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This volume was produced under the aus-
pices of the Evangelische Kirche in Deutsch-
land as one response to the sensational and
wounding allegations of complicity between
the churches in the former East Germany and
the SED’s notorious agency, the Stasi. Com-
ing to terms with the record of the forty
years endured by the churches under Com-
munist rule is a mammoth task, for which
these churches, apparently, had neither the re-
sources, nor the will, to undertake in a sys-
tematic and objectively scholarly fashion. So
instead, the EKD’s council agreed to pub-
lish a „Stichprobe“ which would clearly il-
lustrate the complexity of the relationship be-
tween church officials and the SED regime,
and would indicate the extent to which the
former had succumbed to, or resisted, the in-
trusive machinations of the latter.

For this purpose, the deliberations of the
1987 Synod of the Federation of East Ger-
man Churches were chosen for close scrutiny
and analysis. Two young researchers were
given the task of assessing all the available
documentation, so as to avoid a one-sided re-
liance on the Stasi records alone, as had been
the case in the much criticized book by Pro-
fessor G.Besier and Stephan Wolf, „Pfarrer,
Christen und Katholiken. Das Ministerium
fuer Staatssicherheit und die Kirchen“, (1991).
The records of this Synod seemed to offer
the opportunity to present a microcosm of
the whole eventful period by clearly indicat-
ing the kind of forces and pressures which
were expressed both openly and behind the
scenes. The objective was to clarify the ex-
tent to which the behaviour of the churches
on this particular occasion could lend sup-
port to the charges of subservience and col-
laboration with the regime, or alternatively
justify the claim that the churches’ activities
were an integral part of the resistance move-
ment which, two years later, successfully top-

pled the regime in what has been called the
„Protestant Revolution“. The result is now
published in the prestigious series of Darstel-
lungen put out by the EKD’s Arbeitsgemein-
schaft fuer kirchliche Zeitgeschichte, which
arose out of the earlier desire to provide schol-
arly studies of the Protestant churches under
National Socialism, and is now extending its
work beyond 1945.

In 1987 the SED appeared to be fully in
command. No one foresaw its future col-
lapse only two years later. Its foreign policy
seemed successful, and its control over inter-
nal dissidents was highly developed through
the vast network of informers deployed by
the Stasi. Nevertheless the churches remained
objects of suspicion, being allegedly manipu-
lated or at least influenced by West German
or other foreign opponents of the G.D.R. state.
For their part, the churches were conscious of
their increasingly problematic situation with
markedly declining support, internal dissen-
sion, and differences in the ranks between
their expectations and the reality they had to
face. All these factors were to be reflected in
the speeches and manoeuvring at this meet-
ing in the small town of Goerlitz.

One of the central, but controversial themes
of the Synod was the question of „Witness-
ing for Peace“. Earlier the churches had de-
clared their vocal opposition to the concepts
of mutual deterrence, the deployment of nu-
clear weapons and the militarisation of the ed-
ucation system. Such policies would contra-
dict Christian doctrine, would be disastrous
for the populations of central Europe as the
first victims of any such escalation of mili-
tary hostilities, and would further frustrate
the long-held desire of the churches to seek
reconciliation between the peoples of the two
Germanies. The SED regime was particularly
concerned lest the Synod should be used as
a focal point for rallying resistance to its so-
called „Peace Policies“. A whole team of of-
ficials was therefore mobilized to interview
Synod delegates in order to persuade them
to adopt the „correct“ ideas needed for the
„defence of Socialism“, as the SED Party saw
it. The leaders of the churches were also to
be left in no doubt about the Party’s wishes,
with the clear warning that the church meet-
ing should not be „misused“ for political pur-
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poses, lest the earlier „fruitful relationship“
between the state and the churches be endan-
gered. „Negative forces“ were to be kept un-
der close surveillance by the Stasi’s inform-
ers, including several high-ranking church-
men (here listed in the book’s index), who
were expected to send in extensive reports, in-
cluding the proposed texts to be brought for-
ward by the alleged „reformers’. So too the of-
ficials of the regime’s fellow-travelling Chris-
tian Democratic Party were told off to seek
to influence Synod delegates along the right
lines, and to report back.

The extensive paper trail left by all these
carefully-planned measures is here docu-
mented in the book’s appendices. But there
is no evidence at all that any delegate’s mind
was changed. The whole massive effort was
a failure. The actual debates of the Synod, as
the regime feared, soon took on a highly ex-
plosive character, centring around the „Wit-
ness for Peace“ theme. Silomon gives a day-
to-day, blow-by-blow account with extracts
from many of the speeches, so that a compre-
hensive picture emerges. On the one hand,
the frustrations and resentments of the more
idealistic delegates were expressed in moral
and theological terms. On the other side,
prudent caution and expediency character-
ized the church leaders’ responses, even when
they sympathized with the intent. Because
of the diversity of views expressed, the con-
clusion can hardly be sustained, either that
the Synod delegates were all intimidated by
the SED’s pressure to be mere accomplices
of the regime, or that the Church stood up
resolutely for revolutionary change. Rather
the debates show a remarkably open climate
of high-minded consideration for a church
caught up in a repressive system and anx-
ious to present a faithful and thoughtful wit-
ness which would be true to the Gospel and
responsive to perceived needs of their soci-
ety. In other words, the delegates refused to
be cow-towed into a pietistic self-centred con-
cern with personal salvation, as the regime
would have wished. On the other hand, they
were also cognisant that the pastoral needs of
their followers should not be endangered by
flamboyant challenges to the existing political
structures.

Silomon’s detailed account of the Synod it-

self is followed by two interesting chapters on
the reactions, first within the churches, and
then by the regime’s officials. The Synod’s or-
ganisers hoped that ist moderate tone would
lend strength to their moral appeals. But the
fact that, for the first time, the Synod had
publicly discussed issues critical of the gov-
ernment afforded a platform around which
new opposition groups were able to mobilize.
The dilemma of the church hierarchy in try-
ing to play a reconciling role was therefore
only made more acute. For its part, the regime
reacted with increased irritation and suspi-
cion against the „provocative“ statements of
such churchmen as Provost Falcke. The Polit-
buro itself resolved on steps to counteract the
Synod’s „negative campaign“. The hardlin-
ers in the Party stuck to their rigid position
that no concessions to the churches should be
made, regardless of the consequences. The
subsequent escalation of measures to quash
popular dissatisfaction, both in or outside the
churches, only served to discredit the more
conciliatory approach of the SED’s State Sec-
retary for Church Affairs, Gysi. Not long af-
terwards, Gysi was summarily dismissed.

Silomon’s conclusion is evenly balanced.
The Synod delegates gave expression to the
popular and widespread concern about the
regime’s policies, but for moral not political
reasons. On the other hand, the church lead-
ers’ caution was prompted, not by complicity,
but by awareness that the SED could, and did,
implement even harsher measures against the
churches. Anyone wanting to see this Synod
in a broader and more theological perspective
would do well to turn to the new book by Gre-
gory Baum, The Church for Others. Protestant
Theology in Communist East Germany, Eerd-
mann Publishing Co., Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan 1996.
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