December 4, 1999

To my children and grandchildren

This is a translation of Oma's church service in the Waalkerk shortly after her liberation in May 1945.

The Waalkerk is the Christian Reformed church in Amsterdam we grew up with. 

Oma mentions the name of Henk Dienske as the boss of her resistance group. He was a member of this same church. His children went to grade school with us. He died in a German concentration camp.

The grandparents lived across the street and for a short time moved in with my father, brother and me to keep house for us. 

This was one of the many different shelter arrangements, I remember, during Oma's imprisonment. Joan van Ommen asked me this month about this subject and Corrie ten Boom, the evangelist who wrote “The Hiding Place”. And while I was looking for my Army discharge records I came across Oma's typed presentation.

I pray that this same Faith that sustained Oma will always be with all of you and be passed down through and to everyone around you. And that her uncompromising defense of our rights and the safety of her fellowman will be an inspiration and a shared pride. I also am forever grateful to the memory of the below reference to her mom and dad, my Praying Opa and hymn singing Oma. 

As part of a war memorial service in the Waalkerk Wednesday evening June 6, 1945 :

"The Bible in Concentration Camp" By Renny van Ommen-de Vries 

After many hours, without results, my German interrogator lost his temper and screamed:

"Dass sind die Frommen!" (These are the Pious!).

Are they a special kind? Yes, they are the kind under God's special care. 

One hesitates in saying this but this is the way it really is. They are the ones who are not allowed to keep a bible but somehow manage to have one. They are the kind who will risk solitary confinement for sharing a bible study out of the men's barracks in Vught. And they are the ones who sneaked behind the Jewish section to sing hymns.

My bible became my most prized possession, particularly in the hell of Ravensbrueck. We were stacked three high, four wide and ten lengthwise, with a narrow corridor between the next row.

No headroom and almost complete darkness. We were prone on our stomachs and faced each other in a circle, around the Bible.

As incredulous as it sounds I often find myself longing back for those moments.

It is written in the Bible "I will lead her into the desert and speak to her heart"

Some people will interpret the hardships as God's judgment, and they are no doubt well meant, but it was God's love that brought us into these camps.

Romans 8:33 brought new meaning. And to become aware that you are now part of this: "Who will bring any charge against those who God has chosen?"

And verse 35  “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ ?” . “For I am convinced”, verse 33.

Note: In the Dutch “verzekerd” means both assured and convinced.
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In Ravensbrueck there were two sisters ten Boom, from Haarlem, who were accustomed to have bible

studies with us in Vught. They continued this practice in Ravensbrueck. They were inexhaustible.

It was not unusual that they would conduct the same service five times that day in different corners of the dormitory. The interest was intense. And many a private discussion resulted from these meetings.

I lost my bible when we were sent in boxcars, with 150 Dutch prisoners, to Dachau.

But we still had a New Testament that had miraculously been placed on my bunk in Vught.

We literally read it to pieces.






In Dachau we had less supervision than in Ravensbrueck where we were constantly yelled at with:

"Lagerruhe !" (Keep quiet!), when we quietly sang hymns in the dark.

Here we would read the bible in our ward and others would join us 3 weekday evenings and every Sunday.

We prayed together and sang hymns. It was such a blessing that we knew so many hymns by heart.

I really learned to appreciate a mother who sang all the time. And for the way my parents brought us up, a praying father and a singing mother. 

We also started a regular Sunday service. There was a religion instructor in our ward. We called her our Preacher. And once in a while one of us would give the homily. There was this one prisoner who had been raised in a church going family. She had married a non practicing Jew and subsequently lost her own faith

and then was shunned by her relatives. She led one of these services and was living proof of God's ever-present love. 

These services would draw about 50 to 60 women. We would also infrequently attend the Roman Catholic services and they would come to ours. 

I went to their Easter service. They used our New Testament. It was a wonderful experience to sing together :"Een Naam is onze hope, Een grond heeft Christus Kerk" (The Church's one foundation..)

When we were hiding in the air raid shelter we would recite the "Our Father" together.

Right after the liberation of our camp several women of our group attended Holy Communion in the Evangelical Church in Wolfrathausen. There was this one male prisoner, still in his striped prison garb, a walking skeleton, unshaven, staggering to the communion rail. 

We had just been liberated when an American army chaplain held a church service with us.

He came once more. He had a portable organ and an organist with him in his car. 

Christians are good patriots. There was one young prisoner who knew many poems by heart. 

One of them ended like this:

Wanneer het eindsignaal weerklinkt,

't Zij vroeg of laat, ontplooi de vaan !

Maak dat ge fier van hier kunt gaan:

Present! Ik heb mijn plicht gedaan

(When at the end the signal sounds

No matter in what time, hoist the flag!

Be sure that you can leave from here with pride
Accounted for! I have done my duty.)

When I read this my thoughts go to my boss. To Henk Dienske. He was unable to see the end of the war,

but he belonged to that same group to whom Herr Ruehl, in furious frustration, yelled :

"Dass sind die Frommen!"  For I am conviced........
