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PREFACE

This study is an account of American Church re
action, Protestant and Roman Catholic, to the persecu
tion of Christians and Jews in Nazi Germany. Reports 
and comments about the crisis of Church and State in 
Hitlerdom from January, 1933, through 1939 were drawn 
from six religious publications, three Protestant and 
three Catholic, in the belief that they reflected a 
broad spectrum of American Church reaction. These 
journals are: The Christian Century. The Lutheran. The 
Lutheran Witness. The Commonweal. America, and The 
Catholic World.

The treatment emphasizes the response of Catholics 
and Lutherans, rather than other religious groups, 
since their traditions are closely tied, historically 
and ecclesiastically, to German Christianity. To 
orient the reader, the writer will hazard a few general 
comments about each publication. First, The Christian 
Century is a leading non-denominational Protestant 
journal which traditionally has emphasized the social 
significance of the Christian message. It may be 
termed liberal. Second, The Lutheran was the official
publication of the United Lutheran Church in America
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which, in 1962, was merged with three other Lutheran 
groups to form the Lutheran Church in America. Tracing 
its heritage to German immigrants in colonial America, 
the United Lutheran Church was the most liberal 
Lutheran body in the 1930's. Third, The Lutheran Wit
ness is the official organ of the Lutheran Church—  

Missouri Synod. This fellowship was formed in the 
middle of the Nineteenth Century by Lutherans of German 
descent in the Midwest. The Missouri Synod has main
tained a doctrinally conservative and religiously 
separatist position since its formation. Its parochial 
outlook is reflected in its strong system of parish- 
sponsored elementary and secondary education.

Of the Catholic periodicals reviewed, The Common
weal is the most liberal. Oriented toward the laity, 
its attitude on social issues is comparable to the ap
proach taken by its liberal Protestant counterpart,
The Christian Century. America, the publication of 
American Jesuits, and The Catholic World, published by 
the Paulist Fathers, are difficult to categorize, but 
The Catholic World is considered the more conservative.

Circulation figures for these periodicals from 
1933 to 1939 were not available from the publishers. 
Only one magazine of the six, The Christian Century, 
could provide material which would have made a calcu
lated guess possible. Faced with the fact that docu-
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mentable information which might reflect the influence 
of these journals was not available, the writer was 
forced to base the criteria for selection on his own 
impressions.

The primary purpose of this study is to relate how 
American churchmen applied the socio-moral principles 
of Christianity to the social and moral crisis caused 
by National Socialist tyranny. Hitler's challenge 
forced the Church to reconsider several fundamental 
issues. What is the proper relationship of Church and 
State? Should the Christian gospel be applied to so
cial and political issues, or should it be confined to 
strictly spiritual matters? Should Catholic and 
Protestant Christians stand united in defense of common 
principles, or are their divisions of mind and spirit 
too deep for reconciliation? What should be the Chris
tian response to racial intolerance and social in
justice? These questions, which called for answers in 
the 1930's, are still the most important questions 
facing the Church today.
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Worst of all, however, is the devastation wrought 
by the misuse of religious conviction for political 
ends. In truth, we cannot sharply enough attack 
those wretched crooks who would like to make reli
gion an implement to perform political . . . serv
ices for them. These insolent liars . . . proclaim 
their creed in a stentorian voice to the whole 
world for other sinners to hear; but their intention 
is not, if necessary, to die for it, but to live 
better.
A. Hitler 
Mein Kampf



THE NAZI ATTACK AND
THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE

When Adolf Hitler came to power in January, 1933, 
the people of Germany and the world did not understand 
the totally anti-Christian character of National Social
ism. Within the German Church, clergy and laity alike as
sumed that a great religious revival would accompany the 
social and political rejuvenation promised by Hitler. In
deed, there were positive indications that the new regime 
would offer the churches broad support. In his famous 
speech at the Garrison Church in Potsdam on March 23,
1933, Hitler paid tribute to the Christian tradition, 
praising it as one of the "essential elements for safe
guarding the soul of the German people."1 Article 24 of 
the Nazi Party program seemed to guarantee freedom to the 
churches. It proclaimed " . . .  liberty for all religious
denominations in the State so far as they are not a danger

2to . . . the moral feelings of the German race." Who 
would imagine that the religious principles which formed

William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third 
Reich (Greenwich, Conn.: Faweett Publications, Inc., 
19597, p. 324.

2Ibid.
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a major foundation-stone of Western Civilization could sud
denly become a "danger” to German "moral feelings"? 
Christians, understandably, failed to recognize this 
curious precondition for freedom as a danger not only to 
their liberty but to their whole religious tradition.
Why should the churches fear a man who, in a July, 1933, 
interview, affirmed his faith when he stated: "I am a 
Catholic"?''*

In retrospect, it is clear that such statements 
were made purely for political expedience. While in 
power, Hitler never declared himself to be anti-Christian, 
at least publicly. On the contrary, he pictured himself 
as the true defender of German Christianity. Yet his 
regime attacked the Church with a devastating ferocious
ness seldom equalled in history. Apart from any stated 
aims, der Fuehrer’s clear and consistent goal was to 
destroy the Church as an independent social and moral 
force and to subordinate it completely to the State.
Vague and general references to Christianity as an im
portant part of German life were used to veil this in
tention in a deceitful cloak of respectability. In this 
area as in many others, Hitler1s big lie worked. Many 
weak-minded or weak-hearted Christians were convinced

A. S. Duncan-Jones, The Struggle for Religious 
Freedom in Germany (London: Victor Gollanez, Ltd., 
1938), p. 161.

•3



3

that the Nazi State had become the almighty protector of 
German morality and Christian principles, above and apart 
from established ecclesiastical authority.

Hitler's phenomenal success in dominating the Church 
is explained primarily by two effective techniques which 
he employed. First, restrictions on the churches were 
very limited at the beginning of his reign and increased 
only after he secured almost total power. This war of 
attrition, waged against Christendom, that is, the grad
ual grinding down of the opposition, was a challenge which 
the churches were ill-equipped to meet. Secondly, Hitler 
was a master of the art of compromise for limited objec
tives. By a series of short-term agreements with church 
leaders, he could gain time to confuse the issues, to win 
limited concessions and support, and to weaken his op
ponents. This brilliant technique is vividly illustrated 
by an event which occurred shortly after der Fuehrer was 
released from Landsberg Prison in late 1924. He had been 
held there for an ill-fated attempt to overthrow the 
Bavarian Government in 1923- Upon securing a parole, 
his first task was to persuade the Government to lift 
the ban on his party. To this end, he arranged a meeting 
with Dr. Heinrich Held, Minister-President of Bavaria and 
leader of the Catholic Bavarian People's Party. Held 
represented a Catholicism which Hitler grudgingly re
spected for its social and political influence, but
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which he also feared arid despised. According to Konrad 
Heiden, a noted Hitler scholar, he imagined that the 
Pope and Jesuits, together with the Jews, were secretly 
plotting against him. Such a formidable alliance could 
easily crush his young movement. The only recourse was 
to come to terms with the enemy. Consequently, the meet
ing with Held became a "journey to Canossa" for the sake 
of survival, a journey which Hitler resented bitterly.
But his efforts were rewarded; the ban was lifted, and
the National Socialist German Workers' Party resumed

4political activity. Compromise for limited objectives, 
when deemed expedient, remained an important feature of 
governmental religious policy throughout the Reich years.

Hitler's objectives in the Church-State struggle re
mained largely political. But other powerful Nazis car
ried the attack upon Christendom further. As radical 
political philosophies are want to do, National Socialism 
took on a mystical, quasi-religious quality. The exag
gerated nationalism and racism of the new world-view was 
not compatible with an ecumenical Christianity which pro
claimed the brotherhood of all men. Therefore, a new 
breed of ideologists began to revaluate and reinter
pret German religion in line with their political and

4Konrad Heiden, Hitler: A Biography (.New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1936), p. 181.
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social ideals. The new ideology which evolved directly 
challenged not only the traditional role of the Church 
in German society, but also the fundamental principles 
of orthodox Christianity.

The new Nazi faith, generally labeled "German pagan
ism," was most actively propagated by Alfred Rosenberg, 
Hitler's infamous Minister of Culture. Rosenberg, the 
high priest of German paganism, reinterpreted Christianity 
to exalt the German people and to excite nationalistic 
fervor. In defense of the new Nazi faith, he asserted:

Religion has no justification for its existence un
less it aims to express the inherent value of the 
Nordic race; unless it seeks to remove the boundary 
separating the human soul from God. The Christian 
religion is foreign to German Racism. It is based 
on false premises which werej-contributed by Jewish, 
Syrian and Roman influences.
The fundamental document of the new paganism was 

Rosenberg's book, Myth of the Twentieth Century. There
in, he argued that Christ was not kind, loving, for
giving, but that he was really "physically courageous

r
and rabidly militant."

According to Rosenberg, Christ is not a God. He 
was only an outstanding personality and a hero, de
riving His ancestry from the Nordic race of Am
monites. Being really an Aryan, He had no connec
tion with the Semitic Jewish race. The most that

Andrew J. Krzesinski, National Cultures. Nazism and 
the Church (Boston: Bruce Humphries, Inc., 1945), p. 47.

^Terence Prittie, Germans Against Hitler (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1964), p. 95.

5
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one could say of Him is that he belonged to the Jews 
morally, since He was raised and educated among 
them.'

Not only was Christianity reinterpreted, but in some 
quarters the ancient Germanic gods such as Thor and 
Wotan once again became objects of worship. Pagan rites 
commemorating the changing seasons were conducted.
Nazism, claiming to be the wave of the future, had car
ried some sections of German culture back to barbarism.

One must remember that these radical religious views 
were held by a small minority of Germans. But the party 
and the citizenry alike were affected by these neo-pagan 
ideals. According to Ernst von Weizs&cker, a State 
Secretary in Hitler's Government and later Ambassador to 
the Vatican, "Sunday became a day set apart for the 
Party. A definite ritual was evolved for Party cere
monies, with music, flags, medals, all sorts of uniforms,

oand often practices copied from Roman Catholic models." 
Throughout the Hitler years, neo-pagan festivals were 
observed in many parts of Germany. The disdain with 
which the new converts held traditional Christianity is 
reflected in a song popular with the youth attending 
these gatherings:

7Krzesinski, National Cultures, p. 48.
8Ernst von Weizs&cker, Memoirs of Ernst von 

Y»ieizs&cker, trans. by John Andrews (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Company, 1951), p. 169.
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Gone are the days; hut the cleric remains
Who robs our national soul:
Be he of Roman or Lutheran rite,
He teaches the Jewish faith.
Gone are the days of the cross;
A pillar of sun climbs the heaven:
At last we shall be free from God—  q
Free to sing the praises of the nation.
This new paganism was never declared the national 

religion; but it found obvious favor with many high- 
ranking Nazis and was unofficially encouraged by the gov
ernment. While the churches were severely restricted, 
even in religious activities, neo-pagan radicals were 
given a free reign to assemble and propagate their be
liefs .

There were a few men in high places, particularly in 
the early years of Hitler's rule, who counted themselves 
orthodox Christians and who lent support to the churches. 
Franz von Papen, Vice Chancellor until June, 1934, was a 
leading figure in the negotiations leading to the Con
cordat between Rome and Berlin, signed in July, 1933- 
He favored governmental compliance with the provisions 
which guaranteed Church liberties.^ Paul von Hindenberg, 
the hero of World War I and President of Germany until 
his death in 1934, was a devout Evangelical Christian.

QKrzesinski, National Cultures, pp. 71-72.
"^Franz von Papen, Memoirs, trans. by Brian Con

nell (New York: E. P. Dutten and Company, Inc., 1953),
p.  282 .
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His efforts in behalf of the churches undoubtedly 
hindered Nazi repression. Hjalmar Schacht, Hitler's 
financial wizard, dared to attend services at Pastor 
Niemoeller's Church near Berlin, a stronghold of re
sistance to pagan tyranny.11 But the meager efforts 
made by these officials in behalf of the churches could 
not stem the tide for long. After the Nazis had firmly 
established themselves, tactical considerations became 
unnecessary. The churches were attacked mercilessly, 
both to discredit them as social institutions and to 
make them servants of totalitarianism.

There is little doubt that the Protestants were more 
vulnerable to the Nazi attack than were their Catholic 
brethren. To fully appreciate the plight of Lutherans 
and Calvinists in the Third Reich, the role of the Church 
in German society must be viewed in perspective.

The traditional relationship between Church and 
State was the primary cause of Protestant weakness. Its 
origins can be traced directly to the Reformation and 
Martin Luther. He had made a sharp distinction between 
the spiritual and the secular orders and insisted on 
their separation. The State was instituted by God to 
rule absolutely in this world; the Christian prince was

11Hjalmar Schacht, Confessions of "The Old Wiz
ard , 11 trans. by Diana Pyke (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1955), pp. 526-327.
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called to sit in judgment of all secular matters. The 
Church, on the other hand, was the divinely instituted 
order whose competence was confined to the spiritual 
realm— the life of the "other world." The State was to 
assume no spiritual authority, and the Church was to re
main loyal and obedient to the State in secular matters.

like many of Luther's basic ideals, the doctrine of 
the two worlds was most difficult to apply to society. 
After the reformer had rejected a hierarchical govern
ment for his new Church, the movement was left without 
structure and leadership. As the historian Robert- 
Hermann Tenbrock has stated, "If Luther wanted some 
degree of order in his church in spite of his funda
mental view that the individual stands alone before God,

12then he had to join forces with the territorial lords." 
And so it happened. The new ecclesiastical government 
grew up under the direction of the German princes, each 
assuming a powerful role in the churches within his 
territory. The prince as summus episcopus (Head of the 
Church) became an ecclesiastical as well as a temporal 
ruler, and the breakdown of Luther's lines of separation 
began.

12Robert-Hermann Tenbrock, A History of Germany,
trans. by Paul J. Dine (Munich: Max Hueber, 1968), p .
98.
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Through the intervening centuries, the German prin
ces increased their power over the Church. At their be
hest, the primary social function of the ecclesiastical 
order became the encouragement and perpetuation of 
loyalty to the realm. Graphic illustrations of the 
point are provided by a study of Church and State in 
Silesia under Frederick the Great, an 18th century 
Prussian King. Frederick considered himself summus
episcopus not only for his Protestant subjects, but for

13Catholics as well. He claimed the right to appoint 
Catholic Church officials and to control ecclesiastical 
court procedures in his land. He was most " . . .  in
terested in seeing all differences between Catholics and 
Protestants disappear."1^ The goal was a united Church, 
and therefore a united people, firmly supporting his 
throne. In the same vein, Frederick William III, King 
of Prussia, imposed a -union upon Lutherans and Calvin
ists in 1817; his motivation was the same. The repeated 
call for one National Church in the Third Reich was a 
latter-day expression of the ideal that Germans should 
be united religiously as well as governmentally. The 
unification of the several German states was accom-

13Franciscus Hanus, Church and State in Silesia 
Under Frederick II, 1740-1789 (Washington. D. C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1944), p. 379.

14Ibid., p. 257-
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plished in 1871. But the spiritual divisions of the 16th 
century could not be bridged by pressures from the State.

In summarizing the historical factors which made 
Protestant opposition to Hitler's totalitarianism diffi
cult, Hans Rothfels, a noted authority on resistance 
activity, writes that:

as far as German Protestantism is concerned, its 
resistance was impeded by the tradition of a posi
tive relationship between Church and State and the 
traditional conception of "Christian authority," 
as well as by certain characteristics of its 
social composition. In addition, the predominantly 
Lutheran part of German Protestantism looked to a 
doctrine which laid more stress on the supernatural 
than the visible world and was more interested in 
the cure of souls than in the Christian structure of 
social life. And indeed for Luther the outward 
order of things, which in any case belonged to the 
realm of sin, was of comparatively small importance. 
It could not be "reformed" by human endeavour, but 
only through faith and Christian charity. The 
rudiments of a right to resist founded on religion 
were not lacking in Luther, but they had become ob
scured by the historical development of German 
Protestantism. ■->
This historical development is easily traced to con

temporary German history. The Weimar Republic, which 
bridged the years between the Kaiser's fall (1918) and 
Hitler's rise to power, retained the practice of col
lecting and distributing church taxes. These powers of 
the purse which Hitler inherited were used repeatedly to 
coerce the Church, Roman Catholic and Protestant. The

Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler:
An Appraisal, trans. by Lawrence Wilson (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Company, 1962), p. 39.

15



12

fact that Christianity had long been associated with pa
triotism was also reflected in the Third Reich. During 
the Napoleonic wars at the beginning of the 19th century,
the German nation was rallied to save "German Christian-

16ity" from the foreign foe. The term "German Christi
anity" was to assume a more distinct significance in 
the Third Reich.

