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“We are the anvil, not the hammer. The anvil cannot and need not strike back; it must only be firm and hard. If it is sufficiently tough, firm and hard, the anvil generally lasts longer than the hammer. No matter how violently the hammer beats down, the anvil stands in quiet firmness and will long serve to form what is newly forged.”
-Bishop Clemens August Von Galen in Overwater Church at Münster, Westphalia 20 July 1941.
“Nationalism is perhaps the most dangerous heresy of our time.”

-Papal Nuncio to Germany, Eugenio Pacelli, future Pope Pius XII, 1923
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Introduction
In March of 2007, a Catholic congregation in the Vatican recommended that Pope Pius XII, who served as pope from 1939-58 should be declared “venerable.” This is quite a noteworthy step in the process of canonization, for now the Holy Father was only one step away from being declared a saint. Immediately a firestorm of criticism of the church arose from several camps, both Jewish and Catholic, who claimed that this move was a weak attempt to try and vindicate the pope who knew so much but did so little to prevent the Holocaust during World War II. In reality, this fight had been going on for a long time, known to many as the “Pius Wars”, and both sides had already dug their trenches decades ago. Interestingly enough, both sides of the debate, whether for or against Pius have very eclectic constituents within. Catholics can be found among his critics
, yet some of Pius’s staunchest defenders are Jews.
 For some, the hierarchical church’s position and responses to Hitler posited only indifference, or perhaps complacency with the dictator’s totalitarianism, anti-Semitism, and war mongering. For others, the Church stood out as a beacon of constant resistance against Hitler’s aims. So many writers have found themselves advocating one of these extreme positions, and very few have taken any sort of stance in the middle ground. Despite this polemical disparity though, it is those who have criticized the church, and especially Pope Pius XII, in some cases relentlessly, who have come to dominate in publications.

Such criticism, although on occasion written very compellingly, often takes a far too idealistic approach, ignoring exactly what means that the church had at its disposal to counter Hitler’s actions. The biggest mistake made by the critics, though, often ignores the quite precarious situation that the Catholic Church found itself in the 1930s and early 1940s. For one thing, the Vatican itself, which had only gained its territory back from the Lateran Treaty in 1929 after losing it to the House of Savoy just 70 years earlier, found itself encircled by a government and regime in Mussolini’s fascist dictatorship which detested any form of political Catholicism, and would become Hitler’s staunchest ally. Additionally, in Germany, Hitler waged a spiritual war upon Catholic life and culture in Germany, in an attempt to eliminate any sort of spiritual resistance to Nazism, itself a quasi-spiritual if not totally pagan entity, which demanded a person’s body and soul.  This element of Nazism must not be understated, but too often has been, for as will be shown, Hitler did all he could to keep Christians from participating in their traditional rituals, liturgies and festivals, supplanting them with Nazi-oriented organizations that centered on nation, state, or race. Any allusions to a second Kulturkampf resembling that of Bismarck’s hold at least a degree of validity. 

In this paper, I will try to analyze the events of the Catholic Church in the Third Reich prior to Pope Pius XII’s election in March of 1939. This period, before the war, has so often been overlooked, yet if one truly wishes to understand the diplomacy of the Vatican towards Hitler during the Holocaust, he should first get to know the situation that the church found itself in throughout the 1930s. Was the Catholic Church in a position to offer anything beyond a spiritual resistance, or were Catholics, too, victims? Was the clergy truly indifferent to the anti-Semitism prevalent in the Third Reich, or were they comfortable with it? Is the hammer and the anvil analogy, addressed by Bishop van Galen, a valid comparison for the situation that the church found itself in? Catholics sure thought so.  
Throughout the paper, I will only be analyzing the Catholic Church, and will refrain from any comparisons between Protestant and Catholic Churches. Such attempts have been tried, but ultimately fall short, since the two different churches have very diverse histories and are put together in dissimilar fashions. The Protestant churches had a long history of being specifically German entities, whereas the Catholic Church is a worldwide institution. This is something which should be kept in mind, since Vatican officials in Rome have more than just German issues to deal with. Although more strict in hierarchy, the Catholic Church’s framework has so many more levels which can on impede and greatly slow communications.

Adolf Hitler has rightly become the iconic image of the Nazi movement. It is there where we will start then, in analyzing the relationship between church and state. Unfortunately for Catholics, though, Adolf Hitler had no regard whatsoever for the institution.
Hitler and Catholicism

Adolf Hitler was born in northern Austria into a family that was at least nominally Catholic, in 1889. Having had a rough childhood, he later left his family, and after doing so, there is no evidence to suggest that he ever attended Mass or received any sacraments. In fact, he was to become extremely anti-Catholic, and a racial pseudo-scientistic religion supplanted his Christianity.
 He often spoke of Jesus, but his version was of course that Jesus had not been a Jew.
 Thanks to Norman Cameron and R.H. Stevens, who edited a series of private conversations that Hitler had with other Nazi officials from 1941-44
 in a collection called Hitler’s Table Talk, we now know exactly what Hitler personally believed about Christianity and Catholicism. The outlook was quite grim. He claimed to have had several battles with his clerical teacher, and was “liberated from the superstition that the priests used to teach” at age fourteen.
 He hated the Church and its authoritarian structures and dogmas, deploring what he called the slave mentality of Rome.
 Having no regard for Catholic dogma, he stated: “A negro with his tabus is crushingly superior to the human being who seriously believes in Transubstantiation.”
 What more could Hitler do to insult Catholicism than to associate it with a people he considered inferior.

Furthermore, Hitler could never overcome the fact that Catholic teaching continually condemned Nazi-supported notions such as “orders of creation” and Catholic theologies of supernatural grace forbade any sort of immortality based on race, which flew in the face of Hitler’s racial theories.
 Not surprisingly, he was also rabidly anti-clerical, often making snide comments about the pope, priests, and pastors. He hated “the biretta! The mere sight of one of these abortions in cassocks makes me wild!”
 He even expressed that he had wished his ally, Benito Mussolini, would have thrown the pope out of Rome.
 Had Hitler had his way, the clergy would have found their subsidy seriously curtailed since he was constantly paranoid about their loyalty to him.
 The pope in Rome was to always play second fiddle for Catholics in Germany, or so he painfully and hatefully wished of them: 
I’ll make these damn parsons feel the power of the State in a way they would never have dreamed possible! For the moment I am just keeping my eye on them; if I ever have the slightest suspicion that they are getting dangerous, I will shoot the lot of them. This filthy reptile raises its head wherever there is a sign of weakness in the State, and therefore it must be stamped on whenever it does so. The fate of a few filthy, lousy Jews and epileptics is not worth bothering about. The foulest of the carrion are those who come clothed in the cloak of humanity, and the foulest of these is Count Preysing!
 What a beast! The Popish inquisitor is a humane being in comparison…The Catholic Church has but one desire, and that is to see us destroyed.



It can be safely assumed though that the clergy were largely unaware of these inflammatory pronouncements, for one of the most commonly made error of the bishops was to regard Hitler as one of the more “moderate” members of the Nazi movement. They erroneously attributed the anti-Catholic elements of the NSDAP and the physical attacks on the churches to lower, less-educated members. The bishops would then appeal to Hitler, who assured the prelates that the Catholic Church was not to be harmed by the Nazis. This error would come to haunt the church all the way through 1945.


Despite Hitler’s disdain for the church, and for most of the doctrines of Christianity, he gladly stole the zeal and imagery found in a Christian liturgical celebration or in biblical language for many of his Nazi rallies.
 Every year during the great annual Nazi rally at Nuremburg, altars were built and flags with the swastika were consecrated. Hymns were sung and prayerful silence was observed. The specifically Catholic idea of the cult of saints was transformed into a cult of Nazi martyrs, especially those who were killed in their first noble crusade, the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 1923.
 The allegedly clairvoyant Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS, and also a lapsed Catholic like Hitler, would steal ideas from his former religion as well. In reality, he was far more “mystical” than Hitler, combing several neo-Pagan elements into his Nazism, claiming that he could communicate with Germans from time immemorial. The SS, or Schutzstaffel, an elite paramilitary unit in the Reich, was theoretically built in a style similar to the Catholic Jesuit Order, or so Himmler yearned. Exactly how this could be remains unknown. Moreover, to oversee the spirituality of his soldiers, Himmler had plans to convert Wewelsburg Castle near Paderborn into a sort of Vatican for the SS, in preparation for the spiritual war to the east.


Hitler’s abhorrence of Catholicism and its visible institutions never waned as he rose to power and held his post as dictator in the Reich.  He constantly kept a scrupulous eye on the bishops and the churches, always letting them know their place, which was to be tool for the state. Bishops, wanting to be patriotic in a country where Catholics had often been on the outside looking in, were too often willing to reassure Hitler that they would work for a stronger Germany.
 For Hitler, though, there was no room for any religion other than National Socialism.
 At times, he would even attempt to associate Catholics with his most hated group, the Jews, all the while letting it be known that it was these groups who were hindering the growth of the German state. Thus, it was the Catholics too who could stab Germany in the back. This happened not only during Hitler’s reign as Chancellor, but also during the rise of the Nazi movement.
The Church Reacts to the rise of the Nazi Party

In the beginning of the fledgling Nazi movement, Hitler and his supporters found themselves in the Bavarian region of Germany, especially in Munich, a city whose chaotic political atmosphere after World War One made it a prime location for Hitler’s National Socialists. Bavaria was also a very Catholic region in Germany, and so it is no surprise that the two sides would confront each other often. Church authorities around Munich watched the Nazi movement with a very critical eye, and on several occasions used the pulpit to alert the faithful to their excesses. Lastly, there was another very important figure watching Hitler from his earliest days as a politician; that was Eugenio Pacelli, the man who would later become Pope Pius XII. During this time, though, he served as Papal Nuncio to Bavaria, often reporting back to Cardinal Secretariat of State Pietro Gasparri in Rome of his wariness of these new National Socialists.
 Pacelli had been an especially adept diplomat throughout Germany during the Weimar Republic, and the Catholic Church had enjoyed very cordial relations with it, despite the church’s misgivings about liberal democracy. While nuncio in Germany, he successfully signed concordats with Bavaria (1925), Prussia (1929), and Baden followed (1932) after he became Vatican Secretariat of State.
 For Pacelli, the concordat was the best way to guarantee the independence of the church’s institutions. In exchange, the church agreed to remain out of political quarrels, other than to support its own party, the Catholic Center Party, which played a strong role in making Weimar last as long as it did through coalitions with other parties. Thus, it is no surprise then that when the Nazis seized power in 1933, Pacelli saw the concordat as a way to possibly protect the Catholic Church.
The National Socialists first tried to seize power on November 8, 1923, with a coup attempt led by Adolf Hitler at the Bürgerbräukeller Beer Hall that would later become known as the Munich Beer Hall Putsch. Despite the moderate amount of supporters and planning that Hitler had accumulated, the putsch ended in a failure which left several Nazi party members dead or in jail. Of course, the Nazis were quick to point the finger outward and find someone to blame for the failure. The obvious targets were socialists and communists, as well as other Bavarian authorities, but for our purposes, they also pointed the finger at Michael Cardinal von Faulhaber, Archbishop of Munich.

