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Abstract

This essay seeks to contribute to the growing body of literature that addresses the rapid
period of change in post-World War II Christianity. The long Sixties presented a crisis for churches
in the Western World. To say that this crisis looked the same in each region it touched would be a
mistake. It took many different forms, including the Federal Republic of Germany. Protestants
wrestled with the question of whether their faith convictions necessitated political engagement and
responsibility. This question became especially pertinent in West Berlin due to the Evangelical
Church in Berlin-Brandenburg’s encounter with left-wing terrorism. The encounter caused
tremendous upheaval in West Berlin including an increase in the number of church departures by
members of the laity. By taking the shape of a microhistory, this essay draws on speeches, letters,
newspaper articles, and public statements to show how Protestants in West Berlin in late 1974
through mid-1975 understood the extent to which their church should engage in the political realm.
It demonstrates how progressive Protestants tended to favor direct engagement in the political
realm, while conservative Protestants saw this as a misinterpretation of the church’s mission, opting
for a more passive posture. The contention is that by asking a big question in a small place, we see

irreconcilable visions of political engagement within the Evangelical Church in Germany.
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Introduction

Intense inner-church debates over the nature of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD)
erupted towards the end of 1974 in West Berlin. Kurt Scharf, bishop of the Evangelical Church in
Betlin-Brandenburg (EKBB), a regional church within the EKD, made a pastoral visit to high profile
left-wing terrorists in a state-run prison. As Scharf spoke with the prisoners, he could not have
predicted the fallout that would occur; a few weeks after the visit, members of a left-wing terrorist
organization assassinated the president of the Berlin district court. Ensuing investigations revealed
that Scharf and other church employees had taken handwritten notes from the imprisoned terrorists
home without prior approval from judicial and prison authorities. As this news spread around the
city, it rekindled fierce debates over the extent to which the church ought to engage in the political
realm. The bishop’s supporters argued that their spiritual leader’s visit to the terrorists had nothing
to do with the assassination and that Christians had an obligation to actively engage in the political
realm. Scharf’s opponents, however, pointed to the chaos in West Betlin as the clear outcome of a
politicized and missionally adrift church. Members of the laity also reacted to the news of Scharf’s
visit, with tens of thousands choosing to officially depart the EKD. The situation in West Berlin
threatened the unity of the EKD and the peace of the city itself.

In the long Sixties that spanned from 1958 to 1975, Hugh McLeod rightly observes a crisis
in Christianity. New worldviews provided attractive alternatives to the traditional and old-fashioned
convictions younger generations perceived in Christianity. The crisis threatened wide-scale
secularization as church membership and attendance figures throughout Europe and much of the
western wotld declined.' Nominal Christians used the winds of change as an opportunity to break

ties with a church they no longer felt bound to. Committed churchgoers sighed in dismay as the

' Hugh McLeod, “The Cirisis of the Church,” in The Religious Crisis of the 1960s (Oxford Academic, 2007).



fragile post-World War II church struggled to find its identity during this era of rapid change. This
crisis, then, as McLeod suggests, can be understood as a rapid turning-point in Western Christianity,
an era that touched both Catholicism and Protestantism. And yet, it would be a mistake to think that
this identity crisis unfolded in indistinguishable patterns throughout Europe. Protestantism in the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), and West Berlin in particular, served as a theater of this crisis
in large part due to its encounter with left-wing terrorism.

One of the questions the EKD grappled with after WWII was how to interpret its mission
(Auftrag), especially considering Protestant Germany’s overall failure to act as an institution of
resistance in the Third Reich. Was the church’s calling from God only to minister to the souls of
those who sat in pews on Sundays? Or did it also have a responsibility beyond the physical doors of
the church? In other words, did the Gospel’s teaching necessitate worldly, and therefore political,
engagement? What this paper seeks to do is to ask these big questions in a small place: the fall and
winter of 1974 and 1975 in West Berlin, a time known as the Betlin Crisis. In this small window,
debates about the church’s mission were amplified. Far from an intact, unified church, the Berlin

Crisis reveals a church that was deeply fractured and full of division.

Cultural, social, and church historians have contributed to the growing body of scholarship
that seeks to understand how Cold War politics, secularization, and new theologies affected churches
in Burope. Just as the FRG’s government grappled with internal dissent in the form of the student
movement and the terrorist threat, so too did the EKD face its own threats of internal division as it
continued to actively fashion a new post-Nazi path for Protestant Christianity.” A sampling of

contributions to this field follows.

2'The EKD was and is a federation of Lutheran, Reformed, and United Protestant regional churches.



Alexander Christian Widmann frames the rising unrest, including left-wing terrorism, in
West Germany, particularly in large cities like Hamburg, West Berlin, and Munich in a larger, global
narrative. Instead of only having relevance for the FRG, these conversations were connected
questions that Christians around the globe addressed during the Cold War: the legacy of colonialism,
the ethics of armed resistance movements (particularly in the Majority World), and a theology of

trevolution.” Thus, Widmann situates the situation in West Germany within a global framework.

Heléna Té6th and Todd H. Weir explore the complicated relationship between socialism and
religion in post-war Europe by examining the Christian-Marxist dialogue that originated in the
1960s. The pair observe that skeptical Christians believed secularism (or Marxism) might conquer
the spiritual as a result of the dialogue, a possibility that led heightened to consetvative anxiety.*
Brandon Bloch also sees this tension playing out in the EKD in the 1960s.” The rebellion of the
student movement, Bloch shows, forced the EKD to reexamine their own beliefs regarding the role
of the church, a topic that divided conservatives and progressives ever since the formation of the
EKD in 1945.° Bloch succinctly summarizes the question at the heart of the matter: “Was the
church restricted to the proclamation of gospel and the saving of souls, or did it bear responsibility
for the direction of the wider society....?””” Sven-Daniel Gettys outlines the theological models
Protestants employed as the question of political engagement intensified in the 1960s and 1970s.”

Conservative Protestants subscribed to a theological vision defined by “other-worldly” concerns

3 Alexander Christian Widmann, Wandel mit Gewalt? Der dentsche Protestantismus und die politisch motivierte Gewaltanwendung in
den 1960er und 1970er Jahren (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 419.

4 Heléna T6th and Todd H. Weir, “Religion and Socialism in the Long 1960s: From Antithesis to Dialogue in Eastern
and Western Europe,” Contemporary European History 29, no. 2 (2020): 130.

> Brandon Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany: Religions Nationalists and the Contest for Post-Nazi Democracy (Harvard
University Press, 2025), 232.

8 Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany, 85-89.

7 Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany, 269.

8 Sven-Daniel Gettys, “Wie Politisch darf die Kirche Sein? Politisierungsdiskurse in Protestantischen Zeitschriften
(1967/68),” in Die Politisierung Des Protestantismus: Entwicklungen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland wihrend der
1960er und 70er Jahre, ed. Klaus Fitschen et al. (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011).



while progressive Protestants emphasized “this-worldly” engagement. Conservatives took a strict
approach to the Lutheran two-kingdom theology, pointing to a sharp distinction between the church
and the political realm.” This conviction clashed with “political theologians” and other clergy within
the EKD who pointed to the theologies of the Kingdom of God and the Rule of Christ as the

more responsible model for the church’s relationship to the political realm.

Claudia Lepp portrays Kurt Scharf, bishop of the EKBB and a central actor in the rest of
this study, as a catalyst for change in the EKD, crediting him with helping push the EKD to a more
modern form, one characterized by increased engagement in political discourse."” Scharf’s time as
bishop, though, had a polarizing effect. Conservatives within the church frequently held him in ill
regard, believing that under his watch Christianity in West Berlin took the shape of worldly
engagement instead of a relationship with God." This fear marked the beginning of conservatives’
battles against leftist indoctrination and a politicizing of the church."”? Lepp argues that the
conservative fear of “politicization” manifested in numerous debates throughout the 1960s and 70s,

including in the debates over terrorism.

Kurt Scharf’s biographer, Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann, saw the events of the Berlin Crisis as
stemming from the ongoing tensions in West Berlin over the question of how to engage with the
student movement. In the public’s eye, Zimmermann claims that Scharf was viewed as a lonely
mediator, as someone who invited the scorn of both the bourgeoisie and intellectuals.”

Zimmermann primarily sees the conflict as one of the autonomy of the church regarding prison

9 In two-kingdom theology, the role of the state is to create and preserve a just and peaceful society, which allows the
church to carry out its mission.

10 Claudia Lepp, “Einleitung,” in Die Politisierung des Protestantismus: Entwicklungen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland wibrend
der 1960er nnd 70er Jabre, ed. Klaus Fitschen et al. (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 17.