In the Weimar Republic, the German Protestant 
Church had been divided into 28 provincial churches 
whose territorial jurisdiction largely corresponded to 
the several German states. With the rising tide of 
nationalism which accompanied Hitler's drive to power, 
the desire for a wider union became increasingly wide
spread. This desire was particularly strong within an 
association called the "German Christian Movement," 
founded in 1 9 3 0 . Between 1930 and 1933, the movement 
became infected with Nazi philosophy, and the leadership 
was captured by radical proponents of the racist and 
nationalist ideal. Prominent members included two sons 
of the deposed Kaiser, Prince Eitel Friedrich and Prince
August Wilhelm, and Dr. Joseph Goebbels, Hitler's propa- 

18ganda expert. But the most important figure to emerge 

1 f)Andrew L. Drummond, German Protestantism Since 
Luther (London: The Spworth Press, 1951), p. 2^5.

17Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 32.
18Ibid., pp. 32-33-
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in these years was Ludwig Mueller, a former chaplain in 
the German army. In April, 1933, Hitler appointed him 
personal adviser on church affairs, and he was also ap
pointed Schirmherr (Protector) of the German Christian 

19Movement.
In July, 1933, the Protestant pastors of Germany, 

under the impetus of this broad desire for union, met 
to write a new church constitution. The result was the 
establishment of the Reichskirche. a Rational Church 
which included all Protestant Christians (except the 
small and rather insignificant "Free Churches") -under 
one ecclesiastical government. The Reichskirche whose 
establishment had been strongly encouraged by the govern
ment, was formally recognized by the Reichstag in the 

.. 20same month.
But the new Church was destined to division and dis- 

sention. As it became clear that the State intended to 
dominate the Church, the clergy and laity divided 
roughly into three groups. Some churchmen, through 
fear, ignorance, or a questionable idealism, were willing, 
often eager, to render the Church totally subservient to 
the State, even in strictly ecclesiastical and moral 
matters. Those espousing the ideals of the German Chris-

19Ibid.. p. 43.
20Shirer, Third Reich, pp. 327-328.
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tians were most prominent within this group. The second 
and largest group of Church members remained aloof from 
the controversy. Many of them minimized the magnitude 
of Hitler's challenge to the Christian tradition and 
maintained a compromising attitude toward the regime. 
Third, a smaller number of the faithful opposed State 
domination to a greater or lesser extent. Among this 
group were the "Confessionals," a hearty band of 
courageous and dedicated churchmen who abandoned the 
Reichskirche completely. Ignoring the constant threat 
of coercion and retribution from the government, they 
defended and preached fundamental Christian truths in 
orthodox fashion, even where they were no longer welcome.

One of the first controversies which drew the lines 
between these groups arose over the election of the 
Reichsbischof, Head of the Church. The two most promi
nent candidates were Pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwingh, 
a respected orthodox Christian, and Pastor Ludwig 
Mueller, leader of the German Christians. Von Bodel
schwingh, favored by the majority of pastors, was nomi
nated for the post and began preparations for assuming 
power. In the meantime, an avid German Christian, Dr. 
August Jäger, was appointed State Commissar for Religion 
in Prussia. Von Bodelschwingh declared himself unable 
to work with Jäger, and resigned his nomination. There
upon, the State Commissar proclaimed Ludwig Mueller head
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of the Church of the Prussian Union, and Mueller also as
sumed control of the provisional Reichskirche govern- 

21ment. To confirm him as Landeshischof of Prussia and 
also Reichsbischof, a Prussian and a national synod were 
to be elected by all church members (technically every
one who paid church taxes). The government actively 
campaigned for German Christian delegates, and won a 
large majority. In September, 1935, Ludwig Mueller was
officially proclaimed Bishop of Prussia and Bishop of

22the new State Church. In a most arbitrary manner, the 
government had imposed its will; Mueller, the minority 
candidate, had become dictator of the Reichskirche.

The first attempt to unite those Christians who op
posed the Nazi-dominated Church was the establishment of 
the Pfarrer-Notbund (emergency league for pastors) under 
the leadership of Pastor Martin Niemoeller in late 
September. By Christmas, the league counted within the 
fold more than 6,000 of a total 17,000 pastors. The
German Christians could claim only 3,000 pastors; but

25they controlled the Church.
The pastors of the Emergency League openly attacked 

Mueller's regime on November 19, 1933, in a memorandum

21Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 49.
22Ibid.. pp. 51-52.
23Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, p. 100.
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read from their pulpits. Bitterly opposing the new 
paganism which was infecting the Church via the German 
Christians, they Boldly declared their intentions, 
stating that:

We owe it to our congregations and to the Church to 
resist the falsification of the Gospel. We em
phatically recognize the Holy Scripture of the Old 
and New Testaments as the unique test of our faith 
and life and the Confessions of our Fathers as the 
reformed explanation thereof. 4
They regarded two infringements of church liberties 

as particularly unwarranted. The first was Mueller's 
attempt to impose the "Aryan Paragraph" on the Church. 
This infamous measure was designed to prohibit Jews and 
other non-Aryans from holding pastorates or ecclesiasti
cal offices. Such a ruling obviously contradicted the 
ecumenical character of the Christian message. The 
second incursion was the "Muzzling Order" for pastors, 
prohibiting them from speaking from the pulpit about 
political matters or the issues which divided the 
Reichskirche.

In December, more than 6,000 pastors signed a reso
lution expressing fear that the entire Church was in 
danger. In the same month, the Lutheran Bishops voiced 
strong opposition to the Government's intention to in
corporate church youth organizations into the Nazi youth

2^Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 58.
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movement.
Early in 1934, dissenting Christians gathered in 

several synods to plan their defense. Recognizing that 
compromise was impossible, the Synod of Barmen held in 
May broke completely with the establishment and declared 
itself the "true Church of Christ." Prominent leaders 
of this new "Confessional Synod" included Dr. Martin 
Niemoeller, Dr. Hans Meiser, Bishop of Bavaria, Dr.
Karl Barth, the famous theologian, and other digni
taries who could rely on the enthusiastic support of the 
faithful.

Meanwhile, all was not well within the Reichskirche.
Those members who chose to follow the German Christian
leadership were also divided. Some radical members had
totally accepted the absurd doctrines of Alfred Rosen- 

27berg. But such a perversion of Christianity appalled 
many who had, nevertheless, supported the idea of a 
national Church.

The attempt to gather the fold under the Reich 
Bishop had proven a fiasco. At the end of 1935, after 
700 Confessional pastors had been arrested, the crisis 
came to a head. Mueller, surrounded by disarray and

25Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, pp. 100-101. 
26Ibid.. pp. 105-106.
27Ibid., p. 95•
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haunted, by the -unhappy Fuehrer, resigned his post." He 
had failed, to resolve the issues and re-establish peace 
in the Church. Rather than retain his office, the Gov
ernment sought to impose a more direct settlement by
granting full dictatorial powers to Hans Kerri, Hitler's

29Minister for Ecclesiastical Affairs.
At first, Kerri's plan for restoring unity seemed 

promising. Church committees were appointed in the ad
ministrative districts to bring the feuding factions to
gether. In addition, a general committee was appointed 
by the State for the whole Church. Dr. Zoellner, a
respected church administrator who inspired confidence

30was appointed chairman. Hiemoeller's group partici
pated in the subsequent discussions; nevertheless, it
still insisted that the Confessional Synod was the only

31legitimate Protestant Church.
But the Confessional forces were weakening. In 

July, 1935, lines of cleavage had opened between the 
most outspoken opponents of State domination and the 
more moderate forces. When the State threatened to cut 
off funds to the dissenters, the Lutheran bishops became

2®Shirer, Third Reich, p. 329«
29Ibid.
30Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 114.
-^Shirer, Third Reich.

28
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alarmed. As A. S. Duncan-Jones writes in his hook, The 
Struggle for Religious Freedom in Germany. "The strictly 
Lutheran element in the Evangelical Church had a tradi
tion of State support which made it natural for them to 
seek every opportunity of reconciliation with the 
State.

In July, the bishops called a Lutheran Convocation 
which established an independent Lutheran Council

-z rz
(Lutherisches Rat). ? The primary goal of this "ortho
dox" Lutheran resistance was to retain jurisdiction over 
the internal affairs of the Church. This objective seemed 
assured since Kerri promised the bishops that Church com
mittees would not be established in their areas. There
fore, their authority was to remain, for the time being, 
"intact.

Broad concessions were made to the State by these 
bishops who felt that they were about to lose all power.
A most shocking example of retreat was provided by Dr. 
August Marahrens, Bishop of Hanover. He had opposed 
State control early in the resistance movement, but near 
the end of 1937, he was mouthing the Nazi party line.

32Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 108.
r z  * z

^Ibid. The Lutherisches Rat will henceforth be 
referred to as the Lutherrat since that term appeared 
most frequently in the periodicals reviewed.

34Ibid., pp. 125-126.
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In a public declaration, he stated that: "The National 
Socialist conception of life is the national and politi
cal teaching which determines and characterizes German
manhood. As such, it is obligatory upon German Chris- 

35tians also." Most of the Confessionals who had come 
from the Calvinist tradition continued, however, to re
sist. They were joined by many dissenting Lutherans who 
did not follow the bishops' lead; for example, Dr. 
Niemoeller.

This division permitted Kerri to carry his attack 
further. On November 28th, 1935, the ftuads of the Con
fessional Movement were confiscated.-^ On November 31st, 
the Council of Brethren (the Church administration), was
informed that all Confessional statements were to be

37censored by the State. And in December, Kerri pro
hibited "Church associations or groups" from functioning
in areas where the "Church Committees" had jurisdic- 

2 0tion. In the autumn of 1936, the church youth organi
zations were forcibly incorporated into the Nazi youth 

39movement.

•^Shirer, Third Reich, p. 331.
■^Duncan-Jones, Religious Freedom, p. 120. 
57Ibid.
58Ibid., pp. 120-121.
39Drummond, German Protestantism, p. 272.
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These measures severely crippled the Confessionals, 
but they were not defeated. The uncompromising character 
of this courageous group is reflected in a May, 1936, 
memorandum which attacked the essence of the Nazi 
philosophy. It stated:

When blood, race, nationality and honour receive 
the status of eternal values, the Evangelical 
Christian is obliged by the first Commandment to 
reject this scale of values. When the Aryan man 
is exalted, God's word testifies to the sinfulness 
of all men. When in the framework of National 
Socialist ideology anti-Semitism is imposed on the 
Christian obliging him to hate the Jews, for him 
the Christian Commandment of brotherly love remains 
binding.

The consequences of such a bold statement were predict
able. Again hundreds of Confessional pastors were ar
rested, and the Church was prohibited from gathering 
collections.

In February, 1937, Dr. Zoellner resigned as head of 
the Reich Church Committee, complaining that his work 
had been undermined by Kerri.^ Arrests became more fre
quent. In 1937 alone, more than 800 pastors and leading- 
laymen were arrested. Among that number was Dr. Martin 
Niemoeller, a pastor from Dahlen, a suburb of Berlin.
As founder of the Emergency League for Pastors and the 
most prominent Confessional leader, he had been a guiding

Rothfels, Opposition to Hitler, p. 40. 
^Shirer, Third Reich, p. 330.
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light for the resistance. In his last sermon, delivered
on June 27, he stated, rather prophetically:

We have no more thought of using our own powers to 
escape the arm of the authorities than had the 
Apostles of old. No more are we ready to keep 
silent at man's behest when God commands us to 
speak. For it is, and must remain, the case that 
we must obey God rather than man. 2
The ridiculous charge that Niemoeller had violated

the "Muzzling Order" did not hold up in court. His
sentence was so mild that it amounted to an acquittal.
But as he left the court, Secret Police officers seized

4-Shim, reportedly at the direct order of Hitler. From 
that time until the end of the war, he remained a 
prisoner in Nazi concentration camps.

After Niemoeller*s confinement, resistance activities 
were driven into "orthodox" channels— the conservative 
variety practiced by the Lutheran bishops. There were some 
unusually strong-willed Christians who continued to speak 
their minds; and they paid the terrible consequences.^
But the organized resistance had been crushed by nitier 
through his puppet, Hans Kerri. In typical Nazi fashion, 
Kerri, the church dictator, gave testimony to his faith 
when he stated: "The party . . . stands on the basis of

42
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44
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Positive Christianity, and Positive Christianity is
45National Socialism. . . ." During the remaining years of 

the Third Reich, the Protestant Church was held firmly 
under Hitler's thumb. The first step along the road to
ward the pagan "National Reich Church" envisioned by 
Rosenberg had been taken.

Before one Church could be established under the 
Reichsfuehrer, the Roman Catholics also had to be sub
ordinated to his will. When Hitlerism first became a 
substantial threat, members of the hierarchy had spoken 
out against it. Cardinal Bertram of Breslau "criticised 
as a grave error the one-sided glorification of the 
Nordic race and the contempt for divine revelation" as

A C
early as 1930. In the same year, Bishop Schreiber of
Berlin hinted that Catholics would not be permitted
party membership. Bishop Ludwig Maria Hugo of Mainz
supported a parish priest who had told his flock that

47they were forbidden to join the party.
But the German Church was not fully united on the 

issue. At the annual assembly of the German hierarchy 
at Fulda held in August, 1931» the bishops could not

^Shirer, Third Reich.
4-6Guenter Lewy, The Catholic Church and Nazi Ger

many (New York: McGraw Hill Book Company, 19£>4), p. 8.
^ Ibid., p. 9.
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agree on a strong statement against National Socialism. 
They settled for a cautious pronouncement alerting the 
faithful to beware of evil forces working against the 
interests of the Church.^® Per Fuehrer, however, knew 
that he would have a more difficult time in dealing with 
the Roman Catholics than he would with the Protestants. 
As Terence Prittie observes in his book Germans Against 
Hitler:

In 1933 the Roman Catholic Church was possibly the 
only Christian body in Germany which was in a po
sition to defend itself against Hitler with a fair 
prospect of success. It was united and had 
30,000,000 members in Germany, supported by its 
organized youth, trade union organizations, and by 
its own Catholic Centre Party (Zentrum). Also be
hind it stood the Papacy with its tremendous power 
and authority in a largely Catholic Europe.49

In addition, the Catholics were not bound by a tradition
of State dominance as were the Protestants. They did
receive funds from government coffers; nevertheless,
opportunities for resistance were numerous when Hitler
assumed power in January, 1933*

Initially, the Church frustrated Nazi ambitions as
much as possible. On the eve of the March 5, 1933,
election, the Pulda Bishops' Conference declared that
Catholics should vote only for representatives "whose
proven character and proven attitudes" would mean favor-

^®Ibid., pp. 11-14.
49Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, p. 72.
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able treatment for the Church. The bishops also alerted 
the faithful to beware of dangerous "agitators and

50parties not worthy of the confidence of Catholics." 
Obviously, Nazi candidates could not qualify under these 
terms.

Church leaders could see that Hitler's phenomenal 
success in solidifying his power demanded a reconcilia
tion with the government. On March 29, the bishops 
drafted a statement which insisted that party members
be included in the Church "without being harassed on ac-

51count of such membership." The first step in a series 
of compromises with Hitler had been made.

for the future of the Church in the Third Reich, 
the most important agreement with the government was 
made by the Centre Party, the political arm of the 
Church. The Zentrum was Hitler's potentially most power
ful political foe. Somehow he had to win its support 
for the Enabling Act, a measure which gave him broad 
dictatorial powers usually reserved to leaders in time 
of emergency. To this end, he met on March 20, 1933, 
with the party leaders to seek an agreement. As usual, 
Hitler vanquished his opponents. In return for their 
support, he assured them that he would not attempt to

50

51Ibid., p. 40.
Lewy, Church and Nazi Germany, p. 28.
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alter the German constitution and he agreed that those
civil servants who belonged to the Centre Party would be
retained in the government. Catholic schools also were

52to be protected. In addition, the Centre agreed to 
disband for these paper promises. This move was hailed 
by all those who opposed "political Catholicism." But 
one of the most powerful forces for resistance had been 
crushed.

In the early months of the regime, Franz von Papen, 
Hitler's Vice Chancellor, strongly promoted the idea of 
an agreement with the Church in an official treaty or 
concordat. He met with fierce opposition within the gov
ernment, particularly from Goebbels and Rosenberg who had

55actively campaigned against the Church.  ̂ But Hitler
could see political advantages which might be derived
from a paper peace with Rome. In the spring of 1935,
von Papen journeyed to the Vatican for preliminary
talks. He recalled in his memoirs that the atmosphere
was congenial, and he felt confident that an agreement 

54could be made.
Monsignor Eass, a distinguished member of the 

Centre Party and advocate for the Church, assisted von

52Ibid., p. 33.
^ V o n  Papen, Memoirs, p. 281.
54Ibid.



27

Papen in discussions with Cardinal Pacelli, the Vatican
Secretary of State, who was to become Pope Pius XII.
Von Papen was forced to return to Berlin in the middle
of negotiations and he left the course of events in the
hands of Kass. In late April and June, the Pope, Pius
XI, and his Secretary of State became concerned about
reports of Nazi attacks upon Catholic churchmen. Monks
and nuns were being arrested and imprisoned, and at the
end of June, Erich Klausener, the German leader of

55Catholic Action, was murdered.
Von Papen returned to Rome on June 29 to convince

Pacelli that reports of such disturbances were products
of an antagonistic foreign press which wanted to dis-

56credit the new regime. He must have convinced Vati
can officials, for these reports did not materially 
interfere with the conclusion of the Concordat. The 
Church was anxious to reach an agreement which guaran
teed Church rights.