Michael Cardinal von Faulhaber had been Archbishop of Munich since 1917, and had certainly been witness to the political turbulence that existed there. He remained a staunch opponent of the Nazi movement although always urging caution and restraint, in order not to create a greater deal of suffering for the victims of Nazi oppression. He certainly saw the Catholic Church as one of these victims, yet was also an outspoken critic of the National Socialists’ anti-Semitism. In 1925, Faulhaber became a member of the International Catholic League against anti-Semitism and Racism, Amici Israël, being one of the leading prelates to do so. On the Sunday before the failed Beer Hall Putsch on a mass for All Saints Day, Faulhaber had given a sermon in the Munich cathedral denouncing anti-Semitism, and on the seventh, sent a letter to the Chancellor Hans Luther alerting him of the persecutions against the Jews committed by Nazis.
 The cardinal was not the only cleric in Munich in denouncing anti-Semitism, for the rector at the Franciscan seminary located there, Erhard Schlund had also written a critique against the Nazi party program, alleging its anti-Semitism to be unchristian. The weekend after the putsch, demonstrations in the streets against Faulhaber were held, with denunciations against the pope, the archbishop and the clergy for their role in the failure of the putsch.
 These events in Munich were certainly being watched closely in Rome, as Papal Nuncio Pacelli reported to Cardinal Secretary of State Gasparri about the vulgar and brutal campaign being waged in the press against both Catholics and Jews, whom he linked together as victims of Nazi persecution.
 In a rather prophetic side note, Pacelli also noted that nationalism was perhaps the most dangerous heresy of the time.

In Rome, Pius XI looked northwards with a constant air of caution. Prior to being elevated to the papal throne, Pius XI, or Antonio Ratti, had served as Papal Nuncio to Poland, undoubtedly witnessing to some of the anti-Semitism that was rampant and in many cases supported by Catholics in that country. However, he was arguably the most outspoken of all popes against anti-Semitism before the Second Vatican Council. In 1928, six years into his papacy and 5 years after the failed putsch in Munich, the Holy Office issued a statement, condemning “that hate which is now generally called anti-Semitism.”
 On another occasion, during a visit from the British Representative to the Holy See Sir Ivonne Kirkpatrick, the pope allegedly lost his cool, pulled his cap over his ear and told his visitor “in pungent terms what he thought of Hitler’s persecution of the Jews.”
 Such were the actions of a man that fought anti-Semitism until literally the day that he died.
Bishops throughout the German speaking world shared the views of Faulhaber, Pacelli, and Pius, firmly believing Nazi victories at the polls would lead to defeat for Catholicism in Germany; they were certainly less concerned about threats to the Jews. In reality, the perception of a Nazi threat to the church only grew in the 1920s. Austrian Bishop of Linz Johannes Gföllner, although known for his “ethical anti-Semitism,” warned Catholics in 1929 to “close your ears and do not join their [Nazi] associations, close your doors and do not let their newspapers into your homes, close your hands and do not support their endeavors in elections.”
 An Austrian Catholic newspaper, Volkswohl, attempted to alert the faithful of what life in a Nazi state would be like in a parody, detailing how every newborn baby’s hereditary history would have to be certified by a Racial-Hygenic Institute and those who weren’t lucky enough to pass would certainly be killed. Again, Catholics, even Aryans, would be persecuted: “The demonic cries out from this movement; masses of the tempted go to their doom under Satan’s sun. If we Catholics want to save ourselves, then it can never be in a pact with these forces.”
 
Bishops in the fledgling Weimar republic themselves echoed these cries as the decade turned into the 1930s, and the Nazis slowly won more and more of the vote.  Dean of the German cardinals Adolf Bertam, archbishop of Breslau, condemned the political movement in 1930 for its radicalism, racist madness, and their schemes of “positive Christianity,” which would ultimately have seen the Nazis create a supra-confessional national Church.
 Ludwig Maria Hugo, bishop of Mainz, went even further, giving perhaps the greatest condemnation of Nazism up to this point:
The Christian moral law is founded on love of our neighbor. National Socialist writers do not accept this commandment in the sense taught by Christ; they preach too much respect for the Germanic race and too little respect for foreign races. For many of them what begins as mere lack of respect, ends up as full-blown hatred of foreign races, which is unchristian and uncatholic. Moreover the Christian moral law is universal and valid for all times and races; so there is a gross error in requiring that the Christian faith be suited to the moral sentiments of the Germanic race.

This tract against National Socialism set out by Bishop Hugo is a great harbinger for the 1937 encyclical Mit brennender Sorge. Both set out to attack Nazism with theology, showing the folly in the notions of a national God, all the while appealing to Natural Law theories and theologies of grace, emphasizing the universality of Catholicism.
 The bishops would never endorse any sort of open revolt. Bertram and Hugo were not alone, as bishops in Cologne, Paderborn, and the Upper Rhine warned clergy to keep their distance from the Nazis, and in some cases threatened to refuse party leaders the sacraments. Bishops in Bavaria banned Nazi groups from funerals should they come with any uniform or paraphernalia, and also commented on the attacks on the church, eugenics, and the Nazi contempt for unborn children.


The thorn that was the Catholic hierarchy in the side of the NSDAP in Germany got to be such a problem that Herman Göring, head of the SA and Hitler’s future President of the Reichstag and Reich Minister of Aviation (among many others), went to Rome to protest in 1931. Pius XI had no sympathy for him, and ordered the recently promoted Cardinal Secretary of State Eugenio Pacelli to not meet with Göring. During his time there, the National Socialist politician told Pacelli’s undersecretary that many Center Party priests were attacking Nazism, and let the prelate know that the Nazis would defend themselves from these intellectual and spiritual onslaughts. No one that Herman Göring met with in the Vatican took him too seriously, but they would in years to come.


The pivotal year was 1932. During the bishops annual meeting at Fulda, during August 17-19, they laid out a plan which was to guide the Catholics for the upcoming crucial election in November. The bishops stated that all the bishoprics have forbidden membership of Catholics in the NSDAP because of the party’s “hostility to the Faith [which was] evident in statements by countless leading figures and publicists of the Party, in particular a hostile attitude to fundamental doctrines and claims of the Catholic Church.”
 Furthermore, the bishops saw that the goal of the party was “to gain a monopoly of power in Germany which it is so hotly pursuing” and that if the Nazis achieved this goal “the prospects for the church interests of the Catholics would be gloomy indeed.”
 This was the culmination of Catholic and Nazi relations prior to the establishment of the Third Reich, and bishops had remained consistent in their attacks against the party. There can be no ambivalence derived from these sort of statements; Catholic bishops had not only voiced wariness to the Nazis, but issued an outright prohibition on party membership.

At this point it would be interesting to do a comparison on the bishops’ responses to the NSDAP in comparison to other German parties. If they were to select a “most-hated” party, it would no doubt have been the Communists (KPD). The Socialists (SPD) were also seen as an enemy to the church, although on occasion the Catholic Center Party would enter into a coalitions with them. With the previous pronouncements, it would be safe to say that the bishops lumped the NSDAP into this group as well, even if they did not get the same treatment as the KPD and the SPD. As we shall see later, the church would come to see more similarities between Nazism and Communism than most do, seeing both as an atheistic, totalitarian ideologies.

There was never a time before Adolf Hitler’s ascension to the Chancellery in which the Catholic hierarchy enjoyed cordial relations with Nazi leaders. Bishops remained steadfast in their banishments of voting for National Socialists at the polls, and fellow Catholics largely obeyed, voting for the Catholic Center Party in 1932 (in both July and November elections) by the same rate that they had throughout the 1920s, and actually received a slight increase in the number of votes, going from 78 Reichstag seats in 1928 to 99 in 1932 although dropping back down to 90 a year later.
  Furthermore, an examination of the vote geographically will reveal that the more Catholic areas of Germany (Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, Hesse, etc)  dealt defeats for the Nazis. And so, Guenter Lewy should be called into question when he claims as he does, that the Catholic hierarchy viewed the National Socialist dictatorship as any other form of government,
 since the bishops in Germany did everything that they could to keep the NSDAP at bay in the elections, just as they did the Communists and socialists. Although the Nazis still ended up with victories, they did not get them from the Catholic electorate. Lewy does estimate that of the fifteen or so million Catholics eligible to vote in Germany, fewer than two million voted for the NSDAP in 1932.
 In addition, the Catholic struggle against the rise of Nazism occurred in other places besides just Germany and Austria as well.

Seats Won by Major Parties in Reichstag Elections

	
	KPD

	SPD

	Zentrum/BVP

	DVP

	DNVP

	NSDAP


	May 20, 1928
	54
	153
	78
	45
	73
	12

	Sep 14, 1930
	77
	143
	87
	30
	41
	107

	Jul 31, 1932
	89
	133
	99
	7
	38
	230

	Nov 6, 1932
	100
	121
	90
	11
	52
	196

	Mar 5, 1933
	81
	120
	92
	2
	52
	288


Leo Degrelle was a rising star in the Belgian political scene in the 1930s. Young, charismatic, good-looking and apparently devout Catholic, he had become extremely well known. He was originally a member of the Catholic Party, but eventually left to found, with others, the new right-wing Rexist Party. He still though had the reputation of a devout Catholic, and would often disappear for weeks, thought to be on retreat in a monastery. He would return and give fiery political speeches on Belgium’s future. Eventually, he became so popular, that in 1936 he challenged the incumbent prime minister, Paul van Zeeland. It looked as though Degrelle was going to win until an unforeseen event occurred. The cardinal archbishop of Mechelen, Jozef-Ernest van Roey made a public declaration prohibiting Catholics from voting for Degrelle and his party. This stunned many Catholic Belgians and Degrelle ended up losing the election. After Germany’s invasion of Belgium though on May 10, 1940, it became clear that Degrelle was nothing more than a well-disguised Nazi. His disappearances were not so much trips to monasteries, but rather visits east to Hitler for indoctrinations in National Socialism. Furthermore, Alice von Hildebrand claims that Carindal van Roey got his cue to speak out against Degrelle from Rome, where Cardinal Secretary of State Pacelli had become wise to his ways.
 Cardinal van Roey remained a fervent anti-Nazi throughout his episcopate, even being the subject of a Time magazine article in December of 1941. Degrelle remained a faithful Nazi for the rest of his life.
 
