

[image: Cover: Christian Churches & Postwar Society: European & North American Perspectives on the impact of the First World War by Kristien Suenens, Michael Snape & Martin Baumeister, eds. Logo: Leuven University Press.]





Christian Churches & Postwar Society





Kristien Suenens Michael Snape Martin Baumeister, eds

Christian Churches & Postwar Society

European & North American Perspectives on the impact of the First World War

Leuven University Press





This book appears in the peer-reviewed series KADOC Studies on Religion, Culture & Society

Editorial Board

Elena Arigita Maza (Universidad de Granada)

Florian Bock (Ruhr Univesität Bochum)

Timothy Brittain-Catlin (University of Cambridge)

James Chappel (Duke University)

Kim Christiaens (KADOC-KU Leuven)

Kathleen James-Chakraborty (University College Dublin)

James Kennedy (Utrecht University)

Franziska Metzger (PH Luzern)

Patrick Pasture (MoSa-KU Leuven)

Isabelle Saint-Martin (EPHE Paris)

Thijl Sunier (VU Amsterdam)

Árpád von Klimó (Catholic University of America)

Veerle De Laet (Leuven University Press)

Peter Heyrman (KADOC-KU Leuven)

Cover: Holy Mass in the ruins of the church of Keiem, near Diksmuide, 11 May 1919. Postcard. [Private collection]

© 2025 Leuven University Press/Presses universitaires de Louvain/Universitaire Pers Leuven, Minderbroedersstraat 4, B-3000 Leuven (Belgium)

All rights reserved. Except in those cases expressly determined by law, no part of this publication may be multiplied, saved in an automated data file or made public in any way whatsoever without the express prior written consent of the publishers.

All TDM (Text and Data Mining) rights reserved.

ISBN 978 94 6270 469 5

ISBN 978 94 6166 660 4

ISBN 978 94 6166 661 1

https://doi.org/10.11116/9789461666604

D/2025/1869/31

NUR: 704


[image: GPRC - Guaranteed Peer Reviewed Content - www.gprc.be]





Contents


	Introduction

Kristien Suenens, Michael Snape, and Martin Baumeister


	1 Refusal or Reconciliation, Renewal or Revolution: European Churches and the Legacy of the First World War

Jan Bank


	2 Archbishop Söderblom, Lutheranism, and Ecumenism in Interwar Europe (1918-1925)

Christian Chanel


	3 The Holy See and the Nationalisation of the New Italian Provinces (1918-1928)

Daiana Menti


	4 The French Catholic Clergy and New Forms of Ministry and Apostolate after the First World War

Xavier Boniface


	5 Between the Great War and the ‘Great Repression’: Women Religious Institutes in Postwar Belgium

Kristien Suenens


	6 Between Secularisation and Revitalisation: ‘Waves’ of Religiosity in the Czech Lands (1918–1925)

Tomáš W. Pavlíček



	7 Religious Reorientations and the First World War: The ‘Provincialisation’ of Herrnhut and the ‘Invention’ of Schönstatt

Jan-Martin Zollitsch


	8 The Church, Christian Charity, and the Rehabilitative Process of Wounded First World War Veterans in Interwar Britain

Bethany Rowley


	9 American Quakers and Humanitarian Aid to Germany (1919-1922)

Laura Viktoria Huth and Daniel Maul


	10 A Constant Trajectory: The Protestant Episcopal Church, the First World War, and its Aftermath

Michael Snape


	Colophon








Introduction

Kristien Suenens, Michael Snape, and Martin Baumeister

The centennial commemoration of the First World War gave rise to a dramatic increase in studies and publications about the ‘Great War’. In this new corpus, research on the relationship between the war, religion, and the Christian churches in “Christendom’s ultimate civil war”, as Andrew Prescott put it,1 proved a notable area of interest, often involving the fundamental question of whether the First World War represented the last ‘crusade’ of a Christian Europe under increasing pressure from modern, secularising society.2 As such, the religious history of the First World War remained framed in a much older and broader debate around the secularisation thesis, addressing (and often challenging) the perceived trajectory of European religious history as a linear, teleological path of secularisation beginning in the Enlightenment.3 Broadly speaking, the recent historiography on the Christian churches in the belligerent countries of Europe has nuanced this secularisation narrative, showing that the First World War had a complex and varied impact on the Christian churches and religion, one that cannot be confined to a simplistic process of decline, marginalisation, or crisis. The war did not mark an absolute caesura, as religion and the Christian churches continued to play a significant, albeit altered, role in European society.

In this volume, we focus mainly on the complexity of the postwar years (ca. 1918-ca. 1925). In so doing, we have chosen not to concentrate on questions of commemoration and remembrance, as these have already generated an extensive literature that has, directly or indirectly, underscored the enduring importance of religious faith and religious tropes in postwar European societies.4 Instead, this volume seeks to enlarge this new understanding of the continuing salience and vitality of religion in the postwar world, its essays addressing other, more immediate questions of church life from a multinational, multidenominational, and multi-dimensional perspective. The essays represent a series of national and transnational studies from varied but complementary angles. Their scope embraces the situation in different postwar European states; the importance of transnational ecclesiastical networks and loyalties in Europe and North America; and the religious condition of postwar Europe as a whole. They address political and geopolitical developments; the progress of humanitarianism and ecumenism; and issues of gender and postwar spirituality. Although the primary focus of this volume is on how the Christian churches managed the postwar situation as institutions, the contributions do not reflect a ‘traditional’ approach to institutional history. By examining the role of a broad range of ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ actors (from senior functionaries in church and state to aid workers, pastors, female religious, soldiers, caregivers, and care receivers), these essays shed new light on the role of Christian churches in wider postwar society and, by extension, in the overarching context of modernity.