1 Lepp, “Einleitung,” 18.

12 Lepp, “Einleitung,”120.

13 Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann, Kurt Scharf: Ein Leben gwischen Vision und Wirklichkeit (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992).



ministry, where the reality of the Federal Republic’s constitution, which protected the church’s
presence within state prisons, was put to the test. This interpretation, though, creates a tension when
read next to Scharf’s autobiography that Zimmermann edited. In his autobiography, Scharf dedicates
a chapter to political diakonia, saying that the “material” for the Berlin Crisis came from his and
others’ commitment to political diakonia, the public and political engagement inspired by God’s

commands."

In this sampling, there is evidence to support the contention that the EKD lacked a
consensus understanding of its own mission. Conservative Protestants argued that the church ought
to abstain from direct involvement in the political sphere, and progressive Protestants believed that
the gospel necessitated engagement with the world, and the political sphere was part of the world.
These works have done well to trace the trends, changes, moments of both accord and discord that
occurred as Protestants approached the difficult task of refashioning the EKD in the decades after

WWIL.

In view of this literature, this project functions as a microhistory to contribute to the recent
scholarship on Christianity during the Cold War. To my knowledge, no microhistories that examine
church crises in post-war Germany exist. Using microhistorical methods to examine crises has a
proven record of analytical payoff. Thomas Robisheaux’s study of witchcraft reveals the rich and
complex layers of village life in 17" century Germany. Mario Del Pero’s work on American
Protestant missions to Italy during the Cold War addresses a unique and understudied story of a

group that contributes to our understanding of religion and politics during the Cold War.

As such, this project drastically reduces the scale of analysis by focusing on the West Berlin

hue of the crisis McLeod identifies. At bird’s-eye-view the event in question, the actions of a bishop

14 Kurt Scharf, Briicken und Breschen: Biographische Skizzen (Christlicher Zeitschriftenverlag, 1977), 172-189.



in West Berlin, is one that microhistorians would call “exceptionally normal.” A spiritual leader
visiting a prisoner is a rather unremarkable event, but the consequences and context of the visit—
situated within the much larger aforementioned framework—allow it to become remarkable. By
magnifying the lens of the microscope, this story reveals competing visions within German
Protestantism of the role of the church. To achieve this, this essay will draw on the vast collection of
speeches, letters, newspaper articles, and public statements from EKD clergy, intellectuals, and laity

that were created in 1974 and 1975 as a response to the crisis at hand.

The situation in West Berlin demanded the attention of progressive and conservative
Protestants alike. Progressives driven by the conviction that the Gospel called the church to social
and political active engagement advocated for political diakonia (politische Diakonie). Conservatives,
meanwhile, saw the purpose of the church lying in its job to faithfully administrator Word and
Sacrament, being content with the Christian Democratic Union of Germany (CDU) party to act as
the public-facing voice of a Christian political ethic. In this microhistorical study of a crisis, we see
how Protestants in West Betlin reacted to the turbulence of the long Sixties. This paper claims, then,
that the crisis over the church’s mission shows that inside the EKD, at both the leadership and laity
level, there were large and irreconcilable differences about the Protestant church’s relationship to the
political realm.

To do so, this essay takes the following format: the introduction will contextualize the
political climate in West Berlin before telling the story of Scharf’s visit to the terrorists and the
subsequent assassination of the president of Berlin’s district court. Then, I will define political
diakonia and give examples of how Protestants appealed to it to encourage political responsibility. In
the third chapter the conservative reaction to Scharf’s visit and political diakonia will be examined,
and in the fourth chapter I will illustrate how progressives responded to conservatives’ accusations.

In the fifth chapter, letters from the laity and Scharf’s responses will be prized, showing how the



events in West Berlin impacted Protestants throughout the FRG. In the conclusion, I show how the
restructuring of the EKBB led to a cooling of tensions despite not articulating an answer to the

debates that took place.



Chapter One: 1970s West Berlin

During the 1970s, many in the Western world saw West Berlin as an island of freedom
surrounded by a sea of Communism. The economic miracle (Wirtschaftswunder) of the decades
following the end of WWII presented an image of an industrious rebirth."” One news report
suggested that despite growing inflation and a tense political climate in the FRG, West Berlin was a
success story, proof that the détente fostered by Federal Chancellor and former West Berlin mayor
Will Brandt’s Ostpolitik could lead to a deescalated relationship with East Berlin and the Soviet

Union.'

The Social Democratic Party (SPD) dominated the mayoral elections in West Berlin, with a
brief interruption by a CDU incumbent from 1953-1955. Historically, the SPD had close ties with
Communism, and in the early 20™ century its members came from nonreligious working-class
families."” As the century wore on, though, the SPD distanced itself from Marxism via the landmark
Godesberg Program which rejected the political and economic philosophies of Marxism-Leninism,
making it more appealing to the broader public.'” Klaus Schiitz, also a member of the SPD and
mayor of West Berlin, enjoyed close ties with Willy Brandt and worked to carry out Brandt’s

Ostpolitik policies, a major point of disagreement and tension between the CDU and SPD.

While the outside world was cautiously optimistic of West Berlin’s position, both as a
bulwark of freedom and as a link to trade agreements with the Eastern bloc, conditions within West
Betlin suggest a more precarious situation. Trade hopes fostered by the détente had not blossomed

as expected; forecasters predicted a steady population decline precipitated by the number of young

15 Aimée Plukker, “Economic Miracle or Dream State?: West Betlin as Postwar Tourism Destination,” Radzical History
Review, January 1, 2025, 73-103.

16 Robert Kleiman, “Betlin Success Stoty,” New York Times New York), October 1, 1974.

17 Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany, 10.

18 Dietrich Orlow, Besween “Unity of Action” and “Lackeys of Imperialism”: The Contradictory Attitudes of the East German
Communists Toward the West German Social Democrats, 1959-1989, German Studies Review 36, no. 2 (2013): 307-25.; Bloch,
Reinventing Protestant Germany, 192.



people leaving the city for jobs in the Federal Republic and the increasing age of those who stayed."”
Furthermore, the post-war project of democracy faced one of its most challenging tests in the form

of the student movement of the late 1960s.

Historians have observed a twofold result of the student movement, where West Berlin was
a hub of protest. First, the movement challenged the social and political order as students sought
structural reforms, which conservatives interpreted as a sign of the student movement’s dissolving
respect for authority and order. Second, the younger generation’s rejection of the bourgeois values
of their parents’ generation paved the way for new social movements. Subsections of the student
movement grew disillusioned and discouraged by their lack of progress and turned to increasingly
aggressive modes of resistance. In the 1970s, West Berlin saw these movements intensify as left-
wing terrorist groups like the Red Army Faction (Founded by Ulrike Meinhof and Andreas Baader
in the spring of 1970, the RAF blended Marxist, Leninist, and Maoist thought with armed violence
aimed at showing the structural vulnerability of established political and economic systems.”’ The
first generation of the Baader-Meinhof Group spent two years underground before its arrest in June
of 1972 Ulrike Meinhof spent most of her imprisonment in Stuttgart-Stammheim, however, she
was transferred to Moabit in West Berlin in August of 1974 to stand trial for her role in freeing the
imprisoned Andreas Baader in 1970.%) and June 2 Movement wedded Marxist slogans with threats

and acts of political violence. ?**

19 Paul Kemezis, “West Berlin Fails to Attain a Bigger Economic Role: West Berlin Is Unable to Expand Trade Role,”
New York Times New York), November 21, 1975.

20 Katin Bauer, “From Protest to Resistance” Ulrike Meinhof and the Transatlantic Movement of Ideas,” in Changing the
World, Changing Oneself: Political Protest and Collective Identities in West Germany and the U.S. in the 1960s and 1970s, ed. Belinda
Davis et al. (Berghahn Books, 2010), 176-195.

21 Bauer, “From Protest to Resistance,” 176-195.

2 Widmann, Wandel mit Gewalt?, 406.

2 Konrad H. Jarausch, After Hitler : Recivilizing Germans, 1945-1995 (Oxford University Press, 20006), 226-228

24 Michael Sontheimer, “Natiirlich kann geschossen werden”: Eine kurze Geschichte der Roten Armee Fraktion - Ein SPIEGEL-
Buch (Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2010), 144.



On October 23", 1974, Kurt Scharf climbed the steps of the tower at the Moabit prison in
West Berlin. During his visit to the Moabit prison, Scharf held a conversation with Ulrike Meinhof
in Verena Becker’s double-barred window cell.”® Meinhof belonged to the RAF and awaited trial for
crimes she had committed in West Berlin. Becker was also involved in underground left-wing
politics, belonging to the June 2 Movement. The two prisoners—along with notorious RAF
members like co-founder Andreas Baader and Holger Meins, both of whom were imprisoned
elsewhere in the FRG—had garnered much public attention during their trials. Due to Scharf’s
commitment to the pastoral mandate of privacy, the contents of the discussion between Scharf and

the two women remain unknown.?

