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back to the Church the Old Orthodox Schismatic Believers, Complet-
ing the Church Union in Transylvania and Banat,” Fond Sinod, Sumarul
Sedintelor de Sinod din 1977, 146—147, Archiva Secretariatului Patriarhiei
Romane.

Bishop Emilian Birdas was replaced by Andrei Andreicut, his administra-
tive vicar, in 1990. After a few months Birdas was appointed Bishop Vicar
of Caransebes, a lower position in the hierarchy. He died two years later.
A special seminary (a secondary school to train priests) was opened in
Tirgoviste in the mid-1960s for training devoted to the particular char-
acteristics of former Greek Catholic parishes. Although the school was
supposed to provide clergy to the poorer rural parishes of Transylvania,
graduates were used less in former Greek Catholic parishes. Instead, the
Church hierarcy preferred that university-educated priests lead these par-
ishes. These educated priests came from the Sibiu Theological Institute
in Transylvania, which stressed subjects like church history, canon law,
homiletics, and liturgics—issues that were particularly difficult after the
unification with the Greek Catholic Church.

Toan Tutecean, interview by Anca Sincan, Mureseni, Mures, May 14,
2006.

Episcopia Ortodoxa Roména Alba Iulia, Dare de seamd. Sectia Economicd
[Annual report. Economic Service]; File no. 4786, December 5, 1976, Ar-
hivele Arhiepiscopiei Ortodoxe Romaéne, Alba Iulia.

Most of the country had electricity in the household for merely two hours
a day.

Ioan Tutecean, interview by Anca Sincan, Mureseni, Mures, May 14,
2006.

Ibid.

Maria Tutecean, interview by Anca Sincan, Mureseni, Mures, May 14,
2006.

The use of “Spirit” versus “Duh” and “Induri-Te Spre Noi” versus “Mi-
luieste-ne” are considered the two most obvious differences in Greek
Catholic and Orthodox religious services. This is obviously a gross over-
statement.

Ioan Tutecean, interview by Anca Sincan, Mureseni, Mures, May 14,
2006.



Human Rights as a Theological and
Political Controversy among East
German and Czech Protestants

KatHarmna KUNTER

Undoubtedly, Christian churches, church-based groups, and individ-
ual believers were significant participants in the process of democratic
transformation in Central and Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s.
The Catholic Church’s political impact on Poland has been likened to
“seeds of triumph,” while some observers have labeled the East Ger-
man transition a “Protestant revolution.”! The role of the church has
been symbolized by pictures of, for instance, the candlelit Monday
demonstrations in front of St. Nicholas Church in Leipzig, or thou-
sands of Poles gathered for a papal mass. From such images we gain
the conventional perspective of the Christian churches acting as guard-
ians of freedom and human rights and taking the lead in the political
changes of the 1980s. But when we make a historical analysis of the
churches’ part, it is, as Hugh McLeod has stated, “less clear how sig-
nificant that part was.”? Furthermore, looking back now, twenty years
after the turning points of 1989-1990, it is also unclear to what extent
the political influence of the churches and the Christian religion was
effected directly, through activism and institutional means, or more
obliquely, through cultural influences.

John Lewis Gaddis’s well-known phrase “we now know,”? which
he applied to the political history of the Cold War and the communist
states, applies equally to the history of Christianity in Eastern Europe.
Since 1989 there have been many detailed national studies (including
the recent, controversial studies of the churches’ interactions with in-
telligence agencies) and some broader international and trans-national
works concerning religion.* Most of these, from the field of religious
sociology, explore the decreased sway of religious heritage and church
institutions and the extent to which communist rule was responsible
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for this decline of Christianity’s social and cultural influence in East-
ern Europe. Other studies, mostly by political scientists and histori-
ans, were written from a traditional political-historical perspective and
are therefore focused on the connections between church and national
identity or church and state.” A smaller number of studies by church
historians describe and explain the survival of their own churches,
sometimes seeking to legitimize the way that churches navigated amid
opposition, conformity, and loyalty to the communist regimes.%

Considering the amount of literature published in the last two
decades, the lack of cultural-history studies is still striking. The influ-
ence of churches as transmitted through the force of religious identity
remains largely unexplored. Just as new historiographical approaches
have recognized that feelings and emotions are historically influen-
tial,” so a new understanding of religious groups should look not only
at their social or political functions but also at their shared mentali-
ties and associated phenomena.? In recent German historiographic
debates, the term “mentality” signifies the ideological and discursive
structure of a particular group’s culture and its associated emotional
economy. Using this approach, this essay will explore one of the signifi-
cant elements of Protestant discourse during the 1970s and 1980s: the
issue of “human rights.” Though Christians today generally endorse
the concept of individual, human rights, Protestant elites in the former
German Democratic Republic (hereafter GDR) found it problematic.
Of course, this ambivalence was partly a product of the political an-
tagonism of the Cold War, in which the “West” and “East” proclaimed
competing ideas of rights: the liberal principle of individual, human
rights and the socialist idea of collective, social rights. But at the same
time, East German Protestants’ concerns about the Western under-
standing of rights were also the result of historical aversion within Ger-
man Protestant thought toward conceptions of human rights based in
political liberalism or natural law.