Overview

The postwar situation presented challenges to all Christian churches, whether they were part of the victorious nations or the disintegrating empires which lost the conflict. In the introductory essay ‘Refusal or Reconciliation, Renewal or Revolution: European Churches and the Legacy of the First World War’, Jan Bank provides a broad overview of the postwar history of Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox churches in Germany, France, Italy, Russia, Poland, and regions of the former Habsburg and Ottoman empires, including Hungary and Yugoslavia. In Germany, traditional Protestantism, whether Lutheran or Reformed, still served as a key rallying point for the old Nationalist right, a situation encouraged by the increasing prominence of the Catholic Church and its representatives in the politics of the Weimar Republic. While, in Germany, this was a continuation of wartime, and even prewar trends, in France the partial rehabilitation of the Catholic Church was a major departure from the aggressive secularism of the prewar Third Republic. A measure of rapprochement was also apparent in the Kingdom of Italy, where an invigorated strain of Catholic nationalism emerged from the war, which, in time, helped pave the way for the resolution of the Roman Question and the Lateran Treaty of 1929.

If the war overcame some prewar religious fault lines in several European states, it created fresh ones in those that emerged in its aftermath. For example, in Yugoslavia, a fashionable ‘Yugoslavism’ among the Croatian middle classes proved insufficient to override centuries-old tensions between Catholic Croats and Orthodox Serbs (let alone Bosnian Muslims), as the fate of an abortive concordat showed. Elsewhere, in Russia, Hungary, and Poland, the manifest threat posed to organised religion by godless Communism fuelled the militancy of the religious right, and indirectly fanned the flames of anti-Semitism.

Bank establishes a framework for the other contributions in this volume which address specific countries or churches. He also provides insights into the history of Orthodox churches, though they are not covered as a standalone subject in this volume. However, the Christian churches in England, Belgium, and the Baltic countries – also covered in this volume – are not discussed in his essay. Literature suggests that in England and Belgium, the dominant churches had to temper their “denominational imperatives” in the political arena, but faith and religion continued to play a significant role in culture and identity.5 In the newly independent Baltic states, the Christian churches played a critical role in shaping both local and national identities.6

In the first contribution to focus on specific Christian churches or a particular national context, Christian Chanel, in his essay ‘Archbishop Söderblom, Lutheranism and Ecumenism in Interwar Europe (1918-1925)’ demonstrates how the war lent new impetus to the fledgling ecumenical movement, in this case in the Lutheran heartlands of Scandinavia, the Baltic and central Europe. Focusing on Nathan Söderblom, the Archbishop of Uppsala, Chanel examines how, through Söderblom’s pursuit of the Life and Work agenda of the burgeoning ecumenical movement, and his work for the unification of Lutheranism as a first step in the wider ecumenical project, Sweden’s leading churchman helped create what amounted to a postwar Lutheran international. Through his ‘Diplomacy of Faith’, Söderblom not only earned the Nobel Peace Prize in 1930 but helped (for example) to integrate German Lutherans into the postwar ecumenical movement; to enable German and Polish Lutherans to come together in postwar Poland; to resolve territorial differences between Lutheran Sweden and Lutheran Finland; and to aid Lutheran minorities in Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia. From the turmoil of the postwar world, and on diplomatic and political rather than theological grounds, Söderblom self-consciously recovered, however briefly, a Swedish primacy in the Lutheran world which had not been witnessed since the eighteenth century.

While they represented a major problem in the Lutheran world, the problems of national and ethnic tensions in an intra-confessional setting also form the subject of Daiana Menti’s essay on ‘The Holy See and the Nationalisation of the New Italian Provinces (1918-1928)’. Here, Menti draws out the many complications that inhered in forging “a homogeneous national community” in what had been Italy’s “unredeemed lands”. In ecclesiastical terms, the Italianisation of ethnic Germans and Slavs placed the Vatican in an invidious situation. Besides the postwar requirement to redraw diocesan boundaries in accordance with new national frontiers, there was also pressure from the Italian state to reconfigure the provincial organisation and membership of major religious orders. Furthermore, these comparatively devout, non-Italian, and largely reluctant new subjects of the House of Savoy were faced with the abrupt imposition of the Italian language and of the aggressive anticlericalism of Italy’s post-Unification political order, one that strongly contrasted with the privileged position the Church had enjoyed under the Habsburgs. Caught between the demands of the Italian state and the cultural, linguistic, and political obduracy of its Slavic and German faithful, the Church stood once again as an obstruction to the Italian national project— a predicament which meant that the Vatican risked attacks from Italian nationalists or, at the same time, alienating many of its most loyal clergy and laity. With the situation further complicated by the need to reach a long-delayed accommodation with the Italian state over the Roman Question, a compromise of sorts emerged at grassroots level with the spread of the ‘parish catechism’ movement, whereby children were catechised in their mother tongue in churches and presbyteries (and, eventually, even in schoolrooms after school hours). Never resolved, even under Mussolini, the Vatican’s tacit acceptance of Italian government policy indicates, according to Menti, that its approach was ultimately more conducive to peace with the Italian state than to the aspirations of its national minorities.