On July 20, 1933, the Concordat was signed. Von
Papen telegraphed Hitler:

Thanks to your broad, wise and statesmanlike con
ception of the important task of the Christian 
Churches in the construction of the Third Reich a

55Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny, 1st 
ed., rev. (New York: Bantam Books, 196l), p. 262.

56Lewy, Church in Nazi Germany, pp. 70-72.
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work has now been completed which will later be 
recognized as an historic deed of National Social
ism.^'

But later events were to prove that Hitler had not been 
motivated by a "concept of the important task of the 
Christian Churches" but only by a shrewd intuition which 
pointed to a politically expedient policy. As Terence 
Prittie points out, "So far from preventing persecution 
of Catholics, as the Vatican must honestly have hoped,
the Concordat made it easier for Hitler to cloak his

S8actions with the ostensible blessing of the Pope."
At face value, the document insured freedom for the 

Church and her institutions, including hospitals, schools, 
and religious associations. It provided for State ap
proval of new bishops and required them to take an oath 
to the State. Articles 31 and 32 were the most contro
versial, and by their inclusion, Hitler gained tremen
dous advantage. Article 31 permitted only those organi
zations which were "devoted exclusively to religious, 
cultural and charitable purposes. . . ." Those with 
political overtones were to be disbanded. But 
Article 32 was even more damaging to the Church's posi
tion. Per Fuehrer insisted that the clergy be excluded

57Rothfels, Opposition to Hitler, p. 38.
58Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, p. 72.
59■'^Lewy, Church and Nazi Germany, pp. 80-84.



from all political activity. In part, this provision 
stated:

With regard to the special conditions existing in 
Germany and -with regard to the provisions of the 
present Concordat . . . guaranteeing the rights 
and privileges of the Catholic Church . . . the 
Holy See will issue ordinances hy which the 
clergy and the religious will he forbidden to be 
members of political parties or to be active on 
their behalf. u

In the years ahead the Nazis interpreted this article 
broadly to justify almost any attack made on the Church. 
In the Third Reich, all moral and social pronouncements 
were considered "political." This tool was used to the 
full extent to silence the Church as a social and moral 
force and to discredit it in the eyes of the people.

Only days after the document was signed, Hitler be
gan to show his real intentions. On July 25, the 
Sterilization law aimed at the Jews and persons which 
the State deemed hereditarily inferior was announced.
Five days later, the government took steps to dissolve
the Catholic Youth League because of its political over- 

6ltones. The drive to strip the Church of all power had 
begun. During the following years, the State consistent
ly attacked Catholic youth organizations, the Catholic 
press, and the church schools. Catholic young people 
were encouraged to join the Hitler Youth and abandon

6QIbid.. p. 84. 
6lShirer, Third Reich, p. 325.



30

their old associations for the sake of German unity. Von 
Schirach, the leader of the Hitler Youth, placed a ban 
on simultaneous membership in Church and Nazi organiza
tions. Therefore, Germany's Christian youth were forced 
to choose between their religion and their patriotism.
A similar method of attack was used against the Catholic

62workers' associations. In 1935, Catholic youth groups
63were forbidden to appear in public.

In late November, 1936, the Nazis ordered cruci
fixes removed from schools in the Olenburg area in the 
Rhineland, counting them "symbols of superstition."
The people of this predominantly Catholic area raised 
such a clamor that the ordinance was removed on November 
25. °4 The Catholic press was almost totally destroyed 
in the first eight years of the regime. Prittie recalls 
that "the 416 Catholic newspapers and periodicals, with 
a total circulation of over 12,000,000, were systemati- 
cally obliterated." Sermons were monitored by the 
Nazis and hundreds of priests were arrested.

No doubt, the most cunningly vicious attack on the 
Church was the State's attempt to discredit it in the

62Lewy, Church and Nazi Germany, p. 121.
/*

64Ibid.. p. 80.
65

"’Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, p. 81.

Ibid., p. 82
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eyes of the people by publishing reports of gross im
morality in the monastaries, and charging that monks and 
nuns had committed acts of sexual perversion. Stories 
about these alleged goings on were published in the most 
radical Nazi papers and many religious were falsely 
accused and convicted.

Courageous clergymen and laity resisted. Most 
prominent among them was Michael Cardinal Faulhaber, 
Archbishop of Munich. In a series of Advent sermons in 
1933 entitled "Judaism, Christianity and Germany," he 
spoke out unashamedly against the doctrine and practice 
of National Socialism. He defended the Christian tradi
tion against pagan efforts to reinterpret Christianity, 
and he called on Protestants to join with him and other 
Catholics in defense of orthodox Christianity.
Faulhaber also preached openly against the false charges

ÇL »7
of gross immorality. And in August, 1935, the Fulda
Bishops' Conference spoke of the "war of annihilation"

68against Christianity. Bishop Bornewasser of Trier 
publicly declared in the same month that he had " . . .  
seen living martyrs in the diocese of Trier . . . men

66Andrew Krzesinski, Religion of Nazi Germany 
(Boston: Bruck Humphries, Inc., 1945), p. 32.

6 7

68ibid.
Prittie, Germans Against Hitler, p. 76.
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and women who are suffering a shocking personal martyrdom 
for the sake of their faith and their loyalty to the 
Church.

The most forceful protest against Hitler came by
way of a papal encyclical entitled Mit Brennender Sorge
(With Burning Sorrow) issued by Pope Pius XI in March,
1937. It criticized the regime for failing to comply
with the terms of the concordat and attacked Nazi

70racial theories. The Pope insisted that the Church 
must remain internally free and that her doctrine 
could not be compromised.

There have been repeated attempts to view the perse
cution of Roman Catholicism as a latter-day chapter in 
the history of Otto von Bismarck's Kulturkampf. It will 
be recalled that the Iron Chancellor waged war on the 
Catholic Church in the 1870's, an attack against "politi
cal Catholicism" which he viewed as an alien political 
force controlled by the Vatican. When Germany was united 
under Protestant Prussia in 1871, German Catholics felt 
a need for political expression. Therefore, the Catho
lic Centre Party came into existence in 1871. It was 
founded on a strong Catholic tradition of workers' and 
farmers' associations, active Catholic press, and the

69Ibid.
7QIbid.. p. 77.
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power of a German hierarchy committed to defend the 
Catholic point of view in national politics. To 
counter this new force, which Bismarck felt threatened 
German unity and German independence, his regime ini
tiated measures which severely restricted the Church.
He expelled the Jesuits; laws providing for State in
spection of schools and for civil marriage and civil 
registration of births and deaths were enforced. One 
of Bismarck's most stringent measures was the "Pulpit
Paragraph" which forbade the clergy to speak about

71political subjects from the pulpit. But the Iron 
Chancellor soon realized that he had embarked on a 
damaging political course. His measures had not united 
the German people but had exaggerated divisions. A 
steadfast Catholic minority proved stronger than Bis
marck's attack and the measures passed in 1873 and 1874

72were annulled one by one.
Parallels can be drawn between the Rulturkampf and 

Hitler's religious policies. For example, Bismarck's 
"Pulpit Paragraph" was the same ordinance under which hun
dreds of priests and pastors (including Dr. Niemoeller)

73were seized by the Nazi State. v But the differences

71
72
73

Tenbrock, History of Germany, p. 216. 
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were much more striking than the similarities. First, 
the objectives of the State were substantially differ
ent. Bismarck feared political Catholicism and sought 
to destroy it. The political arm of the Catholic Church 
was easily abolished by Hitler in the opening months of 
his rule; but he wanted more. Per Fuehrer demanded 
that the Church, as an independent social and moral 
force, be destroyed. Second, the differences in the 
nature of the attack were important. Hitler's program 
of gradually increasing restrictions was much more suc
cessful than Bismarck's all-out frontal attack.

Finally, efforts to resist State domination were 
totally different. One can make a strong case for the 
argument that the Church resisted Hitler only when 
church institutions were attacked or when measures were 
imposed which directly challenged Catholic moral and 
doctrinal precepts. Political issues were not raised. 
Throughout the period, the Catholic resistance remained 
that of a "loyal opposition." One must remember that 
Catholics were as much a part and product of the German 
tradition as were the Protestants. Several members of 
the hierarchy were aristocrats in an aristocratic domi
nated nation. The old German attitude about loyalty to 
the State remained in force throughout the period. In 
a general critique of Catholic resistance, Guenther Lewy 
in his book The Catholic Church and Nazi Germany observes
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that the hierarchy's
. . . pronouncements expressed little concern over 
the suppression of civil rights and liberties ex
cept insofar as they touched the special freedoms 
of the Church, its schools, newspapers and organi
zations. They spoke of moral renewal while the 
brown terror tortured and murdered. The banning of 
the freethinkers' and nudists' magazines and the 
destruction of the godless Communist movement in 
Germany were welcomed, even if achieved as part of 
the liquidation of all political opposition. . . .
It is hard to resist the conclusion that it was the 
attraction felt for certain elements in the Nazi 
ideology more than anything else that prevented the 
German episcopate from apprehending the true in
humanity of National Socialism in 1933 as well as 
in later years.

The words of greeting to Hitler from the Fulda Bishops' 
Conference of August, 1935, indicate the bishops' high 
regard for the State.

The Bishops assembled in Fulda for the forthcoming 
Conference send to the Leader and Chancellor of the 
German Reich their loyal and respectful greetings 
which, according to Divine Command, we owe to the 
holder of the state's Supreme office and author
ity. ̂

Their respect for the government survived the cruel per
secution which Catholics had encountered. No doubt such 
expressions were necessary if the Church was to maintain 
any status under Nazi tyranny. But at times, the 
Church's support seemed unnecessarily generous. One 
such occasion arose when German troops marched into 
Czechoslovakia on October 1, 1938, to occupy the Sudeten-

74Lewy, Church and Nazi Germany, pp. 98-99.
75Schacht, Confessions. p. 296.
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land. The Bishops' Conference, at Cardinal Faulhaber's 
suggestion, sent a telegram of commendation to Hitler. 
"The great deed of safeguarding international peace moves 
the German episcopate, acting in the name of the Catho
lics of all the German dioceses, respectfully to tender 
congratulations and thanks. . . .

Hierarchical reaffirmations of loyalty did not 
prevent hundreds of priests, monks, nuns, and laymen 
from speaking their minds in direct opposition to Hitler. 
But the official Church was controlled hy Nazi tyranny 
as much as was the official Protestant Church.

It can be stated with certainty that the Christian 
Church, Protestant and Catholic, was not completely 
overwhelmed. Thousands flocked to hear brave clergymen 
preach their convictions which were no longer welcome.
The churches were a visible sign of opposition— the only 
sign which dissenting Germans of every stripe could 
recognize. But most important, the churches kept the 
Christian spirit alive. Without the sacrifice of those 
priests, pastors, and dedicated laymen who suffered per
secution under National Socialism, the postwar recon
struction of a vibrant Christianity so vital to the 
German tradition would have been most difficult.

76Lewy, Church and Nazi Germany, p. 218.
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The most profound moral challenge which Nazism posed 
to the Christian conscience was its racist doctrine. The 
following chapters include a summary of American Church 
reaction to Nazi anti-Semitic policies as well as the 
more lengthy treatment of German Christianity. It shovild 
he realized, therefore, that the systematic exclusion of 
Jews from German society was part of the official pro
gram of the National Socialist Government from its in
ception.

The Civil Service Laws of April 7, June 30, and
July 20, 1933, prohibited people of Jewish ancestry from
holding civil service positions and facilitated their ex-

77pulsion from all professions. Education, as an arm of 
the government, fell under this provision, and the teach
ing profession was closed to non-Aryans. In addition, a 
new course of studies, generally labeled "racial 
sciences" was introduced into the curriculae. This new 
discipline taught the supremacy of the Aryan race and 
conversely attributed most of the world's problems to 
the Jews.* 7°

The establishment of the Reich Chamber of Culture 
on September 22, 1933, also created difficulties for the 
German Jew. Journalism, drama, literature, music, and

77Bullock, Hitler, p. 237.
7®Shirer, Third Reich, p. 345.
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radio broadcasting were all subject to new controls.
The Press Law of October 4, 1933? provided that news
paper and magazine editors could not be of Jewish an-

80cestry, nor could they be married to Jews. Semitic 
influence was to be eliminated from the fine arts. The 
works of Jewish composers such as Mendelssohn were for
bidden, and Jews were removed from the great opera com-

Q-lpanies and orchestras throughout the land.0
In 1935, der Fuehrer summoned the Reichstag to the 

annual Party Congress held at Nuremburg to enact even 
stronger measures against these persecuted people. The 
infamous Nuremburg Laws, which ensued, deprived non-
Aryans of their German citizenship and forbade inter-

P Pmarriage between Jew and Gentile.
Throughout the period, the Jews were subjected to 

perhaps the most degrading ridicule and insult which 
any people have been forced to endure. Signs reading 
"Jews not admitted" or "Jews are not welcome" greeted 
them everywhere. Leading newspapers attacked them in 
cartoons, in editorials, and in general reports. Hit
ler’s program to eliminate these people was well under-

^Bullock, Hitler, p. 237.
^Shirer, Third Reich, p. 338.
81Ibid., pp. 334-335.
82
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way early in the Nazi period. This program reached its 
ultimate expression in the concentration camps and gas 
chambers which have become symbols of Nazi tyranny 
throughout the world.



THE CHRISTIAN CENTURY

The Christian Century was one of the most formid
able advocates of Christian "liberalism" in the 1930's 
as it is today. It reacted to the persecution of 
Christianity in the Third Reich in a manner thoroughly 
consistent with its fundamental belief that the Church 
is called not only to preach salvation in the next 
world, but also to reform society and social institu
tions, here and now, on the basis of Christian prin
ciples. An editorial comment in the February 12,
1936, number affirmed the belief that "the kingdoms of 
this world are to become the kingdom of our Lord and of 
His Christ, and . . . this cannot come about without 
some awareness on the part of Christians of their re
sponsibility for making it come about."1 The gospel 
is to be applied, therefore, to remake this world, a 
task which demands that the Church become directly in
volved in a "program of social change" which "requires 
the support of a /Christian.7 world-view— in short, a

1"The Social Consciousness and the Inner Life," The 
Christian Century, Vol, LIII (February 12, 1936), 251.



41

/social7 theology."
The social emphasis of The Christian Century was 

reflected clearly in its analysis of the trials and 
tribulations of Christianity in Hitler's Germany. The 
totalitarian state was regarded as incompatible with 
Christianity because Christianity is also essentially 
totalitarian; that is, it claims to hold universal 
truths which cannot be subordinated to an earthly power, 
truths which are applied to both temporal and spiritual 
affairs. Two totalitarianisms cannot exist side by 
side. The German Church was severely criticized be
cause "the German pastors do not see this, because 
German Protestantism has never taken the social gospel 
to heart, but has accepted a dualism of sovereignty be
tween State and Church based upon the tacit understand
ing that each would support the other and that neither

3would invade the realm of the other."
Not only had German Protestantism accepted a dual 

authority, it had become subordinate to the secular 
authority, most prominently in the Third Reich; it had 
lost its freedom, primarily because it had become the 
"established" religion which received its financial

2"Social Progress Requires a Theological Basis,"
The Christian Century. Vol. LII (June 26, 1935), 844.

3 "The Church and Christian Totalitarianism," The 
Christian Century, Vol. LI (February 14, 1934), 214.
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support from government taxes.
"No Church can be effectively and satisfactorily 

free," insisted an October 31, 1934, editorial, which 
is the recipient of special favors and privileges from 
the secular o r d e r . I n  reporting ecclesiastical op
position to the State's demand to appoint the bishop 
and directorate of the Reichskirche, The Christian 
Century noted that state support weakaied the opposi
tion. "It is still a state church. There is only one

5remedy: Cut loose from state support." Likewise, in 
reporting the dismissal of Professor Earl Barth from 
Bonn University for alleged opposition to the State, it 
concluded that "the whole case rests upon the fact that 
in Germany a professor of theology is, in fact, an em
ploye /sic7 of the state. And that is precisely the 
point at which reform must begin if thought and religion 
are to be free."^

But The Christian Century seemed to sense that these 
injunctions against the state church idea were falling on 
deaf ears; even most of those German Protestants who op-

^"Germany's Religious Revolution," The Christian 
Century, Yol. LI (October 31, 1934), 1367.

5"German Church Must Pay Price for Freedom," The 
Christian Century, Vol. LII (October 9, 1935), 1268.

g
"Karl Barth Dismissed From Bonn," The Christian 

Century, Vol. LII (January 2, 1935), 4.
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posed certain features of Nazi totalitarianism had no 
strong desire to effect a separation of Church and 
State.

Lutheran tradition, the German Philosophical con
ception of the state, the close financial dependence 
of the churches on the state, etc., all make for a 
compromise in the matter. To imagine that every 
opponent of the totalitarian state idea is a "non
conformist" in the Anglo-Saxon sense of the term 
is to describe every 19±h century fighter for 
nationalism- a democrat!'
The editor of The Christian Century, Charles Clayton 

Morrison, succinctly summarized his criticism of German 
Protestantism in a sermon delivered before the Pastors' 
Institute held at the University of Chicago on June 30, 
1934.