This is not to claim that no Catholics were among the early supporters of National Socialism. Not only were Catholics among the masses, but sometimes priests were there as well. Clergy certainly had affinities were various parts of the NSDAP platform, namely the desire for a conservative, authoritarian regime that had critiques of modern liberalism and bolshevism. Many within the Catholic hierarchy no doubt saw these attributes as beneficial, but they could never get over the idea of “positive Christianity” that many Nazis desired. Church officials saw this as a  way to undermine Roman Catholicism and to create a sort of “German Christian church.” They would be correct. Some priests, though, were unapologetic supporters of the new Nazi movement before their rise to power, and thus would find themselves at odds with their local bisihops.  These rogue priests though were certainly in a minority, though, and we must not overemphasize their importance to the rise of Nazism, to which they were not very influential. Although they won small successes, they were going up against an entire, unified episcopate with a staunch stance against Nazism. Thus, to give them the same amount of ink would be an inaccurate representation of history.
 
It is certainly true though the Catholic Church was certainly not immune to the increasing lack of enthusiasm for the Weimar Republic, along with many other Germans, and so the party moved towards the right (along with other conservative and liberal parties), as evidenced by the appointment of the conservative priest Ludwig Kaas as party leader in September of 1928. Two other prominent party members, Heinrich Brüning and Franz von Papen, both chancellors before Adolf Hitler, were also in favor of the demolition of Weimar. This move by the Center Party showed that for many Catholics (and many Germans) the experiment in liberal democracy had failed, not just economically, but also in the social realm where immorality and lewdness rose, and thus they became more sympathetic to an authoritarian form of government.
 Simple authoritarianism, though, is a far cry from Nazism. It was only after Hitler’s appointment to the chancellery in January 1933, and a legal Nazi government that caused Catholic leaders to become a little more wary to denounce Hitler and the National Socialists. 
The Enabling Act and the Reichskonkordat: Accommodation, Capitulation, or Defense?


By the time Hitler is appointed chancellor of Germany in January of 1933, something which Pope Pius XI watched displeasingly,
 Vatican officials certainly had in the back of their minds the sticky situation that the Catholic Church had found itself in recent history. Certainly, memories of Bismarck’s Kulturkampf of the 1870s arose and in the same year, the Kingdom of Italy seized Rome during the First Vatican Council, sending the bishops scurrying and ending centuries of a sovereign, land-holding Holy See. In 1905, historically Catholic France passed laws which finally completely severed the offices of church and state. Twelve years later, Russia’s Bolshevik Revolution slowly phased out Christianity altogether.  In 1933, the seeds were also being sown for the oncoming Spanish Civil War, of which religious were numbered among the victims. And now, the impending crisis in the new Reich (along with Germany’s future ally, Italy) certainly caused the church to be willing to try and coexist with the National Socialists. As long as they were just a political party, church authorities could protest against them. Once they became the law of the land, though, it was time to render under Caesar what is Caesar’s, in an effort to avoid another persecution of the Catholic Church.
 By 1933, several regimes in Europe already existed which were at least partly hostile to the Catholic Church, but there was no precedent for the Catholic Church to refuse negotiations with a regime based on that formality.


So it occurred with the Enabling Law, on March 23, 1933, through which Adolf Hitler legally achieved dictatorial powers, and with the Reichskondordat of the same year. The Catholic Center party, led by Kaas, agreed to support the Enabling Law, after Hitler made several pleas to Catholics, claiming that Christianity was the unshakable root of German society. The move was done in accord with other parties as well, in an effort to solve the impending economic crisis. The Center Party then also agreed to dissolve itself in July of the same year, a move which Pacelli watched with disapproval. With hindsight, we now know that the Center Party would have been doomed regardless of their stance on the Enabling Law. At the outset, it is certainly easy to interpret this as a 180 degree turn in Catholic policy towards the Nazis; they had gone from outright condemnation to what appeared to be an endorsement. Had Hitler somehow warmed relations with German Catholics? Were Nazis no longer a threat? Well, no. Although still wary of the National Socialists, but less wary of Hitler himself, Catholic officials believed that their own well-being now belonged in supporting the legitimate government. Michael Burleigh correctly calls this turn in Catholic policy a “yes, but…”
 French Catholic historian Robert d’Harcourt called it, “professions of loyalty, seasoned with drops of vinegar.”
  While still retaining hesitancy and distancing themselves from the Nazis, the bishops had to remove the ban on membership in Nazi organizations should the church wish to remain in the Reich. This was perhaps best said by Adolf Cardinal Bertram of Breslau in a letter dated 1 April 1933 to the rest of the German bishops: “Without therefore departing from the condemnation of certain religious and moral errors voiced in our earlier measures, the episcopate believes it has ground for confidence that the general prohibitions and admonitions mentioned above no longer be regarded as necessary.”
 This is hardly an endorsement of the Hitler government, as Cardinal Bertam notes that there are still errors fundamental to National Socialism. However, the Church was now at least reluctantly willing to give the new chancellor a shot, since he had been legally appointed, and after he went on what Michael Burleigh called a “charm offensive”
 in the Spring of 1933 towards the churches. The bishops certainly displayed some naiveté, taking Hitler at his word. 

Another gesture of good will (or so it appeared) from the Nazis to the church occurred when in April 1933, Reich vice-chancellor Franz von Papen (A Catholic, but who had left the Center Party in 1932 before he would have been expelled) travelled to Rome to inform the pope that the new Reich was offering to broker a concordat between the Vatican and Germany. A concordat, which the Holy See had signed with several European countries prior to 1933, was simply an agreement between church and state that honored the freedom and independence of all Catholic institutions. The Vatican accepted this opportunity, while as a side note condemning the persecution of the Jews that was taking place.
 It is certainly regretful that such condemnation was only a sidenote. 

In fact, the Vatican was quite anxious to get the concordat signed and ratified.
 A conference held in Berlin by Roman Catholic leaders on April 25-26 was ripe with very bleak predictions for the future of the church in Germany. Ludwig Kaas, still leader of the soon-to-be defunct Center Party believed that the outcome for the church was “very black. All Catholic organizations would be destroyed.”
 There was especially a fear for the outcome of the Catholic school system in Germany, after the General Teachers Union of Germany, which included many Catholics, was incorporated into the National Socialist Teachers Association. The conference also urged intercession and outreach for Semitic teachers who had been converted to Catholicism, and had recently lost their jobs.


On April 25, Bishops Hermann Berning of Osnabrück and Maximillian Kaller of Warmia met with Vice Chancellor Franz von Papen. Von Papen assured the two prelates that there was no new Kulturkampf in the works, and that Göring felt the same way. Rather, the Reich officials expected the church to conjure up a struggle against the state. Lastly, von Papen assured the bishops that the Catholic organizations would not be molested. Ludwig Wolker, General Secretary of the Young Men’s Association though, distrusted the statements of von Papen, and noted that nearly all of the Catholic youth organizations had already received pressure from the Reich government to be “de-politicized.” According to Wolker, “A very strong anti-Roman element in the movement [Nazism] was unmistakable.”



At this same conference, Bishop Berning had desired to meet with Hitler, and he was given an audience with the chancellor in the afternoon for a little over an hour. The meeting went very cordially, and Hitler used his best charisma to ensure the Catholic prelate that the Reich would not be reinstating Bismarck’s Kulturkampf. In fact, Hitler, who tried to play himself off as still a practicing Catholic, said that he had waited for the moment when he would finally be able to speak with a Catholic bishop about his plans. He mentioned that he had been deeply and personally hurt by the fact that for so long he had been portrayed as being hostile to Christianity. He promised that Catholic organizations and Catholic schools would not be encroached, since the spiritual well being of the Reich was so important for its success. It was at this point that he also mentioned that his anti-Semitic measures were only a continuation of church policy of the previous fifteen hundred years.
 
It is clear to us now that Hitler’s largest intention in the concordat was to eliminate all forms of political Catholicism. This could be done by keeping clerics out of elected office and, perhaps best of all, by seeing the Center Party go away altogether. These motivations of Hitler’s became apparent in July of 1933, for when the Center Party agreed to dissolve, he became far less interested in the concordat with the Vatican. It took the convincing of vice-chancellor von Papen by phone to show Hitler what international prestige he had to gain by recognition from the Catholic Church. This was certainly one of the more seedy sides of the concordat, in that it brought a great amount of validity to the new Reich, for the Catholic Church, a worldwide morality-wielding institution had made an agreement with it. The Vatican may have overlooked this perhaps unintended consequence. It should be pointed out though, that at about the same time that Germany and the Vatican was going over details of the concordat, the Reich was also conducting trade agreements with Britain and France.
 
The Vatican’s motivation in ratifying the concordat was relatively simple: to protect themselves against encroachments by the state upon their institutions. This fear was stated by Adolf Cardinal Bertram of Breslau in an 18 April 1933 letter he wrote to Cardinal Pacelli, stating that the new government was not well disposed towards Catholic organizations, and wanted National Socialist organizations to reign supreme.
 They had a reason to be concerned about this, for since Hitler, through the Enabling Law had essentially suspended the Weimar Constitution, and all of the provisions therein protecting religious liberty as well as the three existing concordats between the Holy See and German states had been neutralized.
 Most of all though, the conspicuous fears of another Kulturkampf, which in the 1870s saw over 1,800 German priests exiled or in jail and over 16 million Marks worth of ecclesiastical property seized, prevailed among the church hierarchy, and justifiably so.
 In addition, the pope believed he had something to gain as he did when he signed the concordat with Mussolini in 1929, that perhaps he could humble these dictators by getting them to acknowledge a world power that didn’t rely on brute strength, but rather on a spiritual righteousness. However, what the pope regarded as a respectful recognition of a ‘power above the powers’ in the concordat was regarded by the dictators more as a sort of political immobilization.
 Not only could Hitler get the church to relinquish their political resistance to his regime, but it would appear to be done in a way that appeared voluntary.

Regarding negotiations for the concordat, there failed to be any sort of consensus in the Vatican on how to proceed. In fact, debates were heated, and progress was slow. Church officials in Rome knew that the Nazis during the rise to power had done all they could to undermine Catholicism, and some within the Vatican argued that signing a concordat with Hitler would only demoralize Catholics. A second group though, argued that while Nazism and Catholicism were incompatible, the church had to at least try and reason with the Nazis for the good of German Catholics. After all, such a concordat, legally binding, signed by Hitler, may be the only way to hold him accountable should the Reich begin to persecute Catholics. Even if Hitler, or other Nazi officials, especially Göring, were lying through his teeth, which many in the Vatican suspected, could he actually breach a contract with the pope? In 1933 then, the concordat appeared as a viable option of resistance for the Church, since the Nazi party demanded the German citizen’s total life: body and soul. By emphasizing Catholic independence, the Church could exist as an entity in competition with the spiritual element of National Socialism. The key was to keep the Catholics loyal to the bishops, schools, and institutions. In order to do that, they needed to ensure their own existence, which was the motivation for the concordat.