Civil and ecclesiastical integration is also the theme of Xavier Boniface’s essay on ‘The French Catholic Clergy and New Forms of Ministry and Apostolate after the First World War’. Given the mass mobilisation of French priests, religious, and seminarians in the First World War, their service as chaplains and —much more commonly under the strictures of the Third Republic— as ‘soldier priests’, it has been widely accepted that the war, and the effects of the vaunted Union Sacrée, served to create ‘a new priesthood’ for the Catholic Church in France. Here, Boniface questions this assumption by studying the experiences of the demobilised clergy, both in the Church and in secular life. Significantly, veterans who left the priesthood (as opposed to students leaving their seminaries) were a ‘marginal’ phenomenon. Of much greater concern to the Holy See and the French episcopate was the need to re-settle survivors into the patterns of priestly and religious life after the huge and acutely worldly disruption of their military service. Clearly, this process had its novel features, such as more rapid promotions from curate to parish priest; deliberations over whether to allow maimed or wounded priests to say Mass; and the literal rebuilding of church life in the devastated areas of northern France. Also, military service underlined the need for a more male-oriented ministry, one that was naturally helped by the wartime record of the clergy. Nevertheless, Boniface is sceptical of the emergence of a ‘new priesthood’: the great pastoral initiatives of the 1920s (such as Catholic Action, Catholic scouting, and the heightened missionary focus on the industrial working class) had their origins in the prewar era, their need being accentuated by the experience of war. Furthermore, and though clerical veterans were numerous, there were many clergy in the postwar French Church who were either too young, too old, or simply incapable of serving, and who nevertheless became exemplars of postwar renewal. What is clear, however, is the renewed self-confidence that the war gave to the clergy in public life. The anticlericalism of the prewar years had been defanged, with secularist attempts to turn back the clock foundering in the mid-1920s. Moreover, the demobilised clergy formed their own veterans’ associations, many were prominent in secular veterans’ groups, and a new and widespread comity between parish priest and village schoolmaster signalled the conciliation effected by the war. In sum, and while there was no ‘new priesthood’, the postwar careers of thousands of demobilised clergy stood as confirmation of a profound sea-change in French political life and of new directions in pastoral and missionary strategies.

Next, Kristien Suenens’ essay ‘Between the Great War and the “Great Repression”’: Women Religious Institutes in Postwar Belgium’ explores the complex process of readjustment undergone by female religious institutions in the years following the Armistice, a neglected aspect of the history of female religious life in culturally Catholic Belgium. Here, Suenens notes that the huge disruption caused to female religious life by the First World War was part of a recurring pattern in this ‘Cockpit of Europe’: it was prefigured in the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars of 1792-1815 and would be seen once again after May 1940. Nonetheless, the readjustments which followed the Armistice took place against a long-term background of ‘conventualisation’, a facet of the ‘siege mentality’ forged among Catholics in the culture wars of the late nineteenth century, and a process underwritten by the Church’s New Code of Canon Law promulgated in 1917. Still, the restoration of the prewar situation (after years in which many female religious had served as nurses, worked with refugees, or even participated in the Belgian resistance) needs to be understood as part of a wider reversion (or attempted reversion) to prewar norms in belligerent societies, and cannot be attributed exclusively to the enhanced authority of the bishops or other male authority figures in a highly patriarchal Church. Often driven by women, this process was concurrent with a surge in vocations, with the number of women religious totalling almost 40,000 by 1930, a 25 per cent increase on 1910, despite the impact of war and the return to France of thousands of female religious in the years after the war. Benefitting from the effects of Belgium’s own Union Sacrée, under the 1921 Law on Non-Profit Organisations female religious orders were more secure from a legal point of view and were better placed to contribute to the Catholic ‘pillar’ in Belgian society, especially when that contribution (notably in the realms of healthcare and education) could be increasingly professionalised. However, what tended to limit the impact of these institutions was an increased reliance on the efforts of laywomen, especially under the banner of Catholic Action, a situation that reflected a fundamental overstretch that was not helped by the tighter restrictions of the New Code on the apostolic work of (usually younger) novices and postulants. Ultimately, therefore, the postwar years show that the First World War “did not fundamentally change the position of women religious in Belgian society”: change, where it came, stemmed from inside the Church or was induced by the political, cultural, and legal atmospherics of postwar Belgian society.

As Tomáš Pavlíček subsequently shows in his essay ‘Between Secularisation and Revitalisation: “Waves” of Religiosity in the Czech Lands (1918-1925)’, wholesale and abrupt religious change was indisputably the keynote in the Bohemian component of the newly independent Czechoslovak Republic, which initially seemed to portend the separation of church and state. Owing to the triumph of Czech nationalism, a force which had long defined itself (even among Czech Catholics) against temporal rule from Vienna and spiritual domination from Rome, in the wake of independence the religious landscape of Bohemia was transformed. Driven by popular nationalism rather than government diktat, in this tide of religious innovation a central role was played by a common repertoire of cultural codes that resonated with the radical religious, cultural, and political legacy of the Hussites and their successors. In practice, however, this repertoire fuelled a wide variety of conflicting expectations and led in many different directions, a situation that helped to ensure a “diverse religious market in Czechoslovakia”. For radical Catholics, who coalesced into the Czechoslovak Church (before falling out among themselves over doctrinal questions) the future lay in a thoroughly modernised, national Catholicism; for more conservative Catholics, who remained loyal to Rome, it was a matter of removing alien (i.e. German influences) from the leadership of the Church; for Czech Protestants (and, indeed, Protestant missionaries from elsewhere), it was a case of recovering, at long last, an early Protestant (or proto-Protestant) heartland. Even Freethinkers felt that their moment had come, while (usually for social and political reasons) some Greek Catholics saw fit to revert to Orthodoxy. However, for ethnic Germans, whether Catholic or Protestant, religious innovation deepened their sense of cultural separation from their Czech compatriots, a difference that was also felt by the more religiously conservative Slovaks. Still, even amidst this rapid and extensive transformation, where religious diversity was widely regarded as emblematic of a new and healthy democracy, it is easy to exaggerate the degree of change achieved. In the long term, even conservative Catholics, still loyal to Rome, proved able to adjust to the loss of their old ascendancy. Ultimately, and despite their sound and fury, the postwar waves of religious innovation that sought to sweep away the prewar Catholic Church in Bohemia ultimately failed in their objective.