In Germany, the resistance of the church is direct
ed only against the nazi interference in the 
church's affairs. The German church admits no re
sponsibility for the character of the German state. 
The social gospel is almost unknown in German 
Protestantism. The brave resistance which the 
German churches are making is defensive, not 
positive. They find no fault with nazism as such, 
nor with any policy of the Hitler government, save 
only its interference with church polity. German 
Protestantism has not even taken a stand against 
the nazi persecution of the Jews. . . . They only 
ask that the church be let alone in its ecclesias
tical jurisdictionoWhich it conceives as the zone 
of the inner life.
In this same vein, Samuel McCrea Cavert, general

J. Emlyn Williams, "Germans foresee New Struggles," 
The Christian Century, Vol. LII (January 23, 1935), 122.

Q
Charles Clayton Morrison, "The Crisis in Chris

tianity," The Christian Century, Vol. LI (September 26, 
1934), 1206.

7



secretary of the Federal Council of Churches of Christ 
in America, wrote in the May 26, 1937 issue that even 
though the churchmen of the Confessional Synod deserve 
praise and admiration for their courageous opposition, 
"their protest is, in the main, only against state in
terference with the Church itself, not against the anti-
Christian policies of the state with reference to human

qlife and relationships." In an analysis of this phe
nomenon, the eminent theologian, Reinhold Neibuhr, a 
contributing editor of The Christian Century, recalled 
that the German Church was forced to respond to the 
modernist "bourgeois intellectuals" and the "proletarian 
radicals" of the Nineteenth Century. Theologically 
German Protestantism "was free enough to seek to come to 
terms with modernism. But in politics it lacked the 
imagination to recognize the genuine Christian elements 
in the democratic and radical movement."9 10 In the 
Twentieth Century, it was suffering from this failure.

Perhaps the most interesting criticism of German 
Protestantism's dearth of social concern came from 
analyses of anti-Christian and quasi-religious concepts 
which accompanied the Nazi movement. Paul Hutchinson,

9Samuel McCrea Cavert, "When Is the Church Free?", 
The Christian Century, Vol. LIV (May 26, 1937), 675

10Reinhold Niebuhr, "The Secular and the Religious," 
The Christian Century, Vol. LIII (November 4, 1936),
1452.

44
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a frequent contributor, took the view that the German 
Christians (whose religious ideals were heavily in
fluenced by Nazism) were led by a group of young re
formers who were "fed up with the inner piety and 
eschatological escape of traditional Lutheranism" and 
who wanted "a church that operates in the here and now, 
squarely in the midst of contemporary events.
Though he felt that their efforts were misdirected, he 
was not surprised that "the emergence of nazi messian- 
ism should have led to a demand for a new sort of 
church life.""^

The Lutheran tradition was criticized further by 
Professor Reinhold Niebuhr. He charged that German 
Protestantism had failed to "offer young people a posi-

13tive task and a religion with a socio-moral content." 
Likewise, he was not surprised that a new German gen
eration, full of energy and idealism, had vigorously 
supported the National Socialist world-view which was 
grounded in a quasi-religious concept of race and * 12 13

i:LPaul Hutchinson, "Germany Welcomes the Messiah," 
The Christian Century. Vol. L (August 16, 1933), 1032.

12Ibid. It should be noted that this view was ex
pressed early in the Nazi period, before the German 
Christians had become the prominent foe of the Confes
sional Synod, favored by The Christian Century.

13̂Reinhold Niebuhr, "German Church Girds for 
Battle," The Christian Century. Vol. LIII (August 26, 
1936), 1129.
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nation. It provided a positive program for social re
newal which could not be found in the work of the 
Church.44

In summary, the contributors to The Christian 
Century obviously disagreed with the Lutheran doctrine 
that the Church's only mission is to preach salvation 
in the next world. German Protestantism failed to 
recognise the totalitarian nature of the Christian 
message in this world as well as the next. It offered 
no Weltschaung for the here and now. It assumed no re
sponsibility for the social, economic, and political 
affairs of society. In short, it had left the void of 
social consciousness to be filled by a program of 
national revival which was completely alien to Christian 
principles. The crisis which the Church faced was 
largely a result of its own failure.

Although The Christian Century was, on the whole, 
critical of the Protestant response to the Nazi chal
lenge, it had words of praise and encouragement for the 
Confessional Synod. This hearty band of spirited Chris
tians, led by Dr. Martin Niemoeller, had come close to 
the mark. A manifesto read on March 10, 1935, from Con
fessional pulpits had condemned the Nazi philosophy as 
a "fools faith." National Socialism had set up earthly

14Ibid.
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objects of worship to replace God and Christianity,
establishing the "creed of anti-Christ." It seemed to
an editorial writer that the Synod had "at last thrown

15down the gage to naziism."
The position of The Christian Century was reflect

ed in an article by Harold E. Fey, appearing in the 
September 1, 1937, issue, which pointed to two sources 
of strength within the Synod. First, the Confessionals 
had maintained a clarity of purpose; they had not com
promised those things which they considered essentially 
Christian. Secondly, the Confessional Church had re
discovered and reaffirmed "the totalitarian natxire of 
the Christian faith. In the face of all-inclusive 
claims of the German State it was compelled either to
do this or to go over completely to the camp of the

16German Christians."
Less favor was shown for the more "moderate" re

sistors, most prominently the Lutheran bishops who 
broke with the Confessionals in the summer of 1935, to 
establish the more equivocal Lutherrat (Lutheran 
Council). In reporting these events, A. S. Eker, cor
respondent in Germany, observed that "this certainly

15 "Active and Passive Christianity," The Christian 
Century. Vol. LII (March 20, 1935), 356.

^Harold E. Fey, "The German Church Says Mo!".
The Christian Century, Vol. LIV (September 1, 1937),
1068.
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makes the struggle of the rest of the opposition all the
harder, but does not in any way aid towards a permanent

17solution along Christian lines." Again, Lutheran 
tradition proved itself unequal to the task. Those who 
remained within the Confessional Synod (predominantly 
Calvinist in orientation) were much better equipped to 
carry on the fight.

The Christian Century's reaction to the Roman 
Catholic situation was both critical and sympathetic.
As might be expected, a major disagreement related to 
the principles upon which resistance was based. The 
Catholic Church seemed to justify its opposition on the 
grounds that the "rights of the church" were not re
cognized by Hitler's government. The Christian Century 
felt that this narrow basis should be expanded to in
clude a broader concern for the "rights of the people."'5'® 
In this regard, the Catholic Church as a whole was cri
ticized for supporting a repressive Fascist government 
in Spain and for reaching an agreement with the Italian

17A. S. Eker, "Discontent Grows Within Germany," 
The Christian Century, Voi. L U I  (January 29, 1936), 
198.

^®"Pope Pius XII," The Christian Century, Voi. LVI 
(March 15, 1939), 342. Note that this objection was 
raised to the German Catholic attitude. The treatment 
of American Catholic reaction in this work indicates a 
fundamental concern for human rights as well as church 
rights.
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dictator, Mussolini. Reinhold Niebuhr, in a November 
4, 1936, article, questioned the Roman preference for 
fascism over communism since fascism also sought to 
destroy religion if it did not serve its purely 
national ends.^

These issues aside, the sufferings of the Catholic 
Church in Nazi Germany were treated most sympatheti
cally . The Church's unity and hierarchical polity were 
recognized as advantages in comparison with the weak po
sition of the German pastors who "have never been in the 
habit of gathering together to do anything about situa
tions .

The Church's attempt to insure her rights in a con
cordat was approved. Catholic efforts to defend Chris
tian doctrine, to retain parochial schools, and to pro
tect Catholic youth organizations were vigorously sup
ported. The position of The Christian Century was also 
reflected in its reaction to the malicious Nazi campaign 
to discredit the Church by falsely accusing priests and 
nuns of currency exchange violations and gross immoral-

19"Do Catholics Want Religious Liberty?", The Chris
tian Century, Vol. LY (November 30, 1938), 1459-

Reinhold Niebuhr, "The Catholic Heresy." The 
Christian Century, Yol. LIV (December 8, 1937), 1524.

^ E. G. Homrighausen, "What of Germany Now?", The 
Christian Century, Yol. LI (August 29, 1934), 1092.'*"

19
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ity. This attempt was exposed as an effort to subordi
nate free institutions "in a society in which, by de
finition, every institution is required to be subordi-

22nated to the will of the rulers of the state."
The great power of the Roman Catholic to oppose 

Hitler became manifest in the encylical, Flit Brennender 
Sorge, issued early in 1937. The Christian Century 
noted with high praise its piercing attack on the neo
pagan character of the Nazi philosophy— that is, the 
glorification of the Aryan race and the concept of 
"blood and soil." This Protestant weekly commended the 
courageous stance of Pope Pius XI, who insisted that if
"peace is not to come, we are prepared to defend our 

23liberties." In short, this document was considered a 
forceful response to the Nazi challenge, and The Chris
tian Century applauded it enthusiastically.

The Christian Century was disturbed that the 
Catholic Church emphasized church rights more than human 
rights; it was critical of Catholic reluctance to recog
nize the inherent evils of any totalitarian state. But 
it supported the Church unequivocally in its resistance 
to National Socialism. On several occasions, contribu-

22"Nazi Press Campaigns Against Catholic Prac
tices," The Christian Century, Vol. LIII (July 8,
1936), 957.

23 "Vatican Comes to Grips with Hitler Government," 
The Christian Century, Vol. LIV (March 31» 1937), 404.
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tors suggested that Catholics and Protestants should
raise a common protest. "In Germany . . . there is a
community of interest between Protestants and Catholics
which has not yet found expression in terms as emphatic
as their common peril . . . demands," stated a November
21, 1934, editorial. "Catholics and Protestants should

24protest with -united voice."
One of the side effects of the National Socialist

threat was the added impetus which it gave to Christian
unity in Germany. George M. Shuster of Commonweal was
quoted approvingly for asserting that not "since the
reformation has there been in Germany such friendliness

25and mutual respect among the religious groups. . . ." 
The Christian Century clearly hoped for a new day in 
Protestant-Catholic relations not only in Germany, but 
throughout the world, and that all Christians would 
unite to build a social order on Christian principles.

The Jewish people suffering under Nasi oppression 
also received sympathy and support. The Christian 
Century consistently and firmly opposed anti-Semitism 
in Germany and at home. German Protestants once again

^"German Churches Should Unite Their Protests," 
The Christian Century, Vol. hi (November 21, 1934),
1375.

25Edward Tallmadge Rofat, "Sees Religious Bigotry 
Waning," The Christian Century, Vol. LII (September 18, 
1935), 1187.
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were criticized for being so concerned with preserving 
their own rights that they had nothing to say to the 
State on this matter. Writing in June, 1933» Reinhold 
Niebuhr noted that the opposition pastors had protested 
against the German Christian insistance that converted 
Jews be dismissed from the Church, but "in their pro
test against anti-Semitism in the Church they have by 
implication allowed it in the state. They say in their 
protests, 'the state must judge but the church must 
save,’ from which one can only draw the conclusion that 
they regard the anti-semitic policies of the government 
as justified.

Several other American religious periodicals
seemed anxious to believe that reports of the anti-
Semitic campaign were exaggerated. But a July 12, 1933,
review of James Waterman Wise's book, Swastika: The
Nazi Terror, asserted that "the case has been under-

27stated rather than overstated by the press."
The major concern with this problem was indicated by 

a number of articles which attempt to analyze race 
prejudice, its origins and direction. Frederick C.

^°Reinhold Niebuhr, "Religion and the New Ger
many," The Christian Century, Vol. L (June 28, 1933), 
834.

27Book Review of Swastika: The Nazi Terror,
James Waterman Wise, The Christian Century, Yol. L 
(July 12, 1933), 911.
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Grant, in a March 1, 1939, lead article, attacked a
major source of anti-Semitism within the Church— the
belief that the Jews are guilty of Christ's crucifixion.
He concluded that the Jews did not murder Jesus, but
that "we all share the sin that rejected and crucified 

28Christ,"' a truth which, though not lost, had been 
largely overlooked in the 1930's.

Striking at the heart of the matter, Albert Levi
tan, a graduate student at the University of Iowa, ob
served that race prejudice begins in "institutional 
minds" which "look to the Jews as a corpus and then

29drape the typical Jew with unique characteristics."
An article entitled "The Racial Branding Iron," ap
pearing in late 1938, insisted that the time had come 
to "begin once and for all to root out the false 
notions of race that . . . brand certain groups of the
human family with the stigma of inborn and unalterable 

30inferiority." And a January, 1936, editorial called 
upon Christians and Jews to unite "in a common purpose 
to redeem human life from all that is base, cruel and

28Frederick C. Grant, "Did the Jews Crucify 
Jesus?", The Christian Century, Vol. LYI (March 1,
1939), 276.

29Albert Levitan, "Leave the Jewish Problem 
Alone!" The Christian Century, Vol. LI (April 25,
1934), 555.

30Ina Corinne Brown, "The Racial Branding Iron,"
The Christian Century, Vol. LV (November 23, 1938),
1429.
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oppressive."
In conclusion, the reaction of The Christian 

Century to religious persecution in the Third Reich 
was grounded on the major premise that the Church 
should apply the gospel message to social issues— that 
it should speak to its age. When the Church did so, 
the journal approved; when Christians ignored this es
sential task, it was critical. One may disagree with 
such an application of Christianity, but the support for 
this ideal was, in this case, forcefully and convincing
ly articulated when it was applied to a religious crisis 
of the first magnitude.

" fhe Christian Century, Vol.



THE LUTHERAN

The Lutheran, official publication of the United 
Lutheran Church in America, was influenced by two im
portant factors in its reaction to Nazi religious per
secution. First, a fundamental doctrinal influence was 
the belief that the functions of Church and State should 
be totally separate. This conviction was reflected in a 
comment appearing in the May 11, 1933, issue. A recent 
edition of the Christian Century had charged Lutheranism 
with a lack of social concern and contended that: "The 
Lutheran tradition has never become aware of the kingdom 
of God as a social and mundane reality."'1“ In his reply, 
the editor of The Lutheran. Nathan R. Melhorn, 
thoroughly agreed. He insisted that:

The reason Lutheranism has not become aware of the 
kingdom of Go„d as a social and mundane reality is, 
first, because it is content to accept the idea of 
Jesus Himself who declared, "My kingdom is not of 
this world." . . .  In the second place, history 
knows of dozens of "visible" kingdoms of God an
nounced as the work of divinely inspired leaders.
An analysis of their principles invariably reveals 
a composit of politics and religion wherein the 
mistaken claims for power and temporal authority 
ultimately corrupted the teachings of Jesus. . . . 
Neither in Holy Writ nor in human experience is

“'“Nathan R. M elh o rn , "L u th e ra n ism  i n  P o l i t i c a l  and
S o c i a l  L i f e , "  The L u t h e r a n , V o l .  XV (May 1 1 ,  1 9 3 3 ) ,  3 .
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awareness of the kingdom of G-od as a social and 
mundane reality a sign of correct apprehension of 
Christianity.2
Secondly, the reaction of The Lutheran was in

fluenced by American Church ties to German Protestantism. 
The Lutheran World Council, an international cooperative 
fellowship of Lutherans, provided American churchmen 
the opportunity for close association and collaboration 
with their German brethren. Bishops Meiser of Bavaria 
and Marahrens of Hanover, prominent figures in Church- 
State conflicts within Germany, were members of the 
Executive Committee of that organization.

The lines of battle had been drawn within the German 
Church between the dissenting Confessional pastors and 
the German Christians early in 1934. The Lutheran 
heartily supported the Confessionals. The German Chris
tians, led by Reichsbischof Mueller, intended to revise 
fundamental doctrines along Bazi lines and to subordinate 
completely the Church to the State. Such a policy clear
ly jeopardized the mission of the Church. The Lutheran 
insisted:

It is the general conclusion of the men who are 
editors of Lutheran journals in America that the 
regime of Reichsbishop Mueller cannot be accept
able to the Christians of Germany unless greatly 
modified. . . . The influence of the minority 
party, the German Christians, who seek to exalt

2Ibid.
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race above religion and who deny the integrity of 
the Bible's teachings is contrary to the Church's 
beliefs.^

In praise of protest made by German Lutheran pastors 
against this new paganism, the editor approvingly ob
served: "Something very closely resembling the
straight talk current in Germany in Luther's day has 
again broken out in that country."^ The German 
Lutheran bishops who supported the Confessional Move
ment were especially commended. In an article about 
Bishop August Marahrens of Hanover, President of the 
Lutheran World Convention, The Lutheran commented that:

Fortunately for the future of our religion,
Bishop Marahrens has not gone along with 
Reichsbishop Mueller, but has stoutly defended the 
principles of the group called The Confessionals. 
This group fights the paganism of the Rosenberg 
radicals and resists the intrusions of the govern
ment into the field of the church and rejects the 
extremes of nationalization.5

Dr. John A. Morehead, President of the United Lutheran 
Church, offered similar praise for Dr. Hans Meiser, the 
popular Bishop of Bavaria. In recounting Meiser's refu
sal to accept Nazi directives, Morehead wrote:

For the sake of conscience, of loyalty to the 
faith, and of fidelity to Christ and His Church,

"The Situation in Germany," The Lutheran. Vol. 
XVII (October 11, 1934), 15.

