked their lives for strangers 
in most cases. They recognized a person-
al relationship and responsibility there, 
that they find very difficult to articulate, 
but I think everyone has this feeling.

We’re going to look at that, and the 
students are interested in this, because 
they know that we’re in a sort of morally 
chaotic situation in the world right now. 
That’s why the Holocaust plays a special 
role in the moral imagination, thinking 
out good and evil.

owens:  By personalizing the stories of 
other peoples around the world, you’re 
able to share the complexity of thought.

bernauer:  And the generosity of spirit.

There’s a line that when I first heard it, I 
didn’t quite appreciate it. It’s an interview 
with Jan Karski, who was a very heroic 
Polish envoy during that period, who 
used to smuggle information between 
Poland and the Polish government in ex-
ile, which was based in London. He had 
some very sensitive projects, including 
being brought into the Warsaw ghetto so 
he could see it himself. When he came 
back, he met with Roosevelt, he met with 
the Western leaders, so he could tell them 
what he saw.

He was very heroic. He was tortured a 
number of times. He came back to the 
U.S. and became a professor at George-
town University and never told about 
these tales. Then Claude Lanzmann, 
for his film Shoah, which is a nine and 
a half hour film on the shoah, tracked 
him down and got him on tape, talking 
about this visit to the Warsaw ghetto. In 

one of the interviews that Karski gave, 
he said, “People did not fail during that 
time, their institutions did.” And when 
I first read it, I said, what could that 
possibly mean? And he means exactly 
this—that there were 200,000 people 
willing to risk their lives for strangers, 
but their institutions weren’t willing to 
risk anything.

That became clear to me, and this is 
what I’m trying to do with this exercise 
of studying the lives of rescuers, which 
is the common project with the class. 
Coming to grips with that type of moral 
experience and ability, it’s a virtuosity 
they had that most people don’t have.

[end]
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