
"Remember the prisoners as if chained with them".  PRIVATE 


My lecture today is on "The Prison Experience of Jack Overduin".  A few words by way of background will bring us to the subject itself.  Jack Overduin was born, 1902, in Leyden, the Netherlands.  His upbringing was Christian and Reformed.  And his calling, the ministry of God's Word.  He pursued his studies at The Free University of Amsterdam.  There he studied the arts and sciences from a distinctively Christian perspective.  But, more than that, he studied the Bible and theology of the Heidelberg Catechism, and was confirmed in the faith of his childhood: experimental Calvinism.  


He was ordained in the Reformed Church and served in prestigious pulpits, including Kampen and Amsterdam.  He also did a good deal of evangelistic work over the radio and wrote several books.  But this man of faith is not chiefly remembered for "subduing kingdoms, stopping the mouths of lions, quenching the violence of fire, or receiving their dead raised to life again".  He was counted among "the others", the people whose faith was tested by "torture, trials of cruel mockings, scourgings, chains and imprisonments".  


This brings us to the spring of 1940.  Hitler came to power in 1932, promising a "Thousand Year Reich".  Seven years later, he invaded Poland, and in the months to follow every European power would lie at his feet, but the British bulldog.  One of the nations to fall was Overduin's: the Netherlands.  Its border was crossed on May 10, 1940.  Five days later, the queen fled and the government surrendered to Nazi Germany.  


The Germans and the Dutch are closely related in language, culture,--and all important to the Nazis--blood.  Thus, except for the Jews to whom they were always brutal, the occupying force was somewhat accomodating to their Dutch cousins.  All they wanted was "cooperation".  This sounds reasonable enough; but what it really means is this: "Do what we say and nobody gets hurt". 


The Dutch Christians did their best to "live quiet and peaceable lives in all godliness".  Jack Overduin was among them.  He spoke as moderately as possible and opposed all kinds of militancy and radicalism.  But then the Nazis reached for something too precious for Overduin to concede: Holland's children.  The plan was not to breed them (as took place in Germany among the racially "pure").  Nor did they want to march them off to labor camps (like the Slavs) or kill them (like the Jews).  All they wanted to do was educate them.   


A word about Dutch schooling at the time.  Most Protestants sent their children to "Christian Day Schools".  These were not parochial, but owned and operated by the parents.  The curriculum was was Christian and Reformed.  It was to God that they looked for direction in all their studies.  Whether the subject was "Bible", "History" or "Math", they professed that "in Christ is hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge".    


The Nazis, of course, did not share this philosophy. 


They hoped to take over the Christian schools with subtlety instead of machine guns.  It's hard to win the hearts of children whose parents have just been mowed down with a lead barrage.  Thus, cleverness would be used instead of brute force.  Dissatisifed teachers and administrators were found and recruited as Nazi agents.  Men named Zylstra and Veenstra were compromised by flattery.  And soon these professed disciples of Christ proved to be "Judases" of the worst kind.  


Veenstra was a teacher at the Christian School in Arnhem.  He saw the headmaster, Mr. Caspers, as a firm Christian and intractable foe of Hitlerism.   Every day, Veenstra would lay snares to catch his boss.  But Caspers was wily, too.  He avoided them all, till Veenstra did something that could not be overlooked.  He wrote on the blackboard of his classroom this slogan: 


"With Germany--against Bolshevism".


The next morning, Caspers reproved his teacher with these gentle words: "Mr. Veenstra, do you think it wise, what you wrote on the blackboard?  It explicitly introduces politics into the classroom and among the students--something you yourself have constantly condemned."  


For this "offense", the Headmaster was arrested and put in prison.  The charges were two:


1.
Pro-communist propaganda.  Evidently, to oppose the Nazis was the same as supporting the Bolsheviks!  


2.
Insulting Adoph Hitler.  It was falsely reported that Mr. Caspers had said to a student who was dropping out to become a painter, "Do your best son.  Maybe one day you will become Fuhrer!" 


Happily, the Headmaster survied his imprisonment and resumed his duties in the years to follow.  


But then the Nazi authorities did the outrageous: they appointed the traitor, Veenstra, as new principal of the school.  The faculty would not come to work and the students stayed away in droves.  It seems that the Nazis had themselves a nice little school--without students.  


This boycott would not be tolerated.  The teachers and parents were called before the Gestapo agents and told in words hard to misuderstand: "Come back to school and submit to Veenstra--or be shot".  


They sought the advice of their pastor, Jack Overduin: "What do we do now?  Must we be willing to die over this?"  Overduin answered, "Don't under any conditions sacrifice your children to the betrayer and the enemy.  A school under Veenstra is no longer a Christian school.  Don't break your ranks in fear and a desire for self-preservation.  Now is the time that we must put Christ's teaching into practice:  `He who wishes to be my disciple, let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me'".