^"The Doctrine of Anti-Christ," The Lutheran. Vol. 
XVII (April 18, 1935), 15.

"A Prominent Lutheran," The Lutheran, Vol. XVIII 
(February 20, 1936), 10.

3

5



58

Bishop Meiser, like the great Reformer at Worms, 
received the grace to stand fearlessly in the 
presence of his adversaries and say: "Here,-1 
stand, I cannot do otherwise, God help me."

A fearful concern for church freedom in Nazi Germany 
was most directly expressed by the Ninth Biennial Con
vention of the United Lutheran Church meeting in the 
autumn of 1934. That body set forth its position in a 
telegram sent to Chancellor Hitler:

The United Lutheran Church in America, together 
with all other Lutheran churches throughout the 
world, has been greatly disturbed by the reported 
efforts of the leadership of the German Reichs- 
kirche to force the pastors of the German Church 
into service of a political program, even at the 
expense of their fidelity to the historic confes
sions of the Church.

We, of the United Lutheran Church in America, 
in convention assembled, protest against such 
coercion and express the hope that the Lutheran 
churches of Germany may have entire freedom to

Thus, the American churchmen stood solidly behind their 
protesting brethren.

Early in 1936, the Lutheran bishops in Germany, who 
had supported the Confessional Movement, broke away to 
pursue a more moderate course of resistance. A new 
Lutheran Council (Lutherrat) was established to direct 
their efforts toward maintaining the inner freedom of the

g
DJohn A. Morehead, "The Lutheran World Convention 

Movement," The Lutheran. Vol. XVII (December 27, 1934), 
6 .

"Lutheranism in Germany," 
(November 15, 1934), 10.

7 The Lutheran. Vol. XVII
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Church. In reporting these events, Julius 3?. Seebaeh, a
regular contributor to The Lutheran, wrote that:

The new "German Lutheran Church" recognizes 
neither the authority of Church Minister Kerri 
and his Church Directorate nor the uncompromising 
Confessional Synod. In its very nature the move
ment is a compromise which seeks through the forma
tion of a compact Lutheran bloc, to establish a 
working agreement with the Nazi government.0

This Lutherrat was henceforth recognized by The Lutheran
as the most reasonable and effective opposition force.
In stating his support for the new group, the editor
affirmed that:

The Lutheran Church in America through the Lutheran 
World Convention is . . . closely related to the 
party which recognizes the_leadership of Bishops 
Marahrens, Meiser, Wurms /sic7 and others: this 
group . . . continues loyal to the confessions, 
but they do not desire complete separation of 
church and state except to retain religious free
dom. 9

But could the Church maintain its religious freedom 
without a break with the Nazi State? In an article re
viewing events of 1933, an unidentified writer grasped 
the implications of Church-State union when he observed 
that: "The Third Reich . . . hooks up State and Church
and thereby the State acquires the power to regulate 
Church affairs."'*'^ But a direct call for the separation

®Julius F. Seebaeh, "In the World's Eye," The 
Lutheran. Vol. XVIII (April 23, 1936), 7.

g"The Church in Germany," The Lutheran, Vol. XIX 
(July 28, 1937), 15.

10"Looking Backward Over 1933," The Lutheran. Vol. 
XVI (December 28, 1933), 4.
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of Church, and State in Germany is not found on the pages 
of The Lutheran. It is content to support the German 
bishops’ efforts to retain religious freedom without 
breaking with the State.

This position is partially explained by the attempt 
to view the problem in historical perspective. In an 
editorial entitled "The 'Folk Church' Idea," it was 
observed:

For nearly four centuries some "understanding" has 
existed between the Lutheran and Reformed congre
gations in Germany and their government. The plan 
has many forms of proven value for the people of 
Germany; to surrender it completely would be unwise 
we consider to be the conclusion reached by the 
bishops /sicj-

We understand, however, that the group to which 
they belong /hutherrat7 place fidelity to God's 
Word and acceptance of the Lutheran confessions as 
the unsurrenderable principle of their religion.
But the resources of the church in Germany are 
great. They represent four centuries of con
structive self-sacrifice by past heroes of the 
Lutheran faith. If they can be retained; if the 
current storm can be ridden out, until it has 
spent its force, or if a harbor can be entered, 
this is the course to adopt.1

But were these "ifs" real possibilities without a com
plete break with the State? The writer hoped so, but 
the tone of his statement indicates that he was not 
completely convinced.

In the fall of 1937, Dr. F. H. Knubel, President 
of the United Lutheran Church, spoke before the

'L1"The 'Folk Church' Idea," The Lutheran, Vol. XIX 
(November 19, 1936), 13.



Lutherrat in Berlin. The reluctance to make an unequi
vocal statement about Church-State relations in Germany 
is reflected in his comment:

We have refrained from any attempt to be judge, 
have contented ourselves with a whole-hearted 
support of the Lutheran Church in Germany itself, 
and have maintained, even up to the present, a 
strong degree of confidence that the skies will 
ultimately clear, revealing the blue of heaven 
and glory of the sunshine. ^

The American Church supported the German resistance in
its darkest hours. But neither its President nor its
official publication were anxious to apply the doctrine
of separation of Church and State directly to the
situation. In this regard, the bonds of brotherhood
proved at least as strong as the demands of conviction.

The reaction of The Lutheran to the persecution
suffered by the Roman Catholic Church is guarded but
occasionally sympathetic. An underlying fear that
Catholics harbor clandestine political motives was
often reflected. Bor example, the German Centrist
party was considered primarily a political arm of Rome
rather than a legitimate representative of German 

13Catholics. Its dissolution in the Concordat con
cluded between Berlin and Rome was approved. But a 12 13

12"President Knubel in Berlin," The Lutheran, Vol.
XX (October 6, 1937), 6.

13̂ "Germany and the Vatican," The Lutheran, Vol.
XV (July 20, 1933), 14.
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July 20, 1933, editorial questioned the need for a con
cordat in the first place:

That the Catholics in Germany are entitled to 
freedom of worship and the rights of education 
none will deny. That any concordat between the 
Vatican and the national government should be 
needed to assure such privileges, seems strange 
to Americans whose government has never done 
other than free ecclesiastical regimes from 
national control /sic714

No doubt the division and dissension which soon fol
lowed in the Protestant Church also puzzled Americans.

Concern about "political Catholicism" was reflected 
consistently. A May 31, 1939, editorial stated that:

The Roman Catholics of the Reich are opposed to the 
state's claims of totalitarianism, but their ob
jectives are so intimately a part of the Vatican's 
policy of regaining what it lost in the Reforma
tion period as to make one suspicious of its 
activities
Protesting Catholics, however, did receive some 

support. Cardinal Michael Faulhaber's book of sermons 
entitled Judaism, Christianity and Germany received a 
sympathetic review in the November 8, 1934, issue. With 
a sense of surprise, the reviewer, Paul I. Morentz, ob
served that the author, a Cardinal of the Roman Church, 
had written a book "almost entirely devoid of Roman

14Ibid.
"The Situation in Germany," The Lutheran, Vol. 

XXI (May 31, 1939), 13.
15
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Catholic propaganda." And "the battle which he wages
is not that of Catholicism versus Protestantism, but of

17Biblical Christianity versus modern paganism." The 
reviewer approved the Cardinal's appeal that the 
"separated brethren" join in the defense of the Chris
tian faith. Later comment about the challenge of this 
'hew paganism" insisted that "such theories should put

IProtestants and Catholics into united opposition. . . ." 
Even if the Catholics harbored secret political motives, 
the possibility for some common efforts to defend conser
vative Christianity remained.

The strongest statement in defense of the Roman 
Catholic Church appeared after the Nazis had charged 
widespread immorality among the religious. A July 16, 
1936, editorial stated:

It is quite improbable that widespread immorality 
exists in Germany: it is quite probable that a 
few instances discovered or imagined have been 
seized upon by atheists and fanatics of national
ism to intensify hatred of the church. ^

This statement is, however, one of the few which whole
heartedly supported the Roman Catholic Church in the

16

■^(Book Review) Paul I. Morentz, "Judaism, Chris
tianity, Germany," The Lutheran. Vol. XVII (November 8, 
1934), 20.

17Ibid.
Germany's Pagans," The Lutheran, Vol. XVII 

(June 20, 1935), 17.
19 "The Roman Catholic Situation in Germany," The 

Lutheran, Vol. XVIII (July 16, 1936), 15.
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face of Nazi attack.
Referring to Jewish persecution, The Lutheran op

posed anti-Semitism in general and its application to 
the German Church in particular. A vigorous objection 
was voiced to the German Christian proposal to elim
inate people of Jewish ancestry from Church positions 
through the famed "Aryan Paragraph." An October 5,
1933, editorial stated:

However much one may regret the rise of political 
chaos in Germany since 1920 and with as great 
sympathy for nationalism as a principle as one can 
reasonably entertain /sic7, we of other lands who 
constitute the Lutheran communions cannot approve 
so unconditional a surrender to the State. The 
denial of a call to minister the Gospel because of 
Jewish or any other ancestry, fitness in other 
respects being provided, is contrary to a funda
mental Christian principle. So long as the Evan
gelical Church of Germany is under the necessity 
of maintaining such anti-Scriptural discrimina
tion, it denies itself the attribute of ecumen
icity , and conditions to that extent the leadership 
hitherto given it. It is not possible to declare 
that the Gospel has free course in a nation or 
community that refuses the privilege of its 
ministry to a convert or to his posterity if they 
are believing Christians.

Henry Smith Leiper, in an article entitled "The German
Church Problem," makes the point that:

The New Evangelical Church excludes "non-Aryans" 
from the ministry, thus setting up official race 
discrimination within the body of Christ, and de-

"Germany's Church Law for Pastors," The 
Lutheran. Vol. XVI (October 5, 1933), 15.

20
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crees officially that ministers must support the 
Hitler government without mental reservation.1
Paul I. Morentz, a regular commentator on the 

"Jewish problem," examined the origins and application 
of racism in the September 1, 1937, issue. In a con
vincing critical analysis, he exposed "Aryanism" as a 
false myth, and he offered several fundamental reasons 
why Christianity rejects racism. First, "it is a threat 
against the Bible's idea of man." Second, "it is sub
versive of the Plan of Salvation, as we know it from the
Bible"; and third, "it is destructive of Christianity as

22a universal religion."
In contradiction to the blanket condemnation of 

anti-Semitism, however, several reports attempted to 
"explain" the problem in Germany. And some remarks 
leave the impression that the Nazis' anti-Jewish cam
paign was at least partially justified. For example, an 
editorial appearing in the August 1, 1935, issue stated:

Anti-Semitism in Germany is . . .  a political 
movement, but the National Socialists have de
fended their policy on broader grounds. The 
prominence of Jews in the Russian revolution and 
in the Communist movement generally (Karl Marx 
was a Jew), together with the advantage taken by 
numerous Jews of the economic disasters in Germany 
between 1923 and 1933, have furnished the argu-

Henry Smith Leiper, "The German Church Problem," 
The Lutheran, Vol. XVI (November 23, 1933), 5.

Paul I. Morentz, "In a 'Race-Conscious' Age,"
The Lutheran. Vol. XIX (September 1, 1937), 6-7.
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ments for the Reich's wholesale anti-Semitism. It 
is generally admitted that a large amount of truth 
lies in the charges against them, namely, that 
they absorbed a majority of the government's of
fices, benefited financially, and propagated in
ternationalism.

The arguments cited in this paragraph were favorites of 
those who would excuse anti-Semitism in Germany.

A particularly strong indication of anti-Jewish 
feeling was found in a lecture by Dr. M. Reu of 
Dubuque, Iowa, reprinted in The Lutheran. September 1, 
1937:

I personally believe that as a rule it is better 
for every family not to be mixed up with the Jews. 
Traits fostered for centuries are not removed by 
the turn of the hand, and the Jews with whom we 
have to deal are, as a nation, still -under the 
divine curse. Our press, mainly under Jewish in
fluence, has created in our country a hostile at
titude against Germany, and what is termed "per
secution of the Jews" has been one of its most 
successful means of rousing the passions. ^

But this hostile attack was an exception; comments ap
pearing in support of the suffering Jews far outweighed 
those which chided or condemned them.

In conclusion, the response of The Lutheran to re
ligious persecution in Germany was influenced by a be
lief that the powers of Church and State should be

^"Dreyfus Case Recalled," The Lutheran, Vol. XVII 
(August 1, 1935), 15.

24M. Reu, "The P r e s e n t  C hurch S i t u a t i o n  i n  Germ any,"
The L u t h e r a n , V o l .  XIX (Septem ber 1 ,  1 9 3 7 ) ,  5 .
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separated. This principle, however, was not directly ap
plied to the German Protestant situation, no doubt be
cause the Americans were reluctant to criticize their 
German brethren. Second, the difficulties which faced 
the Catholic Church in Germany were mentioned only oc
casionally; but aside from an underlying suspicion of 
Roman political motives, The Lutheran expressed support 
and concern for the German Catholics. Finally, the 
weekly opposed the introduction of anti-Semitism into 
the German Church but condemned it within the State less 
enthusiastically. One might have wished that the Nazi 
government would have come under more direct attack for 
its racist policies. Though the issues involved could 
have been more directly and forcefully treated, one does 
sense a desire to report events fairly and accurately 
and to comment on them in light of the Christian gospel.



THE LUTHERAN WITNESS

In order to understand the reaction of The Lutheran 
Witness, official publication of the Lutheran Church—  

Missouri Synod, to the religious turmoil in the Third 
Reich, one must remember two primary doctrines of 
Lutheranism: (l) the conception of government as a di
vine institution, (2) the belief that the powers of 
Church and State should be strictly separated. With 
reference to the first doctrine, the editors of this 
Lutheran bi-weekly stated:

We believe in the "divine right of kings." We be
lieve in the "divine right" of Presidents, whether 
of a republic like the United States or an unre
lieved tyranny like Soviet Russia. Government is 
a divine institution. Through human agents God 
maintains outward order among men, so that human 
society is possible.
Furthermore, -the Lutheran Church "has officially

declared against a mixing of the two powers, that of the
2Sword and that of the Keys." There is to be no inter

ference by the Church in secular affairs, and the State 
is to exercise no spiritual authority. These beliefs

"'■"Lutheran Doctrine of the State," The Lutheran 
Witness, Vol. LVII (January 25, 1938), 20-21.

2
" P o l i t i c s  and th e  C h u r c h ,"  The L u th e ra n  W it n e s s .

V o l .  LV (December 1 ,  1 9 3 6 ) ,  402.



are frequently reflected in coverage of the German 
Church difficulties.

A third important factor which influenced the re
action of The Lutheran Witness was the Missouri Synod's 
close association with the small Evangelical Lutheran 
Free Church of Saxony and other States.

By the time of their secession from the State 
Church in 1871, the conservative Saxon Lutheran associa
tions which originally made up the Free Church had

3established contact with the Missouri Synod. As of 
November 3, 1936, this group numbered 12,000 members in 60 
congregations.3 4 5

Correspondents for the Lutheran Free Church fre
quently reported parochial events and commented oc

casionally on German affairs (in the most general and 
favorable fashion) for their American brethren. These 
reports, which never indicated displeasure with govern
mental policy, dutifully proclaimed allegiance to "the

5present leader." They insisted that even though reports 
were being circulated about religious strife in Germany,

3̂Gerhard Gesch, "The Evangelical Lutheran Free 
Church," The Encyclopedia of the Lutheran Church, ed. by 
Julius Bodensieck, II, 887.

4Ibid.
5
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Ottom ar K r u e g e r ,  "G erm any,"  The L u th e ra n  W it n e s s ,
V o l .  L I I I  (June 5 ,  1 9 3 4 ) ,  2 15 .
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the Free Church remained -unaffected. In the February 
12, 1935, issue, an article happily declared that "our 
brethren in Germany may conduct their work, publish 
their papers, and proclaim the truth without any inter
ference from the government."^

Hitlerism was rarely criticized on the pages of The 
Lutheran Witness and one wonders how much the view of 
the State as a divine order has predominated. The only 
objection raised to National Socialism appeared after 
prominent Nazis openly espoused a neo-pagan philosophy 
which was totally opposed to Christianity. The State 
was clearly intruding in spiritual affairs. Perhaps the 
harshest criticism of Nazism to be found anywhere in the 
magazine was written by J. Frederick Wenchel, correspond
ent in Washington, D. C., in late 1937.

Rosenberg, Goebbels, von Schirach, and Kerris, all 
ardent neo paganists B  ic7, are in control of the 
youth, education, propaganda, and the Church.
Their influence and efforts are against the evan
gelical faith. They are setting Germany against 
the gospel. . . .