The focus of this article is this particular cultural tradition—or
“mentality”—of German Protestantism and the effect it had on Prot-
estants’ acceptance of modernity and modern political thought. This
cultural imprint of German Protestantism did not change until the
1970s and 1980s, when involvement in ecumenical organizations,
contact with non-German theologians, and the changing expectations
of churchgoers in the GDR brought a transformation of East Ger-
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man Protestants’ perception of, and engagement with, human rights.
By comparing this changing approach toward human rights to that of
Protestants in Czechoslovakia, I will show that distinct discourses and
corresponding structural mentalities regarding human rights existed
among different Protestant Christian groups in Central Europe. Some
political scientists, such as Gert-Joachim GlaeB3ner, deny that these
differences in mentality exist. Rather, they have seen such variations
as the positions of individual church leaders rather than the collective
characteristics of a religious group. Contrary to this position, I will ar-
gue that, even though East German and Czech Protestants drew from
the same theological references, their differing understandings of hu-
man rights as a concept valid for Christian ethics were grounded in
distinct historical experiences and social and cultural settings.’

Human Rights in the German Protestant Tradition

Before we turn toward the concrete situation of Protestantism in East
Germany and Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s, a short look at
the historical ambivalence toward human rights in German Protestant
theology is required. This is necessary because German Protestantism
was, until the 1940s, still an important intellectual influence on other
European Protestant churches, such as in the Czech Lands and Scan-
dinavia.

In general, the modern idea of individual human rights that devel-
oped in Europe during the Enlightenment offered a liberal and secu-
lar perspective on man and society that the majority of the Christian
churches could not integrate with their theological concepts. Long af-
ter the French Revolution, the Protestant attitude toward human rights
was still represented by the prayer: “Freedom, egalitarianism and hu-
man rights keep from us, O my God.”!° At first, “human rights” for
Protestants was a synonym for chaos, anarchy, and anti-clericalism.
Later, during the Industrial Revolution, human rights stood for radical
promises and false hopes of solutions to social problems. But for most
German Protestants, human rights were no substitute for charity and
evangelism. As the German Protestant Central Committee for Social
Welfare (Innere Mission) declared, “Human rights and human power
are unable to create bread.”!!
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Beginning in the nineteenth century, German Protestants’ skepti-
cism about human rights heavily influenced both East and West Euro-
pean Protestants and continued to do so until the late 1970s. A well-
known example of a German Protestant with wide influence across Eu-
rope is the Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Normally seen
as an outstanding opponent of Nazism and advocate of moral courage
and the dignity of man, Bonhoeffer was not an advocate of the liberal
conception of human rights. In his 1941 essay “The Church and the
New Order in Europe,” Bonhoeffer postulated a contrast between the
understanding of freedom in his theology and within Western liberal-
ism:

Being free [in the biblical sense] means... not the dissolution of all
authority but living within the authorities and bonds and Lmited by
God’s word. The question of individual freedoms—such as free-
dom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, etc.—
can be addressed only within this overarching context. The impor-
tant question is the extent to which these freedoms are necessary
and suited for fostering and securing freedom to live according to
the commands of God. That is, freedom is not in the first place an
individual right but a responsibility; freedom is not in the first place
oriented toward the individual but toward the neighbour.!?

Human rights, he concluded, are a matter of charity, not of law. This
theological and dogmatic argument remained unchanged in Bonhoef-
fer’s influential Erhics (first published in 1949), in which he again re-
fused the liberal concept of individual rights and argued for a theologi-
cal determination of all existence:!?> “Therefore the church, too, has no
relationship to the world other than through Jesus Christ. This means
that the proper relationship of the church to the world does not derive
from some natural law, or law of reason, or universal human rights, but
solely from the gospel of Jesus Christ.”!4

Bonhoeffer’s approach was typical of German Protestant theology
in the early twentieth century, while the positive attitude toward liberal
human rights expressed by figures like Ernst Troeltsch was the excep-
tion. Even after defeat in war, occupation and division, and Germans’
encounter with ideas of democracy and socialism, Protestant theolo-
gians continued to hold to the traditional, critical approach to human
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rights. For example, theologian Friedrich Delektat, speaking in Janu-
ary 1949 at the synod of the Lutheran Church, pointed to the conflict
between abstract ideas and Germans’ concrete problems: “If, instead
of universal human rights, the introduction of the new constitutions in
Germany promised every German his own bed for the year 1949 and
every German family its own kitchen and own flat for the year 1950,
and also if this promise should be kept, then so would the trust of the
German population in the law and justice of the new state be strength-
ened much more than through those many newspaper articles about
universal human rights, which are not possible to realize in practice
today.”1®

Traces of this opinion can also be found in the periodical of the
Confessing Church, funge Kirche, first published as an anti-Nazi fo-
rum. In 1949 Funge Kirche characterized human rights as a “titanic at-
tempt,” arguing that there was no reference to God in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.!® That same year Protestant jurists and
theologians from West Germany, meeting in Gottingen, broached the
issue of natural law and human rights as an acceptable basis of law.
They agreed that different “secularized forms” of natural law could not
be the last normative instance for human rights.!”

These examples indicate the continued ambivalence among Prot-
estants in Germany toward the idea of human rights. Ironically, the
very concept of individual rights owed much to German Protestant-
ism. Luther, the Reformation, and Protestant theology had offered a
new understanding of humanity based on individualism and personal
responsibility, which allowed for the development of the modern liberal
model of human rights. At the same time, however, German Protestant
theology also assumed that all people should be Protestant Christians;
therefore, a definition of, or argument for, human rights was not nec-
essary. This line of argument could be described as the “idealistic” or
“anti-natural law” approach, variations of which can be found among
different traditions of European Protestantism. In the twentieth cen-
tury, its leading advocate, along with Bonhoeffer, was the Swiss theolo-
gian Karl Barth. Like Bonhoeffer, Barth held to the notion of respon-
sibility rather than rights. He argued that Christians, while ultimately
committed to God’s kingdom, are also “equally committed to respon-
sibility for the earthly ‘city,” called to work and (it may be) to struggle,
as well as to pray, for it.”!® Barth wrote of these political duties as be-
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ing carried out collectively, by the Christian church, not by individuals.
He insisted upon the rights of the church to proclaim the Gospel and
administer the sacraments, a liberty that was grounded not in ideas de-
rived from liberalism or natural law but rather in the “concrete law of
freedom.” For Barth, the rights of the church, not of individuals, were
fundamental to a just state. He wrote, “This right of the Church to
liberty means the foundation, the maintenance, the restoration of ev-
erything—certainly of all human law. Wherever this right is recognized,
and wherever a true Church makes use of it... there we shall find a
legitimate human authority and an equally legitimate human indepen-
dence1?