Political, social, and religious unrest marked the fraught years of the 1960s and early
70s. By the fall of 1974, tensions within and outside of the EKBB had grown extremely
volatile. On October 2™, an armed group of protestors forced their way into the Heilig
Kreuz Kirche in Kreuzberg, a neighborhood in West Berlin.”” The occupiers made a clear
demand of the church: examine the conditions of the prisons in which the state held RAF
members. Additionally, the occupiers informed church authorities that if any RAF members,

died in prison, there would be bloodshed in the streets of West Betlin.”

25 While Scharf sat in the presence of both Ulrike Meinhof and Verena Becker, the conversation only involved Scharf
and Meinhof. Becker’s participation in a hunger strike rendered her too weak for conversation.

26 Kurt Schatf, “The Human Rights of the Malefactor: On Visiting the Baader-Meinhof Group,” International Review of
Mission 66, no. 263 (1977), 234.

27 No author, “Kirchenleitung erst nach Rdumung zu Gesprich mit Besetzern bereit: Einzug in Heilig-Kreuz- Kirche
verurteilt—Keine Zwischenfille,” Tagesspiegel, October 4, 1974, 686/8985, EZA.

28 Scharf, “Human Rights of the Malefactor,” 233.
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Superintendent Dr. Christoph Rhein, the pastor of the occupied church, reached a
peaceful compromise and promised that a delegation would inspect the Moabit prison.”” The
occupiers left the building on October 4", and EKBB leadership in West Berlin continued
dialogue with the leaders of the occupying group throughout the following days. The two
parties reached a resolution, and a delegation of 27 pastors and church employees visited the
prison with three goals: to inspect the prison conditions; to see if check-ups by neutral
doctors were being prohibited; and to see if prisoners who engaged in hunger strikes were

being force fed.”

After the inspection, the delegation reported that they saw no evidence of torture.”
This report did not meet the occupiers warmly, and heated discussions followed. The only
point that all sides agreed upon was the need for Kurt Scharf’s involvement given his history
as a public mediator during the turbulent 1960s in West Betlin.’>” With the echoes of the
occupier’s deadly threat in mind, Scharf decided to meet with the imprisoned terrorists

himself. Dialogue would only continue through him.*

Before Scharf’s visit, Ulrike Meinhof wrote an outline of what she wanted to discuss
on a sheet of paper.” Meinhof, a well-known, left-leaning journalist before her dramatic leap
into the underground terrorist movement, normally spoke with eloquence and clarity, but

her participation in the hunger strike had limited her ability to communicate clearly, creating

2 In the EKD, a Superintendent functioned as a spiritual and administrative leader of a deanery, a regional body of
churches.

30 No author, “Die ganze Nacht diskutiert Morgens die Kirche gerdumt: Pfarrer blieben bei den jungen Besetzern—
Resolution an Kirchenleitung,” Tagesspiegel, October 5, 1974, 686/8985, EZA.

U \Widmann, Wandel mit Gewalt?, 407.

32 Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany, 260.

33 Scharf acted as a mediator between protesting students, police, and city authorities in the late 1960s.

3 Schatf, “The Human Rights of the Malefactor,” 233.

% Dreusicke, “Bericht iiber den Geschehensablauf hinsichtlich er Konflikte in er Gefingnisseelsorge,” No date,
36/1009, ELAB.
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the need for an outline to guide her conversation with the bishop. The contents of the
outline were innocent. It contained a list of names of other inmates she wanted Scharf to
visit. Meinhof gave Scharf, who was accompanied by church social worker Undine Zihlke,
the piece of paper to take with him when he left the prison so that he might visit the other
prisoners at a later date (Scharf visited the people on the Meinhof’s list three days later).”
Ziihlke asked for a copy of the list of inmates, and she also wrote down the names of the
judges who would allow visits to the listed prisoners. Unbeknownst to the judicial

authorities, Scharf and Ziihlke left the prison after having pocketed the lists.”’

Approximately two weeks later on November 5%, Undine Ziihlke visited Meinhof again. A
rumor had spread amongst clergy and church employees in West Berlin that due to their
dissatisfaction with EKBB leadership’s inconclusive visits to the political prisoners, left-wing
terrorist groups were planning a kidnapping or assassination of members of church leadership.
Zihlke feared for her and her colleagues’ safety and sought out Meinhof to gain clarification on the
situation. Her job as a social worker granted her swift access to those imprisoned in West Berlin, but
a clergyman still accompanied her, this time the prison chaplain Pastor Hollop. During the second
visit, Meinhof appeared more paranoid than before. Convinced that prison authorities had bugged
her cell, Meinhof only spoke in hushed tones, and ended up writing down her responses to Ziithlke’s
questions. Meinhof assuaged any fears that church leadership was the target of any violent action.
However, Meinhof did not rule out that judicial authorities and political leaders stood as targets of
violence. As she had before, Ziihlke left the prison with the note, bringing it home with her,

purportedly destroying it the next morning.” Hollop observed the tense interaction and shared his

36 Zimmermann, Kurt Scharf, 171.
31 Widmann, Wandel mit Gewalt?, 407-408.
38 Widmann, Wandel mit Gewalt?, 408-4009.
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uneasiness with fellow prison chaplain Pastor Duschat. He wondered aloud to his colleague if
Zihlke would follow security protocols and report the information to prison and judicial
authorities.” Ziihlke did report Meinhof’s insights, but not to prison and judicial authorities. Instead,
Zihlke shared the news with Cornelius Burghardt, a vicar in the EKBB who as a student had served

a prison sentence for harboring Ulrike Meinhof and providing her with identification papersfm

Four days later on November 9", Holger Meins died in a Wittlich prison, a result of his
hunger strike, and actions to carry out the previous threat unfolded. On the morning of November
10", two members of the June 2 Movement knocked on the door of judge Giinter von Drenkmann,
president of the West Berlin district court. Von Drenkmann opened the door, and a struggle
between the three individuals ensued. The June 2 Movement members attempted to abduct von
Drenkmann, but in the struggle one of them drew a handgun and fired it. Von Drenkmann lay

struggling for his life as the two individuals sprinted to their car and sped away. He died hours later.

After the assassination, an unknown individual or individuals leaked the news of Scharf’s
visit to the imprisoned terrorists to the Springer Press, Axel Springer’s West German conservative
media empire. The subsequent news coverage precipitated a witch hunt that accused Scharf and
other church employees of complicity in von Drenkmann’s death. A headline that ran in Quick, one
of the Springer Press’s newspapers, sums up the conservative response to the EKBB’s progressive

contingent: “Pastors, those who Serve Terrorists.”*!

In the days that followed, chaos ensued. More outlets in West Berlin and the FRG picked up

the story of Scharf’s visit to Meinhof and Becker. The EKBB leadership, including Scharf, was not

% Dreusicke, “Bericht iiber den Geschehensablauf hinsichtlich er Konflikte in er Gefingnisseelsorge,” No date,
36/1009, ELAB.

40 For more on Burghardt’s backstory and sentencing see Kurt Schatf’s Streit mit der Macht.

4 No author, “Pfarrer, die dem Terror dienen?,” Quick, December 5, 1974, 686/8981, pp. 68-69, EZA.
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made aware of the note Meinhof gave Zihlke until five days after the murder, and promptly
informed the police of the exchange between Meinhof and Zihlke. Zithlke and Burghardt, who was
a suspect given his eatlier connections to Meinhof, were subsequently arrested.” A rift erupted
within the EKD. The already steady number of people choosing to officially renounce their EKD
membership spiked in November and December after the news of Scharf’s actions broke in the
conservative press. Those who left identified as politically and theologically conservative and claimed
they saw clear and sinister signs that the church had lost its way. It ceased to exist as an apolitical
institution whose first job was to preach the Gospel. Instead, it had become a politicized puppet to
Marxism. Progressive Protestants argued that Scharf’s visit to Meinhof and von Drenkmann’s death
had no connection and that the church must stand by its commitment to social and political
engagement—citing the vision of political diakonia. A small, but not insignificant, number of
progressive Protestants viewed conservatives’ statements as attacks on pastoral care in prisons. This
certainly did occur, and EKBB leadership did have important conversations with West Berlin
politicians throughout 1975 on the matter. However, this should not serve as a distraction from the
heart of the matter as articulated by Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt, a pastor and theologian in West
Berlin, who claimed that the crisis was “a struggle for the spirit and inner self-determination of the
Church.”® A crisis befell West Berlin and the FRG as intellectuals, clergy, and laity alike debated the

true mission of the church.