If the aftermath of war and the advent of independence opened the sluice gates of radical change in the new Czechoslovak state, for some religious movements the impact of war (and, in certain cases, defeat) also demanded a fundamental reorientation, even reinvention. While much less conspicuous than public upheavals in the national arena, Jan-Martin Zollitsch assesses two small but significant examples in his essay ‘Religious Reorientations and the First World War: the “Provincialisation” of Herrnhut and the “Invention” of Schönstatt’. Here, two cases of adaptation –each of which concern prewar missionary agencies and their adjustment to war, defeat and its consequences – are explored and compared. For the small Moravian Church (or Unitas Fratrum), whose international Mission Board was based in Herrnhut, the birthplace of the Church in the early eighteenth century, the impact of war entailed a very un-Moravian fracturing of its three provinces (British, American, and Continental European) and the virtual collapse of its Mission Board. After the war, and with the horizons of its overseas missionary work drastically curtailed by the loss of Germany’s overseas colonies, German Moravian missionary work had to find new outlets and expressions, among them the internal renewal of the Church through its own youth organisations. A fragile blossom before the war, Moravian youth work was severely disrupted by its outbreak, and it met with scant success in its aftermath. What it did enjoy in the Weimar era owed more to the inspiration of Christian Endeavor, a precocious and interdenominational American import, than it did to older Moravian models. Turning to Schönstatt, his Catholic case study, Zollitsch shows how the war transformed a new Marian sodality, with roots in a minor Pallottine seminary in Limburg, into an expansive force in postwar German Catholicism. Characterised by its intense Marian spirituality and popularised by a slew of heroes and exemplars from the war, the new movement (by now an ‘apostolic union’) gained a firm footing in Weimar Catholicism, its missionary energies (originally orientated towards the prewar mission field of German Cameroon) also turned inwards, and thrust into competition with secular youth movements, including the Nazis’. Once again, war and the corollaries of Germany’s defeat witnessed “a pivot… away from foreign mission lands to more proximate fields”, with home mission, social work, and work among the German diaspora now very much to the fore.

The formation and/or repurposing of religious organisations in the postwar years is also a salient theme of Beth Rowley’s essay on ‘The Church, Christian Charity, and the Rehabilitative Process of Wounded First World War Veterans in Interwar Britain’. Here, and engaging directly with a perception of religious decline in interwar Britain, Rowley emphasises that religious charitable work remained a key element in “a mixed economy of welfare”, and that this fact is generally overlooked when assessing the vitality of British church life in the interwar period. With her focus on the care and rehabilitation of disabled veterans, Rowley draws attention to the explicitly religious and spiritual aspects of this work, especially the efforts of the Toc H movement and the National Sunday School Union (NSSU). While Toc H was a direct product of the war, an extension of the wartime mission of Talbot House in Poperinge, the NSSU was founded as early as 1803, yet both addressed themselves to the care of the disabled veteran. In the case of Toc H, this was a logical corollary of its nature as an expansive old comrades’ association and as a living memorial to the fallen. However, it was also a natural function of the NSSU, given the huge (and abiding) importance of the Sunday school as a means of religious socialisation in British society, and of the fact that the majority of Britons who fought in the First World War were once Sunday school scholars. Although the work of Toc H was more comprehensive and progressive (embracing sports and recreation for disabled veterans, and supporting blood donations for veterans in hospital), the NSSU’s efforts for blinded veterans; its desire to encourage the return of disabled veterans to the familiar milieu of the schools; and its concern for the endemic problem of alcohol abuse among ex-servicemen (disabled or otherwise), all serve to illustrate Rowley’s central point that “religion deserves much greater space in accounts of social reconstruction and welfare practices after the war”.

The trans-Atlantic dimension of religious relief and rehabilitation work is the subject of the penultimate essay in this volume, Laura Viktoria Huth and Daniel Maul’s ‘American Quakers and Humanitarian Aid to Germany (1919-1922)’. Highlighting the scale of the ‘child-feeding mission in Germany’ undertaken by the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), and its significance for the history of international humanitarianism, Huth and Maul elucidate the atmospherics, optics, and tensions around this ambitious, pioneering (and, until recently, surprisingly neglected) humanitarian venture. Highlighting the close ties between British and American Quakers, and the strains placed on Quakerism’s defining peace testimony by the stresses of the First World War, they show how a mission “to aid former enemies… meant a return to core [Quaker] values”, and a very public recommitment to peace and reconciliation. Illustrating how Herbert Hoover, head of the American Relief Administration and himself a Quaker by background, enlisted the help of the AFSC, they discuss the sensitivities around supplying aid to a former enemy, and how the AFSC proved useful in providing a channel for German-American funds destined for Germany. Nevertheless, and despite the grand prospects offered by this venture (which at its peak ensured that around a million meals were served each day through more than 8,000 feeding stations), the whole endeavour “raised critical questions that went to the core of the Quakers’ religious and humanitarian identity”. Collaboration with Hoover precluded missionary work; it meant sacrificing co-operative links with fellow Quakers in Britain; and it also meant that the ‘Quakerly’ nature of the work was enfolded by the Stars and Stripes and complicated by an obsession with efficiency, professionalism, and metrics that also threatened to subvert Quaker identity and values. Nevertheless, and despite this characteristic soul-searching on the part of its providers, the contribution of this small Anglophone denomination to the history and governance of early Weimar Germany, as well as to the history of humanitarianism, cannot be gainsaid.