But such an accurate appraisal of conditions in Germany 
was a rare exception. Treatment of the struggles within 
the Reichskirche began only in 1937, after the conflicts * 7

^"Outlook and Review," The Lutheran Witness. Vol.
LIV (February 12, 1935), 56.

7J. Frederick Wenchel, "Nazi Germany and the 
Church," The Lutheran Witness. Vol. LVI (November 16, 
1937), 367.
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had been raging for years, and the primary responsibility 
for division and dissension was placed on the Church, 

not the State. In fact, Hitler's Government, on many 
occasions, seemed to be favored over the protesting 
pastors.

As would be expected, the Reichskirche was criti
cized for maintaining official ties with the State.
"Let the churches . . . not complain of State interfer
ence until they deliberately give up relying on State 
help. . . . "  wrote ¥. M. Oesch from London. He con
tinued: "When all churches are free churches, the State
need only continue to live up to its excellent record
overagainst non-political free churches— no more and no

8less is necessary." The belief that total independence
from the State would permit the Reichskirche to assume
as free a role as the comparably insignificant free
churches was a naive, but persistent, view. Frederick
Wenchel, in a November 2, 1937, article, insisted that:
"The present conflict is due to this unfortunate com-

qbination of Church and State."
A second prevalent criticism of the Reichskirche 

(evidently the German Christians and Confessionals * *

OW. M. Oesch, "Church and State in Germany," The 
Lutheran Witness, Vol. LVI (November 16, 1937), 367.

QJ. Frederick Wenchel, "Nazi Germany and the 
Church," The Lutheran Witness. Yol LYI (November 2,
1937), 367.
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alike since the distinction was rarely made) was that it
had become weak— it was too liberal, it had moved too
far from a Biblical emphasis. Discipline had become

10appallingly lax. The editors of The Lutheran Witness
were stunned by a report that one pastor "actually
heard it said that there is more knowledge of the Bible
among some Catholics than among many Protestants. He
believes this is exaggerated; but the fact remains that
the Protestants of Germany as a whole know very little
of the B i b l e . R e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for this tragedy rested
squarely on the shoulders of the Reichskirche which had
tolerated liberalism and loose discipline. Division and
conflict were the inevitable results.

An incredible commentary appeared in the July 13,
1937, issue. M. Nauman, a member of the Free Church
reporting from Hamburg, charged that:

The men at the helm /presumably Nazi officials/ 
have seen too much pseudochristian activity in 
Church and out of it. They are sick of the mess 
the Church is in. Who can blame them? Their 
stand toward the Christian religion is the direct 
result of the preaching and teaching of what is 
called the Kirche in Germany. Our* Free Church, we 
are able to report, has not been molested by the 
powers that be.  ̂10

10H. Dierks, "The New Germany. Ill," The Lutheran 
Witness. Vol. LV (November 3, 1936), 374.

"*"̂ "The Worst Ignorance and the Most Precious Knowl
edge," The Lutheran Witness, Vol. LIV (June 18, 1935), 216.

12M. Nauman, "Germany T o d a y ,"  The L u th e r a n  ’W it n e s s ,
V o l .  LVI ( J u ly  1 3 ,  1 9 3 7 ) ,  234.
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The correspondent's analyses of the dramatic events 
taking place within the Reichskirche rarely penetrated 
beyond this superficial point. In another of his regu
lar reports, Nauman confidently wrote that: "In all 
this confusion our Free Church has by God's grace gone
its unerring way on the road of the Word and the

13Lutheran Confessions." Regardless of conditions 
within the larger German Church, this seemed to be all 
that mattered.

Perhaps the most questionable accounts of events 
within the Reichskirche were a series of articles by 
Henry Dierks, a Missouri Synod pastor, who traveled in 
Germany during the summer of 1936 to learn the truth 
about conditions there. One of his more curious conclu
sions was that "the Nazis do not want to interfere in 
the internal affairs of the Church, and they desire the 
same treatment on the part of the Church."1 ’̂ A second 
perplexing comment, vaguely out of tune with the doctrine 
of separation of Church and State, was that:

If, the writer was assured, a separation of Church 
and State does come about, a step which is desired 
by many as proper, it will be a result of the

M. J. Nauman, "General Pastoral Conference of 
the German Free Church," The Lutheran Witness. Vol.
LVI (November 2, 1937), 371.

^ H .  Dierks, "The New Germany, III," The Lutheran 
Witness, Vol. LV (November 3, 1936), 373.
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Church's continued opposition to, and interference 
with, the state, which eventually may tire of this 
and tell the Church to shift for itself and look 
elsewhere for its financial support.1-*

Perhaps the inconsistent and confused quality of these 
and other remarks is explained hy the author himself 
when he formally thanks Dr. Julius Stahn, Ministerialrat 
in the Ministry for Ecclesiastical Affairs, who had 
granted him a forty-five minute interview. Dr. Stahn's 
"courtesy and helpfulness are . . . gratefully ack
nowledged."^^

Had poor Pastor Dierks been duped? Perhaps; per
haps not. But, clearly, these reports indicate again 
the extent to which commentaries in The Lutheran Wit
ness failed to relate what was happening in the home
land of Lutheranism.

Comment about the Nazi attack on the Roman Catholic 
Church is meager and unsympathetic. The writer hesi
tates to state that The Lutheran Witness favored the 
Nazis in this conflict, but that conclusion is hard to 
avoid. In any case, the following reports were typical. 
With reference to Catholic efforts to retain parochial 
schools in the Third Reich, Frederic Wenchel, the 
Washington, D. C. correspondent, commented that:

15 Ibid.
Henry Dierks, "The New Germany, II," The 

Lutheran Witness, Yol. LY (October 20, 1936), 347.
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Some few Catholic priests also have given public 
support to the Nazi anti-Catholic school campaign, 
criticizing their bishops for trying to substi
tute a political anti-national Catholicism and ex
plaining to the people what true Catholicism is.
One priest, Rev. Kober, a religious teacher at the 
Pasing training-school, published long articles 
congratulating the Nazis on their school achieve
ment and blaming bishops and priests for being 
agents of Bolshevism. Of course he was suspended. '
Commenting on the infamous "immorality charges,"

Wenchel, in the same article, wrote that: "The Nazi
charges of wholesale immorality among the monks and lay
teaching brothers in educational institutions, while

"1 ftexaggerated, has undoubtedly had an influence. . . . "  
Does this remark, by its very structure, tend to imply 
that "wholesale immorality . . . while exaggerated," is, 
perhaps, not too exaggerated? The reader may judge for 
himself.

The shallow prejudice and fearful suspicion which
Wenchel harbored m s  most obviously reflected in the
following comment. "Two years ago," he wrote,

we bought in a Nazi bookstore, in the square op
posite the celebrated Nicolai Church in Hamburg, 
a pamphlet containing a long address to the Pope 
by Rev. Wilhelm G. Seem, who had been disciplined 
by the Bishop of Mainz for his connection with 
the Nazi party. In this pamphlet he showed how 
in the crucial conflict between the Communist and 
the Nazi for the control of Germany the Roman

Frederic Wenchel, "Germany and Rome," The 
Lutheran Witness, Vol. LIV (August 10, 1957), 26>8.

1 8 -1--, . nIbid.

1 7



76

Catholic hierarchy had given its support to the 
Communists; that in some dioceses even Christian 
burial was denied members of the Nazi party. ^

This comment leaves the impression that somehow Com
munism and the Roman Catholic Church were allied in Nazi 
Germany. Even a casual student of the Nazi period can 
refute such an allegation.

Editorially there was little comment about the 
Catholicism in Hitlerdom. However, a general attitude 
toward Catholic Christianity was reflected in an edi
torial about contemporary religious persecutions by the 
governments of Spain and Mexico. With an unbecoming 
prophetic tone which permeated the magazine during the 
1930's, the author declared that: "It is of importance 
that we note what is happening in Catholic countries.
God is punishing these people for their ingratitude

20toward His Word." This statement is as profound an 
analysis as can be found. The treatment accorded the 
Roman Catholic Church in Nazi Germany by The Lutheran 
Witness failed to rise above a provincial and prejudicial 
attitude and simply evinced no desire to understand or 
consider the deeper issues which were involved.

19Ibid.
20"Rome's Experiences in Mexico and Spain," The 

Lutheran Witness. Vol. LIV (July 2, 1935), 235.
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The reaction of The Lutheran Witness to the perse
cution of the Jews was no kinder than was its response 
to Homan Catholic difficulties. A January 3, 1933, ed
itorial set the tone when it charged:

The Jews to-day are practically without any even 
plausible religion whatever. None of them, ab
solutely none of them, even attempt to practise 
all that they are commanded in the Old Testament. 
The Jews themselves realize that this is a 
physical impossibility. The great majority of 
Jews therefore pay no attention whatever to re
ligion. 21
In March of the same year, the periodical seemed

anxious to defend the Nazis when they were charged with
anti-Semitic excesses. "Nearly everyone has heard much
of the persecution of the Jews in Germany. . . . Let us
keep in mind that from good authority messages have
come declaring the news of the persecution of the Jews

22is propaganda and exaggeration." Was it all "propa
ganda and exaggeration"? Evidently not, for in the 
February 25, 1936, number, one contributor expressed 
happiness that "to-day there is no violence against the
life and property of the Jews as in the early period of

23the Nazi regime."

21"The Poor Jews," The Lutheran Witness, Vol. LII 
(January 17, 1933), 22.

22"Germany and the Press," The Lutheran Witness, 
Vol. LII (April 25, 1933), 152.

23J. Frederic Wenchel, "Washington Letter," The 
Lutheran Witness, Vol. LV (February 25, 1936), 54. 
Italics added.
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It cannot be said that The Lutheran Witness out
wardly sanctioned the persecution of Jews, but neither 
did it defend them. One of the few comments favorable 
to the unhappy minority observed that: "We as Chris
tians of course cannot approve of the Nazi attitude and
actions against the Jews: many of the German pastors

24have repudiated it." But the fact remains that 
neither The Lutheran Witness nor a large percentage of 
the German pastors vigorously condemned anti-Semitism.

There were repeated attempts to discount reports of 
racial violence in Germany and to indicate that the Jews 
were not suffering as much as the American press would 
make it appear. A contributor to the October 20, 1936, 
issue confidently asserted that "today the Jew can go 
about his business fully protected by the law; he is 
being tolerated by the people, and he can worship unmo
lested in his synagog / s i c T h i s  statement was, of 
course, plainly false. The Jew in Hitler's Germany 
could never depend upon full protection under the law, 
and the threat of physical and psychological violence 
accompanied him everywhere in Germany throughout the 
period.

24Ibid.
25Henry D ie r k s ,  "The New Germany, I I , "  346.



Finally, the truly unsympathetic and dogmatic 
character of the treatment accorded anti-Semitism is 
reflected in an editorial which reported the tragic 
exodus of Jews from Germany, Poland., Rumania, and 
Italy early in 1938. On this occasion, an editor of 
The Lutheran Witness once again assumed the role of a 
prophet (if not the judge) hy declaring that: "In the 
case of the Jews we are to see the severity of God 
against unbelief: for 'because of unbelief they were 
broken off,' Rom. 11:20." The God of wrath clearly 
occupied a more prominent position on the pages of this 
periodical than did the God of love.

In conclusion, the response of The Lutheran Witness 
to the persecution of Christians and Jews in the Third 
Reich was, in the main, intolerant and dogmatic; it was 
based all too often upon misinformation or very little 
accurate information; it was predominantly unsympathetic 
and uncharitable. But perhaps most disturbing of all, 
there seemed to be an air of ■unwarranted and unlovely 
confidence that each appraisal was wholly accurate, doc- 
trinally pure, and generally above reproach. On the 
whole, the viewpoint offered by The Lutheran Witness 
was both uninformative and unenlightening.

79

^"The Jews," The Lutheran Witness. Vol. LVII 
(March 8, 1938), 71.



THE CATHOLIC WORLD AMD AMERICA

Two Catholic periodicals, The Catholic World, 
published by the Paulist Fathers, and America, the re
spected Jesuit weekly took much the same approach to is
sues prominent in the German Church-State controversy.
The basis for opposition in both publications was 
grounded in the natural law concept. A February 22,
1936, editorial in America insisted that "any Government 
which strives to destroy man's natural rights will find 
an implacable enemy in the Catholic Church."1 Natural 
law had been violated by the Nazis because "the state is
not for man, but man is for the state. To that phil-

2osophy the Catholic Church will never assent."
Several comments indicated that the Church should 

campaign for a program of social reform to insure 
"natural rights." According to a May 4, 1935, editorial, 
two approaches were possible in formulating such a pro
gram.

One is "this-worldly." The other is, essentially 
and hence in all its principles and works, "other
worldly." The first is apt to conclude that all

^'Persecution in Germany," America. Vol. LIV 
(February 22, 1936), 464.

2Ibid.
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the evils which afflict the world can be cured by- 
mass legislation. The second, as both Leo XIII 
and Pius XI insist, gives due weight to the value 
of legislation as an instrument of reform, but it 
can never forget that we must keep our eyes upon 
the City of Peace that is above if we wish to 
build a City of Peace in this world. Is that mere 
theorizing, an escape from grinding duty en
visioned by some pious recluse? It cannot be 
that, for its stern gospel is duty and self-denial. 
When the world adopts this philosophy we can com
pare its results with other methods.^
The Church cannot accomplish its social mission 

"by empty denunciations against 'war and Fascism,' but 
by the construction of a positive Catholic social pro
gram, which will exemplify not in theory alone, but in 
active remedies, concretely applied to existing social 
distress, the social mission of Christianity."^ Exact
ly what is this "Catholic social program"? What 
"remedies" does the Church offer? What is the "social 
mission of Christianity"? These questions were not 
clearly and forcefully answered on the pages of America. 
To apply other-worldly principles and values to social 
questions was obviously a difficult task. The failure 
to do so reflected a crisis in method— how should the 
Church attempt to build a Christian society?

A concern for natural rights was also expressed in

"Catholics and Social Reform," America. Vol.
LIII (May 4, 1935), 74.

/John LaFarge, S. J., "Fascism or Communism: Which 
the Greater Danger?" America. Vol LVI (October 10,
1936), 5.
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The Catholic World, and several contributors recognized 
the total incompatibility of Christianity and totali
tarianism. A November, 1935, article succinctly stated 
the case.

On the nature of the end to which society should 
be oriented we stand with all Catholics in af
firming that it is to serve the collective needs 
of men in their journeying to God. The tendency 
of all forms of Fascism is to make the State its 
own end, and men its servants. Here there can be 
no affinity between Fascism and Catholics.5

An editorial comment appearing in the October, 1938,
number attacked the totalitarian ideal.

Whatever the State decrees to be a matter of 
policy is simply that and no more, a matter of 
policy. Theology can have nothing to do with 
it, and nothing to say. The State is supreme.
The State can do no wrong. All that Caesar 
claims is Caesar's, God may have only what Caesar 
relinquishes.°

This view is the "totalitarian heresy."
The Catholic World reflected the same uncertainty 

on what form a Christian social program should take as 
did America. In commenting on the recent conclusion 
of a concordat between Berlin and Rome, an August, 1933, 
account stated that "the dissolution of the Center 
Party, after sixty years of honorable history, is in 
accord with the wishes of the Vatican that Catholics in

^"Fascism," The Catholic World. Vol. CXLII 
(November, 1935), 231.

^"11 Duce Imitates Der Fuehrer"? The Catholic 
World. Vol. CXLVIII (October, 1938), 6.
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all countries refrain from forming political parties." 
Direct political action was not the answer. But a 
month later, an article reprinted from The Tablet, a 
British Catholic journal, was not sure that the time 
for political activism had passed. It was most criti
cal of the dissolution of the Center Party.

In Germany, the long-powerful Centre Party, or 
Zentrum ¿sic/, has opened a vein and allowed it
self to bleed to death. Although suicide is un- 
Catholic, a great Catholic party has committed 
it, at the mature and responsible age of three
score years and ten. We are glad to know that, 
with its dying breath, the Centre did not murmur 
the name of the Church, but the name of the 
State. It has immolated itself on the altar of 
Patriotism— a Protean deity who is just now mani
festing himself to Germans under the invocation 
of Totalitarianismus.

The role of the Church in molding society was not de
fined.

7

The German hierarchy was consistently and firmly 
supported by both periodicals in their efforts to meet 
the Nazi challenge. The attack on the schools, youth 
organizations, and workers’ associations; and the pro
motion of the new paganism were vehemently condemned. 
An account of this reaction would be superfluous. A 
much more useful and interesting consideration was the 
Catholic interpretation of events in a predominantly

"Concordat of Holy See and Germany," The Catholic 
World. Vol. CXXXVII (August, 1933), 619.

®"The End of the Centre," The Catholic World. Vol. 
CXXXVII (September, 1933), 735.