2 Entsetzten in der Berliner Kirche nach den Ermittlungen der Polizei im Fall Drenkmann; FAZ; 21.11.74; Karl-Alfred
Odin; EZA 686/8985

4 Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt, Déie Randgruppen Sind die Zentralgruppen der Gesellschaft, December 12, 1974, 686/8984, pp.
3—4 EZA.

14



Chapter Two: Political Diakonia

As Protestants in Germany became more socially and politically involved in the decades that
followed the end of WWII, some articulated a revamped theology of worldly engagement, one that
appealed to Germany’s Protestant identity by drawing on Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther.
At the center of many Protestant conversations about church engagement in society and politics was
the vision of political diakonia (politische Diakonie), or political social work—service to wider society
and the realm of politics motivated by the proclamation of the Gospel—of which Scharf was a loud
proponent.* Conservatives identified political diakonia as the leading cause of the perceived leftward
drift in the church. This chapter serves to illustrate how the vision of political diakonia functioned as
an argument for an outwardly oriented and engaged church, rather than one focused on institutional

preservation. It will do so by drawing on publications and letters from pastors in West Berlin.

At the beginning of 1974 Dr. Claus-Dieter Schulze, a pastor in West Betlin and leader of the
Practical-Theological Training Institute (PTA), published a statement outlining what he and other
progressives believed was mandated of the church and how that clashed with conservatives.
Responding to conservative interpretations of the church’s mission, Schulze reminded his readers
that according to the teachings of the Reformation, the foundational purpose of the church was to
justify sinners to God. The pious and holy are not the only members of the church. Rather, the
church is a community of sinners; all have sinned and stand in need of the grace of God. This belief,

though, carried controversy.

In a speech given at the Kaiser-Wilhelm Gedéchtnisskirche in West Berlin, Peter Beyerhaus,
a pastor and influential theologian at the University of Tubingen, advocated for the dismissal of the

ungodly from congtregations.” For Schulze, Beyerhaus’s wish was heretical, and his teaching reduced

4 Bloch, Reinventing Protestant Germany, 269.
4 Claus-Dieter Schulze, “Fur eine gastfreie Kirche der politischen Diakonie!,” Februatry 17, 1974, 666/13, EZA, 2.
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the efficacy of God’s work of reconciliation to a spiritual and individual level. This “private
bourgeois inwardness,” as Schulze called it, failed to live up to the standards of the biblical tradition

that called its followers to “active service.”*®

Schulze also addressed the rhetoric of conservative groups within the EKXD. The nationalist
contingent of the Evangelical Emergency League in Germany—a group within the EKD that
advocated for militant anticommunism, rejected political guilt propaganda, and insinuated that
Moscow controlled left-leaning (and SPD voting) Protestants—had developed a popular slogan
calling on Protestants to fight against what they saw as the secularization and politicization of the
church: “The church must remain the church.”*’ Dismayed at the slogan and its implications—
namely a homogenous and closed off church that functioned like a political party—Schulze
implored his audience to remember Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s critique of the Confessing Church in Nazi
Germany. Bonhoeffer, who lamented the Confessing Church’s foremost efforts of self-preservation
at the expense of active Nazi resistance, held that ““The church is the church only when it exists for
others (Schulze’s emphases).””*® That is, when the church turns inwardly, concerned first and
foremost with its own preservation, it ceases to be a church. Instead, Schulze challenges his readers
to have a vision of the church that, with the love of God, seeks out those who are alienated from
both church and society. Thus, a church committed to political diakonia did not value its self-

preservation above its ministry to others.

Similarly, Kurt Scharf articulated a model of political diakonia, albeit one that contained

more political emphases than Schulze. Scharf pointed to the Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel of

46 Schulze, “Fir eine gastfreie Kirche der politischen Diakonie!, 4-5.

47 Klaus Wiesinger, “Die Unterwanderung Der Kirche von Rechts oder wer Politisiert die Kirche,” in Pfarrer, die dem
Terror dienen?: Bischof Scharf und der Berliner Kirchenstreit 1974, Eine Dokumentation, ed. Heinrich Albertz et al. (Rowohlt
Taschenbuch Verlag GmbH, 1975), 109-110.

4 Schulze “Fiir eine gastfreie Kirche der politischen Diakoniel,” 2.; Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison,
First Touchstone Edition 1997 (Touchstone, 1953), 382.
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Matthew as the “Government program of the politics of Jesus.”* The outworkings of this political
posture informed by the Sermon on the Mount are “the affirmation to political responsibility not
only of the Christian, the Christian as a member of his nation, but also an affirmation of political
diakonia, of the political responsibility of the church.” Schatf believed the church as a unified
institution possessed a responsibility for the political realm. The claim of the Gospel was not one
that could be bifurcated, dividing the Christian from the world. Rather, the Gospel mandated

political engagement, engagement that, as Scharf would explain, had eternal implications.”

For a practical implementation of political diakonia, Scharf turned to Martin Luther. The
church had the duty of “advising, warning, and nurturing society,” a duty it shared with the ruling
powers.”” Additionally, it had the responsibility of praying that God’s spirit would renew both
individuals and communities. Nowhere in Scharf’s articulation of political diakonia did he advocate
for the church to take on legislative duties, though. Instead, the church must act as a prophetic voice
in and for the world, advocating for all, including, in Scharf’s words, the, “restless, frightened, and
rebellious young generation.”” So, just like Schulze, Scharf built on Bonhoeffet’s vision of a church
that exists in the world and for others, but he also focused more explicitly on the church’s witness to
the political realm. Scharf adds to Schulze’s vision by following Luther’s lead of envisioning a church

that works dynamically with the state for the good of society, even if that work might be unpopular.

Kurt Scharf spent much ink defending his actions. Through written correspondence with
Christians in West Berlin and the FRG, Scharf explained how he viewed his actions as an echo of

Jesus’s ministry. First, Jesus’s teachings possessed a conversational character. He didn’t only preach to

4 Kurt Schatf, Streit mit der Macht (Pendo, 1983), 100.

50 Schartf, Streit mit der Macht, 102.

51 Kurt Schatf, “Letter to Eckhardt von Klass,” January 30, 1975, 36/1007, ELAB.
52 Schatf, Streit mit der Macht,102.

53 Scharf, Streit mit der Macht, 103.
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the masses; some of his most profound teachings came via intimate conversations. Second, those
conversations point to Jesus’s concern and care for the individual. In the gospels, the individual was
of extreme importance to Jesus. Third, even while exhibiting radical love, Jesus never tolerated sin.
Instead, he called on the ungodly to repent. And fourth, those who repented would receive the
promise of forgiveness.” Through his pastoral care, Scharf sought to apply the observations he
drew from Jesus’ ministry to “the least of these” in Matthew 25”—even if his association with such
people invited societal scorn—a constant refrain in his letters.”

Pastoral confidentiality precluded Scharf from divulging the details of the
conversation that took place. Yet, as part of his pastoral duties, he presumably offered
Meinhof confession and absolution, something he hinted at later.”” After the visit, and much
to conservatives’ ire, Scharf balked at the request to share what the pair discussed. What is
not left to conjecture is the impression the visit left on Meinhof. Scharf reported that she
seemed genuinely affected by their conversation: “After our conversation, in which I
certainly asked a lot of her, Ulrike Meinhof shook my hand, something she had not done
before—not even with friends—and said to me: ‘See you again! But really, I will see you

again.””® Despite Meinhof’s wish, the two would never meet again.

The bishop’s conversation with Meinhof seems an incontrovertible example of
political diakonia. As a state-run institution, Moabit prison firmly belonged to the political

realm; Scharf extended the church’s mission to a member of “the least of these.” By going

54 Kurt Scharf, “Letter to Freimund von Arnim,” February 20, 1975, 36/1006, ELAB.

55 The “least of these” in Matthew 25 are as follows: the hungty, thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, and imprisoned.
56 Kurt Scharf, “Letter to Hernn A. Bosch,” December 12, 1974, 36/1006, ELAB.

57 Scharf, “Human Rights of the Malefactor,” 235.

58 Kurt Schatf, Widerstehen und Versohnen: Riickblicke und Ausblicke (Radius, 1987), 167.
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to Moabit prison to meet with Meinhof, Scharf sought reconciliation with a political

dissident alienated from both church and society.

