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Priest Inspires at Holocaust Teach-In 

Father Desbois' appearance at Gratz College took place on November 9 at the newly renamed Arnold 

and Esther Tuzman Memorial Holocaust Teach-In. The Tuzmans were Holocaust survivors, committed to 

preserving the memory of the genocide they so narrowly escaped. To that end, Arnold established an 

endowment in his wife's memory to sponsor the Holocaust Teach-In, and now, with Arnold's passing, the 

Teach-In bears his name as well. 

Arnold Tuzman's generous support of Holocaust education was inspired by his own experience as a 

Holocaust survivor. But what motivated a French Catholic priest to dedicate himself to uncovering 

Jewish mass graves? For Father Desbois, it was a matter of personal curiosity that was transformed into 

a mission of moral urgency. 

As a young boy, the future priest learned that during the war, his grandfather had been deported to a 

camp called Rawa-Ruska, which was located in Ukraine. Despite the boy's incessant questioning, his 

grandfather remained tight-lipped about his experience in the camp. On one occasion, however, the 

elder Desbois briefly described the desperate conditions that he had endured as a prisoner in the camp 

– and then added this cryptic comment: "'But it was worse for the others!'"1 Father Desbois eventually 

realized that the people his grandfather was referring to were the Jews. 

Many years later, when Father Desbois was in Poland for a religious pilgrimage, he learned quite 

inadvertently that he was only a short distance from Ukraine – the place where his grandfather had 

been silenced by the heinous atrocities at Rawa-Ruska. Driven to uncover what had happened in that 

place almost 50 years prior, Father Desbois began by educating himself: studying Hebrew, exploring 

Judaism, and learning about anti-Semitism and the Holocaust. He visited Israel many times and also 

returned to Poland and Ukraine.  

Father Desbois learned that 10,000 Jews were executed in Rawa-Ruska, not in gas chambers, but by 

Nazi-organized death squads. Ultimately, he made it his mission to uncover their mass graves. In fact, 

over the last ten years, as president of an organization called Yahud-In Unum, Father Desbois has 

expanded the search for mass graves beyond Ukraine to other Eastern European countries and has 

located over 1300 execution sites. 

Addressing a spellbound crowd at Gratz College, Father Desbois said that when "we build democracies 

on top of the mass graves of others, that legitimizes genocide." He continued, "We will never be able to 

build a real modernity on the silence of evil." 

Father Desbois' work involves interviewing a diminishing population of elderly villagers, who witnessed 

these massacres decades ago, and whose advanced age brings urgency to this process. In thousands of 
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recorded testimonies, these witnesses have told grisly stories of public executions and have described 

how the ground had undulated from the movement of people buried alive. In addition, Father Desbois 

was told repeatedly – and sometimes proudly – about the local villagers who participated in these 

executions, or more commonly, who treated them as public spectacles. Viewing this behavior as a 

disease that fuels genocide, Father Desbois explained that "anybody can be a killer; anybody can be a 

savior; but the majority likes to watch. The majority sleeps well next to a mass grave."   

Father Desbois' presentation received a standing ovation from the audience at Gratz College that day, 

as well as coverage by The Philadelphia Inquirer. (Click this link for The Inquirer article: French priest 

hunts for graves from the Holocaust.) The presentation was followed by a selection of breakout 

sessions, including several that focused on the theme of Jewish-Christian relations.  

The 2014 Holocaust Teach-In was a microcosm of what is available at Gratz through the graduate 

certificate and master's degree programs in Holocaust and Genocide Studies and the graduate 

certificate program in Jewish-Christian Studies. All of these programs can be completed entirely online 

and are described in more detail here. Full-time educators interested in the master's in Holocaust and 

Genocide Studies program may also qualify for the Mandell Fellowship, which, in providing a significant 

reduction in tuition, recognizes the importance of teaching the lessons of the Holocaust to future 

generations. 

Father Desbois is certainly contributing to that goal with his exceptional work in preserving the 

memory of voiceless victims. As Marty Tuzman, son of Arnold and Esther, said, at the Teach-In named 

for his parents, "May the memories of so many be the blessings of tomorrow and command the 

imperative of 'never again.'" 
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