Even as we recognize this important and influential German view
of human rights, it should also be mentioned that other Protestant per-
spectives of human rights existed. For example, American Protestants
such as Frederick Nolde, John Foster Dulles, and Reinhold Niebuhr
had a strong impact on the formulation of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights in 1948. Likewise, the foundation of the World Council
of Churches in 1948 was shaped by the work of Dutch General Secre-
tary Willem Visser’t Hooft and his understanding of religious freedom
as a fundamental human right.?°

Political and Church-Based Developments
in the 1970s

Emerging from this theological and church-historical background,
the discourse about Christianity and human rights that started in the
1970s ran counter to the German Protestant theological tradition. In
this respect German Protestantism was behind the Roman Catholic
Church (and definitely behind Catholic thinkers like Jacques Mari-
tain). After controversial debates during the Second Vatican Coun-
cil (1962-1965), the Catholic Church had officially accepted human
rights based on natural law, with the statement on religious liberty,
“Dignitatis Humanae” (1965).2! This declaration and, more influ-
entially, the social and political movements of the 1960s widened the
horizon of the somewhat isolated German Protestant churches and
opened a theological discussion of human rights. However, the most
important motivation to address human rights came from the East-
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West conflict. The Cold War in Europe had changed by the 1970s;
no longer enemies seeking to extend the territory under their control,
the two superpowers now tried to consolidate their hegemony within
existing boundaries. The United States and the Soviet Union wanted
to maintain geopolitical stability in Europe with as few military, politi-
cal, economic, and ideological costs as possible. Under this new geopo-
litical order, the successful Osipolitik of West German chancellor Willy
Brandt and the acceptance of two separate German states at the Unit-
ed Nations in 1973 set the scene for the multilateral European Security
Conference. This diplomatic gathering of 35 European states, Canada,
and the United States, later known as the Conference for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), ended in 1975 with the unanimous
approval of the Helsinki Accords. The articles and “baskets” of the
Helsinki Accords were strongly marked by the two different approach-
es to the issue of rights: that of the Western democracies, which pro-
moted the liberal idea of individual rights, and that of the Eastern so-
cialist states, which advocated social and collective human rights. Most
influential for ongoing developments in Eastern Europe, however, was
Article VII of the Accords, which required signatory states to respect
human rights and religious liberty. This particular agreement on re-
spect of human rights was derived from natural-law principles and was
an accomplishment of the Vatican and its diplomatic representatives. 22

The political impact of the Helsinki Accords provoked a response
from European Protestant churches and ecumenical organizations.
The two main German Protestant institutions, the West German Evan-
gelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD) and the Bund Evangelischer Kirch-
en in East Germany (BEK), had to respond not only to the political
but also to the ecclesiastical and ecumenical demands of the situation.
The result was a debate about human rights that departed from the
previous theological Deutsche Sonderweg.

In 1974 the EKD published for the first time a statement about
human rights, followed by, in 1975 and 1976, two other official posi-
tions on human rights in the European ecumenical context. These dec-
larations generated intense dispute about human rights at different lev-
els within the Church in West Germany.?* Only then did the Church’s
statements symbolize a turn toward secular language and Enlighten-
ment concepts. However, because they sought to ground human rights
not in natural law but in Protestant theology, they also tried—in the
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tradition of Bonhoeffer—to avoid highlighting individual human rights.
N West German Church leaders and theologians instead pointed out the
moral and social obligation of Protestants toward their brothers and
sisters in society.

Very similar to these discussions among West German Protestants
were those that began during the 1970s in the churches in the GDR,
I although they took place in the very different context of censorship,
state pressure, and repression of individual believers in daily life. In
1973 the Theological Department of the Lutheran Commiitee in the
GDR presented the study Sorge um eine menschliche Welt—Normativ-
1‘ wdt und Relativitdt der Menschenrechte [Care for a human world: Nor-
I mativity and relativity of Human Rights], in which its authors tried to
! develop a differentiated Christian viewpoint of human rights in a so-
j cialist society. The study presented an understanding of human rights
that was both close to the socialist interpretation of collective rights
! and critical of the socialist state’s abuses of individual rights: “Human
rights and socialism have become influential examples for a better life,
and their mobilizing power still works unchanged today... If the rights
of others becomes the main priority of society, then the limitations for
an increase in humanity that arise from the socialist approach also be-
‘ come visible.”?* This attempt at a balanced perspective was not well
I received. The East German government, in the person of State Sec-
il retary for Church Affairs Hans Seigewasser, denounced the study as
‘ “addressed against the internal and foreign affairs of the GDR.” The
i authors were prohibited from releasing the study abroad or publishing
| it at home, and they were threatened with state sanctions.

i This episode indicates East German Protestants’ limited scope of
i activity in the early 1970s. But with the GDR’s entrance into the Unit-
ed Nations in 1973 and the state’s new international profile, the situa-
tion of the Protestant Church changed. The state now tried to use the
Church to promote the foreign policy of the GDR in ecumenical dis-
cussions; Protestant representatives were expected to stress the positive
role of the socialist countries in the CSCE process and, at the same
j time, abandon liberal concepts of human rights. The Church thus had
to adjust for the new ideas encountered in ecumenical meetings and
avoid being dominated by state instrumentalization. The issue of hu-
man rights was therefore a battleground for both sides. The Church
was impelled to develop a response to the Helsinki Accords out of a
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theological tradition that was skeptical of individual human rights in
a liberal and democratic sense. At the same time, the state sought a
policy that would safely accommodate the Church’s widened horizons,
insofar as it advanced the GDR’s international aims, while limiting the
influence of the East German Protestants’ encounter with ideas of hu-
man rights.