Scharf’s claim that political diakonia did not motivate his visit is puzzling.” It seems
odd that he would distance his actions from something he so ardently supported and
frustratingly little evidence exists to provide clarity over the visit’s classification. Briefly
examining the context in which he made the claim can help us understand his hesitation in

categorizing his actions as political diakonia.

The claim came at the end of a private, drawn-out correspondence with Kurt
Birnbaum, a professor in West Berlin. Once news of Scharf’s visit broke in November,
Birnbaum had repeatedly accused Scharf of allowing the EKBB to come under the
influence of “modernity” (a veiled reference to Marxism) which caused a leftward drift.” In
his criticisms, Birnbaum stated that Marxist-influenced preaching led to political diakonia. By
distancing his actions from political diakonia, Scharf could have been trying to break the
Birnbaum’s association of political diakonia with Marxist anarchy. Support for this theory
stems from the fact that nowhere else did Scharf dissociate his visit from political diakonia.

In fact, he includes the visit in the “Political Diakonia” chapter in his memoir.”"

Furthermore, during an EKBB Synod that met not long after the visit, Scharf
reminded his listeners that despite the scorn invited by dining with sinners, it was important
to remember that “in the New Testament the proclamation of everlasting salvation in the

next wotld is closely connected to social action.”” The implications Scharf drew are cleat.

5 Kurt Schatf, “Lettet to Herrn Professor Kurt Bitnbaum,” June 16, 1975, 36/1006, ELAB.

60 Herrn Professor Kurt Birnbaum, “Letter to Kurt Scharf,” November 26, 1974, 36/1006, ELAB.

61 Schatf, Briicken und Breschen, 172-189.

62 Kurt Scharf, “GruBwort zur Tagung der Synode der Evangelischen Kirche in Berlin-Brandenburg (Berlin West) am
12. November 1974, in Pfarrer, die dem Terror dienen?: Bischof Scharf nnd der Berliner Kirchenstreit 1974, Eine Dokumentation, ed.
Heinrich Albertz et al. (Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag GmbH, 1975).
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Action in this world had relevance in the world to come. Rather than existing as normal
disagreements over pedantic issues of church governance, the debates of 1974-1975

harbored eternal significance for the actors and actresses involved.

Regardless of how Scharf interpreted his own actions, conservative Protestants
labeled and condemned the visit as a misguided act of political diakonia, one that deepened

the fissure between conservative and progressive understandings of the church’s mission.
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Chapter Three: Conservative Reaction

In Germany, the economic miracle (Wirtschaftswunder) and the rise of Marxism’s influence
amongst young people coincided with the decrease in church membership in from the 1960s-1980s.
Between those years, nearly 3.5 million Protestants left the church.”” In 1974, 240,000 Protestants in
the FRG exited the EKD; 34,000 of those exits occurred in West Berlin.** November, the month of
von Drenkmann’s murder, in West Berlin also witnessed a record-breaking number of church

departures.”

For conservative Protestants, Scharf’s visit to Meinhof and the murder of Gunter von
Drenkmann were causally related. Conservative clergy and intellectuals vocally condemned what
they perceived as anarchy, calling on progressives to recognize the true mission of Christianity: to
win souls through the preaching of the Gospel. Stepping into the arena of politics transgressed the
boundaries of the church’ influence. Instead, the CDU could offer a public-facing Christian
political ethic. This chapter demonstrates the three major shortcomings conservative Protestants in
West Berlin identified in political diakonia: a rise in church exits, politicized preaching, and church
involvement in the political realm. Voices such as Hans-Martin Helbich and Klaus Motschmann
serve as illustrative examples of how conservative Protestant leaders in West Berlin reacted to

political diakonia.

6 Eurel-info, “Roman Catholics and Protestants 1950-2010,” n.d., https://www.curel-
info.cnrs.fr/spip.phprrubrique89&lang=en.

04 “Kirchenaustritte 1974,” Berliner Kirchenreport (West Betlin), January 7, 1975, 686/8984, EZA.

% “Noch nie Gab es in Berlin so Viele Kirchenaustritte,” Bé/d Berlin (West Betlin), November 26, 1974, B Rep. 232-244
Nr. 171, Landesarchiv Berlin.
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General Superintendent” Hans-Martin Helbich belonged to the Evangelical Collection
Berlin (Evangelische Sammilung Berlin), one of the conservative innet-church collectives.” Founded in
1967, the collective’s members sought to actively reject the political diakonia they believed had
become too prevalent among Protestants in West Berlin.®® Helbich, described as “a lonely Prince of
the Church in the desert” by conservative laity and second only to Bishop Kurt Scharf in the EKBB
ecclesiastical structure, operated as one of the leading voices of the contingent of conservative
clergy and professors critical of the direction political diakonia had taken the church.” Speaking
with Bild-Zeitung in the aftermath of Scharf’s visit to Meinhof and von Drenkmann’s murder,

Helbich lamented:

The church today also must fight the political extremism in its own house.... Whoever
thinks that today’s church serves as a sanctuary of order and the good life is naturally
deeply disappointed. If the church doesn’t preach this, many Christians will leave the
church. If the church preaches foreign ideologies, instead of the reconciliation of
people to God, then more people will turn away [from the church].”

To an extent, continuity exists between Helbich’s and the political diaconal vision of the church’s
mission: the reconciliation of people to God. Both Scharf and Helbich would agree on this point,
however, from there the visions diverge. Earlier in his career, Helbich explained that the church’s
mission consisted of reconciling sinners to God by preaching the Word and administering the
Sacraments.”! Yet, Helbich saw the EKBB expetiencing missional drift. Political extremism, which he

labeled as communism later in the interview, infiltrated the church’s ranks and replaced the

% A General Superintendent served as the head of a region, comprised of several deaneries.

67 Dissatisfied with the direction Schatf had led the church, consetrvative Protestants formed inner-church collectives,
hoping that through the collectives they could combat Marxism.

% Wiesinger, ,,Die Unterwanderung der Kirche von rechts,” 114.

9 Erich Paesler, “Letter to EKD Konsistorium,” November 21, 1974, 36/1008, ELLAB.

70 Hans-Erich Bilges, Radikale Auf Der Kangel - Wer Gebt Da Noch in Die Kirche, (West-Berlin), November 21, 1974, B Rep.
232-244 Nr. 171, Landesarchiv Betlin.

7 Zimmermann, Kurt Scharf, 134.
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preaching of the Gospel. Political sermons that advocated for Marxism (“foreign ideologies™) risked

driving even more souls from the church.

Helbich’s diagnosis of the EKBB also provides insight into what conservatives believed the
church could offer society. Amid the political and religious unrest of the long Sixties, the EKD as a
whole had a unique opportunity to reflect God’s gift of order. Rather than acquiescing to demands
or colluding with terrorists and students, the church’s witness could bring peace and order. By
reconciling people to God through the preaching of the Word and the administration of

Sacraments, the EKBB could model stability in a fraught West Berlin.

Klaus Motschmann, professor of political science at the University of the Arts in West
Berlin and member of the EKBB Synod, also publicly voiced his concerns and criticisms over the
direction of his church. Motschmann was as well connected as any in West Berlin’s political and
theological networks. Like Helbich, he belonged to Evangelical Collection; he also counted himself a
member of two other conservative church collectives, the Evangelical Emergency Community
(Evangelische Notgemeinschaft in Deutschland) and the Berlin Protestants (Berliner Protestanten).”” Like the
Evangelical Collection, the Evangelical Emergency Community’s arose as a result of its members’
concern over the amount of Marxist teachings that had wormed their way into the church.”
Similarly, the Berlin Protestants emerged because their members—who belonged to the CDU—

believed the EKBB had become overly politicized.

The Berlin Protestants most publicized statement diagnosed the church’s problem. It had

become an “institution of political and ideological actions.” In order to correct the EKBB’ course,

72 Anonymous, “Materialen zur Verflechtung der Kirchlichen und Politischen Rechten,” no date, 666/13, EZA.

73 It was also founded in reaction against the EKID’s publication of the Ostdenkschrift, which acknowledged the Oder-
NeiBle eastern border of Germany. Werner Petersmann, a member of the German Christians acted as one of the leading
members.
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Berlin Protestants articulated its vision of the true mission of the church: “to strengthen people
with the power of the Gospel and help them in difficult situations with acts of love.””* While the
Berlin Protestants neglected to expand on what constituted an “act of love,” the preaching of the

Gospel, an apolitical Gospel, was repeated as central to the mission of the church.