7
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Protestant country. Contributors to America tended to
view the conflict as a latter-day Eulturkanrpf. An
August 3, 1935, editorial insisted that "the real
origin of the present persecution in Germany must be
sought in the spirit which resulted in the Kulturkampf

gunder Bismarck." Raymond Corrigan, in an article en
titled "Hitler Should Learn a Lesson From History" 
implied that the persecution was a direct result of 
Protestant antipathy for Catholicism. "The point to 
insist upon here is that the ruling power, whether 
Protestant or pagan, has attacked and is attacking the 
Church. Conversely, the Catholic population is forced 
to defend its natural human rights in a struggle which 
most Catholics would gladly evade. He did not ap
preciate the fact that Protestantism was experiencing 
a more severe persecution than Catholicism.

An equally curious interpretation of the origins 
of the conflict was forwarded by Hilaire Belloc, the 
prominent English writer who was a frequent contributor 
to America. He insisted that:

In a sense one may say that this new religion, the
enthusiasm for which is arising on every side, is

^"Madmen in Germany," America. Vol. LIII (August
3, 1935), 385.

10Raymond Corrigan, "Hitler Should Learn a Lesson 
From History," America. Vol. LVII (July 17, 1937), 344.
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neither Catholic nor Protestant, hut rather pagan. 
It inherits, none the less, essentially from the 
Protestant development of Germany. The old Pro
testantism was dying fast before this new reli
gion (called by the rather meaningless term of 
National Socialism) suddenly arose.H

Belloc also failed to recognize the quality of Pro
testant resistance which Hitler encountered. He stated 
that:

We read a great deal in the English press of the 
resistance offered by sundry Protestant pastors. 
But the serious issue is not there. The serious 
issue is between the new religion and what remains 
of the old Catholic minority. . .

Another indication of animosity toward the German 
Protestant tradition was reflected in a vicious edi
torial attack on Prussia, the Protestant State which 
had welded German unification in 1871. First, the 
writer alleged that "Prussia is not European, either by 
blood or tradition, but oriental." Eastern influences 
can be traced in Prussian and German history, but such 
an exaggerated statement would be as hard to prove as 
Hitler’s absurd racial theories. But the writer con
tinued: "Europe should have acted on that knowledge,
for the knowledge it had, abundantly. But to make 
South Germany and Austria all-powerful in the affairs

■^"Catholicism or Nazi State-Worship," America, 
Yol. LVIII (October 30, 1937), 77.

12Ibid.
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of Germany would have been to set up a great Catholic 
state, and the men of Versailles /where German unification 
was completed/ would have none of that." The writer fur
ther insisted that if German unification had been estab
lished under the leadership of the Catholic, South 
German states, "the Jews would not have been persecuted
and the peace of Europe would not now be menaced by mad 

13dogs." The writer must have been unusually ill- 
advised. He obviously forgot that Hitler was a product, 
by up-bringing and thought, of Austria and South Ger
many. His anti-Semitic ideas were nurtured in Vienna, 
and National Socialism first gained a foothold in 
Catholic, reactionary Bavaria, hundreds of miles from 
Prussia. The facts simply do not support this conclu
sion.

An April 3, 1937, editorial queried: "Has Hitler 
forgotten Bismarck and Canossa? The spirit which ani
mated Catholics during the Kulturkamof still lives. It 
is mighty and it will prevail."1^ An earlier editorial 
stated that "Bismarck lived to see his attacks turned 
back, and long enough to realize, as many other ambi
tious politicians has realized, that it is folly, not

13 "Germany Shocks the World," America, Vol. LI 
(July 14, 1934), 315.

■^"The Holy Send Germany," America, Vol. LVI 
(April 3, 1937), 613.
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not statesmanship, to make war on the Catholic Church."
A January 6, 1934, editorial asked: "Does Hitler flat
ter himself that he is strong enough to disregard the 
tremendous reserve of power in the Hierarchy, sup
ported by the Catholic people of Germany? If he does,

-I Che has studied history to no purpose." That Hitler 
was able to dominate the Church so completely through
out the period indicated that he had learned lessons 
from history— he did not make Bismarck's mistakes. The 
editorial contributors to America, on the other hand, 
failed to take an accurate reading of the Nazi challenge 
in assuming that it was wholly comparable to Bismarck's 
attack.

The general tendency to view the conflict in terms 
of a Protestant heritage, alien to Catholic ideals, did 
not completely dominate reactions registered in America. 
There were several indications that the old animosities 
between Catholics and Protestants were breaking down.
In the December 9, 1933, issue, one reporter observed 
that:

If politics makes strange bedfellows, so does 
persecution. With German Catholics taking the 
occasion of the four-hundredth anniversary of 
Luther to declare their readiness to stand by the * 6

^ "Hitlerism," America, Vol. LIII (May 18, 1935),
123.

16"The German Tyranny," America, Vol. L (January
6, 1934), 315.

15
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orthodox German Protestants in their fight against 
the paganizing program which the ultra-Nazis are 
trying to impose upon the Lutheran Church, we find 
the British Protestants joining forces with the 
British Catholics in the defense of Europe against 
world-wide anti-religious propaganda. '
In the spring of 1937, an editorial made reference

to the suggestion that Luther's famous hymn, Ein Peste
Burg ist Unser Gott. become a battle song for Protestants
and Catholics alike.

Only the spiritual evolution of German Protes
tantism can determine whether the bold suggestion 
. . . can ever be adopted. But the mere fact 
that it is propounded is significant of a new 
era.-*-°
References which pointed toward cooperation with 

Protestants and Jews were reserved. The ecumenical 
spirit had not yet captured the imagination of con
tributors to America. An April 20, 1939, editorial 
made the point.

There is much discussion nowadays as to whether 
Catholics should emphasize the points we have in 
common with Protestants and Jews, and build up 
therefrom to a common principle of thought and 
action, or to emphasize the points in which 
Catholicism differs from all other groups, and 
present it in terms of its challenge. °

■^"With Scrip and Staff," America, Vol. L 
(December 9, 1933), 232.

18"Comment," America, Vol. LVII (April 17, 1937), 
27.

■^"Germany," America, Vol. LXI (April 15, 1939), 
51.
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The writer was clearly more interested in challenging 
those "other groups" than in presenting a united reli
gious front when he concluded that "we cannot afford to
lose the game, and our opponents should be informed of

20this from the blow of the first whistle."
The evaluation of Hitler's war on Christianity 

found in The Catholic World did not view the struggle in 
terms of the Protestant past. And a more accurate ap
praisal of Hitler's methods and the seriousness of the 
threat was made. In the June, 1936, issue, Dr. Waldemar 
Gurian observed that "the Nazi attack on Christianity is 
not . . .  a direct frontal attack, but an attempt at in
filtration— gradually to rob the Church of its inde
pendence and turn it into a 'spiritual auxiliary post'

21for its propaganda." "National Socialism does not
want open Church persecution, plain for all to see; it
wants a gradual repression and dilution of Christian- 

22ity." In comparison with the Kulturkampf, a December, 
1935, article asserted that "the present situation is 
entirely different. It is hardly possible to compare the 
present state of the Church in Germany to the times of * 2

2QIbid.
2^"Not Criminals,— Martyrs," The Catholic World,

Vol. CXLIII (June, 1936), 357.
22Ibid.
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_ 2*5the old Kulturkampf /sic/- . • ." J The writer, "a
German Catholic who knows thoroughly the situation
"clearly understood the differences."2 2̂ A May, 1934,
editorial commentator further observed that:

Adolf Hitler has no excuse for making the same 
blunder that Bismarck made before him. History 
repeats itself, but that is no reason why I 
should jump off the top of the Empire State 
Building merely because some other fellow did 
it. Hitler must know that Bismarck committed 
suicide, political suicide, when he engaged in 
the Kulturkampf with the Pope and the Catholic 
Church.25

Though the writer was not wholly sure of the course
which the conflict was taking, he sensed that a rigid
comparison with the Kulturkampf would not apply

But his later comment reflected only a partial
understanding of the problem.

The history of the conflict of Church and State is 
the ultimate discomfiture of the State and the 
victory of the Church. The history of the Papacy 
is the vindication of the Papacy. How any leader 
of a civilized people could have permitted himself 
to be tricked, jockeyed, maneuvered into a con
flict with the Pope, is a mystery. Hitler must 
know that if he were a Bismarck, a Napoleon, a 
Joseph, a Francis, a Henry VIII. of England and 
Henry IV. all in one he could not expect to win 
against the Pope. b

23Adolf Schuckelgruber, "The Church in Germany 
Kulturkampf or Persecution?" The Catholic World. Vol. 
CXLII (December, 1935), 291-292.

2^"0ur Contributors," The Catholic World. "Adolf 
Schuckelgruber is a German Catholic who knows thoroughly 
the situation of 'the Church in Germany' and whose re
liability is beyond question." p. 364.

25"The Swastika or the Cross?" The Catholic World, 
Vol. CXXXIX (May, 1934), 130.

26Ibid.. 131.
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The fact is that Hitler enjoyed more success in this 
effort than did all those more unfortunate enemies of 
the Pope.

One article, which appeared in the November, 1938,
number, did attempt to interpret the Nazi challenge in
terms of the Protestant past. "National Socialism A
Religion," by an anonymous contributor, suggested that:

The Reformation explains itself in the light of 
present events. One can understand how the words 
of an apostate monk set Germany aflame. Words 
spoken with far less genius and character have 
done the same today. The appeal now as then is 
a religious one and its success is explained by 
certain characteristics of the German people: an 
arrogance of race, a belief in the superman, a 
tendency to move as a herd, to be obsessed by 
ideas.

If the appeal at the Reformation was to escape 
from the yoke of the Church, the appeal today is 
to escape from the yoke of Christ. '

Though one may disagree with comparisons between Refor
mation history and Nazi religious policies, the thought 
is interesting and bears thoughtful consideration.

The Catholic World did reflect, however, a concern 
for the plight of the Protestant brethren. In the 
September, 1933, issue, Albert Brandt’s article 
"Hitlerism Versus Catholicism" described the attack on 
German Protestantism. "There are evidences that the 
National Socialist reformers, these 'German Christians'

"National Socialism a Religion," The Catholic 
World. Vol. CXLVIII (November, 1938), 167.

27
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have engineered their reforms as a political move— not
28an emotional one." In reference to the straggle for

the office of Reichsbischof, Brandt declared that:
Dr. von Bodelschwingh, a fine upright Protestant 
charity-worker, had the courage to oppose the 
religious leader of the Hitler movement, Reverend 
Dr. Mueller— and won. Won, however, a pyrrhic 
victory— even if he was backed by the majority of 
German Protestants.

Did Rational Socialism— which repeatedly con
tends that it holds power by the will of the 
majority— acknowledge the will of the majority 
which had elected Dr. von Bodelschwingh as its 
bishop? It did not. Nazi tactics have been 
carried into the Evangelical Churches.29

In a short time, Dr. Bodelschwingh was forced to re
sign his nomination, and Mueller was declared 
Reichsbischof.

The Catholic World joined the chorus of supporters 
who spoke out in behalf of Dr. Martin NiamoeHJer, the 
symbol of Protestant resistance, when he was arrested 
in 1937. "The Rev. Herr Niemoeller," stated a March, 
1938, review, "has been fighting the battle of Chris
tianity for many months." The account continued: "The
Reich Government would not tolerate the honest criti-

30cism of this brave minister. . . ."

28Albert Brandt, "Hitlerism Versus Catholicism," 
The Catholic World. Vol. CXXXVII (September, 1933),

29Ibid.
30„Triai 0f -the Rev. Martin Niemoeller," The 

Catholic World. Vol. CXLVI (March, 1938), 747.
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It is very difficult to evaluate the reaction of
America to the Jewish persecutions in the Third Reich.
There seemed to he a recognition of the fact that racism
was completely out of harmony with Christianity, but on
occasion, one can detect a thinly veiled anti-Semitism
creeping into several comments. A July 22, 1935,
article by Hilaire Belloc affirmed that Catholics
"cannot accept their /the Nazi/ attitude toward the 

31Jews." But several comments reflected an unsympathetic 
stance toward the Jewish dilemma. Alfred G. Brickel, re
viewing a book entitled The Jews of Germany by Marvin 
Lowenthal, insisted:

There is a Jewish problem, and it is hard to see 
how it is a religious problem. In fact, outside 
the Catholic Church there is little religion in 
the modern world. How can the Jew as a definite 
religionist come into religious conflict, with 
non-existent religions? . . .  It seems that the 
problem is a racial problem, but that most of the 
Jews hesitate to recognize it as such.

He concluded: "Why cannot the Jews admit that perhaps
32they made a mistake now and then"?

Laurence K. Patterson, S. J. contended in a March 
23, 1935, review that anti-Semitism was not "utterly 
baseless." In an attack on the position taken by Herman

31Hilaire Belloc, "The Persecution of the Jews," 
America, Vol. XLIX (July 22, 1933), 367.

32Alfred G. Brickel, review of The Jews of Ger
many by Marvin Lowenthal, America, Vol. LV (August 29, 
1936), 501.
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Bernstein, in his book The Truth About "The Protocols of
Zion," Patterson asked:

Can he /Mr. Bernstein/ deny that Jews largely 
direct Communism? Can he fail to show that Jews 
are influential in Latin Freemasonry? The Jewish 
question requires frank and charitable ventila
tion. To deny the existence of a Jewish problem 
is to become an ostrich. The Hebrew nation (for 
it is a nation) is never really amalgamated by 
the peoples among which it dwells. The apostate 
Jew who has renounced the God of Israel and the 
Code of Sinai is a menace to Christian ideals. 
Candid Hebrews realize this. Again, it cannot 
be denied that in both high finance and in the 
Third International, in the press, and in the 
theater and cinema, in education, and at the bar, 
Jews exert a power out of proportion to their 
numbers. This is due in part to the natural 
talents and indomitable energy of the race. But 
it is also attributable to other causes. The 
leaders of the Jewish people should examine their 
conscience and see how far certain elements in 
their race give reason for distrust.33
Reference to the Jewish persecution often reflected 

a desire to emphasize Catholic persecutions by compari
son. This parochial tendency was detected in a protest 
appearing in the February 29, 1936, issue.

Protesting, as have other Catholic spokesmen, 
against isolating the persecution of Jews in the 
Reich by Nazism with an ominous silence regarding 
persecutions far more bloody, protracted and ex
tended, Monsignor Fulton J. Sheen also put his 
finger on the reason for this remarkable dis
crepancy. No protest was made in America against 
the murder of 12,000 Religious and the slaughter 
of 200,000 Catholic non-combatants in Spain, as 
well as of hundreds of loyal servants of God in *

^Laurence K. Patterson, review of The Truth 
About "The Protocols of Zion,11 by Herman Bernstein, 
America, Vol. LII (March 23. 1935), 575.

33
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Mexico. If it is humanity and its dignity that 
is at stake, why this discrimination?-^

The commentator clearly resented the fact that the 
American press supported the Jewish people during 
their trials and tribulations, but failed to give sym
pathetic support to the Catholic Church which exper
ienced persecution during the Spanish Civil War and 
also at the hands of a repressive Mexican government.

Editorial comments and reports forcefully con
demning Hitler's attack upon the Jewish people were con
spicuously absent from the issues reviewed prior to 
1938. However, the change was discernible. An October 
1, 1938, editorial pointed out that:

The first voice raised against this racial pro
gram, directed primarily against the Jews, but 
capable of being turned by a totalitarian state 
against any minority, was the voice of Pius XI, 
who has repeatedly condemned the theory that 
mankind is divided by bipod and race into a 
higher and lower order. ^

In the November 12 issue, the writer affirmed that:
this philosophy, now employed to justify policies 
which harry the Jews out of Germany, can obviously 
be used to persecute any minority which may incur 
the Fuehrer's displeasure. It can be accepted by 
no government which realizes its duties to every 
class under its rule, and it must be emphatically 
rejected by everyone who believes that we are all

-^"Comment," America. Vol. LX (December 10, 
1938), 218.

"The Voice of Christ's Vicar," America. Vol. 
LIX (October 1, 1938), 612.

35
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children of God before whom there is no distinc
tion of Jew and Gentile.
Laurence K. Patterson, in letters appearing in 

the October 29 and November 19, 1938, issues, indi
cated a concern for the Jewish people which was not 
evident in his review cited above. "I note with alarm," 
he stated, "the growth of crude anti-Semitic feeling in
certain Catholic quarters. Even a section of our press

37is tainted by it."^ In his second letter, he affirmed 
"that motives of justice, charity and prudence should 
prompt Catholics to shun all cooperation with anti- 
Semitic propaganda. "^8

In the same regard, a January 7, 1939, editorial
reaffirmed that "anti-Semitism . . . seems rather to
be increasing than lessening in the United States."
It concluded: "Too much talk and too sullen a silence

39aggravates the situation."
The Catholic World firmly supported the oppressed 

Jews from the start. An April, 1933, comment observed 
that "the whole world has been shocked by the excesses

^"Race Hatred," America, Vol. LIX (November 12, 
1938), 132.

37^Letter from Laurence K. Patterson, America,
Vol. LX (October 29, 1938), 89.

38Ibid., (November 19, 1938), 161.
39

314.
"Comment," America, Vol. LX (January 7, 1939),
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of Hitler and his Nazis against the Jews of Germany.
Catholics, too, have suffered from his tyranny, though
in a much less degree. . . .