The text of the concordat comprised a total of 34 articles, most of which were intended to separate and protect the individual jurisdictions between church and state. Catholic dominated spheres would remain Catholic, and as a result, clergy would agree to stay out of the political sphere.  Article One protected the free practice of the Catholic faith and for the Catholic Church to have the ability “to order and administer its own affairs and to make laws and regulations binding upon its members in matters within its competence.”
  In addition, the office of the bishop “and other diocesan authorities in their communications with the faithful on all matters concerning their pastoral office” was to be protected.
 Article 5 said “the clergy enjoy the protection of the state in the exercise of their spiritual office in the same way as state officials. The state will prosecute insults to their persons.”
 In article 9, “Clergy cannot be questioned by judicial or other authorities about facts confided to them in the exercise of their spiritual guidance and which therefore come under the obligation to pastoral confidentiality.”
 Article 14 granted the church “the right to make its own appointments to all church offices and benefices, without the cooperation of the state or of the civic communities.”
 This was a concession that must have looked especially appealing to the church, since the appointment of bishops in Germany had been a contentious issue going all way back to the 11th century, when the Holy Roman Emperor had wished to appoint all bishops himself. For Hitler to allow the church to remain in charge of the episcopate was certainly a move that the church never expected him to make (and ironically, perhaps the only article of the concordat that he honored).

Article 15 continued to honor the independence of the church, granting monastic orders and religions associations the right to not be subject to any special restrictions by the state. Article 19 stated that “Catholic theological faculties in the universities will remain in being.”
 The next few articles all deal with Catholic schools and would become the most frequently broken by the Nazis. Article 21 sated: 

The instruction in the Catholic faith is a regular part of the curriculum in the elementary, technical, intermediate, and high schools and is taught in accordance with the principles of the Catholic Church. It will be a special concern of religious instruction, as is the case with all over subjects, to inculcate a sense of patriotic, civic, and social duty in the spirit of Christian faith and morality. The syllabus and selection of textbooks for religious instruction will be determined with the agreement of the church authorities.

The church is certainly giving a little more than perhaps it should here, by agreeing to instill a “patriotic, civic and social” duty upon its pupils. Article 23 guaranteed “the retention and establishment of Catholic confessional schools.” Article 31 was also quite substantial:

The property and activities of those Catholic organizations and associations whose aims are purely religious, cultural, or charitable and which, therefore, are under the authority of the hierarchy, will be protected. Catholic organizations which pursue other aims, social or professional, for example, as well as religious, cultural or charitable, will without prejudice to any possible incorporations into state come under the protection…so as they guarantee that their security is outwith the orbit of any political party…Care will be taken that the members of any sporting or other youth organizations controlled by the Reich or the provincial governments will be able to take a regular part of their church duties on Sundays and feast days, and that nothing incompatible with their religious and moral convictions and duties will be urged upon them.

These concessions, to grant the independence of all Catholic organizations and schools, plus the guarantee of their rights of worship was exactly what Pacelli and the German bishops were looking for. At least now they had a legal document which could, in theory, prevent another Kulturkampf and protect the church in the Third Reich.


To get these freedoms, the church was certainly willing to make a few concessions. These include Article 27, which gave special pastoral provision for Catholic officers, officials, and men of the German Army. Article 30 mandated that on Sundays and recognized days, the clergy would pray for the well-being of the German Reich and the people. Article 32 said that in response for the freedoms guaranteed the church from the Reich government “the Holy See will issue regulations to prohibit clergy and members of monastic orders from membership in political parties or activity on behalf of such parties.”
  It was Article 16, though, which was the most controversial:

Before bishops enter upon the government of their dioceses they are to take an oath of fealty either to the representative of the Reich government in the provinces or to the president of the Reich in the following words: ‘Before God and on the Holy Gospels I swear and promise—as becomes a bishop—loyalty to the German Reich and to the…state.  I swear and promise to honor the constitutional government and to cause the clergy of my diocese to honor it. In the exercise of the spiritual office entrusted to me I will endeavor, with due solicitude for the well-being and the interests of the German state, to prevent any harm which might threaten it.

For many, this has become an oath of total capitulation to the Reich by the Catholic Church. That may be taking it a little too far. The careful observer will note that the oath requires obedience to only the German state, not necessarily National Socialism, or even Hitler. There is of course the added complexity of swearing allegiance to the “constitutional government.” What should then happen if the government violated the constitution as would certainly come to happen in Germany? Could Catholics then engage in open resistance? It certainly appears the case that “constitutional government” was interpreted by Catholics as whatever legitimate government may be in power. Regardless, this article certainly did limit the resistance that could be utilized by Catholics in the Reich, since they had to remain obedient to the established authorities.
 However, the outlook appeared so grim for the church, that they were willing to make such a concession.
 Reaction from bishops to the concordat was lukewarm, although they realized its necessity.
 Archbishop Conrad Gröber, of Freiburg, who was the most accommodating of the bishops towards Nazism,
 told Secretariat of State Pacelli, the Vatican’s main negotiator in the concordat, that everything the church had in Germany would be smashed should they walk away from the table. Cardinal Faulhaber remarked: “With the concordat, we are hanged, without the concordat, we are hanged, drawn, and quartered.” Some though saw the concordat as capitulation from the church, making it co-responsible for whatever evils the Nazis may commit, and these critics have been proven largely correct; so many have since regarded the Reichskonkordat as a sort of pact between the Catholic Church and Nazi Germany. 
 Historian Thomas Brechenmacher argues though that when the offer came from the Reich, Pacelli had no choice. An agreement with its basis in international law was perhaps the only way to guarantee the existing autonomy of Catholicism in Germany after the dissolution of the main form of political Catholicism; the Center party. Pacelli was certainly not so naïve to actually believe that Hitler would adhere to all the agreements within the concordat, but he hoped that at least a systematic dismantling of the Church had been prevented.

It is at this point worth pointing out that the ubiquitous theory, that the Catholic Church entered a pact with the lesser evil, National Socialism, in order to combat the greater evil, Communism, is false. In reality, Pius XI, Pacelli, and Nuncio to Germany Cesare Orsenigo saw the two ideologies as two-sides of the same coin, both spouting an atheistic, totalitarian ideology. While it is true that both the church and the Nazis were ardent anti-communists, the two sides held extremely different motivations for their resistance to that ideology. In fact, Vatican officials routinely doubted the genuineness of Hitler’s anti-Communism, arguing that that it was just a political tool for the NSDAP to succeed. When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, these same officials believed that the invasion was not a crusade against Communism, as the name of the operation suggested, but rather just a land grab for wheat and oil to feed the Reich.

Following the concordat negotiations, Secretariat of State Pacelli quickly issued an article in the Vatican newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, noting that the concordat should not be taken as an endorsement of Nazism by the church. According to US consul Alfred W. Klieforth, who met with Pacelli in Berlin in 1936, Pacelli opposed any unilateral agreement with National Socialism, referring to Hitler as an untrustworthy scoundrel. He was skeptical of Hitler being moderate with anything, and fully supported the measures that the German bishops had taken in their initial anti-Nazi stand.
 He had hopes though that Hitler would at least partially honor the concordat, even that he would calm down some. Like the bishops, he had mistakenly seen other Nazi officials, especially Göring and Himmler as the real anti-Catholics, and less so Hitler. Ultimately though, Pacelli was doubtful, telling a British diplomat that “a pistol had been put to his head.
 In December of 1933, when Papal Nuncio Cesare Orsenigo was readying his address that he was to deliver to President Hindenburg and Chancellor Hitler as a part of the diplomatic corps, Pacelli edited out an entire paragraph that praised Hitler, and urged Orsenigo to be moderate at best, considering the grave state of the churches in Germany. Cardinal Faulhaber was also in attendance, and when it was his turn to speak, he used the opportunity to ask the Führer to insure that he would adhere to the terms of the concordat, and also made a plea for mercy to concentration camp inmates.

This general “lukewarm” reaction to the signing of the concordat was not without foundation. Despite the Church’s attempt to meet with Hitler and reason with him as a statesmen, no one was naïve enough to truly believe that the Nazis would not seek to undermine and find loopholes the concessions that they had made to the Church. They were certainly correct, although they may have underestimated the tenacity and mechanization of the campaign against the Catholic Church, which occurred at a pace and swiftness that would have made Otto von Bismarck envious. The Nazis did not just break some provisions, but broke nearly every single one. Between just September 1933 to March 1937, Secretary of State Pacelli sent over 70 notes to the Reich protesting against violations of the Concordat.

Catholic Reactions to Nazi Racial and Eugenic Policies

Almost immediately after Hitler’s accession to the Chancellery, the Nazi party enacted racial policies meant to harm non-Aryans and political opponents. One such piece of legislation was the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, designed to remove any sort of political and racial resistance from the German government. This legislation was obviously meant to rid the government of Jews but some “political Catholics” also found themselves kicked out of office. Not long after this legislation passed, various Jewish groups pleaded for the pope to make some sort of appeal to the Reich against these measures. On April 4, Pacelli instructed Nuncio Orsenigo to see if anything could be done, reminding him that “it is the tradition of the Holy See to exercise its universal mission of love and peace among all peoples, regardless of their social circumstances or their religion, and where necessary for its charitable establishments to intervene.”
 Orsenigo relayed that message to the government, and three other bishops had issued statements as well. Pacelli’s motive here clearly stretched beyond preservation of the church, for he considered it the church’s ‘universal mission’ to speak up.
 It was also in April of 1933 that Edith Stein, a Catholic convert from Judaism, sent her letter to the pope, pleading for his aid with regard to the Jewish situation. Stein’s letter was received with other appeals, yet no immediate action was taken by the papacy.

But there was a reason for that. The Catholic Church was treading in very dangerous water, by protesting against a piece of legislation, although discriminatory, which had become the law. This was in violation of both the previous German concordats but also the Lateran Treaty signed in 1929, to have Rome engaging in affairs abroad. So instead, Pacelli and Orsenigo agreed that the best way to handle the situation was to have bishops in Germany make appeals themselves, and that Pacelli should be cautious, for fear of causing an international incident. On April 9, the bishops in Cologne, Paderborn, and Osnabrück published a statement declaring “with deepest sorrow and distress, that the days of national uprising had also become, for many loyal citizens including conscientious civil servants, days of the deepest and most bitter suffering that is quite undeserved.” For Orsenigo, the term “loyal citizens” meant Jews, for as he wrote to Rome: “the whole [German] government approves of the anti-Semitic principle.”