Leading Protestant theologians and influential representatives of
the BEK in ecumenical organizations, like Christa Lewek, Manfred
Stolpe, and Giinter Krusche, formulated an answer to this dilemma.
They argued that the question of human rights was anchored in the
social-political reality of the GDR and could be realized only under the
conditions of socialism. Furthermore, they stated that individual and
social human rights belonged together and were interdependent. Thus,
the Synod stated, “Helsinki showed us: One cannot talk about peace
without mentioning human rights. One can’t want human rights for
the individual without standing up for peace for all.”?> However, these
prominent figures of the BEK were not representative of East Ger-
man Protestants. With such abstract statements, the theologians and
Church officials showed their closeness to the ideology of the regime.
In addition, they were part of a privileged Protestant elite who worked
in and for the Bund Evangelischer Kirchen and were isolated from or-
dinary Protestant believers. While this elite enjoyed, for example, the
freedom to travel abroad (including to Western countries) and the op-
portunity to publish their theological writings on the “church in so-
cialism,” those who attended Sunday services suffered daily discrimina-
tion, and their children were barred from higher education. While the
leading figures of the BEK did not see the necessity for political change
and opposition by the churches, younger, more radical Protestants
were restless for freedom of movement, employment, and conscience.
Although their numbers were not large (about 4,000-6,000 younger
Protestants belonged to the circle of these oppositional groups, in con-
trast to four or five million official members of the BEK), the opposi-
tional churchgoers began at the end of the 1980s to influence ordinary
churchgoers through their political engagement, their dynamic actions,
and their demands for democracy and human rights in the GDR.2° It
was these believers, not the Church leaders and theologians, who drove
the demonstrations of 1989.
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Human Rights and Protestant Grassroots Groups
in the 1980s

Despite the GDR’s greater openness in the 1970s, tension filled the
1980s. Rising economic problems and the aging political elite’s vice-
like grip on power contributed to a collective gloom among East Ger-
mans. Perestroika and glasnost in the Soviet Union offered the hope
of change, but the East German regime’s continued inflexibility only
further demoralized the general public. State policy against churches
also grew more restrictive, while the BEK leadership sought to dampen
any enthusiasm for Gorbachev’s reforms, warning members against
glasnost euphoria. Church leaders did not want what they believed to
be risky, open discussions in groups and broader circles to jeopardize
an improvement in church-state relations.?” This reluctant response to
the human-rights issue matched that of the top level of the BEK. By
the late 1980s East German Protestant leaders continued to prefer dia-
logue with the state and maintenance of the status quo over the poten-
tial danger of discussions about freedom and human rights.

Gorbachev’s “New Thinking” was therefore more appreciated by
unofficial church-based groups and in circles of the independent peace
movement, like the Bausoldaten discussed in David Doellinger’s essay.
Christians—mostly Protestants—in these groups expected new pos-
sibilities for participation in civil society and took the opportunity to
express explicitly the social and political shortcomings of the GDR and
to call for a critical and thorough debate about the political system.?®
The insistence by these Protestants, who organized groups at the grass-
roots level (Basisgruppen), on human rights for individuals in the social-
ist state was a radical departure from the discourse of Church leaders
as well as from the traditions of German Protestant theology. There-
fore, owing to this conflict with the views of the BEK leadership and
the main current of German Protestant thought, Christian activists did
not formulate their arguments against the repressive political situation
in the GDR using theological concepts but instead turned to secular
language.

One important episode that made clear this gap between the
Bund Evangelischer Kirchen as an institution and ordinary Protestants
involved the Conciliar Process for Justice, Peace and the Integrity of



Human Rights as a Theological and Political Controversy 227

Creation, initiated by the World Council of Churches at its 1983 As-
sembly in Vancouver. The Conciliar Process stimulated East German
Protestants to express their dissent publicly for the first time and pro-
test the absence of liberal freedoms and opportunities to participate in
public discourse. In advance of three major ecumenical gatherings in
Dresden and Magdeburg in 1986, a group of Protestants and Catho-
lics started a “postcard campaign,” inviting all Christians in the GDR
to write their hopes and expectations for the meetings and the Con-
ciliar Process. The campaign was a surprising success. By the start of
1987, almost 10,000 replies had been received from bakers, gardeners,
kindergarten teachers, and other ordinary East Germans, who wrote
clearly and impressively about their individual experiences in a social-
ist society.?? From a historical perspective, this collection of requests
and proposals—today lying in the archives of the Protestant Church
in Berlin—represents an exceptional source of “history from below.”3?
These postcards tell of the political deficiencies of the socialist state
and give insight into the restricted, depressing, and gray daily life of
the GDR in the late 1980s. Nearly all respondents, writing under the
heading “Glasnost in the GDR,” cited the major need in East German
state and society for new political and economic structures. Besides
other political and legal issues, such as the non-existent rule of law,
an obvious theme in the postcards was the demand for civil and hu-
man rights on all levels, as well as the often expressed and deeply felt
regret at struggling through daily life without hope or joy. For many
respondents, the act of writing itself offered personal encouragement,
connected with the hope that the church would become their advocate
against the sorrows and hardships of their lives.