The trans-Atlantic dimensions and extensions of European religious life are developed in the final contribution to this volume, Michael Snape’s essay on ‘A Constant Trajectory: The Protestant Episcopal Church, the First World War, and its Aftermath’. Anglican in allegiance and Anglophone in culture, the Protestant Episcopal Church (PEC) was deeply embedded in America’s political establishment, and its experiences before, during and after the war help illuminate the global significance of denominational ties rooted in Europe. Although often treated as a self-contained religious world, the vast scale of trans-Atlantic migration from Europe (especially in the late nineteenth century) underscored the historic interconnectedness of the North Atlantic world, in religious as in other terms. Reflected in America’s profusion of ethnic parishes, congregations, and denominations, and in the perplexing phenomenon of ‘hyphenate Americans’, its English-speaking Anglicans were no less disposed than Irish-, Italian-, or German-Americans to inhabit two cultural and national worlds. But, unlike their ‘hyphenate’ neighbours, they had the distinct advantage of wielding disproportionate cultural and political leverage in the historically Anglophone and Protestant United States. With their fin de siècle aspirations to pre-eminence symbolised by the National Cathedral project in Washington DC, America’s Episcopalians constituted a powerful pro-Allied (or, more properly, pro-British) lobby from August 1914, becoming a cornerstone of the ‘Preparedness’ movement and playing a prominent and fervently enthusiastic role in America’s war effort from April 1917. And despite the reaction against the war that swiftly gripped America after the Armistice, the situation of the PEC in American society remained fundamentally unchanged. More resistant to a reflexive pacifism than its Protestant counterparts in the 1920s, it helped define America’s national commemoration of the war and, in the 1930s, in the person of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, it produced a characteristically patrician and Anglophile President who would be the driving force of ‘Lend-Lease’ aid to Great Britain before leading the United States into war once again in 1941.



Implications

The essays in this volume expand our knowledge of the role of the Christian churches and of religion in the immediate postwar years, when the shock and animosities of geopolitical change, demobilisation, political turmoil, and social reconstruction quickly superseded any euphoria or relief over the Armistice of November 1918. Many churches and church leaders now had to deal with new national borders; inflamed ethnic rivalries; left-wing revolutionaries and right-wing counterrevolutionaries; resurgent anticlericalism; religious persecution; and interreligious strife. Far from being marginal facets of the postwar landscape, religious actors and identities were often central to the evolution, character, and tensions of societies now notionally at ‘peace’. As several of the essays in this volume show, representatives of the churches were engaged in a “demobilisation of the mind”7 by trying to construct a new, more peaceful national and international order. However, and at the same time, the churches experienced the postwar situation as an era of deep crisis and disorientation, and they had to come to terms with the difficult legacy of their former, often unconditional, identification with the war effort. So, what general questions do these issues raise?


Religious traditions, renewals, and diversity

As already noted, returning to prewar traditions seems to have been an important strategy of the Christian churches in coping with the traumas, revolutionary upheaval, and fundamental political and social changes unleashed by the First World War. Different Christian denominations rediscovered or reanimated traditional rituals, devotional practices, and historical precedents and role models in their search for a postwar identity. A substantial literature has already examined and confirmed the important role of traditional religious codes in the mourning and remembrance culture of the postwar era.8 Several essays in this volume seem to suggest a much wider but also rather ambiguous impact of religious tradition on postwar churches, societies, and individual stories. On a general or political level, traditions were used as a (not always successful) argument in ecumenical discussions and projects, as was the case, for example, in Archbishop Söderblom’s ambitions to establish closer contacts between the Protestant churches in northern Europe. But the religious past was also used to stress religious and denominational differences in postwar nation building, in struggles against new geopolitical realities, and in conflicts over national and regional independence that developed, for example, in the Czech lands and in Italy. On an individual level, religious traditions served to offer meaning and perspective to clergy and laity alike. This volume testifies to the great importance of religious identities in the individual experiences of British soldiers, French priests, Belgian and German female and male religious, and American aid workers ‘exiting’ war. In adapting to postwar realities – devastated areas, personal traumas, disabled bodies, lost or changed missions and fatherlands – religion and religious conventions proved a source of comfort, refuge, and stability. But, at the same time, emphasising clerical traditions and rules was also a means to reassert clerical and gender hierarchy and control, and thus proved a cause of conflict or pressure, within and between different denominations.