Two and a half weeks after von Drenkmann’s murder, Motschmann wrote an article for the
Rbeinischer Merkur newspaper, a national newspaper known for its conservative leanings and support
of the CDU. At first glance, Motschmann’s article has little to do with political diakonia. When read
alongside Schulze’s article, Motschmann clearly has political diakonia in mind. Schulze consistently
used the phrase “hospitable church™ (gas#freie Kirche) when describing the characteristics of political

diakonia, something Motschmann parroted.

Motschmann started his article by focusing on Scharf’s advocacy for political diakonia,
showing how the bishop dialogued with the student movement of the late 1960s.” The latest action
of the hospitable church, per Motschmann—-Scharf’s visit to Marxist political dissidents which
resulted in von Drenkmann’s murder—served as an example that the EKBB had hopelessly lost its
way. The synod member described the EKBB as “a sorcerer’s apprentice who can no longer control
the spirits he has called for and tolerated.”” In its attempt to dialogue with those outside the church,
anarchists and Marxists, the EKBB lost sense of its own identity. In order to recover its identity and
for the EKBB to cotrect its course, Motschmann called on Scharf and other members of the

EKBB?’s leadership to resign from their positions.

7+ Wiesinger, ,,Die Unterwanderung der Kirche von rechts,” 116.

75 Klaus Motschman, Die ,, Gastfreie Kirche'" in Berlin: Wie Sich Radikale Und Anarchisten Im Evangelischen Bereich Einnisten
Konnten, November 29, 1974, 36/1006, ELAB.

76 Motschman, Die ,,Gastfreie Kirche' in Berlin.
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Motschmann continued by criticizing a statement that the EKBB leadership released
imploring Christians not to associate the church’s social and political mission with radicalism.
Instead, Motschmann desired a statement that admitted the leadership had been misguided in its
understanding of the church’s mission followed by public repentance. Since this did not occur,
Motschmann dreaded something more sinister would come because of the hospitable church, a

socialist dual power move.”” He articulated his fears in the last paragraph of his article:

It is certainly not an overinterpretation to conclude that we are dealing here with a
prime example of a socialist double strategy for system change: on the one hand, to
exploit the institution of the "church" for as long and as intensively as possible because
of its existing credibility, and on the other hand, to alienate it from its true purpose
and destroy it from within.”

Motschmann believed that Marxist forces had successfully infiltrated the church and through
political diakonia, or church hospitality, slowly worked to eradicate the church from society. Proof
came in the form of the rising number of church exits. As in Helbich’s statements, we see an anxiety
over the preservation of the church and a desire to protect it from destructive influences. Both

Motschmann and Helbich’s blamed political diakonia for eroding the EXBB.

The publication that is perhaps most illustrative of conservative Protestants’ concerns over
the direction of the church came in the form of a circulated statement signed by 35 individuals,
including Helbich and Motschmann. Most of the signees were members of the synod. The Group
of 35, as they came to be known, circulated the statement to congregations throughout West Berlin
to assuage the fears of parishioners and provide reassurance that the church had not lost sight of its

mission. The statement reads:

77 Dual power refers to the strategy of creating a new institution within an existing institution with the end goal of the
new institution replacing the existing one. In this context, Motschmann fears that due to the perceived Marxist drift of
the EKBB, it would eventually destroy the EKD.

78 Motschman, Die ,,Gastfreie Kirche'" in Berlin.
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Evangelical Christians of Berlin!

Do not leave the church!
Help us overcome the current crisis in the church.

We can no longer remain silent about the fact that in our church, foolish enthusiasm
stemming from a misunderstood love of others has replaced Christian faith.

We oppose the lukewarm in the church and in public life who remain silent on this
matter and thus pave the way for terror and anarchy.

We will no longer tolerate the unclear stance and the failures of church leadership

bodies.

We therefore demand a fundamental change in the leadership of our church, the
training of our pastors and staff, and a return to its biblical mission.”

The term “enthusiasm” (Sehwdrmerei) was used in reference to Luther’s description of his
Protestant opponents during the Reformation. Luther saw the outworking of the theology
of enthusiasts (claiming to receive direct inspiration from the Holy Spirit apart from
Scripture) led to chaos instead of civil order. For example, Luther labeled the perpetrators of
the 1522 Wittenberg riots “enthusiasts.” The “enthusiasts” thought it necessary to throw
order to the wayside to implement radical reforms. Luther also grouped Anabaptists,
specifically their practices of rebaptizing those who had already been baptized as infants into
the category of “enthusiasts.”” The term, then, had both theological, social, and political

connotations in the Reformation.®’

The Group of 35% criticisms of modern “enthusiasts” appealed to Luther and the
historic Protestant duty to promote order in society and politics. Von Drenkmann’s murder,
in the eyes of conservatives, stemmed from progressives’ careless posture towards order.

Entertaining Baader-Meinhof sympathizers and supporters’ demands had led to the

7 Group of 35, “Aufruf an Die Evangelischen Christen Berlins,” Berlin-Tiergarten, November 21, 1974, B Rep. 232-244
Nr. 171, Landesarchiv Berlin.
80 William R. Russell, “Martin Luther’s Protestant Opponents,” in Oxjford Research Encyclopedia of Religion (2017).
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occupation of churches, negotiations with terrorists, and ultimately the death of one of the
highest symbols of order and justice in West Berlin. Those subjected to the term
“enthusiast” in West Berlin in 1974 were pastors who preached and practiced principles of

social justice.®’ Such teachings were evidence of a drift from the church’s “biblical mission.”

It is true that conservatives did not approve of sermons that contained messages of
social justice encouraging parishioners and pastors to play an active role in the political
sphere. However, like their progressive counterparts, conservatives did not believe that
Christians should leave the political realm unattended. The difference lies in who should
attend to the political realm. Did the church bear this responsibility? Or was it sufficient to

delegate responsibility to a political party that served as the Christian witness?

The years of turmoil following the end of WWII demonstrate that these questions
were not new. In the late 1940s and early 1950s Protestants squabbled over who bore
political responsibility. For conservative Protestants, the CDU should exist not as a, but as
the prophetic voice outside of the doors of the church. By acting as the representative of
the Christian voice in politics, the CDU could allow the church to remain apolitical and
preach apolitical sermons from its pulpits.*” This relationship followed from conservatives’
beliefs that Luther’s two-kingdom theology necessitated a strict separation of church and
politics. However, after the CDU’s defeat in the national elections of 1969, it lost its position

to the center-left SPD, which many progtessive Protestants supported.”

81 Wiesinger, ,,Die Unterwanderung der Kirche von rechts, 108.

82 Volkmar Deile, “Was hat die CDU eigentlich gegen die Kirche?,” in Pfarrer, Die Dem Terror Dienen?: Bischof Scharf Und
Der Berliner Kirchenstreit 1974, Eine Dokumentation, ed. Heinrich Albertz et al. (Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag GmbH, 1975),
121.

8 For an explanation of this trend, see ch. 6 of Bloch.

27



For conservatives who saw the integrity of the EKD and CDU relationship
trembling, the solution seemed clear. The answer as articulated by the Group of 35 stemmed
from the book of Revelation, the final book in the Bible. In the third chapter, Jesus explains
that he will spit out lukewarm believers. For the Group of 35, Scharf and the West Berlin
church leadership were the lukewarm believers who needed to leave their positions for the
church to resume its correct course, one that allowed the CDU its role as the representative
voice of Christian politics while the church preached an apolitical message. For the Group

of 35, this would ensure the preservation of the church in West Berlin.

This sampling of sources describes a conservative contingent who had legitimate
concerns over the well-being of the EKBB. The Christian influence in public life (via the
CDU) waned. Conservatives also grew suspicious of messages from the pulpit that were
neither apolitical nor focused on “order and decent living.”” Instead, “enthusiasts” had
misinterpreted the role of the church within society. The vision of political diakonia had led
the EKBB away from its apolitical nature and ministry to souls. A removal of Kurt Scharf
from his position as bishop seemed to be the only way forward for conservatives to bring

the EKBB back to its God-given mission.

"KIRCHE
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Left: This cartoon appears in an article written by Kurt Biedenkopf, a prominent CDU politician. Right: “The church builds on the
stability of the party.” This statement comes from an interview where Biedenkopf articulated his vision of the CDU, a vision that
highlights the close relationship between conservative clergy and the CDU.

8 Kurt H. Biedenkopf, “Das Christliche in der Christlich-Demokratischen Union,” no date, 686/8983, EZA.
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Chapter Four: Defending Political Engagement

Just as conservatives voiced their concerns over the direction of the church and their
interpretations of its mission, progressive Protestants quickly retorted. They affirmed
political diakonia and the Christian’s political responsibility while simultaneously defending
their bishop and the work he had done throughout his life in and around Betlin. Scharf’s
supporters framed the bishop’s visit to Meinhof as something that benefitted both her and
West Berlin as a whole. And yet, despite affirming the Christians duty to engage in life
beyond the church, they were quick to distance a Christian political ethic from belonging to
any one party. This, according to progressives, was what the conservative wing of the EKBB
had done. By creating such close ties with the CDU, conservatives had tried to create a
monopoly on the Christian political voice in West Berlin at the expense of church autonomy.
In this chapter, we see how progressive Protestants rallied to address the accusations of their

conservative counterparts.