Although the postcard campaign was done under religious aus-
pices, and the postcards were written mostly by Catholics and Protes-
tants, the answers were not explicitly religious or theological. Respon-
dents used secular language to express what they missed and did not
connect their thoughts to any theological concept—neither to the state-
ments of the Bund Evangelischer Kirchen nor the Evangelische Kirche in
Deutschland. Comments written under the heading “Hopes for Words
and Actions from the Church” mentioned notable contemporary fig-
ures as examples of Christian action, such as the German theologians
Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Hans-Joachim Iwand, black South African
pastor Frank Chikane, and Martin Luther King, Jr., or used biblical
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references, mostly from the Sermon on the Mount, to legitimize the
| political engagement of the church. The only specific reference to Ger-
| man theological discourse was to the concept of Skalom formulated by
| Heino Falcke, a supporter of the grassroots Protestant groups. This ab-
sence of comment on statements of the BEK not only indicated that
the Church’s discourse on human rights remained abstract and elit-
ist for most Protestants but also demonstrated that the gap between
Church leaders and churchgoers in the GDR was almost as wide as
that between the Politburo and the people. Ordinary Protestants, es-
pecially those of younger generations who belonged to the grass-
roots groups, distanced themselves increasingly from the institutional
Church. No longer could the Lutheran Church in East Germany be
seen as a Volkskirche.

At the same time, as Protestant opponents of the government be-
came estranged from the institutional Church, the Protestant oppo-
sition became less and less a Christian movement. Because Church
functionaries, in pursuing the idea of the “church in socialism” and
following the tradition of German theology, did not offer a Christian
argument for human rights, Protestants involved in grassroots opposi-
tion groups turned to a secularized discourse. The opposition set itself
against the leadership of the East German Protestant Church, and lay-
people became active in non-religious dissident groups. Similarly, when
| the Monday Demonstrations began at Leipzig’s St. Nicholas Church
‘; in 1989, non-Christians had no confessional obstacles to joining with
|

‘ Christians in the protests against the state.
I Despite the emerging divisions in the Church, East German Prot-
i estants attempted during the 1986 ecumenical gatherings to integrate
‘ liberal ideas of human rights into a theological framework. One of the
i working groups formed during the meetings, representing the whole
; spectrum of East German Protestantism (pastors, BEK functionaries,
grassroots group members, and laypeople), worked to produce a state-
ment on believers’ political and social tasks in light of the Christian
virtue of hope for the present and future. The final text of this working
group, titled “More Justice in the GDR,” became—more than any oth-
er document of this time—a symbol of the resistance of the church to
H the state in the last years of the GDR. It emboldened many East Ger-
man Christians and encouraged them to join in the demonstrations of }
1989, therefore becoming a significant element in the collective mem-




Human Rights as a Theological and Political Controversy 229

ory of the Protestant participants. Under the heading “Our Hope and
Our Act,” the document declared: “We Christians pray: ‘Your king-
dom come,’ because we expect from God that which we cannot expect
from man. We expect that God will one day wipe away all our tears.
We expect his kingdom, in which all suffering and all injustice will have
their end. Man cannot and need not build this kingdom. God’s king-
dom is God’s concern... Therefore, we believe that already now and
through our humble work, refreshing and encouraging signs of God’s
kingdom and his justice in our world are possible. Because God in
Christ is close to all men, we seek every coalition of reason to advance
toward a more humane world, in which peace and justice grow and the
oppressed can again walk upright.”3!

Though the statement was influential to Protestants in their op-
position to the state, its pious language concealed a very controversial
debate. The working group’s final text was a compromise in this de-
bate, but the arguments showed that the German Protestant theologi-
cal tradition remained a difficult legacy. The crucial points of the dis-
agreement were the theological and ecclesiastical issues related to how
Protestants, living in a real social and political context, understand and
seek the “Kingdom of God.” The working group, in its deliberations,
addressed two major theological questions. First, when and how is the
Kingdom of God coming—and what consequences will this have for
the ongoing efforts of Protestants to change the social and political re-
ality of the GDR? And second, in the context of the GDR, what prior-
ity should be given to the politics and ideology of socialism as opposed
to the struggle for democracy and the rule of law? Were these lines of
political activity connected to or exclusive of each other? And what was
the relationship between opposition and authority in general?

Historically, the differing approaches to these questions were crys-
tallized in two wings of German political Protestantism. One approach
viewed the Kingdom of God as a real, concrete utopia, with democrat-
ic socialism as a model. Physicist Hans-Jiirgen Fischbeck, one advocate
of this idea, not only argued that the rule of the Socialist Unity Party
in East Germany was illegitimate but also criticized Western capital-
ist democracies.? According to this approach, human rights based on
a Western or liberal model would not play an important role in ideal
politics and society; if they did, it would only be relative to collective
social conditions. The second option, as theologian Richard Schréder
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formulated it, viewed the Kingdom of God as an ideal. Following the
traditional Lutheran idea of the two kingdoms, this stance held that
the Kingdom of God was the Kingdom of God. Temporal power and
authority were distinct from it, although not necessarily negative.>> The
consequence of this approach for its protagonists was that democracy
was to be sought for rational reasons, for the improved functioning of
the state and society, and not because of any theological justification.
Human rights had a place in this concept, but only as the foundation
of a liberal democracy built to a Western standard. The statement
“More Justice in the GDR” successfully bridged the two theological
arguments, but the subsequent history of the East German transition
shows that proponents of these positions followed different political
tracks.

From a historical perspective, the discourse on human rights and
the coming of God’s Kingdom marked a watershed in the long, am-
bivalent history of German Protestantism and human rights. Forced
by the external political pressure of the Helsinki Accords, by the in-
ternal pressure of the SED dictatorship, by the demands of younger
Christians engaged in political opposition, and, lastly, by ongoing secu-
larization in the GDR, East German Protestants finally accepted hu-
man rights expressed in a secular language and defined as the highest
normative standard for a democratic system. With that development, a
300-year tradition of skepticism toward the idea of human rights came
to an end.