If the return of tradition was one side of the postwar religious coin, new and diverse forms of religiosity and religious experiences formed the other; and probably they were all expressions of what historians have labelled the ‘multidimensionalism’ or ‘diffusive Christianity’ of the war and postwar years.9 Religion and religiosity did not succumb to the horror, trauma, and disenchantment of war, but – like Europe’s geopolitical landscape – it fragmented, splintered and merged into a kaleidoscopic panorama of faith, energising ‘forgotten’ devotions and rituals and new spiritual movements (which in many cases had emerged in the years before the war). For historians, these evolutions are difficult to gauge through classical church attendance statistics, but they are of great significance nonetheless. They led to a profound reconfiguration of ‘religious capital’ (to use Bourdieu’s terminology – mentioned also in the contributions of Pavlíček and Zollitsch). The war affected traditional patterns of religious authority and paved the way for new forms of religious, social, and spiritual influence. This happened outside the boundaries of traditional church structures, but also within them. Several essays in this volume illustrate the diversity, innovative character, and historical roots of this commitment: whether in the field of humanitarian action (Maul and Huth); care for wounded soldiers (Rowley); advancing female education and healthcare (Suenens); or new forms of domestic missionary activity (Boniface, Zollitsch).




Particular, universal and totalitarian claims

Christian churches were faced with fundamental changes with respect to state-church relationships. The disintegration of empires and the creation of new national (as well as often multi-ethnic and multi-religious states) destroyed long-standing bonds between ‘throne and altar’, although the legacy of war and the postwar geopolitical evolutions also created opportunities for the creation of new or closer bonds between states and churches, e.g. the Serbian Orthodox Church in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes; the Catholic Church in Poland; and the Church of England in Great Britain.10 In many newly created states religion and church adherence was of major importance in shaping postwar society, as the Czech example or the case of the former Habsburg territories in postwar Italy show. State, nation, or ethnicity were not the only meaningful categories in the postwar geopolitical puzzle: religion was an important factor in either stimulating, complicating, or obstructing the formation of new national, regional, or ethnic identities.

Central to all these evolutions was the constant tension between the importance of religion for identity building and the universal message and aspirations of the Christian churches; between regional or national culture and supranational unity; and between religiously inspired humanitarian or ecumenical concern, and intolerance towards rival Christian denominations, non-believers and (last but not least) Jews.11 The postwar ‘religious field’ became a landscape of intense competition, involving all its participants: institutions, organisations, leading church figures, and men and women at the grassroots level. The war effort significantly impacted the legitimacy, authority, and influence of these actors. Wartime and postwar developments, along with shifting relationships between church and state, transformed the dynamics of internal conflict and cooperation in the religious field. The war had created new potential for the expression of religiously inspired ties, sympathies and cooperation over and even beyond European borders, as the Quaker aid campaigns in Germany and the experience of the Protestant Episcopal and Moravian churches clearly illustrate. But, by the same token, abiding rivalries and enmities compromised the claims of the churches as supranational or universal points of reference. They also set narrow limits to the ecumenical movement between the wars, for the Catholic Church remained aloof, “with the papacy holding that schismatic churches should return to the mother church”.12 An extra layer of complexity was added by the fact that the Christian churches not only challenged each other’s universal aspirations, but had to re-position themselves in relation to the growing importance of ‘secular universalism’ (as claimed, for example, by the postwar League of Nations and by socialist and communist movements), and in relation to other totalitarian movements like Italian Fascism, which tended to assume the trappings of a new ‘political religion’.13



Embracing and rejecting modernity

Recent historiography has already rewritten the traditional narrative of the “Great War as an epic moment of disillusioning modernism”.14 The contributions in this volume further refine the complex and ambiguous relationship between the Christian churches and ‘modernity’, understood as the development of a civil society based on liberal, democratic, secular, rational, and scientific ideas, codes, and morals. On the political level, resistance and resentment towards the disintegration of ‘premodern’ bonds between throne and altar was present among Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant Christians in the former Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and German empires.15 In former belligerent states such as France, Italy, Germany, and Belgium, the postwar world also saw an important rapprochement between clerical and secular antagonists. From the point of view of the churches, such developments required steering a tricky course between clerical participation in fragile pluralistic and democratic entities and the age-old reluctance of many Christian churches to be openly involved in political affairs, but resulted (eventually) in the emergence of a powerful Christian-Democratic movement.

On a general as well as a local level, churches used ‘modern’ strategies to carve out a position in postwar society. Diplomacy, legal negotiations, and humanitarian initiatives helped reposition the churches, while new forms of apostolate, ‘modern’ devotional practices, and ‘secular’ religiously inspired associations were founded to re-evangelise individuals. Despite this embrace of modern techniques, clerical distrust of the modern world – such as women’s and labour movements, changing dress codes, leisure activities, etc. – remained all too conspicuous.


As already shown by political historians, in countries – especially those with a large Catholic population and a long history of ‘culture wars’ – the political rapprochement or participation in modern society was facilitated by the effects of different forms of ‘Union Sacrée’ or (temporarily) fading anticlericalism.16 Some essays in this volume, however, also point to enduring and even new forms of anticlericalism, sometimes deflecting the churches from democratisation and pluralism. The culture wars of the nineteenth century were not resolved or concluded by the First World War, but the ‘parameters’ of the conflict shifted significantly.17 The traditional hostility between Catholics and Liberals over church-state relations evolved into a more fundamental dichotomy between religion and secularism, exemplified from 1917 onwards by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. Moreover, violence, which had remained largely absent in the nineteenth-century culture wars, gained importance in the postwar religious field as an instrument of competition. This shifting dynamic also intensified antisemitism, as highlighted by Bank in his opening essay. The widespread acceptance of the forged Protocols of Zion allowed Christian churches to link prewar opposition to liberalism and modernity with postwar anticommunism and anti-Zionism. The so-called Judeo-Bolshevist conspiracy intertwined with economic conspiracy theories, the quest for a scapegoat for the misery of the war and its aftermath and a (Catholic) reactionary desire to restore prewar Christian society.18

