
Word & World 10/3 (1990)
“FACE TO FACE” Copyright © 1990 by Word & World, Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN. All rights reserved.

page 270

The Collapse of the Wall: A Perspective from the Eastern Church*
GOTTFRIED FORCK
Bishop, Evangelische Kirche in Berlin-Brandenburg, East Berlin, Germany

It has been emphasized often in recent months that the church made an important
contribution to the process of transformation in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). The
Catholic church participated in its own way by avoiding, as much as possible, anything which
could be seen as recognition of the socialist government in our country. The Protestant church
has from the beginning been critically effective by taking positions on public issues and
principles in its sermons and synodical declarations. In the process, the church attempted not to
deny everything proposed and carried out in the name of socialism. We employed Paul’s rule:
“But test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess 5:21). After an initial phase, during
which—because of their totalitarian forms—socialism and National Socialism were equated, the
Protestant church learned to distinguish the humanitarian impulses of Marxism from the deeply
inhuman principles of National Socialism. According to a formulation made at an assembly of
the Federation of Evangelical Churches in the GDR, the Protestant church does not want to be
the church against socialism or the church for socialism but the church in socialism. The
assembly wanted thereby to name the place in which all evangelical Christians were called to
prove their faith in word and deed. Recognition of socialism was not the issue, but rather
recognition that God had placed us in such a society so that we might live in that society as
disciples of Christ.

During the ’60s and ’70s the Protestant church, in regular negotiations with the state,
sought to effect greater justice and freedom for all citizens of our country; it stood up for peace
and against rearmament, including pre-military education. Synodical declarations from this
period bear eloquent testimony to this work.

The church’s concern for peace was particularly effective in 1981 when, as part of the
peace decade, a sew-on patch with the symbol and words “Swords into Plowshares” (Isa 2, Mic
4) was distributed to the youth; many continued to wear these on their shirts and jackets well into
1982. The symbol was prohibited by the government in November, 1981, and many young
people who wore it were stopped on the street and taken to police stations; there they had to
remain in most cases

*Translated by Frederick J. Gaiser.
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until they removed the symbol from their clothing. Church representatives, both pastors and
administrators, were busy in those days interceding with the police and the government on behalf
of the youth.



Following up on these events, many congregations founded groups to discuss the
maintenance of peace and the advancement of justice. Many non-Christians also participated in
these groups. They wanted to make use of the opportunity to be able to speak openly about these
politically and socially important questions in the precincts and under the protection of the
church. In the years that followed, they also picked up the theme of protecting the environment.
Many of these groups took the effort to preserve the significant results of their conversations in
written form and to make them available to the population at large. Information sheets were
produced for this purpose on church copying machines, sheets which often—intentionally or
not—fell into government hands and created offense. Officials attempted unsuccessfully to
prevent such distribution of information.

At the suggestion of many, picked up also by the World Council of Churches, three
ecumenical assemblies were held in 1988 and 1989, in which delegates from independent
churches, Roman Catholics, Orthodox, and the Federation of Evangelical Churches in the GDR
participated. These assemblies took up the themes of the local congregational groups, formulated
slightly differently as “Justice, Peace, and the Preservation of Creation.” In April, 1989 the
ecumenical assembly presented twelve papers which, especially in their statements about
conditions in the GDR, produced a great governmental uproar; but these were received by the
congregational groups with thanks. Much of what was presented there found a place in the
principles and demands formulated by the new social groupings and parties in September,1989.

Protestant intercessory prayer services and vigils for people who had been arrested played
an important role in the transformation** of the state. Many non-Christians also participated; the
services were for them initially only a sign of protest, but they became increasingly an
opportunity for reflection. Demonstrations, demanding the release of those arrested, developed
out of these worship services in Leipzig—a model which was taken over by other cities in
September and October, 1989. One can truly say that these intercessory services played an
important role in the peaceful development of the demonstrations.

To the question, How did the East German Church contribute to this transformation? one
can answer: by proclaiming the gospel into all areas of life, including the social and political
dimensions; by pressing the themes of “justice, peace, and the preservation of creation”; and by
interceding for those arrested and for a non-violent change in the social structures.

In this sense the church will also have to continue to be active in its newly changed
context. Only in this way will it continue in the discipleship of Jesus Christ.

**Translator’s note: The German word employed here (die Wende) has become the accepted technical term
to describe this revolutionary change from one era to another of contemporary German history.
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The Collapse of the Wall: A Perspective from the Western Church*
MARTIN KRUSE
Bishop, Evangelische Kirche in Berlin-Brandenburg, West Berlin, Germany

My predecessor as bishop in Berlin, Kurt Scharf, became known even as a young pastor
of the Confessing Church for his courageous stand against National Socialism. In post-war
Germany he was an inexhaustible bridge-builder between East and West and a fighter for human



rights. Although he was elected Bishop of the Evangelical Church of Berlin-Brandenburg in
1966, during the ten years he was in office it was not possible for him to function in the eastern
part of his church, i.e., on the other side of the wall.

