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An important representative of Jewish life in Germany after the Second World War was Paul Spiegel, a well-known and successful entrepreneur. He served as President of the Central Council of Jews in Germany from 2000 until his death in 2006. This position made him the highest-ranking representative of about 100,000 people of Jewish faith and/or identity in Germany at that time. During a television interview shortly before his death, he, a devout Orthodox Jew, pulled a string of Rosary beads out of his pocket, held it up to the camera, and said that this was his most precious possession. To explain this most unexpected statement, he recounted a story from his early life:

When Paul was a little boy of only two years of age, his family had to flee the increasing Nazi terror in his native Germany in 1938. They settled in Belgium, which the Nazis eventually occupied in 1940. His father and older sister were discovered by the occupying forces in Brussels, arrested, and deported to different concentration camps. The father miraculously survived five years in the camps, but Rosa, his sister, was murdered in Auschwitz in 1942 at the young age of only thirteen.

Paul, still a toddler, escaped from Brussels together with his mother and, with the help of a priest, found shelter with a poor but very devout Catholic farming family in rural Flanders. In the following years, the mother adopted a Catholic lifestyle as a cover for herself and her son, with the knowledge and support of the local parish priest and their host family. They helped out on the farm as best they could, and this is how they survived the Holocaust. They were able to return to their German hometown together with Paul’s father in 1945 after the end of the war. Upon saying their farewells, the farmer’s wife gave Paul a parting gift – her Rosary beads, which she used devoutly every day for her prayers. She had nothing else to give away because she herself was poor and times were hard, so she gave him this little treasure as a keepsake for the journey home. Paul Spiegel always carried it with him, and at night time he locked it in the safe of his house. He said these beads were his most precious possession and he would not give it away for any money in the world.

As a devout Orthodox Jew, which he remained throughout his life, he could not relate much to the Catholic faith of his hosts. However, he knew that the daily contemplation of Christ’s life and example with the help of the Holy Rosary was a source of the strong faith and charity of the countrywoman. In very difficult times during the years of war, the Rosary Prayer gave her strength and hope, and also the courage to welcome, hide, and care for a Jewish mother with her little child at great personal risk. The corporal works of mercy, as prescribed in the Gospels, were written on the woman’s heart. This very fact left a deep impression on Paul Spiegel, and the memory of the years with the devout and warm-hearted Catholic family in Belgium stayed with him for the rest of his life.

Today, we celebrate the commemoration of Our Lady of Fatima, also known as Our Lady of the Holy Rosary. The story of the Jewish Holocaust survivor Paul Spiegel, who always carried a string of Catholic Rosary beads in his pocket, demonstrates that this important prayer of the Church should not be neglected or underestimated. It remains significant, even if it seems old-fashioned or repetitive to some today. The spiritual effects of praying the Rosary help shape a human heart in such a way that it becomes open to God’s grace and inflamed with love as it contemplates the saving mysteries of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.
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