But this private advice would not do.  Overduin had to be an example to his people.  If he would advice them to "endure hardness as a good soldier of Christ", he must show them the way.  Thus, on the morning of February 8, 1941, he preached from Matthew 5:11-12, "Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely, for may name's sake.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you."  


Upon reading his text, Overduin saw two men walk into the back of his church, Gestapo agents.  


In the sermon, he said, "Children belong to their parents, not to the state...and only Christ has a right to them, no one else.  No one has the right to rob us of our children.  God has entrusted them to us, and we as parents are responsible for their nurture...For these parents to support a school that is no longer a Christian school, controlled by the parents, and to send their children there, was contrary to their conscience...Better for them to tremble before the Word of the Lord, than before the word of man, no matter how powerful that man may be."  


He closed the service with Luther's "A Mighty Fortress is our God".  


For the sermon, Overduin was arrested and charged with "a hostile and inflammatory diatribe against the German Reich".  He was interrogated and threatened and put in a holding cell.  There, he heard the sobs of a neighboring prisoner.  He was a Communist and under extreme pressure to betray his friends.  Overduin used the opportunity for good: "Respectable pastor or Communist--we all need Jesus to save us.  That's where to look, it's the only place still open to you.  Your wife can't help you.  Your party can't help you.  Only God is willing and able to help you.  All you have to do is pray.  Would you like me to pray for you?"  The answer returned: "yes".  About this early imprisonment, Overduin wrote, "But the Word of God is not bound.  I could always bring the Word to believers and unbelievers, to fellow prisoners and to Gestapo police.  The results were left to God and He did with it as He saw fit."  


From the small facility in Arnhem, Overduin was sent to the Hague for further interrogation.  There too he was locked up.  And again, instead of wallowing in self-pity or raging against the Nazis, he occupied himself with ministing to others--fellow inmates and prison guards alike.  Whenever he got an audience, he preached on such verses as "Cast your cares upon Him, for He cares for you".  At other times, single prisoners would come to him for counsel.  His advice was something like this: "You need two things: more faith and a better sense of humor!"  


He also witnessed like Paul and Silas of old, by singing.  The Dutch Reformed are Psalm-singers.  And so Overduin would serenade himself and others each day with Psalter selections.  During his stay in the Hague, he would, in fact, sing the whole Psalmbook--verse by verse--to his fellow prisoners, guards, and anyone else within earshot.  


The Hague was a hard prison.  But it braced Overduin for what lay ahead--something far worse than jail: concentration camp. 


He was sent, first, to Amersfoort, the Netherlands.  There, the prisoners were brutalized, enslaved, and nearly starved.  In three months the trim Pastor went from 165 pounds to 120!  There he saw men shot, beat to death, and turned over to vicious dogs.  A jailed poet put it like this:


"There is a camp in Amersfoort,


where Russians die like beasts;


Where Jews are slaughtered just for sport,


and Dutchmen slain like fleas;


No paper printed yet this deed".


The good pastor is too polite to describe the horrors of camp-life.  Alexander Solzhenitzyn, however, is not.  I would recommend his works to fill in the gory details.  Solzhenitzyn is a good man.  Yet in the Soviet camp, he survived by pure selfishness.   By God's grace, Jack Overduin was a better man.  He retained his sense of calling, even behind the barbed wire.  He came, "not to be served, but to serve".  


A few excerpt show Overduin's spirit: "...God must have had a wise and merciful purpose in mind.  He must have wanted to use me there as His minister...To be chosen by God and to be qualified for such a task is an honor for which one should be thankful...Every day was rich with unexpected experiences.  My three months in Amersfoort was one of the most joyous times of my life as a minister.  Never have I experienced such overwhelming blessings upon my work...When one has a shepherd's heart, can one refuse to be thankful for such a calling?"  


He showed his piety in the expected ways: by secretly preaching, by counseling on the sly, by organizing a quiet prayer meeting, and by setting a good example of how to suffer with grace.  And unexpected, too: by sharing his food.  


And so, in Amersfoort, Jack Overduin would prove the words of Christ: "My grace is sufficient for you".  


But the worst lay ahead.  After three months in the Dutch death camp, he was transferred to one deadlier still: Dachau.  This was Hitler's oldest camp, founded for the destruction of Jews and other undesirables in 1933.  Its inhabitants received less food than those in Amersfoort; and did more work too.  In addition to this, prisoners were routinely used as "Guinea pigs" for Nazi experiments.  And it was there, too, that the poisonous showers were located.  It was so awful that the Roman Catholics equated it with hell.  A little song they sung:


"Dear Jesus, make me good now;


so I don't end up in Dachau".