Heinrich Vogel worked as a pastor and theologian in West Berlin. His scholarship focused on
the nature and role of the church, with an emphasis on the church’s duty to participate in politics
and society. His works Of the Church’s Responsibility for the World (I'on der 1V erantwortung der Kirche fiir dze
Weli) and Nature and Mission of the Church (Wesen und Auftrag der Kirche) serve as important post-war
Protestant works on the nature and role of the church.Vogel was careful, though, to put limits on
the extent of engagement, cautioning his readers against the temptation the church might face to
confuse itself for a political party. The Confessing Church veteran’s work made an impression on
many, including Schulze, who drew on Vogel’s ideas in his articulation of political diakonia.

During the Berlin Crisis, Vogel ardently supported Scharf and political diakonia, picking up

his pen and weighing in on the turbulence that befell the EKBB. In response to conservatives’
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statements about the direction of the church and their desire for a change in leadership, Vogel
responded with an impassioned reminder of what Christians should expect from a bishop: “Enough
with the smear campaign against Scharf!...a bishop’s job is one of service.”® Vogel found it shocking
that Scharf’s actions could be questioned and weaponized by conservatives. After all, Meinhof was a
sinner in need of reconciliation to both church and society.

And yet, Vogel saw Scharf’s actions possessing wider implications than just ministry to a
political dissident. Yes, Vogel believed Scharf had carried out an act of service to Meinhof on an
individual level. But he also believed that by fulfilling his duty of service to Meinhof, Scharf had
served West Berlin as a whole. Bearing in mind the context of Scharf’s visit (made after a violent
threat), we will remember that Scharf had attempted to calm tensions agitated Baader-Meinhof
sympathizers. Vogel’s decry of the smear campaign, (Schiufs mit der Hetze gegen Scharfl) became a
rallying cry for Scharf’s supporters.®

The theology professor, along with 11 other professors who taught at the Church University
Berlin, also signed a public statement of support that circulated around West Berlin church and
intellectual communities. Brief in nature, only three sentences, the statement nevertheless expressed
confidence in the bishop and the direction of the church. The professors’ public statement also
exposes their anxiety over the health of the EKBB. They opined that both lay Christians and those
involved in church leadership needed to engage in self-reflection. The goal of the self-reflection was
to save the image of the EKBB, its theological foundations, and the truth of the Gospel itself from

further tarnish.® While Vogel and his colleagues unequivocally supported Scharf, they also noticed

85 Schinf§ mit der Hetze gegen Scharfl, (West Betlin), December 2, 1974, 686/8984, EZA.

86 Kersten Radzimanowski used Vogel’s cty as the title of an article that sought to explain why conservatives had
targeted Scharf and the politically diaconal church. At the time unbeknownst to both sides of the church debates,
Radzimanowski, a member of the CDU, was also a Stasi informant, feeding the East German secret police news and
details about the Protestant church in West Betlin. Had this been uncovered prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall, it would
have given conservative Protestant claims of a Communist invasion more credence.

87 “Erkldrung von Professoren der Kirchlichen Hochschule Betlin vom 25. November 1974, Betlin 37, November 25,
1974, B Rep. 232-244 Nr. 171, Landesarchiv Berlin.
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the need for mediation lest the EKBB and its ministry be discredited by continued public spats.
Their call was a lonely one, though, as more clergy, intellectuals, and church employees publicly
flocked to their bishop’s defense.

Martin Fischer was another pastor-theologian in West Berlin whose scholarship emphasized
the necessity of Christian political engagement without turning the church into a political party. On
December 6™, 1974, Fischer and others involved in ministry and education gathered at the Berlin
University for Music to give speeches supporting both Scharf and political diakonia. Fischer shared
Vogel’s sentiment that the smear campaign against Scharf demonstrated incredible inappropriateness
and signaled that conservatives had forgotten the 40 plus years of service Scharf had given to the
city of Berlin.

Fischer likened West Berlin to a raging sea, reading Scharf into the Old Testament prophet
Jonah’s story. Fischer posited that Scharf, like the prophet, had been thrown into the sea as a
sacrifice to calm the storm.” Only in West Berlin, that sacrifice did little to help. Fischer saw the
sacrifice, or the public criticism, of Scharf only discrediting the EKBB and its mission to others:
“The task of helping in many small steps is being neglected; instead, there are general suspicions of
foolish enthusiasm, suspicions against the lukewarm’ who, with their alleged silence, pave the way
for terror and anarchy.””® Fischer refuted the claim that the church’ service to others causes “terror
and anarchy.” Instead, he saw an effort carried out by the church’s critics to hamper the slow,
constructive work of political and social engagement. Scharf’s visit to imprisoned terrotists, for
Fischer, constituted an example of the “small steps” members of the EKBB must make. In this act,

Scharf put himself into contact with those who had offended both church and state and created a

88 Martin Fischer, “Berliner Kirche in der Krise,” December 6, 1974, B Rep. 232-244 Nr. 171, Landesarchiv Berlin, 102.
89 Fischer, “Betliner Kirche in der Krise,” 102.
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crisis. The result of this contact was a humanization of sinners and an illustration of the work the
church ought to carry out in the political realm.

Other voices of support arose on December 6™, 1974, at the Berlin University for Music.
There, pastors and church employees staged an event titled ““The Church’s Responsibility” with the
goal of defending political diakonia from its recent criticisms. Before the attendees departed, they
produced a statement that summarized the positions articulated at the event. The statement started
with a bold introduction: “In light of the present attempts to limit the free proclamation of the
gospel to all, we claim....”” After the pastors and church employees accused conservatives of trying
to stunt the spread of the gospel, they voiced seven rebuttals to the accusations launched by

conservatives. The first and third rebuttals are especially noteworthy.

The first statement made clear who the head of the church is and who holds
interpretive authority: “The church has no Lord other than Jesus Christ. It may not allow the
content of the gospel to be falsified by other powers and forces.”' Not only did this first
statement remind Christians that Jesus is the head of the church, but it also made a claim
over who holds the authority to interpret Scripture. The “powers and forces” was a veiled
reference to leading conservatives like Helbich and Motschmann who in the eyes of
progressives colluded with the CDU and the Springer-Press to wrestle interpretive authority
away from the church. The gathering on December 6™ believed that through its media
outlets the CDU had used von Drenkmann’s murder as an opportunity to try and solidify its
claim as the authority on Christian political ethics, namely a Christianity sidelined from the

realm of politics. Those who colluded with the CDU and its media organs to defame the

%0 “Erklirung von Pfarrern und Kirchlichen Mitarbeitern Auf Der Kundgebung ‘Kirche in der Verantwortung” Am
6.12.1974 Im Konzertsaal der Hochschule Fur Musik,” December 6, 1974.

o1 Hartmut Walsdorff, “Mitverantwortung der jungen Christen,” in Pfarrer, die dem Terror dienen?: Bischof Scharf und der
Berliner Kirchenstreit 1974, Eine Dokumentation, ed. Heinrich Albertz et al. (Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag GmbH, 1975), 59.
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name of Scharf and the mission of political diakonia were accused of substituting the

church’s interpretation of Scripture for the CDUs.

After reaffirming a Christian’s duty to the political realm, the third statement
articulated a position on the relationship between church and state, reading: “Its [the
church’s] goal is not to establish law and order at all costs. Instead, its goal is to serve peace
and justice in the midst of people.”” Yes, the EKBB supported the right and just rule of
governing authorities. However, its end goal was not the support of the state. Rather, its goal
was to serve the people who live within the state. Such a statement absolved the church from
taking on the burden of being responsible for the establishment of order in society. That job
belonged to the government. Instead, the church’s mission was to operate within society for

the good of all people, including political dissidents.

Taken together, these public statements demonstrate a collective, concerted
progressive effort to address conservative accusations. They defended Scharf’s character and
justified the actions he took. Additionally, progressives turned rebuttals into attacks of their
own. When conservatives criticized political diakonia, they did more than cause harm to the
public image of the EKBB. The criticisms functioned as a roadblock to the very duty God

had given the church to carry out.