However, in their quest to toe the fragile line between restraint and resistance, the Catholic officials made a critical error. After the unsuccessful boycott of Jewish business on April 1-3 led by the Nazis, Catholics saw Jews as able to fend for themselves, and thought that they could continue to do so. Plus, many German bishops saw any plea on their part to stop the boycott as powerless. After an appeal by Monsignor Bernard Lichtenberg, Dean of Berlin Cathedral to Cardinal Bertram, the prelate urged caution by saying, “the fact that the step [appeal to the government] is likely to be unsuccessful since the arguments pro et contra are already well enough known to the relevant authorities without any representations on our part.”
 Bertram also noted that the church typically does not comment on economic matters.  These mistakes were crystallized in that April 10 letter from Faulhaber to Pacelli. Nontheless, Pacelli urged Orsenigo to reach out to Jewish leaders in Berlin. When one such leader suggested that Catholics should take over Jewish hospitals, Orsenigo pointed him towards the Knights of St. John.
 Nuncio Orsenigo also met with the German leaders, namely Göring, von Papen, and Hitler, to make appeals of moderation in the Nazi racial laws. However, these meetings were fruitless, for all he achieved was to be the recipient of lectures from Hitler.
 Pacelli continued to walk the fine line in Rome, such as when in September of 1933 he was asked if it were true that the Holy Father had condemned Nazi anti-Semitism. His response was neither a confirmation nor a denial, taken by many then to be an affirmative response.


It was on July 14th in which the Nazis ratified their great diplomatic triumph, the Reichskonkordat. It was on the same day, too, that the Nazis showed a complete disregard for respect of Catholic teachings, as they also ratified the Law for the Prevention of Hereditary Diseased Progeny, their infamous eugenic sterilization policy which would see over 350,000 sterilized before 1945. The Catholic Church did not need to address this specific piece of legislation (although it would several times), since it had issued a broad condemnation of sterilization altogether in Pius XI’s 1930 encyclical, Castii connubi as in the following:

Finally, that pernicious practice must be condemned which closely touches upon the natural right of man to enter matrimony but affects also in a real way the welfare of the offspring. For there are some who over solicitous for the cause of eugenics, not only give salutary counsel for more certainly procuring the strength and health of the future child - which, indeed, is not contrary to right reason - but put eugenics before aims of a higher order, and by public authority wish to prevent from marrying all those whom, even though naturally fit for marriage, they consider, according to the norms and conjectures of their investigations, would, through hereditary transmission, bring forth defective offspring. And more, they wish to legislate to deprive these of that natural faculty by medical action despite their unwillingness; and this they do not propose as an infliction of grave punishment under the authority of the state for a crime committed, not to prevent future crimes by guilty persons, but against every right and good they wish the civil authority to arrogate to itself a power over a faculty which it never had and can never legitimately possess.

 However, just a few months later, L’Osservatore Romano reiterated the point, warning that governments should not degenerate into “cattle-breeding laboratories.”
 There were two prominent Catholic academics, Karl Eschweiler and Hans Barion at Braunsberg from Staatliche Akademie that supported the eugenic measure. When the Cardinal Secretariat of State Eugenio Pacelli found out about this, he promptly instituted canonical proceedings against them, and both were suspended from teaching any Catholic seminarians.


To resist these eugenic measures, it became a priority for the Catholic Church in Germany not to allow their hospitals and medical centers to perform sterilization procedures. Bishops Gröber and Herman Berning of Osnabrück sought from the Reich minister of the interior a stipulation that Catholic doctors would not be legally compelled to perform sterilization procedures. In addition, Hitler and other Nazi leaders were incensed as Catholic diocesan newspapers continually published judgments from the Hereditary Health Courts, drawing attention to the sterilization program that the state tried to keep somewhat quiet. Initially, Catholic welfare networks remained successful in keeping the eugenic policies out of their institutions, and it was not long before the Reich took action. The state, through quite dubious means, many of which violated the concordat, closed Catholic homes and institutions, as well as removed the charitable tax status from these programs, causing them to become fiscally defunct.
 For Catholics, this was only the beginning of the incursion by the state into their legally protected institutions.
A New Kulturkampf
As mentioned earlier, Hitler’s National Socialism required the German citizen to be faithful to the Reich, as he had to give body and soul to the regime. He or she could not be splitting time in both the German sphere and the specifically non-German (Roman, backwards) Catholic sphere.
 The Nazis knew this, and despite the fact that the concordat was intended for the sole purpose of protecting the autonomy of the Catholic sphere, Hitler did his best to chip away at that autonomy and annex it for his own. Within a few years, Catholic organizations had to either disband totally, or merge with an umbrella like state organization, which included an indoctrination in Nazi dogma. As Nazi programs proselytized among the youth of Germany, Catholic groups were banned from doing the same thing. Through intimidation and fear, Catholics in these groups stopped displaying their emblems and badges. Charges were trumped up against the leaders of Catholic groups, landing them in jail.
 Some of the charges claimed that they had involvements with Communists groups, an assertion so absurd, for one who had risen through the ranks of Catholic circles enough to be a leader of a group could not possibly have had communist sympathies.

Catholic newspapers in Germany, which had a very rich and robust tradition along with a wide readership were also supposed to have their autonomy and independence guaranteed under the terms of the concordat like any other organization. But also like any other organization, the Nazi onslaught of Catholic periodicals proceeded in a prudent and speedy fashion. Again, this was done both by physical means, such as a total shutting down of the paper presses, or in more indirect ways, such as forcing paper and ink shortages to stop the presses. In 1933, there were over four hundred Catholic daily newspapers in Germany; by 1935, there were none. The weekly newspapers faired a little better though, seeing their numbers only drop from 435 in January 1934 to 124 by October 1939, one month into the war. At the same time though, Nazi publications increased dramatically, full of anticlericalism.
 These publications also included the Nazis’ attempt to strike back at the spiritual resistance of the Church, by comparing Catholics to the most hated enemy in Germany, the Jew, and their second favorite, the Communist. 

This campaign to try and poke holes into the autonomous, spiritual edifice of the Catholic Church by putting it into the same league with Germany’s internal enemies was largely unsuccessful, but still carried out relentlessly. The reason for the campaign was somewhat ingenious though. Although the church hierarchy did not share in the racial anti-Semitism that Hitler did, Catholics and Jews were still theological enemies, and the polemical nature of the two religions created tensions. As early as 1924, the Großdeutsche Zeitung said: “We must be a free people. But un-German powers, the Jew and Rome, hold sway in the country.”
 Bishops and priests would certainly raise their eyebrows at the notions that they could be compared with and put in the same league their religious enemy, the Jews. Couldn’t Catholics claim that they were more German than the Jews? Regardless, the Nazis began the Catholic-Jewish comparison, played the Jesuits off as Jews, and claimed that Pacelli, an ardent anti-communist, was actually in league with Bolsheviks. In 1935, when anti-Nazi Bishop Franz Bornewasser of Trier travelled to Kreuznach, he was greeted with Hitler Youths who were coached to shout “Jew Bishop! Bolshevik Pimp!” Attacking the pope as a Jew was also a favorite for the propaganda ministers, and a famous picture drawn shows Pacelli being intimate with a large Jewish woman, an attack not only on Christian separateness from Judaism, but also on Catholic celibacy.
 Himmler’s SS had a poem which they loved to sing, entitled, “The Chief Rabbi of all Christians:”
Go bury the delusive hope

About his Holiness the Pope.

For all he knows concerning Race

Would get a schoolboy in disgrace.

Old, muddle-headed, doddering, ill,

His knowledge is precisely nil.

And, gone in years, he can but keep

His motley flock of piebald sheep;

Since he regards both Blacks and Whites

As children all with equal rights

As Christians all (whate’er their hues)

They’re ‘spiritually’ naught but Jews.

A pretty picture all men know—

The form of ‘Juda-Rome and Co.’

An ‘Old Man e’er can tell the tale

And, pure, his pity will not fail.

The banner is at last unfurled:

‘The Chief Rabbi of the Christian world.’

This diatribe against the pope encompasses all the ways in which the Nazis challenged Catholic obedience to the Reich. They allude to the pope as a Jew, make allusions to immoral sexual behavior, portray the clergy as old, befuddled, and ancient. Most importantly though, the poem also attacks the pope’s alleged stance against Nazi racial theories. This creates a bit of a complexity, since most historical narratives of the time claim that church officials were indifferent towards Nazi racial policies, while seeking only the church’s well being. In other words, they were willing to allow these racial policies and not to protest against them as long as the church’s economic and social well-being was not threatened. What this poem tells us, though, is that narrative is a bit too simplistic, and that those who wish to claim that popes Pius XI and Pius XII shared in racial anti-Semitism have to wrestle with this fact that the Nazis apparently did not think so, and found them in opposition to their racial ideology.

However, this attempt to link Jews with Catholics did more than just irritate the Catholic hierarchy. It also caused Catholics to believe that they were in the same boat as the Jews, who were being persecuted more fiercely in the Reich. Brechenmacher noted then that in the minds of Pacelli and Pius XI, the fight against the Jews could turn at any time into a fight against the church. In hindsight, this seems foolish, but in the early to mid 1930s, it was a legitimate concern. With the new Kulturkampf growing on April 10, Cardinal Faulhaber wrote to Pacelli, saying “At this moment we bishops are asked the question why the Catholic Church, as so often in its history, does not step in on behalf of the Jews. This is not possible at the moment because the fight against the Jews would also become a fight against the Catholics.”
 Thus, Faulhaber believed, if the Catholics could somehow remove themselves from this potential threat, they may stave off the increasing persecution. In reality, this assumption was wrong; the new Kulturkampf was already in full swing.




The fate of the Catholic schools in Germany was not much better than the presses or the welfare institutions. Catholic disobedience to the state because of their confessionalism was the leading cause in the demise of the Catholic school system in Germany during the 1939.
 Through rigged votes and intimidation, Catholic schools were methodically turned into non-confessional schools. Technically, this takeover was valid, for the parents voted in favor of the takeover. The validity of these elections though, should be called into question. How else could Bavaria, a solidly Catholic region, have no Catholic schools by 1939? The Ministry of Education also removed nuns from their teaching posts in May of 1936, replacing them with Nazi teachers. This caused sporadic protests throughout Bavaria. In Glonn, straw-filled dummies of Nazi replacement teachers with the hammer and sickle (Catholics could play the Communist name-game too) were attached to the school’s lightning rod. Despite Hitler’s promise in the concordat to keep the hands of the state away from Catholic professional schools, he clawed at them incessantly, and sought ways to undermine them. Hitler Youth events were scheduled simultaneously with religious events, and state subsidies to Catholic schools were abolished. Should the bishops have kept their ban on Catholics in Nazi organizations past 1933, the attempt would have been futile anyway. Religious iconography was supplanted in classrooms by pictures of the Führer.  Religious and theological curriculum was reduced as a whole, and that which was taught underwent strict scrutiny from government officials, making sure that the teaching was ideologically sound. Catholic students reading theology at universities fell from 6,138 in 1933 to 1,335 in 1938. And where religious instruction was reduced, children were instead indoctrinated into Nazi racial ideology using gymnastics, sport, biology, and history.