Reviewing the essays in this volume, one should be cautious in trying to generalise about the consequences of the First World War for the Christian churches.19 Overall, what is apparent is the complexity, ambivalence, and plurality of the churches’ postwar situation; their role in society and politics; their changes, ruptures, and persistence – all of which defy summary in one-dimensional or unidirectional terms. However, it is also clear that religion and religious actors should be more prominent in the historiography of Europe after 1918.20 Christianity and the churches, shaping the lives of vast numbers of Europeans and their descendants overseas, mattered as a bridge between the “world of yesterday” (Stefan Zweig) and the turmoil of war and the postwar years, a key element of continuity and stability. However, their role in the struggles over modernity was double-edged – as advocates of tradition against what was perceived as the dangerous menace of the ‘right’ moral, social, and political order (be that revolution, liberal democracy, or modern urban society), and as active participants in the task of raising a new order of peace, justice, and welfare in the crisis-ridden years which followed the First World War.
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1 Refusal or Reconciliation, Renewal or Revolution European Churches and the Legacy of the First World War

Jan Bank




Introduction

In this essay I wish to lead the readers on the historical path of religion and religious institutes on the day of the Armistice of November 1918 and its aftermath.1 It is important to realise that the new world order, created in Paris in the months that followed, had a profound impact on the churches and on the religious climate in Europe’s old and new states. I shall present a historical anthology rather than a single argument. I have selected four themes, hoping that they comprise not only a diverse but also a representative reflection of a complicated history. Some specific research questions can be formulated. (1) Churches have their share in the history of a nation. How did the church or churches, deeply rooted in its making, accept the defeat of the state or celebrate its victory? Was religion a determining factor in this victory and in the establishment of new borders? (2) The dissolution of multi-national empires such as Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman sultanate defined the outcome of the First World War. Did the churches, as important factors of the cultural awareness of the nation, take comfort in the rise of the new states formed after the dissolution of the multi-national empires? (3) The outcome of the First World War was marked by social upheaval and revolutions in the countries that lost the war as well as in the victorious states. How did the national churches react to the regime change in both categories of countries and in the postwar political crisis? To a degree an answer to those questions is formulated trough the analysis of four historical cases: Protestantism in Germany, the Roman Catholic Church in Western Europe, the churches in pluralistic Yugoslavia and the effects of the Bolshevik revolution on the churches in Central Europe.






Refusing or accepting the defeat: Protestantism in Germany

In the first part of this essay my focal point will be Germany and the Protestant churches in the country.2 The First World War profoundly disturbed the ministers and their flock, but also served as a source of inspiration. The clergy gave expression to the euphoria of belligerence in the summer of 1914 and likewise to the crisis that preceded defeat in 1918. The so-called ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend was in fact a message from the pulpit, a sermon delivered to the emperor and the soldiers at the front. In response to a wave of strikes, court chaplain Bruno Döhring proclaimed in February 1918 – nine months before the real Armistice – in the Dom of Berlin that the German army had been deprived of victory in the First World War thus far, because it had been attacked from the rear by socialists and democrats. This legend became a salient theme in the subsequent months, charged with further bitterness about the stipulations of the Versailles Peace Treaty (1919).

Bruno Döhring (1870-1961) was a chaplain at the Berlin Cathedral. He became known to the general public when on 2 August 1914, he gave a sermon to an audience of about a thousand believers on the steps of the Reichstag building, calling upon them to stand firmly and fearlessly under the leadership of the Kaiser. In further proclamations from the pulpit he demonstrated the close bond between the Evangelical Church and the monarchs, and between the ‘Church Militant’ and combatant Germany.3 After all, was the legitimacy of this war not to be found in the Protestantism that was born and bred in Germany, as the writer Thomas Mann had argued? Was the war simply an expression of the “age old German struggle against the Spirit of the West” and the battle of “the Roman World against wayward Germany”?4

For historical reasons, Protestantism in Germany was embedded in the so-called Länder, the (federal) states. The political unification of these regions into a German empire in 1871 was not followed by a process of ecclesiastical centralisation. The Landeskirchen continued to be linked to the highest authority in the state, the Landesfürst, and the Prussian Church to the Summus Episcopus, Emperor Wilhelm II. The bearer of the latter title left an extraordinary legacy to the Church, especially in his capital. The Dom in Berlin was renovated on his instructions in 1905 as a worthy monument to the victory against France in 1870 and as the mother church of Protestantism. A second ‘Dom of West Berlin’ was constructed in Charlottenburg in 1895 in memory of Emperor Wilhelm I and a third church appeared in the Hansa Viertel in memory of Emperor Friedrich, his father.

The Socialist November revolution of 1918 triggered a breach with various traditions in German Protestantism. The hour of renewal gave rise to the Weimar Republic and a revival of faith in democracy. Even within the Protestant churches – linked for centuries to the highest authority of the state – some ministers propagated the idea of a People’s Church (Volkskirche) with the right to vote as a self-evident annex. This was short-lived, however, and proved disappointing. National conservatism was the dominant mood in the congregation. The great majority of church ministers (80 per cent) considered themselves nationalist and conservative, and many were able to accommodate themselves within the German Nationalist People’s Party, which favoured the restoration of the monarchy in Germany. The (occasional) church elections that took place in Baden and Württemberg gave rise to a conservative majority.5

The Weimarer Verfassung, the new constitution of the new German republic of 1919 proclaimed the separation of church and state, a complete novelty in German history. The republic’s decision not to recognise an established national church robbed German Protestantism of its unique and privileged relationship with the political authorities. Prayers for the local prince and for the emperor were dropped from Sunday services. While the state continued to finance church ministers and collect taxes, and regional diversity remained explicitly intact, the Landeskirchen were forced to look for a new highest authority, this time within their own ranks. A number of churches clearly struggled with the idea: what did they prefer, a bishop or – as in Prussia – a superintendent?