Czech Protestants and Human Rights

The argument that German Protestant engagement with the issue of
human rights represented a theological Sonderweg, with its own nation-
al and cultural features and resulting discourse, can be seen clearly by
a taking a comparative glance at Czechoslovakia. Though Czech and
East German Protestants lived in neighboring socialist states and drew
from common theological sources, their views of human rights and the
cultural and historical contexts that shaped those views were quite dif-
ferent. The following section points out some of these different devel-
opments in Czech Protestantism. The aim of this comparison, in fol-
lowing a cultural history approach, is to show the two different sets of
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mentalities, within two adjacent Protestant groups, in regard to ques-
tions of human rights, modernity, and secularization.

A main difference in the socio-political situations in the GDR
and Czechoslovakia during the 1970s and 1980s was that Czechoslo-
vakia had only one significant platform of opposition and defense of
human rights, Charter 77, while in East Germany there existed vari-
ous small oppositional groups. The one major group to emerge in the
GDR, the Initiative for Peace and Human Rights (Initiative Frieden und
Menschenrechte), was founded only in 1986 and explicitly followed the
model of Charter 77. With this background in mind, a historical anal-
ysis of the mentalities, the political motives, and theological convic-
tions of the Protestant signatories of Charter 77 has special relevance.
However (and this is a valuable aim for further academic research),
none of the historical, political, and sociological studies of Charter 77
have addressed the confessional affiliation of its members. H. Gordon
Skilling’s interviews with Charter 77 signatories in the 1980s included
Protestant voices, but confessional affiliation or religious views were
not made explicit or developed.?* In her comparative study of Czech
and East German dissidents, Annette Lutz considered religious iden-
tity as a motivational factor and the importance of the church as shelter
for the opposition in the GDR, but she neglected to explore these top-
ics with the Czech dissidents, and therefore had inconsistent results.3’
Finally, Gil Eyal, who in 2003 presented a sort of sociological group
biography of Charter 77, oversimplified matters by subsuming Ladislav
Hejdanek, a Protestant philosopher and a confessing member of the
Church of the Czech Brethren, into the category “philosopher and
intellectual ”*® This academic disregard of religion missed an impor-
tant point: Among the 242 initial signers of Charter 77, over 7 percent
were pastors and nearly 10 percent were lay members of the Church of
the Czech Brethren.?” Given that only 2 percent of the whole popula-
tion belonged to the Church (between 200,000 and 240,000 people),
Czech Protestants were over-represented among Charter 77 mem-
bers.?® In light of this remarkably high endorsement of the Charter
77 movement, the question arises as to why Czech Protestants, unlike
East Germans, were more disposed to the defense of human rights.

In the twentieth century, Czech Protestants were much more fa-
miliar with traditions of liberal theology and political thought. Czecho-
slovakia, after its foundation in 1918, was one of the more open societ-
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ies in Eastern Europe, combining a stable democracy with a relatively
high educational standard among its people.?® The first president of
the new republic, Toma$ Garrigue Masaryk, was an advocate of the
Anglo-American concept of individual rights and a role model for a
liberal, constructive middle class, prompting some Czechs to combine
commitment for democracy and human rights with civic involvement,
even from an early stage of the state’s independence. Furthermore,
Masaryk’s own religious biography exemplified the potential politi-
cal relevance of Protestantism in modern European society.*® Turn-
ing from the Catholic Church in 1870 and entering into the Reformed
Protestant Church in 1880, Masaryk pinned his hopes on Protestant-
ism, which he associated with democratic developments in his country
and throughout Europe.

As president, Masaryk supported the 1920 union of the Czech
Lutheran and Reformed churches into a single Protestant institution:
the Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren (Ceskobratrskd cirkev
evangelickd). He also supported the formation in the same year of
the Czechoslovak chapter of the Young Men’s Christian Association
(YMCA), with which he had first come into contact during his vis-
its to the United States. The YMCA, particularly the Academic Sec-
tion, which issued publications and organized symposia and lectures,
was influential for the development of the postwar generation of Czech
Protestant intellectuals and their support for human rights. Leaders of
the Academic YMCA were theologian Josef Lukl Hromadka and phi-
losopher Emanuel Radl, both supporters of Masaryk’s political phi-
losophy and regular commentators on Czechoslovak democracy; Radl
in particular was a strong proponent of the concept of individual hu-
man rights as opposed to the collective rights of nations. Nearly all of
the leading theologians of the Church of the Czech Brethren in the
postwar period participated in activities of the Academic YMCA. (An-
other prominent figure in the YMCA from its founding was Vaclav M.
Havel, father of the future president.)

Among these Czech Protestant participants in the Academ-
ic YMCA who later signed Charter 77 was BoZena Komarkova.*' A
teacher of history and philosophy at a gymnasium in Moravia, she was
arrested by the Gestapo in June 1942 on charges of being involved with
the Czech underground resistance. After the war she earned a doc-
torate in philosophy at Masaryk University in Brno and submitted a
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habitation thesis on human rights in nineteenth-century philosophy.
Shortly before completing her study, she was dismissed from her teach-
ing position. She became involved from the early 1950s in the political
underground, organizing student groups. During the Prague Spring,
Komarkova, together with the phenomenologist philosopher Jan
Patocka, was influential in working out in simple and clear language
a defense of human rights as a fundamental European and Protestant
value.