This sort of supplanting Roman Catholicism with Nazi-indoctrinated studies within Catholic institutions was a favorite tactic of the Nazis to indirectly attack the Church. As much as Hitler and the Nazis detested Catholicism in all of its forms, the church was too powerful for him to openly attack. Instead, he would have to find some way to undermine the system, suck out the piety that Catholics expressed for their faith, and wield it into obedience to him. One such example of that occurred in 1933, in which there was supposed to be a major Catholic rally held in Vienna. During that year, the Nazis enacted incredibly high visa charges, under the guise of economic stability, which made it near impossible for Catholics to attend the rally. Smaller Catholic rallies within the Reich were often interrupted by Nazi-uniformed hooligans, and although religious processions could not be banned, they were rerouted to go through lesser populated areas. Catholic graveyards, shrines, and other regalia were also frequent victims of vandalism perpetrated by Nazis.


Some Catholics though did go on the offensive, such as a parish priest in the Lower Franconian town of Mömbris, who protested against Julius Streicher’s Der Stürmer and its anticlerical and anti-Semitic slanders. The Iron Cross awarded priest refused to play the organ during Mass, and eventually, the SA became aware of him. The priest was arrested on December 28, 1936, and during his trial was treated as a local hero, even by his bishop.
 Such was a remarkable move by his bishop, since the Concordat with the Reich demanded that bishops remain obedient to the state, and not get involved in political matters. He was now voicing his support for a criminal who created an uprising, in violation of the oath in the concordat.

 As a result of events like the aforementioned one, it became more apparent to Hitler that the church was going to be a political problem for him, despite the signing of the Reichskonkordat. In the mid 1930s, then, government sponsored initiatives to attack the church became ever more vicious. The attempt to forestall the new Kulturkampf was ultimately a failure, and for Catholics, the legal basis of the concordat had become basically worthless.
 The chief perpetrator of the attacks was Himmler’s SS, specifically the SD office in charge of religious affairs. This office included two former priests and four former monks, all of whom certainly had axes to grind. The office was almost always led by one of these former priests, and one of them was even a cousin of Himmler’s. Ex-priests were certainly a preferred personnel group for this SD office, since they truly understood Catholic spirituality…and also where to attack it. The second head of this office was another ex-priest Albert Hartl, who, after joining the office, was accused of improper contact with a female member. This office was filled with paranoia every time clergy met behind closed doors, and thus initiated tactics such as planting bugging devices in rooms where bishops were meeting just to make sure that they were not plotting to overthrow the state.


This SD office became obsessed with how the Catholic Church in Germany used its money. As Catholics became more aware of their not-so-envious situation in the Reich, they, instead of sending money to the local parishes, sent money directly to Rome, were they could trust that it went to good use. In reaction, the SD employed the Gestapo and did the best they could to stop these transactions at all costs, and to put a stop against the movement of any money within the Catholic Church.
 Religious orders had their books confiscated, investigated, and superiors thrown in jail, or had huge fines levied against them; sometimes totaling in the category of hundreds of thousands of Reichsmarks. These “trials” were of course broadcast throughout Germany, portraying Catholicism as a giant, conniving, profit-driven institution—the same thing that the Nazi party had come to destroy all over Germany. Again, neat little ditties were written, this time about the opulence of Catholicism that, such as this one called “Song of Religious Life:”

Oh, the cloistered life is jolly!

Nowadays, instead of prayer, 

Smuggling money is the business;

Forth on this sly sport they fare.

Swift they say a Paternoster,

Priest and monk and pious nun.

Swifter then with zealous purpose,

Smuggling currency on the run.

These tunes and trials shared the objective to dissuade people from giving to the corrupt Catholic charities, while at the same time, juxtaposing them with the wholesome and pure Nazi organizations. This, coupled with the ubiquitous spying on Catholic finances were only a few of the several ways in which Nazi Germany enacted a not-so-obvious frontal assault on the integrity of the Catholic Church in Germany.

Another part of the SD smear campaign against Catholicism was publishing a myriad of books, brochures and newspapers against the church. The SS journal Schwarze Korps almost always included sensational stories about priests and specifically the Jesuit order, claiming that they had designs to conquer the world.
 Those historians, namely Richard Steigmann-Gall, who wish to claim that members of the Nazi government were more motivated in their Christian faith than commonly perceived have to come to grips with the fact that government agencies ran these ruthless campaigns in an attempt to discredit the churches, both Catholic and Protestant, in order to win over the loyalties to the National Socialist dictatorship. One very prescient Catholic writer, Waldemar Gurian, wrote in the 1930s about the Nazis attempt to seize the loyalties of the Christians with the guise of a “positive Christianity”, which saw beyond the destructive confessional lines.  In a work entitled Hitler and the Christians, Gurian referred to the Nazis as “neo-pagans”,
 and also noted correctly in 1935 that “the Nuremburg Laws appear to be only a stage on the way to the full physical destruction of European Jewry.”
 Gurian had left Germany in 1933 after a Nazi journal had used him to demonstrate how German Catholicism had become “Judaized.”


Another assault on the integrity of the church was a series of denunciations of clergy and religious orders for sexual misconduct. Again, these trials were well publicized with the intent to injure confidence in Catholic institutions. Although recent events in the American Catholic Church may lead one to think that perhaps these trials were not so dubious, the sheer number of clergy involved say otherwise. Between May 1936 and July 1937 alone, 270 prosecutions of male religious occurred. The SD was involved with many of these trials. Not surprisingly, though, during the Olympic Games held in Berlin in 1936, Hitler ordered a stop to the trials to avoid an international incident, which were picked up with a vengeance after Pius XI published Mit brennender Sorge in 1937. Hitler ordered the minister of justice to give priority to these trials for the moral sake of the nation. Obviously, the Ministry of Propaganda and the political cartoonists had a field day with this, drawing pictures of overweight clerics getting intimate with young boys and girls in the confessional. According to Reichminister for the Churches Hanns Kerrl, a total of 7,000 clergy were convicted of sex crimes between 1933 and 1937. This number is certainly exaggerated, a favorite tactic of the Nazis. Catholic schools in 1930s Germany were apparently also rife with sex crimes, this time though involving the lay teachers. No sexual transgressions, however, were ever tried or investigated against members of Nazi formations.
 

Catholic Intellectuals and Lay Catholics in Germany


Catholic intellectuals who held theological teaching posts were generally no more favorable to the Third Reich than were the bishops. Certainly there were some Nazi sympathizers as we shall see, but a majority found themselves in opposition to the NSDAP. Several university professors, despite provisions in the Reichskonkordat that protected the autonomy of Catholic schools and institutions, lost their teaching posts, including Engelbert Krebs, William Neuss, Karl Rahner and Romano Guardini. Krebs was a favorite target of the Nazis, for he frequently spoke fondly of Judaism. He was also once quoted as saying, in August 1934, “We are being governed by robbers, murderers, and criminals.” This remark, among others, landed him in prison.
 Guardini was dismissed from Berlin after claiming that the Christian worldview must be seen separate from the worldview of the Nazis.


Other lay Catholics faired fates worse than that of Krebs as a result of their resistance. Erich Klausener, the general secretary of Catholic Action, a movement Pius XI called a “Catholic army,”
 was shot dead by Hitler’s personal bodyguard on the orders of the SD during the “Night of the Long Knives” in 1934, and had a propped up suicide case against him created, which Bishop Nikolaus Bares in Berlin
 protested vehemently. He ordered every parish in the diocese of Berlin to read Klausener’s obituary, and himself personally wrote three letters to Hitler protesting Klausener’s death. The Führer never responded.


Fritz Gerlich, a Catholic journalist, had owned and published a newspaper called Der Gerade Weg as part of the Catholic Action movement, which ironically shared the same presses with the Nazi paper, Völkische Beobachter. However, Gerlich continually published attacks on the Nazis, comparing Hitler to Kaiser Wilhelm II, even with a headline that read, “Lock up the Führer.” In March 1933 fifty SA men burst into Gerlich’s office, damaged all the presses and assaulted Gerlich. Eventually, he was dragged off to Munich’s Stadelheim prison and eventually to Dachau on the Night of the Long Knives where he was promptly murdered. Another example, Ludwig Wolker, whom we mentioned earlier, a member in the German Catholic Young Men’s Association, became a victim of circumstance. While travelling on a train in 1935, a member of the Racial Political Office of the NSDAP overheard him criticizing Nazi sterilization policies. Wolker found himself arrested and imprisoned until May of 1936.


It would be certainly easy to see the aforementioned lay people as simply one of millions of victims of Hitler’s malicious regime. However, it cannot be understated that these individuals did what they could to resist the Nazi regime, and their resistance was motivated by their Catholicism. They took part in the spiritual resistance of Nazism, clung to their own Catholic organizations, refusing to become taken over by the Nazis. Furthermore, their resistance was not just futile, but volatile enough to, in some cases, warrant a personal death threat from Nazi thugs. We must remember though, that their resistance was rather exceptional. These individuals went above and beyond what most Catholics thought was acceptable. What they did was dangerous, subversive, and criminal.  
Again, the picture of Catholic resistance should not receive too rosy of a painting, however, as there were certainly intellectuals and theologians who spouted a pro-Nazi viewpoint. These theologians, though were in the minority. Perhaps the most famous was Joseph Lortz, a preeminent scholar
 who joined the Nazi party after their electoral victories in 1933, and received a teaching post at the University of Münster in 1935. Following the war, he would be barred from teaching there. Lortz was especially attracted to the “socialist” dimension of the NSDAP, and saw the Nazis as the staunch opponents of a materialistic, modern world.  Lortz saw the Nazis as possibly returning Germany to the genius of Medieval Christendom, and creating a specifically Germanic, Christian culture. This was echoed in the textbook he published entitled The History of the Church from the Standpoint of the History of Ideas. Lortz’s position was of course exploited by the Nazis, as they published his writings to show German Catholics that they could be both Catholic and Nazi, despite what their bishops were saying. Some, such as Michael B. Lukens, have used Joseph Lortz as a prototype for Catholic accommodation during the Nazi regime, and use him to explain the reverse in Catholic policy towards the NSDAP after the 1932 elections.
 Another theologian, Karl Eschweiler of Braunsberg agreed that the National Socialist Weltanschauung and Catholic truth should work hand in hand. Eschweiler was also a fervent supporter of the sterilization law enacted in 1933, and when Rome found out he was suspended from teaching. Also, Karl Adam at Tübingen, wrote that National Socialism and Catholicism belonged together as nature and grace.

A Response from Rome: The Encyclical Mit brennender Sorge
All of the above intrusions by the state against the Church violated Article 31 of the concordat, which read, “Those Catholic organizations and societies which pursue exclusively charitable, cultural, or religious ends, and as such are placed under the ecclesiastical authorities, will be protected in their institutions and activities.”
 This article was to serve as a sort of blanket clause that would protect the independence and sovereignty of the church institutions, although, as we have seen, this article appears to have been violated upon several fronts, whether with the schools, the hospitals, or the youth organizations. The almost immediate Nazi breach of contract of these seemingly protected organizations spurred a constant negotiation between church and state over just which groups had this protection; obviously, the state thought that most of the institutions were not protected by the concordat, or just did not care. These talks continued through 1935, but it became clear that no good would come out of it, and throughout these negotiations, the bishops reacted with less and less backbone.
 The Germans even threatened to tear the concordat to shreds should the church keep protesting these alleged violations. The German episcopate was itself divided upon how to continue; some took an accommodationist approach like that of Bishop Berning, and argued that Catholics should greatly curtail their organizations and youth groups so that they could be on better terms with the state. Others, though, such as Bishop Clemens August Graf von Galen of Münster, took much more of a hard-line approach, arguing that the church should reinstate its earlier ban of Catholics in any Nazi organizations.