This, too was a truism: "Only death brought freedom at Dachau".  


There, Overduin escaped none of the cruelties.  His body weight was reduced to 80 pounds!  But even under such duress, his faith remained as strong as ever--stronger.  "Every day anew brought us such signs of grace.  Calvin, too speaks of the sorrow of the Christian as being mingled with a wonderful joy.  So it was with us: suffering, indescribable suffering, yet inexpressible joy.  About this strange mixture, Overduin wrote a verse,


"I count all my suffering good,


acknowledge nothing untoward;


for all the buffetings of life,


combine to bind me to my Lord".


After months of this suffering, the Dutch pastor resigned himself to God and prepared for death.  But then a strange thing happened.  A letter arrived from his wife, telling him that his church was holding three prayer meetings on his behalf.  This, of course, revived his spirits a bit--but it could not sustain physical life.  


But then "God moved in a mysterious way".  The camp Commandant--Hoffmann--fell into disfavor with his superiors and was sent to the Eastern Front.  He was replaced by an officer named Weiss.  He was a better man than his predecessor and reduced the work load, increased the sleep time, and allowed packages through.  This meant that food started arriving.  Soon, the prisoners began to gain weight and find their long-lost strenght and vitality.


But better than this, Commandant Weiss permitted worship services in the Camp.  And so, on Christmas day, 1942, the Dutch, Czech, and German Christians met for singing, the reading of God's Word, and incredibly, knelt at the Holy Table and received the Lord's Supper.


These "good times" continued over the next several months.  But then, a rollcall, October 8, 1943.  "Prisoner 30650 step forward!"  Overduin obeyed.  "You're being discharged!"  He showered, got a change of clothes, and boarded a train for Munich, with connections to Arnhem.  He was home.  


Why was he released?  The Nazis were having trouble getting the Reformed Christians to cooperate.  Persecution didn't seem to affect them in the least.  And so, they tried the opposite approach: seduction.  Be nice to the pastors and maybe--just maybe--they would speak well of the Third Reich and get the Dutch to collaborate with the war effort.  


They failed miserably.  The Reformed ministers--and laymen--still refused to say, "Caesar is Lord".  They were so obstinate in fact, that the Gestapo coined a slogan: "Another one of those damned Calvinists!"  


The good people of Arnhem--and their pastor--kept up "the good fight of faith".  And finally prevailed.  The Germans were pushed out of Holland and the Queen returned to her throne.  The Thousand Year Reich expired at the age of 12.  Der Fuhrer was dead.  And King Jesus was alive.      


And so, Overduin called his story "Faith and Victory in Dachau".  


But what lay behind this great man's faith?  Was he just naturally heroic?  He emphatically denies it.  Three things stand out in his life:


1.
His faith in the promises of God.    He wrote: "God's Word is true, because it is God's Word.  And His promises are sure simply because they are God's promises, and God is always reliable and faithful".  


2.
His faith in the Providence of God.  God promises that "all things work together for good to those who love God, to the called according to His purpose".  That is the hardest of His promises to believe; but also the most necessary.  Overduin believed it: "From the beginning of my imprisonment, I clung to the idea that God rules over everything, even over the evil and injustice done by man.  God was fulfilling His plan for my life even during the height of the S.S. atrocities.  To see only the people who are the cause of your anguish is to see only the superficial; then you cannot accept the suffering.  You become angry, rebellious, and bitter--or out of self-preservation and deliberate calculation, you accomodate yourself as best you can and resign yourself to the inevitable."  


3.
His faith in the Son of God.  Why did he preach that daring sermon?  Because he was the minister of Christ and the servant of no man.  Why did his school reject the claims of Facism?  Because He bowed to the sole authority of Christ.  Why did he not despair with the Nazis triumphant everyhwere?  Because he believed "Jesus is Lord".  And why didn't he write a self-congratulatory book?  Let Overduin speak for himself: "My good friend De Gues, always said, `Let's make sure that we don't start relishing the martyr's role'.  What he meant to condemn is the kind of martyrdom that crowds Christ out of the picture in favor of the imposing, inspiring figure of the suffering believer.  There is, of course, a proper concept of martyrdom.  To be a martyr is to be a witness--at the cost of one's life if necessary.  But a true martyr testifies not about himself, not about his own piety, courage, and faithfulness, but always and only about Christ, about His power, and faithfulness". "When I tried to tell you what I went through in my two years of imprisonment, there is a possibility that you will colose the book with an image of me as a hero, while failing to get any impression of Christ and His sovereign grace.  There is a great risk of robbing Christ of His honor when we talk about our experiences...My prayer is that this story has made a God-glorifying impression on you, and that you will say with me, `How great and good Christ is, how faithful and merciful!"  