Komarkova was a central figure in the history of Czech Protestant-
ism because of her writings but, above all, because of her high moral
and educational authority. In her underground work with students,
she gathered around herself a group of young, gifted theologians and
philosophers, who also joined the Charter 77 movement. One of these
intellectuals was Ladislav Hejdanek, who was strongly influenced by
Masaryk and especially Radl.*?> Hejdanek, who always described him-
self as a member of the Czech Brethren, saw the recognition of civil
rights and of human freedom as practical evidence of a living Christian
faith: “Does religion, does Christianity still have a firm place for us and
in the world, or any positive function or perspective in today’s society?
I can also add another question, which a Marxist recently posed to me
openly and directly: Is there any positive meaning to be gleaned from
the fact that in the struggle for fundamental human rights, freedom of
religion in particular has been emphasized?”*®> He went on to answer
his question: “Only action is fitting here. This can only be decided in
practical life. The struggle for observance of the law and for the respect
of civil rights and human liberty is one such opportunity for action, for
demonstrating practically that Christianity is still alive.”*4

Another member of Komarkova’s circle was the minister and theo-
logian Jakub Trojan. Like Hejdanek, Trojan also absorbed Masaryk’s
admiration of liberal democracy, and he added a sharp rejection of Lu-
ther’s concept of the two kingdoms.** Trojan did reflect a hesitation
about the natural basis of rights rooted in his Christian perspective. Yet
he understood the liberal notion of human rights as central to Czech
political thought, from Masaryk back to the leaders of the nineteenth-
century nationalist movement, and he brought this secular understand-
ing into his theology: “Even though I personally do not share the phi-
losophy that provided the basis for the formulation of human rights at
the UN—I prefer to think of it as a spiritual act whereby responsible




234 KATHARINA KUNTER

citizens agreed to recognise each others’ dignity and independence,
rather than the natural component of the human make-up—I consider
that they have a major regulatory role to play in society... This is the
task which [nineteenth-century journalist Karel] Havli¢ek, [historian
Franti$ek] Palacky, and Masaryk had in mind when they formulated
the ethics of public life and politics in our country.”4®

Beginning in the 1950s, Trojan belonged to a group of younger
Czech theologians and pastors called the “New Orientation” (Novd
orientace) who sought to represent the church in a more authentic way
to an increasingly secular society. In this aim, Trojan and his group
were inspired by the ideas of Radl, Hromadka, and Bonhoeffer, along
with those of Emil Brunner, Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich, and Rein-
hold Niebuhr. Their reading, however, of the German and American
theologians was necessarily selective. Of Bonhoeffer’s works, for exam-
ple, they only knew his last letters, published under the title Widerstand
und Ergebung [Reality and Resistance]. The group found resonance
with Bonhoeffer’s personal example of a man in opposition to the au-
thoritarian state as well as his thoughts about a religionless Christian-
ity. However, the theologian’s critical position toward the liberal idea
of human rights was unknown to them at the time. In contrast to the
view Bonhoeffer had held, Czech Protestants of the New Orientation
regarded human rights as self-evident and an elemental condition of
modern society. During the Prague Spring reforms, these young Czech
Protestants pleaded for a theological parallel to Alexander Dubdek’s
“socialism with a human face.” But following the Warsaw Pact invasion
of August 1968 and the imposition of “normalization” under Dubcek’s
successor, Gustav Husak, members of the group and other younger
pastors in the Church of the Czech Brethren were arrested and lost
their jobs.*” Those who were not jailed campaigned for the amnesty
of imprisoned Christians and stood up for human rights and religious
freedom; a few years later, they were among the first signatories of
Charter 77. Thus the involvement of these Czech Protestants with the
opposition movement of the 1970s and 1980s was only one more link
in a long chain of political involvement under communism.

Charter 77 was a means of opposition and an intellectual forum
but also a source of mutual support for its members. The movement
pleaded for individual human and civil rights—religious freedom, free-
dom of speech, and freedom of movement—in clear, politically con-
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crete statements and documents. A successful alternative social model,
whose signatories grew from 242 to 800 by the end of 1977, its char-
acter was properly described in biblical language by Jifi Hajek, foreign
minister during the 1968 reforms: “It all goes slowly, at a snail’s pace,
but still in the right direction. We proceed forward, relying on the laws,
as the Bible says, “Think not that I am come to destroy the law or the
prophets; I am not come to destroy but to fulfill.” And so I think that
we have reached the point when the Charter cannot be eradicated. It
has emerged in the midst of this society and it is here to stay.”*®

Given the importance of Protestant—and Catholic—clergy and
laypeople in Charter 77, Christians can be seen as the third force of
the group, alongside reformed communists and non-communist artists
and intellectuals.*® These Christians understood themselves as part of
a legal movement seeking democracy, the rule of law, and social plural-
ism. Until the end of 1989, this Christian wing of Charter 77 constant-
ly issued statements on religious freedom and freedom of thought.?®
Whereas Protestants in the GDR never developed a similar common
oppositional group linking different social and political milieus, Czech
Brethren pastors and theologians saw human rights as a natural element
of Protestant thought. As seven pastors of the Church of the Czech
Brethren who were participants in Charter 77 argued, “The question
of human rights...emerged from these intellectual roots, which go back
to the Reformation and the Nonconformist movement of the churches
in the English-speaking world. The values of our reformation—the free
proclamation of God’s word, the idea of religious tolerance, and the re-
spect for conviction—bring us close to these ideals.”>!