Talks among prelates about how to approach the situation reached a zenith at the annual Fulda Bishops’ Conference in the fall of 1936, which as a result sought an audience with the Führer himself to relay the grieving of the faithful. Hitler, who never met with any Catholic leaders except on his own terms, and to address his own grievances, waited a month before responding, and then let the bishops know that their request was out of the question. Eventually, though, in November, Hitler granted Cardinal Faulhaber an audience by himself in Obersalzberg. Rather than a time for Faulhaber to air complaints, Hitler did nearly all of the talking, lambasting the cardinal for the church’s resistance to his racial policies, and constantly reminding him of the Church’s ban on party membership in the Nazi party before 1932. This disobedience from the Church was sufficient cause for the Reich to perpetrate these small and harmless incursions into Catholic organizations. The dismal and fruitless meeting between the two caused German bishops to believe that a more authoritative statement from Rome was necessitated. The bishops met again at Fulda in January of 1937, again condemned infractions of the concordat, but this time, some of the resolute bishops left immediately for Rome where they would meet with Secretariat of State Pacelli.


Eugenio Pacelli promptly met with these men, who let him know that the Reich government sought for a complete destruction of the Catholic Church. It was here, where the first idea of an encyclical written specifically for Germany was raised. The prelates thought that an encyclical, which comes directly from the pope, to be published as a weighty document for the entire church would do far more good than a personal letter between the pope and Hitler. We know now, that the Holy Office had already undertaken a project similar to the Syllabus of Errors, which was published in 1864.
 This project was eventually abandoned, due to both the failure of the first one, and also because of the fact that the Vatican bureaucracy, which turns so slow that the document would have been out of date.
 As quoted by one Jesuit working on the syllabus: “Everything is working far too slowly, far too falteringly. While the opponent is working exceptionally quickly, the Chruch’s apparatus is exceptionally cumbersome.”
  However, a significant amount of the dropped syllabus found its way into the encyclical Mit brennender Sorge (With burning concern), especially the parts which condemned specific theses of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, including:
The races of mankind are so different from one another through their innate and unchangeable character that the lowest of them is more different from the supreme race of men than from the highest species of animal.
The ‘battle of selection’ and the ‘stronger force’, if successful, by that fact give the victor the right to dominate.
A religious cult, in the strict sense of the term, is due to the nation.

The state has the absolute, direct, and immediate rights over everyone and everything that has to do with civil society in any way.

These premises, along with some notes written by Cardinal Faulhaber on the situation of the church in Germany ended up in a draft written in German to eventually become the encyclical. This was important, for the pope had always written encyclicals in Latin, never in the lingua profana. The writing of the encyclical in German was done for two main reasons: the first, and perhaps most obvious, is that it would strike a stronger chord with Germans. The less obvious reason was that the Holy Office had difficulties translating words such as “race” or “totalitarianism” into Latin. The notes from Cardinal Faulhaber criticize the Nazis’ obsessions with race and state, as well as their aspirations for a greater Reich. In the end though, Pacelli did most of the editing work, eventually wielding a document that served as one of the most penetrating critiques of Nazism of the time. Although the encyclical was officially released by Pius XI, we cannot forget to note that both Cardinal Faulhaber and especially Cardinal Pacelli, the man who would become Pius XII within 2 years, were both instrumental to its creation.


It is true, as some critics note, Mit brennender Sorge never mentioned “National Socialism” by name, nor does the document mention the Jewish people specifically. Furthermore, it could certainly be argued that the encyclical is nothing but a bunch of theology wrapped around a broad and vague critique of the Nazis attempt to usurp Catholic zeal for their own national church. However, to the careful reader, the document is rife with condemnations of the ideology. What is important for our purposes though is that Hitler and the Nazis knew and believed that this was a condemnation of their regime, as evidenced by the fact that those caught with it were often imprisoned.


In the encyclical, Pius XI
 laid out what a written systematic analysis of National Socialism and its incompatibility with Catholicism. In other words, what the bishops in Germany had been saying before 1932, he wrote in one coherent document. The predominant themes of the encyclical, similar to the main teachings of the Catholic Church, emphasized the primacy of Natural Law, the integrity of the individual human person, and the importance of the family when it comes to a child’s education. Most of all though, it attacked notions of a national or racial-specific creed. The encyclical rejected any attempt to make state, people, and race, absolute.
 All these critiques are done so in a specifically Catholic context, as shown:
"Immortality" in a Christian sense means the survival of man after his terrestrial death, for the purpose of eternal reward or punishment. Whoever only means by the term, the collective survival here on earth of his people for an indefinite length of time, distorts one of the fundamental notions of the Christian Faith and tampers with the very foundations of the religious concept of the universe, which requires a moral order.

Here Pacell blasted notions of Nazi collective racial immortality, and called out Hitler on his theft of Christian imagery and language to spread the Nazi ideal. The careful reader here would even realize that the pope found joint membership in Christianity and Nazism impossible. This was about all that such a document like an encyclical could do, since they are written for the Catholic faithful, not the general population. 

The cardinal continued his metaphysical attack on the ideology, discussing the important notion of Catholic theologies of grace: 
"Grace," in a wide sense, may stand for any of the Creator's gifts to His creature…To discard this gratuitous and free elevation in the name of a so-called German type amounts to repudiating openly a fundamental truth of Christianity. It would be an abuse of our religious vocabulary to place on the same level supernatural grace and natural gifts. Pastors and guardians of the people of God will do well to resist this plunder of sacred things and this confusion of ideas..

Here Pacelli lambasted notions prevalent in liberal Protestantism which had been exploited by the Nazis, that which claimed the god-man split had been greatly narrowed, and man and God had become closer together. Such a narrowing of the gap was impossible in Catholicism, which believed that man had fallen by original sin and could only come closer to God by supernatural, not  natural grace. The Nazis had attempted to narrow the God-man split with a sort of Führer cult, often portraying Hitler as some sort of Messianic figure, and warping the Christian religion into something uniquely German. Pacelli noted in response:

Since Christ, the Lord's Anointed, finished the task of Redemption, and by breaking up the reign of sin deserved for us the grace of being the children of God, since that day no other name under heaven has been given to men, whereby we must be saved (Acts iv. 12). No man, were every science, power and worldly strength incarnated in him, can lay any other foundation but that which is laid: which is Christ Jesus (1 Cor. iii 11). Should any man dare, in sacrilegious disregard of the essential differences between God and His creature, between the God-man and the children of man, to place a mortal, were he the greatest of all times, by the side of, or over, or against, Christ, he would deserve to be called prophet of nothingness, to whom the terrifying words of Scripture would be applicable: "He that dwelleth in heaven shall laugh at them" (Psalms ii. 3). 

It is hard to miss here the allusion to Hitler as a false prophet. However, in case the reader missed the insult of Hitler the first time, it occurs again:

None but superficial minds could stumble into concepts of a national God, of a national religion; or attempt to lock within the frontiers of a single people, within the narrow limits of a single race, God, the Creator of the universe, King and Legislator of all nations before whose immensity they are "as a drop of a bucket" (Isaiah xI, 15).

Those were the main critiques of Nazism found in Mit brennender Sorge. Much of the encyclical, though, is written in a very defensive tone, which demonstrates the precarious situation that the church found itself to be in. They clearly saw the Nazis as a threat to their own independence, and well-being, and Pacelli spent a great deal of time defending the faith against Nazi attacks. For example, Hitler, along with many critics of Catholicism had a profound contempt for Catholicism’s emphasis on the holiness of human suffering, which Pacelli defended: “The odious pride of reformers only covers itself with ridicule when it rails at Christian humility as though it were but a cowardly pose of self-degradation.”
 For the Nazis, humility was a sign of weakness. Instead they countered Christian humility with greatness, heroism, strength, and even a quasi-cult of the body. Pacelli continued, finding these attributes ultimately lacking, and gave the Reich a lesson in history: “The Church of Christ, which throughout the ages and to the present day numbers more confessors and voluntary martyrs than any other moral collectivity, needs lessons from no one in heroism of feeling and action.”
 There was also a stance taken against the Nazi infringement of Catholic schools, in which Pacelli argued that “The Church, whose mission it is to preserve and explain the natural law, as it is divine in its origin, cannot but declare that the recent enrollment into schools organized without a semblance of freedom, is the result of unjust pressure, and is a violation of every common right..”
 Again, here, the notion of “right is might” comes under fire from the cardinal. In addition to the encyclical, the Holy Office wished to send a general appeal to all nuncios and bishops, calling for conferences at which National Socialism would be criticized. This idea was dropped though when Cardinal Faulhaber warned of the consequences that this would have for German Catholics.


It has become impossible for historians to analyze the encyclical Mit brennender Sorge without the ubiquitous Jewish question. It is certainly true that the plight of the Jews in Nazi Germany was not specifically mentioned by the document. However, we need to remind ourselves that encyclical was being formed in early 1937, and wasn’t issued until March 14 (Passion Sunday) of that year. This was eighteen months before Kristallnacht, or the “Night of the Broken Glass,” which was the first real deportation of Jews to concentration camps by virtue of their race.
 Although failing to mention directly the situation of the Jews, the encyclical was outright in pointing out the folly of the racially based state or state-religion. Similar to the Confessing Church’s “Barmen Declaration,” written mostly by Karl Barth in 1934, the encyclical takes on a defensive tone, guarding the independence and autonomy of the church against the encroachments of the Nazi state. And it should be added, both had justified reasons to worry about their own well being. Mit brennender Sorge goes much further than “Barmen” though, at times going on the offensive, and piercing the National Socialist ideology at its core: the racial state and notions of Aryan immortality.

Regardless of the alleged ambivalence of Mit brennender Sorge, it had a large impact in the Catholic world, and its dissemination came under the immediate eye of the Gestapo. It was read form the pulpits on 21 March 1937, which was Palm Sunday. The encyclical had to be smuggled into Germany and copied on local presses. All told, about 300,000 were printed off, distributed and read during mass. For the Gestapo, the pope’s message was condemnatory enough to close down or nationalize thirteen printing presses that printed the document, and anyone caught distributing or reading the encyclical was likely to be arrested. Some examples of these include a chaplain in Berlin sentenced to 100 days of solitary confinement for distribution and a teacher in Munich dismissed from her job after reading the encyclical to a class. The defiance among Catholics in disregarding the laws against the encyclical’s dissemination resulted in Rudolf Buttmann, the Reich’s ambassador to the Vatican, delivering a protest on April 12, claiming that the pope had attempted “to summon the world against the new Germany.” In response, Pacelli noted that neither Buttman, nor the Gestapo or anyone in the German government, in their reaction had actually addressed any of the themes within the encyclical.
 The encyclical also provided the opportunity for an increased amount of harassment by the state against Catholic clergy and laity. Citizens loyal to the Reich joined in also, covering Catholic buildings with graffiti, often writing, “Hang the Jews, put the Blacks (clergy) against the wall.” Perhaps the Catholic hierarchy had made a little too drastic a move in order to ensure their survival, as the Nazis now believed they had written proof from the pope himself to prove Catholics’ dissidence to the state, and used this to rouse a change in public opinion towards the church.