A September, 1934, article offered charitable
treatment of the Jewish question in terms of its past.
The author observed that "from no point of view have
the Jews of Western Europe been a united people. They
are a 'race,' to be sure, but everything that word means
has so often been ignored. . . .1,44

By reason of continued segregation and lack of op
portunity, the Jews preserved a great measure of 
racial and religious solidarity. You could "tell 
one of them at a glance." Since the chance to 
get on in the world was also missing, "Ghetto 
manners" which clash with fashionable codes of 
European or American etiquette were as normal as 
phonographs in beach bungalows.

The writer observed that "when Goethe was still a boy 
in Erankfurt, it was still the custom to close streets, 
in which Jews lived, with chains at c.urfew time; and it 
seemingly never occurred to the poet that the practice 
was cruel or curious. . . . "4^ Who would doubt that 
such treatment of a minority group would lead to tre
mendous problems?

^"Hitlerism in Germany," The Catholic World. Vol. 
CXXXVII (April, 1933), 109.

41"The Jewish Problem," The Catholic World. Vol. 
CXXXIX (September, 1934), 737.

42Ibid.. 738.
43Ibid.
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The application of Christian principles to the is
sue was vividly reflected in the review of Charles S. 
Macfarland's book, The Mew Church and the New Germany, 
which appeared in the April, 1934, number. The author 
declared "that Christian civilization, if it means any
thing, means security for every man regardless of race. 
The Aryan Myth in point of historicity does not super
sede the Four Gospels."^

The editor of The Catholic World, writing in the 
July, 1936, issue, gave eloquent testimony to the extent 
of his commitment to racial justice.

There is nothing dearer to my heart, after the de
fense of the Catholic faith and morals, than the 
attack upon race prejudice. I hope I am not making 
this explanation quite too personal, but I know of 
no man in my own limited sphere who has more 
ardently preached the Pauline principle, "Neither 
Jew nor Greek, neither bond nor free." Here in 
New York City in the face of a rapidly developing 
anti-Semitism, I have incurred the antipathy of a 
great many Jew-baiters and Jew-haters by preaching 
justice for the Jews.45

His remarks also indicated displeasure with those of his 
brethren who had been less enthusiastic about defending 
the persecuted Jews.

When the Jews asked us Catholics to join with them 
in protest against the persecution of their people 
in Germany, some of our prominent spokesmen in the

Review of The New Church and the New Germany by 
Charles S. Macfarland, The Catholic world, Vol. CXXXIX 
(April, 1934), 115.

"Racial Amity and the Gospel," The Catholic 
World. Vol. CXLIII (July, 1936), 386.

44
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press, on the platform and. over the radio asked the 
Jews what they had done about the persecution of 
our people in Mexico. It was a shrewd reply, but 
was it Catholic? Do we sympathize only with those 
who sympathize with us?^°

Such a commitment to racial justice was consistently re
flected in the treatment of the issue found in The 
Catholic World.

In conclusion, one can point to similarities in the 
reaction of America and The Catholic World to the German 
situation. In both cases, opposition to Hitlerism was 
grounded in natural law concepts. Both vigorously sup
ported the German hierarchy, and it is not surprising 
that each of them tended to view German difficulties in 
the perspective of the Protestant heritage. The most 
obvious difference was the treatment of the Jewish 
problem. The Catholic World applied Christian prin
ciples more consistently and forcefully to*that issue 
than did America. In spite of the justifiable criti
cism that might be made of each periodical, they both 
sought to apply Christian principles to the crisis of 
Church and State in Nazi Germany.

46Ibid., 388.



THE COMMONWEAL

The reaction of The Commonweal magazine to the 
persecution of religion in the Third Reich was grounded 
in Catholic doctrine and Christian principles. The rea
sons for opposing Hitler were clearly summarized in 
James A. Magner*s article entitled "The Church and 
Fascism," appearing in the September 2, 1938, issue. 
According to Magner, the Church insists that "civil 
authority and jurisdiction are founded, not on Divine 
Revelation, hut upon the precepts of the natural law, 
and there is nothing in natural law to indicate what 
form the state must take."1 "Against two things, how
ever, the Catholic Church stands firm: the totalitarian

pstate in principle and the nationalizing of religion." 
But if the Church is unalterably opposed to totalitari
anism, why has it not explicitly condemned fascism?

A number of reasons are responsible for this. 
Fascism, as a cultural system, is not predicated 
on atheism. Moreover, the term Fascism itself is 
only in process of definition and covers too 
broad a field, at least in popular concept, to be 1 2

1James A. Magner, "The Church and Fascism," The 
Commonweal. Yol. XXVIII (September 2, 1938), 462.

2Ibid., 463.
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singled out for final analysis. Even the idea of 
corporate government and the capitalistic system 
have been labeled Fascism. The Church has, how
ever, condemned the worship of nation and race and 
resisted state absolutism and atheism, as such, 
wherever they have been advanced to crush out re
ligious freedom and the rights of man.^
The concern for religious freedom and the rights of 

man, which was repeatedly expressed, did not imply that 
the Church should embark on a social or political cru
sade aimed to ensure social justice or protect these 
rights. Her contributions in this area must be moral 
and spiritual, for:

when all is said and done the Catholic Church is 
primarily a religion, and only secondarily a 
philosophy of life, and only thirdly a social re
form institution. Those who would have her con
centrate either on a quasi-political attack on 
Communism and Agnostic Liberalism when not bring
ing about a new reign of economic and social justice 
forget that she is powerless to effect anything ex
cept in so far as these secondary and tertiary 
matters automatically result from conviction in 
her religious dogma and practise of her moral 
teaching.^

An April 15, 1938, editorial reaffirmed that direct po
litical action and pressure was not the answer, since 
"it is not part of the duties of ecclesiastical author
ity to measure and evaluate the economic and political

5achievements of governments." The Church should in- 3

3Ibid.. 464.
A"The Church in Germany," The Commonweal. Vol. XXVI 

(July 2, 1937), 255, as quoted from the Dublin Review.
^Harry Sylvester, "Teacher Is Wonderful," The Com

monweal . Vol XXVII (April 15, 1938), 676.
5
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fluence secular affairs only by maintaining her spiritual 
strength. For spiritual and moral reasons, Nazism was 
vigorously opposed.

The reactions contained in The Commonweal reflect
ed both an accurate reading of the Nazi challenge and a 
broad concern for its victims. An article appearing on 
November 19, 1937, by Waldemar Gurian went to the heart 
of the matter. He observed that:

Nazism is a new religion which consists in the 
apotheosis of the people; and the people is, of 
course, identified with Hitler's movement.
Against this deification of political power, the 
Church defends, not only eternal, supernatural 
principles, but also the dignity of men and their 
inalienable rights.

A July 14, 1939, editorial insisted that in Nazi Germany, 
"totalitarianism and Christianity are shown . . . to be

7deeply antagonistic."
Another interesting observation about the nature of 

Nazism was offered by Heinrich Waellermann in his 
article "Crucifixion on the Swastika," appearing in the 
May 8, 1936, number. Drawing parallels between Com
munist and Nazi totalitarianism, he stated that:

Nazism is substantially identical with Communism; 
both deify matter; and they differ only acci-

g
Waldemar Gurian, "Nazi Against the Church," The 

Commonweal. Vol. XXVII (November 19, 1937), 93.
^"A Lesson for Us All," The Commonweal, Vol. XXX

(July 14, 1939), 8 6.
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dentally in worshipping two different aspects of 
matter. The one sees God incarnate in a Race, 
the other in a Class: both hate Him incarnate in 
His Son.®
The contributors to Commonweal harbored no illu

sions about the Nazi menace. Some writers might have 
been tempted to prophesy Hitler's pending doom because 
of his religious policies. Had not Bismarck failed to 
crush the Church? But such shallow comparisons are 
not made. A writer in the June 4, 1937, issue observed 
that "all traditional methods of defense have been up
rooted. It is therefore not surprising that even very 
cool and calm observers are talking of a Kulturkampf 
more vast and violent than that of the eighteen seven
ties."^

A narrow, parochial treatment was conspicuously 
absent from the pages of this Catholic weekly. Even 
though it forcefully defended the rights of the Church, 
its primary concern was to defend the natural rights of 
all men. In commenting on the occasion of Hitler 
fifth anniversary of power, an editorial writer insisted 
that "Hitler's Kulturkampf /sic7 is not a matter affect-

^Heinrieh Waellermann, "Crucifixion on the Swasti- 
ka," The Commonweal. Vol XXIV (May 8, 1936), 36.

^"Week by Week," The Commonweal. Vol. XXVI 
(June 4, 1937), 144.
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ing only church, and synagogue. Basic human rights have 
been and are being wantonly . . . outraged and it is our 
solemn duty to raise our voice in protest in a matter 
affecting all mankind."'1'̂

The German Catholic hierarchy was firmly and con
sistently supported in its efforts to defend orthodox 
Christianity and to retain church institutions. In ad
dition, many encouraging words were offered for the Con
fessional Protestant resistance. In noting the memoran
dum read from Confessional pulpits in May, 1936, an edi
torial affirmed that "German Catholics and their friends 
will . . . never forget to reverence the sterling Chris
tianity of these men, or cease to wish for them succor in 
their time of peril. The Confessionals had remained
true to their principles. The lineompromising attitude 
which The Commonweal maintained toward the Nazi State was 
reflected in statements about the moderate Lutheran re
sistance carried on by the Lutherrat♦ A March 26, 1937, 
account sadly observed that:

the uncompromising attitude of Pastor Niemoeller is 
not shared by South German Lutherans— who favor co
operation with the General Synod /Confessionals/ 
under certain conditions— or by such Prussian cler-

10 "Week by Week," The Commonweal. Vol. XXVII 
(February 4, 1938), 395.

'*'̂ "Week by Week," The Commonweal. Vol. XXIV
(September 4, 1936), 4 3 ^
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gymen as are in agreement with Dr. Koch. Ob
servers believe that during the present campaign 
Confessional Synod forces will have to draw much 
closer together if they hope to stem the tide of 
anti-Christianity that has obviously set in during 
recent months. ¿

The difficulty which the Lutheran tradition faced in 
Hitlerdom was accurately appraised. '’Practically con
sidered," state a September 28, 1934, editorial, "the 
cause of orthodox Lutheranism— so long dependent on
princes and now driven to act against the State— may

13well seem to be a forelorn hope."
A sympathetic understanding of the Protestant 

dilemma, however, was clearly evidenced. Several com
ments reflected a desire for a common Christian effort 
in this period of crisis. As early as March, 1934, an 
editorial writer insisted that "the lesson to be drawn 
from the whole German development is surely that under 
contemporary conditions those who profess the Christian 
heritage must assent to a measure of cooperation."^ 
Likewise, a November issue happily noted that "the Berlin 
Kirchenbalt. organ of the diocese, reaffirmed the soli
darity between Catholics and Protestants which was pro-

12 "German Protestantism," The Commonweal. Yol.
XXV (March 26, 1937), 610.

13 "German Protestantism," The Commonweal. Vol. XX 
(September 28, 1934), 497.

14 "The German Religions," The Commonweal, Yol.
XIX (March 16, 1934), 563.
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claimed nearly a year ago by Cardinal Faulhaber." A 
January, 1935, comment stated that "beyond all question 
one result has been the healing of many sores opened by 
the Reformation— a development which means at least an 
accession of notable and noble strength to the soul of 
the Church.

The concern to defend human rights was displayed as 
prominently in the treatment of the Jewish dilemma as it 
was in accounts of Protestant and Catholic difficulties. 
An April 12, 1933, editorial registered a strong chal
lenge to the Christians of Germany.

"By their fruits you shall know them," said Jesus 
Christ. By the justice, or the lack of it, now 
displayed by the Christians of Germany, Protestant 
or Catholic both, toward the Jews, will the rest 
of the world judge the Christianity of Germany.-*-^

Another editorial which appeared early in the history of
the Third Reich set the tone for further treatment of
the issue:

Into the allegations regarding a "Jewish problem" 
in Germany, we simply do not enter. It may be 
true, as is said, that a small body of Jews, many 
of them barely seasoned nationals, hold a dispro
portionate amount of professional power. It may

15

15t»The Wide World," The Commonweal. Vol. XXI 
(November 23, 1934), 118.

1 f)"The Church and the Year," The Commonweal, Vol. 
XXI (January 4, 1935), 274.

17"Love Against Hate," The Commonweal, Vol. XVII
(April 12, 1933), 647.



107

not be true. If it is true, however legitimately 
it came about, it will be regarded, and under
standably, as a problem by the German Gentiles.
But this has no bearing on our condemnation of the 
persecution.

Once again, the moral insights of Christianity were
deemed more important than any excuse which men could
offer. Anti-Semitism was condemned wherever it was
found. The editors, in prefatory remarks to a December
21, 1934, article, expressed concern about anti-Semitism
in the Church. "That anti-Jewish feeling is rife in the
United States is, perhaps, not surprising; that it should
be growing here and there among Catholics is less under- 

19standable."
Throughout the period, editorials and articles ex

posed anti-Semitic prejudice and condemned it. For 
example, an October 9, 1936, review of Rabbi Lee J. 
Levinger's book, Anti-Semitism Yesterday and Tomorrow.
charged that this racial prejudice was "the Christian's

20great shame." An April 21, 1939, article by Nicholas A.
Berdyaev, "the greatest living Orthodox theologian,"

21condemned anti-Semitism "as a crime and a menace."

1 ft"Standards and the Times," The Commonweal, Vol. 
XVIII (June 2, 1933), 115. relics added.

19Louis Minsky, "Catholics and Jews," The Commonweal, 
Vol. XXI (December 28, 1934), 247.

20"The Jew's Great Sorrow," The Commonweal, Vol.
XXIV (October 9, 1936), 565.

21Nicholas A. Berdyaev, "The Crime of Anti- 
Semitism," The Commonweal, Vol XXIX (April 21, 1939),
706 o
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Prom the first issue which was reviewed to the 
last, the perception and clarity with which The Common
weal defended the Christian heritage in the face of 
Nazi tyranny clearly proved this weekly a forceful and 
effective soldier on the front lines of battle for the 
Church Militant. The consistent application of funda
mental Christian principles to the German situation 
gave eloquent expression to the ideals for which Chris
tians claim to stand.



CONCLUSION

In the prefatory remarks, several questions were 
stated which the Nazi challenge forced the Christian 
Church to reconsider. What is the proper relationship 
of Church and State? Should the Christian gospel be 
applied to social and political issues, or should it be 
confined to strictly spiritual matters? Should Catholic 
and Protestant Christians stand united in defense of 
common principles, or are their divisions of mind and 
spirit too deep for reconciliation? What should be the 
Christian response to racial intolerance and social in
justice?

The publications which considered these issues most 
directly and forcefully were The Christian Century and 
The Commonweal. Both recognized the total incompati
bility of the totalitarian state with the Christian mes
sage, and each asserted that the Church was called to 
minister to the social needs of this world. They called 
for a united Christian response to the Nazi attack and 
staunchly condemned the social injustice suffered by 
Jewish Germans.

America and The Catholic World also condemned Nazi 
totalitarianism because it violated natural law concepts.



They reflected the belief that the Church should speak 
to its age, but they also indicated a lack of agreement 
about how Christian principles should be applied to 
social issues. America suggested that a new era in 
Protestant-Catholic relations was in the making, but 
the call for a united Christian front was neither 
direct nor enthusiastic. The Catholic World consistent
ly condemned the spirit and the law of German anti- 
Semitism, but several comments in America indicated a 
reluctance to speak out forcefully on the matter.

The attack upon German Christianity presented a 
special problem for the Lutheran tradition. It was 
challenged to reconsider the application of the doctrine 
of the two worlds and complete separation of Church and 
State. The Lutheran reflected a desire to remain true 
to the traditional application of these principles; it 
asserted that the business of the Church was the salva
tion of souls, not the social complexion of nations. But 
it was critical of Nazi social and religious policies.
It supported dissenting pastors and opposed the wholesale 
anti-Semitism of the Nazis. The Lutheran offered some 
support to Catholic Germans who suffered under Hitler.
But an underlying suspicion of Roman motives and inten
tions discouraged it from advocating a forceful united 
front against the common foe. The Lutheran Witness, how
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ever, did not clearly address itself to the issues which



Ill

arose and seemed content to withdraw to a parochial out
look and interpretation. It provided neither an accu
rate reading of the German situation nor a credible ap
plication of Christian socio-moral principles.

Since the rise of the Christian religion during the 
Roman Empire, through the Church-State struggles of the 
Middle Ages and the Reformation era, to the present, 
theologians and philosophers have been challenged by 
the question which is fundamental to this study: What 
is the business of the Church in the here and now? As 
a religion, Christianity has been oriented toward the 
life to come, but its social and moral precepts have 
kept it in the heat and the dust of this world. There 
has never been total agreement on how religious prin
ciples should be applied to society. But the issue is 
a continuing feature of Western thought which demands 
the serious consideration of all men who are concerned 
about the moral outlook and social destiny of Western
man.
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