This reference to the Bohemian reformation, beginning with Jan
Hus in the fourteenth century and culminating with the seventeenth-
century philosopher and bishop Jan Amos Komensky, suggests that
nationalist Protestant narratives also played an important role in pro-
viding a historical background for accepting the legitimacy of human
rights. The phrase “our reformation” indicates a deliberate distancing
from the German reformation of Martin Luther with its different im-
ages of the Kingdom of God. Framed by this understanding of church
history, as well as the strong understanding of being a persecuted reli-
gious minority, Czech Protestants understood concepts of individual
freedom and human rights as part of a long-established national reli-
gious identity.
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It was therefore easier for Czech pastors and theologians in Charter
77 to accept that they were in conflict not only with the state but also
with the “official church”: those members of the Czech Brethren who
did not belong to the underground and, in particular, still held their of-
fices in the Church’s synodal council. The distance between these two
factions was made apparent in the 1977 exchange between Protestant
Chartists and professors of Prague’s Komensky Protestant Theological
Faculty. On April 22, Charter 77 submitted to the government a critical
analysis of the state’s failure to protect religious freedom in Czechoslo-
vakia. The Theological Faculty responded on May 24 with a statement
denying the legitimacy of religious freedom as a human right. Referring
to the socialist model, the Faculty declared, “We see the socialist move-
ment as an expression of human longing for freedom and social justice.
We are thankful for everything that is being achieved in this respect in
our country. We believe that the most suitable social order is socialist,
one which enables us to find solutions to the basic problems in the his-
torical path of humanity. By virtue of our faith and the aforementioned
reasons, we see socialist society as a space in which we can do our work
without secondary motives. Every suggestion that it is possible to see
socialist society as something temporary (and not permanent) weakens
our theology and disables our creative activity.”>?

The Faculty’s statement marked the end of the dialogue of these
two wings of Czech Protestantism.>® But the split was not simply one
between dissidents and collaborators; the Faculty’s response was not
only a statement of support for the socialist state but also an expres-
sion of a longstanding theological tradition. In stating their support for
socialism, the professors followed the views of prominent German and
Czech theologians, most notably the former dean (until his death in
1969) of the Theological Faculty, Josef Lukl Hromadka. Already in the
interwar period, when he was leading the Academic YMCA, Hromad-
ka endorsed socialism. And after World War II he pronounced his be-
lief in the shared aims of Marxists and Christians and the primacy of
social responsibility and collective rights over liberal individual rights.
At the foundation of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam
in 1948, just after the Communist Party had seized power in Czecho-
slovakia, Hromadka indicated his sympathy for the change in govern-
ment, saying, “Doesn’t one smell, behind all these ringing slogans
about ‘free democracy,” behind all these endeavours to ‘defend per-
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sonal freedom’ and ‘free enterprise’... the material, economic interest
of big industry and financial concerns?... Discipline, service, responsi-
bility, self-control and self-sacrifice are in certain circumstances more
important than human rights.”>*

Hromadka’s importance in twentieth-century Czech Protestantism
and his leadership in ecumenical organizations raised a special prob-
lem for Czech Brethren members of Charter 77. BoZena Komarkova
and other intellectuals respected Hromadka for his leadership of the
Academic YMCA, and Ladislav Hejdanek, Jakub Trojan, and mem-
bers of the New Orientation had been influenced by his theology and
his calls for dialogue between Christians and Marxists, but Hromadka
never belonged to circles of the Protestant underground. Furthermore,
Hromadka’s reputation, especially in progressive Protestant circles in
Western Europe, made it difficult for Protestant signatories of Charter
77 to gaih international support. His European supporters refused to
acknowledge the concrete violations of human rights under the social-
ist government in Czechoslovakia.”® Consequently, the arguments of
Protestant Charter 77 members for a liberal understanding of human
rights remained more or less only among Czech Brethren clergy and
other Chartists. Not until after 1989 were these Protestant dissidents
able to voice their advocacy of human rights to the Czech church as a
whole and to ecumenical organizations.

As this comparison of East German and Czech Protestants shows,
the issue of human rights caused deep divisions among Christians,
arising out of theological and political differences. Protestant partic-
ipants in the Charter 77 movement saw their campaign for a liberal
understanding of human rights and the associated protest against the
socialist dictatorship as an integral part of their confessional identity
as Czech Brethren. Justification for this stance referred to a collective
memory of the Bohemian reformation and to a national tradition of
progressive, democratic political and social thought, dating from the
late nineteenth century and embodied by Tomas Masaryk. German
Protestants lacked this positive example of an alliance between democ-
racy and Protestantism. Their skepticism concerning human rights,
which had its origins in Protestant responses to the French Revolu-
tion, persisted into the twentieth century. This long-lasting tradition
survived into the 1970s, when the Helsinki Process widened the in-
tellectual horizon of East German Protestants to such an extent that
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they could begin to approach the human rights issue. But crucial dif-
ferences remained between Protestant opposition groups in the GDR
and Czechoslovakia. Czech Protestants wanted to realize social and
political changes in their republic through legal, constitutional changes.
They argued for a liberal concept of human rights and signed Char-
ter 77 and several other documents advocating religious freedom. For
Protestants in East Germany (as well as in West Germany), it was
much more difficult to find this clarity in expressing human rights as a
fundamental Christian value.

Opverall, it is remarkable that Protestant churches and groups, de-
spite often cooperating or even actively collaborating with the social-
ist state, could—as did the Catholic Church in some East European
countries—become an important source of alternative political ideas
and activist strategies. The discourse on human rights in the GDR and
Czechoslovakia is an example of this. Protestant perspectives on hu-
man rights in Central and Eastern Europe were laden with complexity
and even ambiguity. Human rights in the Protestant tradition in Ger-
many and Czechoslovakia were not a finished concept or a coherent
ideology but rather a discursive frame, an ideological battleground.
Even as we recognize that national and confessional traditions played
an important role, the question remains as to whether there is some-
thing behind these differences that could be taken as a collective Eu-
ropean Protestant mentality concerning modernity and human rights.
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