 Some priests were inspired by the pope’s message to speak out against the regime, often using pseudonyms. Opposition in the Bavarian region was especially fierce at times, and the most famous example of this resistance was the Jesuit spiritual director Rupert Mayer, based in Munich, who had been wounded in World War I and was awarded the Iron Cross. Mayer continually preached sermons in mass which condemned the Nazi regime, and by April of 1937, the Gestapo had decided to issue a ban on him preaching anywhere inside the Reich outside of his own St. Michael’s Church. Mayer disregarded the ban and continued preaching, until the Reichsführer-SS and the minister of justice then banned him again, this time specifying that he could not preach in any ecclesiastical areas. Mayer was even required this time to put his signature on the document, acknowledging the ban. The resilient Mayer though still continued preaching, and was given permission to do so by his superior Augustinus Rösch and Michael Cardinal Faulhaber, both of whom noted that the ban on preaching violated the terms of the 1933 concordat. Mayer preached, and was thus arrested by the Gestapo and taken to Munich police headquarters, a move that was very unpopular with the locals, and in the evening, some 400 people mobbed the Gestapo headquarters. Mayer, unrepentant during his trial, ended up being sentenced to six months in prison, although the sentence was commuted after Mayer’s superior agreed to post him elsewhere. The move failed; Mayer was released, preached again, and was arrested in early 1938. He remained in prison until May, where, upon his release, he left his Iron Cross in the prison cell. He was rearrested again in November, after refusing to name names of those who visited him while he was in prison whom the Gestapo thought could be traitorous. This time he was sent to Dauchau, were he remained for two years. Upon his release, he retired to a monastery a very sick man.


Stories like Mayer’s surely make one think of what if the church had had unified front in its resistance, and was more assertive. How successful could it have been? Plus, hundreds of Munich citizens were ready to right for Mayer, so he was not alone in his resistance. Perhaps the church had underestimated itself and its capabilities to struggle against the regime. This argument is certainly defendable, and may even by true. We should, however, be wary of making such broad assumptions. Despite all the excitement that can be derived from Mayer’s example, we must keep in mind that in the end, he was silenced and defeated. Most of those who resisted to Mayer’s extreme, knew that their livelihood was in danger, yet they were willing to risk it. To expect every clergymen to do such a thing would be a little excessive. To be fair, one could argue that if every single priest resisted like Mayer, then the Gestapo would not have been able to keep them under control. This may be true, although we can only argue that on pure speculation.

For most Catholic priests, a protest like Mayer’s was going too far, and it was too dangerous. Instead, Catholics who were disillusioned with the regime clung ever tighter to their own institutions, or at least those which had not yet been encroached upon by the state. Any sort of large Catholic event came into direct confrontation with the regime, which competed with the churches for “liturgical” ceremonies. As a result Catholics adhered to their events, such as the ordination of a new priest, or a Sunday pilgrimage, with a greater amount of zeal. Doing so was an outright sign of Catholic solidarity. Over 70,000 attended the consecration of the Bamberg Cathedral in May of 1937. Of course, the SD and the Gestapo were also in attendance, keeping a watchful eye on the attendees.


Several clergy ended up being exiled from the Reich, and some of them banded together to form journals, such as one entitled Kulturkampf, which kept Catholics and others interested abroad informed of the developments occurring in Germany. Another, called Reports from the Reich, which was disseminated from Paris, then eventually London and New York.  These publications let Catholics around the world know that despite all the excitement within the Reich, German Catholics were actually suffering behind the scenes. Again, the idea of National Socialism as religion was an ever-present theme, along with the idolization of Hitler and the Führer cult. These publications also stressed the fact that Nazism was more than just an alternative religion to Christianity—it was intended to be a replacement, an Ersatzreligion rather than a Religionsersatz.


In the end, the encyclical Mit brennender Sorge had no lasting visible impact on the Reich other than to let Catholics know of its evils. The Nazi government did not renege on any of its incursions or persecutions of the Church, and the attempt to delay another Kulturkampf by signing the concordat or writing the encyclical had ultimately failed. In Rome, Pope Pius XI, who was deeply involved with both of those pieces of diplomacy, continued to voice his opposition to National Socialism and its anti-Semitic nature till the day he died in February of 1939, even referring to Hitler as Julian the Apostate. The two heads of state never saw eye-to-eye, as when Hitler visited Rome to see his ally Mussolini in May of 1938; rather than meet with the dictator, Pius XI used the opportunity to escape to his summer home at Castel Gandolfo, leaving instructions before he left barring the German entourage from seeing any of the Vatican’s treasures in his absence. Before leaving he let the L’Osservatore Romano know that “The air here makes me feel sick.”


Towards the end of his life, Pius XI, who was a man of “tremendous force of character,”
 launched a fight against anti-Semitism. After Mussolini passed racial laws in 1938, mostly to emulate his allies to the north, both Pius and Pacelli found jobs for Jewish academics at the Vatican whom were fired from their university posts. Furthermore, after reading a book called Inter-Racial Justice by an American Jesuit named John La Farge, Pius XI assembled a team to work on a new encyclical, this time entitled Humani generis unitas (On the Unity of the Human Race), to condemn racism, and especially anti-Semitism.
 The pope died though before the encyclical could be finished. Pius also spoke vocally about his opposition to anti-Semitism; in September, to a group of Belgian pilgrims, he asserted: “The Promise made to Abraham and his descendants was realized through Christ, of Whose mystical Body we are members. Through Christ and in Christ we are Abraham’s descendants. No, it is not possible for Christians to take part in anti-Semitism. Spiritually we are Jews.”
 Cardinal Schuster in Milian echoed the message from the pope, condemning “the heresy born in Germany and now insinuating itself almost everywhere.”
 Pius XI continued to resist Nazi racism, and he had planned to make a speech against the decree-law passed in November 1938 which banned ‘intraracial’ marriages, a violation of the concordat. However, over the winter of 1938, Pius became increasingly ill, and died on February 10, 1939, before the message was to be delivered. Upon his death, British chief rabbi Joseph Hertz wrote to cardinal Hinsley: “Jews throughout the world will revere the Pope’s noble memory as a feared champion of righteousness against the powers of irreligion, racialism, and inhumanity.”
 The Jewish Chronicle of London joined in, mourning “the loss of one of the stoutest defenders of racial tolerance in modern times.”
 Not only did these Jewish examples mourn the loss of the pope, but both explicitly praise the pope for his stance against racism. These examples should be taken into account should one wish to argue whether or not the Catholic Church, and its centuries of anti-Judaism, was indifferent towards Nazi anti-Semitism.
Conclusion


There was no way for Pius XI to know what trials lay ahead for European Jews and Catholics after his death. That task would be left to his predecessor, Pius XII, whose election to the papacy was regarded by Washington, Paris, and London as a victory against totalitarianism. The response in Berlin was tepid at best.
 Pius XII himself and those who would come to be his diplomatic corps saw themselves as continuing in the cautious yet firm diplomacy of Pius XI.
 His first major encyclical, Summi Pontificatus, lamented the suffering of civilians in Poland who had become victims of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact: 

Venerable Brethren, the hour when this Our first Encyclical reaches you is in many respects a real "Hour of Darkness" (cf. Saint Luke xxii. 53), in which the spirit of violence and of discord brings indescribable suffering on mankind. Do We need to give assurance that Our paternal heart is close to all Our children in compassionate love, and especially to the afflicted, the oppressed, the persecuted? The nations swept into the tragic whirlpool of war are perhaps as yet only at the "beginnings of sorrows" (Saint Matthew xxiv. 8), but even now there reigns in thousands of families death and desolation, lamentation and misery. The blood of countless human beings, even noncombatants, raises a piteous dirge over a nation such as Our dear Poland.

However, Pius XII has come under much more scrutiny than his predecessor, and is often portrayed as taking a drastically different approach than Pius XI would have. Such comparisons can ultimately be unfair, since they neglect the completely different situations that the two popes faced. Pius XII, for example, had to deal with the issue of Vatican neutrality, along with the systematic killing in the Holocaust, which he has often been depicted as being indifferent towards.


It has been my goal throughout this piece to argue that such arguments are far too simplistic and unrealistic, for the Catholic Church in 1939 was in a very precarious position in Nazi Germany. Catholics had opposed the NSDAP during its rise, and found themselves the victims of a new Kulturkampf which many possible voices of resistance. The state and church were in constant conflict. It is certainly true that the Catholic Church did not consider the plight of the Jews to be their primary concern and moreover that the church had bound its own hands through agreements like the Reichskonkordat, but the bishops truly believed that they were fighting their own battle at the time, and it was a battle worth fighting for them. We return to the analogy of the hammer and the anvil, spoken about by Bishop van Galen, the most anti-Nazi bishop.
 As long as the anvil, the church, could continue to exist, and to take the blows of the hammer, there was hope for Catholics (and Jews). The continuation of Catholicism, or more broadly, Christianity, despite its persecutions, served as proof to people within Germany that they could outlast the Nazi dictatorship of Adolf Hitler. Even if we grant that the church’s response to the Jewish plight wasn’t as tenacious as we desire, would the Jews have been better off if the visible Catholic Church had been eliminated? Certainly not, and for that reason, the propagation of the church was also important. Furthermore, van Galen was correct when he said that the anvil can stay to form what is newly created, for when the war was over, Germans looked to the churches to reconcile with all that had just occurred. These “spiritual” resistances are often disregarded as being insufficient, made-up and ineffectual. Perhaps they should be given a little more credit. 


It has not been my intention to vindicate Catholic officials in the Reich, nor do I wish to offer excuses for anyone. I only wish to explain the situation as I found it through research. As much as we try, it is impossible to know what was going through the minds of people like Faulhaber, Pacelli, and Pius XI. I think it is safe to say though, that despite their affinities for a conservative, authoritarian form of government that none of them had any affection for the Nazi regime, that they loathed Hitler, and that all would have been completely happy to see the demise of Nazism. All of them resisted, and they resisted several parts of the regime; whether the hostility towards Catholicism, racism, and yes, even the anti-Semitism. Whether their actions were “strong” enough is ultimately for the reader to decide. The reader should remain knowledgeable though of the fact that his/her life and livelihood is not being threatened.
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