After the wall was built in 1961 the general synod of our church had to meet separately in
western and eastern regional synods; members could no longer gather in a single place.
Messengers carried information from one location to the other. So, e.g., when Scharf was elected
bishop in 1966 under these difficult conditions, the two regional synods had to vote separately,
meeting in different locations. In the ’60s travel limitations were especially severe, particularly
for West Berliners. The church was affected in many ways by this division. Finally in 1972, the
church bowed to reality and created a second bishop’s office for the eastern region.

It was not until agreements among the four allied powers in the early ’70s that a gradual
liberalization began. Yet during all these years we held fast to the spiritual unity of our church.

It is understandable that the church in the western region had greater possibilities for
growth: it could continue to offer religious instruction in the public schools; western
governments assigned many social tasks to private welfare organizations—e.g., the Red Cross
and Jewish, Roman Catholic, and Protestant groups; the media were available to the churches;
monies were collected for the churches of the west by state finance offices. In material things our
region is disproportionately wealthier.

The eastern region of the church had to learn more quickly, more austerely, and more
consequently to accept a minority situation. The separation between church and state was
administered much more decisively—although in an ideologically pointed way: the state always
represented the SED (communist party)

*Translated by Frederick J. Gaiser.
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world view which wanted to suppress the Christian faith. Above all, the atheistic youth
dedication was employed for a time precisely to counter Christian confirmation. Young people
who did not accept youth dedication suffered disadvantages in education and employment.

At the same time the government’s Department of Churches exercised a kind of intensive
control over the church’s work that would be unthinkable in western society. State-decreed
limitations and impositions—e.g., the requirement to register any ecclesiastical functions off of
church property—led to frequent difficulties between the church and government officials.
Another problem was the strong philosophical stamp put on the entire educational system—from
kindergarten through the schools to the university—by Marxist-Leninist doctrine; this was
frequently coupled with a prejudice against Christian children.

Not until a high-level meeting in March, 1978 between Bishop Schönherr, the then
president of the Federation of Protestant Churches in the GDR and Bishop of the Eastern Region
of the Church of Berlin-Brandenburg, and the now deposed head of the SED, Erich Honecker,
did tensions between state and church diminish somewhat: the churches received permission to
be active in areas where they had previously been excluded, e.g., pastoral care among prisoners;
religious programs were allowed on television several times a year; churches were permitted to
build parish halls in new settlements. Thus, the SED revised its previous stance regarding the
church, according to which—as Marxism teaches—religion and church would wither away in a
socialist society. Honecker obviously had to face the fact that, as far as could be seen into the



future, the church would remain. It may be that foreign policy considerations regarding the
reputation of the GDR played a role in those decisions.

I cite these key events to make clear that the conditions under which the two regional
churches developed grew increasingly different. Nevertheless, the will to live in and shape a
single spiritual community never faltered. We steadfastly availed ourselves of every possibility
for mutual participation in synod meetings, church assemblies, and conferences. Partnerships
were developed between congregations and larger church groups. We wanted to learn from and
help one another. This exchange was especially important in times of great political tension.

The idea was to allow a large measure of organizational independence to both regions of
the Evangelical Church in Berlin-Brandenburg (because of the political conditions), but at the
same time to maintain our spiritual community unflinchingly; looking back, this worked. In this
way it was possible for each region to come to terms with its own peculiar political and social
context without losing sight of those things held in common.

In recent years governmental interest in the experiences of the church and its assessment
of the situation has increased on both sides. The church frequently assumed the role of mediator.
Ecclesiastical meetings became opportunities for representatives of both governments to meet,
converse, and make contacts.

The Catholic church in the GDR has been less involved than the Protestant church. It did
not do the same kind of regional reorganization; it paid less attention to the peculiarities of both
political systems. It was more concerned to offer the state as little reason for attack as possible.
As a minority church in a traditionally Protestant area, it relied more on the support of the
international church. Only very
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recently has it moved beyond its reserve to make public statements about the processes of
change.

It is too early to tell what kind of organizational gifts will be found by the forces of
reform in the GDR. How intensively the German states will be able to cooperate in all arenas is
still unclear. We are confident that the basic positive direction of the development since the
opening of the borders will continue. In our opinion, the most important factor is that people be
able to live their lives in a society directed toward justice and peace. In addition, we bear
increasing responsibility for the preservation of the creation which has been entrusted to us.
These things, along with a concern for the reestablishment of a peaceful European order, must
take precedence over German reunification. Therefore our previous experience—individual
regional responsibility under the roof of unity—is very helpful to our church.

It is too early to tell in detail how close the two regions of the Evangelical Church in
Berlin-Brandenburg will come organizationally. This will presumably occur as a series of steps
in a longer process. Details are being worked out in joint meetings which began in March of this
year. From our point of view, there are good prospects for growing cooperation, because there is
already a stable foundation in place.