The monarchist elite among the Protestant clergy had serious problems with the reality of a republic. Their most important representative was the Baltic German theologian and church historian Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930), who had in fact been granted a noble title by the Emperor Wilhelm II.

Von Harnack was one of the founders, in 1911, of the so-called Kaiser Wilhelm Gesellschaft and became its first president. In 1914 he signed a public statement endorsing Germany’s war aims. But in the Weimar Republic he became a Vernunftrepublikaner – a rational republican – and even played a part in the establishment of the Republican Constitution in 1919.6 He guided his Academic Society to be a major vehicle for overcoming the postwar isolation of German scientists.



German Protestantism was the religion of the middle-class elite and the Lutheran Church a self-evident part of the Establishment. In Wilhelm’s Empire, the elite was served hand and foot at the intellectual level by a liberal theology that, to a considerable degree, bore the mark of Von Harnack and came to be known as ‘cultural Protestantism’.

In the search for new forms of political representation, the possibility of a Protestant political party was tabled in line with the Catholic Zentrum Party, created in 1870 and one of the founding elements of the Weimar Republic. The majority of Protestant ministers, however, considered themselves both nationalist and conservative, and most were able to accommodate themselves within the Deutschnationale Volkspartei (DVP), which favoured the restoration of the monarchy.7 A smaller group, the so-called cultural Protestants who constituted the liberal wing of the church, found political refuge in the Deutsche Demokratische Partei (DDP). A tiny minority identified themselves with the Christian socialist movement that had its roots in Switzerland.

Ten years later, the distance between the Evangelical Church and the republic had shrunk to some degree. New leaders of German Protestantism sought more and more to engage in loyal cooperation on the basis of rational considerations. Von Harnack paved the way. The November Revolution had indeed made the church independent. As Otto Dibelius, General Superintendent of the Prussian Union Church, put it in his frequently reprinted book Das Jahrhundert der Kirche: “Ecclesiam habemus!” (We finally have a Church!). At the annual Church Congress (Kirchentag) held in 1929 in Königsberg, a ‘patriotic manifestation’ was organised during which three core concepts were discussed and underlined: obedience to the government, love of the fatherland and the ideology of the German nation. However, this ‘republican rationality’ applied only to the leadership of the Evangelical Church. Antidemocratic resentment continued to be tangible in the intermediate ranks and among ordinary church members.

The relationship between German Protestantism and the German nation had both theological and historical foundations. Lutheran teaching traditionally alluded to ‘two regimens’ or kingdoms: God’s spiritual regimen over the churches and religious communities, and the government’s earthly regimen over its subjects. Luther rejected the idea of rebellion against the authorities as refusal of the God-given order, all the more so after he realised that his new theology had been a source of inspiration for the infamous Bauernkrieg of 1524. The Reformation theology of Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin, on the other hand, reduced the distinction between the two regimens. The faithful, including their political leaders, bear immediate responsibility: they should respect the authority and legitimacy of the government. Should the authorities become tyrannical, however, resistance was legitimised. Calvinists were a minority in the German Evangelical Church, but in 1933 also the source of the famous Bekennende Kirche, the Confessional Church in Nazi Germany that contested the allegiance of the German Evangelical Church to the German State and its Chancellor, Adolf Hitler.






Reconciliation: the Roman Catholic Church in Western Europe

From a political perspective, the First World War was a historical turning point for the Roman Catholic Church in Western Europe. Catholicism emerged from the defensive position into which it had been forced during the ‘culture wars’ with secular liberalism of the second half of the nineteenth century.8




Germany

In 1914 and in 1915, priests and laity alike eagerly took the opportunity to demonstrate their love for the German fatherland. Bishops called upon their flocks to endure the hardships of military confrontation in the awareness that they were stakeholders; they were participants in a conflict where national and religious interests merged. The war effort obliged the political powers in turn to reach unity on the home front. This resulted in the Burgfrieden policy in Germany and the Union Sacrée in France.

Mirroring the (self-evident) Protestant interpretation of the war, the Catholic Church in Germany voiced an openly ‘national’ opinion. Michael von Faulhaber, for instance, archbishop of Munich from 1917, referred to the armed conflict as an example of a just war against the atheistic French Republic beyond the Rhine and against the ‘Babylon of the West’, namely Paris. As a military bishop, he visited the trenches and considered the military confrontation to be akin to a moral challenge that had to be sustained against every form of defeatism. German priests and seminarians from the sub-diaconate up were exempt from national service. In spite of this, however, scores of clergymen and students enlisted in the army, especially in the medical regiments. The 1917 Burgfrieden policy led to the repeal of the law (stemming from the Kulturkampf, the nineteenth-century culture war in Germany) that banned the Jesuits (and their secondary schools) in the German Empire. In a pastoral letter issued on All-Saints Day 1917, the German episcopate insisted that the Catholic flock should reject every attack on the monarchy and the royal dynasty, and that they should “be ready at all times to protect both altar and throne against the hostilities of foreign and domestic enemies; against the powers of the revolution and their desire to construct a delusionary future on the ruins of the existing social order”.9
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