92 Hartmut Walsdorff, “Mitverantwortung der jungen Christen,” 59.
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Chapter Five: Laity Correspondence

Just as debates over the nature of the church unfolded in public, so too did
concerned Protestants express their views in private via unpublished letters, writing to both
the EKD Consistory and the bishop himself.”” Many of the letters Scharf responded to
began with an apology; it was not uncommon for the bishop to reply months after he
initially received a letter. The crisis wore on Scharf. The final letter examined in this chapter
seems to show a weary bishop who—while firm in his convictions—had grown tired and

exasperated.

The following chapter also shows that clergy and academics were not the only ones
who held a stake in the interpretational differences over the nature of the church that
occurred in West Berlin. Conservative laity throughout the FRG gave explanations for the
church exits that both echoed and differed from their spiritual leaders. Neither did men hold
a monopoly on the conversations that took place. Women made up a large number of those

who wrote to Scharf and the Consistory.

Despite the Consistory’s rejection of claims that the EKD subscribed to communist
politics, several writers cited the EKD’s perceived connection with Marxism as their reason
for leaving the EKD.”* The EKD had undergone a leftward drift characterized by the influx
of communist teachings that resulted in increased social and political engagement. An
example of this type of claim comes from the Consistory’s response to a letter penned by

Anne Deforth. Deforth claimed that the church’s focus on political engagement came at the

93 The Consistory is an EKD organ involved in administrative and church governance affairs.
9 EKD Konsistorium, “Letter to Herrn Werner Massattis,” November 30, 1974, 36/1008, ELAB.
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cost of spiritual nurture; this trend accelerated the rising number of church exits. The
Consistory replied by arguing that those who left the EKD had “already planned to do so
and us[ed] these events as an excuse to officially leave.”” The Consistory, though, neglected
to comment on why the individuals who decided to leave had made their decisions in the

tirst place.

Scharf also responded to Kurt Birnbaum’s claims that the church had undergone a
leftward drift. Kurt Birnbaum believed that in the EKD’s efforts to modernize itself to make
it more attractive, the church had lost its identity. Instead of rooting itself in conservative
values, the EKD had developed a connection to socialism despite its proven history of
promoting a godless society. Birnbaum went on to rhetorically ask whether Jesus had
affirmed the state and order, what he regarded as opposites of a socialist utopia.” Scharf
assured Birnbaum that Marxism would never replace the historic teachings of the church.
However, he also iterated that the church existed in the same milieu as all other institutions.
Yes, God had ordained the institution of the church, but it was also “timebound and

dependent” as it existed in the “here and now.””’

The timebound nature of the church was a topic that Scharf spent much time
explaining to members of the laity. Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiastical reflections, cited earlier,
explained that the church’s worldly engagement stemmed from the conviction that it has a
mission to fill in the “here and now,” that is, on this side of eternity. The church is not
ungrounded and uninterested in the happenings of its milieu. Instead, it exists within a

setting of particularity, within history. In one letter, Scharf articulated the implications of a

95 EKD Konsistorium, “Letter to Frau Anne Deforth,” November 11, 1974, 36/1006, ELAB.
96 Scharf, “Letter to Herrn Professor Kurt Birnbaum,” November 26, 1974.
97 Scharf, “Letter to Herrn Professor Kurt Birnbaum,” December 17, 1974.
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church aware of its historical context: “This also means that church ministry must not stop
short of the political sphere. The church must not take a one-sided stance in political
disputes.”” Rather than holding back from the realm of politics, the church had a prophetic
role it needed to exercise, particularly in times of deep polarization like the end of 1974. If
the church neglected its engagement in the political sphere, then its mission to others could
never be realized. To be sure, Scharf did not advocate for a diminishment of the church’s
job of proclaiming the Gospel, but as he described to another concerned writer, Scharf saw
the preaching of the Gospel as affecting the “entire person, which necessarily has political
implications.”” Therefore, for Scharf, political engagement was motivated and necessitated
by one’s response to the proclamation of the Gospel. Since Jesus was lord of all aspects of

life, passivity in the political realm was unacceptable.

When members of the laity echoed the call for Scharf’s resignation, he minimized a
bishop’s role in church attendance while heightening the stakes of the decision to leave the
church. First, Scharf explained that a Christian’s motivation for attending church should not
rest on the presence or absence of a particular pastor or bishop. Instead, a Christian comes
to church because of Jesus, the true lord of the church. Second, he questioned the efficacy
of leaving the church, stressing that “Leaving the church isn’t like leaving a clubs; it is
breaking with a community of Christians, whom the Lord has identified as his body.... If
there is a decision you don’t like, a change should be brought about through participation in
the life of the church.”'” Both Schatf’s reason for why an individual attends church and his

thoughts on exiting the church relegates a bishop to a role of secondary importance.

98 Kurt Scharf, “Letter to Klaus-Dietrich Heinrich,” December 12, 1974, 36/1007, ELAB.
9 Kurt Schatf, “Letter to Eckhardt von Klass,” January 30, 1975, 36/1007, ELAB.
100 Kurt Scharf, “Letter to Herrn Otto Bossert,” no date, 36/1006, ELLAB.
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Instead, just as the pastors and church employees who gathered at the Berlin University for
Music articulated, Scharf stressed the primacy of Jesus’s lordship. While those gathered at
the university contrasted Jesus’ lordship with political powers, Scharf contrasts this with
church leadership itself. Scharf viewed the act of leaving the church not as a rejection of

himself as bishop but as a rejection of Jesus.

The character of Jesus also arose as an area of concern for onlooking Protestants. Scharf
addressed the claim, expressed by Frau E. Langenfal} that the EKD had turned Jesus into a socialist
revolutionary figure. Scharf firmly explained that he had not done this, nor would he let anyone
coopt Jesus in such 2 manner.'"”" And neither did he believe the church should act like a political
party. If pastors started preaching about politics, and if the church behaved as if it were a political
party, vying for power within society, then Scharf agreed that the church had truly lost itself. Yet,
Scharf allowed for more engagement with those outside the church than Langenfal3 felt comfortable

with.

Frau Maria von Waldthausen, granddaughter of the former Prussian Minister of War and a
self-described “passionate Protestant,” wrote to Scharf with the purpose of articulating her and
other believers’ concerns over the direction of the EKBB specifically. In the letter, she explained to
the bishop that she wanted to belong to a church characterized by its apolitical nature. Rather than
engaging in the political realm, the church should focus on preaching the Word and providing
pastoral care for Christians in distress. Furthermore, von Waldthausen claimed the church in Berlin
needed to recognize the real enemy, Marxism, and work to eradicate its presence from the EKBB

lest it drive out more church goers.'”

101 Kurt Schatf, “Lettet to Frau E. LangenfaB3,” February 18, 1975, 36/1008, ELAB.
102 Maria von Waldthausen, “Letter to Kurt Scharf,” May 4, 1975, 36/1009, ELAB.
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Scharf responded by agreeing with von Waldthausen’s statement that the church should both
preach the Word and provide pastoral care. However, he lamented to Frau von Waldthausen that a
contradiction marred her vision. Yes, the church could not deceive itself and directly engage in party
politics. Nevertheless, Scharf stressed that the church must not become lethargic. Instead, it needed
to take responsibility in its present, historical context. Just as he had explained to others, Jesus was

lord over all areas of life, including the state and its politics.

Scharf’s letter included a statement that appears to reveal a deep frustration that encapsulates
the seemingly irreconcilable visions of the church’s relationship to the political realm. Frau von
Waldthausen alluded to the Church Struggle (Kirchenkampf) that took place during the Nazi’s rule,
applauding Schatf’s role in it as a defender of the faith.'” Scharf replied to this praise by writing,
“The Church Struggle that you refer to was not only an inner-church conflict over correct doctrine.
Instead, it was deeply driven by the question of what a Christian's responsibility is to his state.”""*
Scharf, who carried out numerous acts of service to others during the period of Nazi rule, lamented

that decades later, Protestants in the EKD still could not reach a consensus on the outworkings of

the Gospel’s message for the political realm.

Images of the correspondence between Scharf and von Waldthausen

103 yon Waldthausen, “Letter to Kurt Scharf,” May 4, 1975.
104 Scharf, “Letter to Maria von Waldthausen,” June 6, 1975.
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Conclusion

As winter turned to spring, tensions between progressives and conservatives cooled
in West Berlin. General Superintendent Hans-Martin Helbich—Ileader of the conservative
Protestants in West Berlin—died of natural causes in the spring of 1975. A couple months
later, conservatives got their wish. That summer, Scharf announced that he would step down
from his role as bishop at the end of 1976, though, the reason given was to allow for the
ratification of a new EKBB constitution that restructured jurisdiction and authority due to
the enduring presence of the Berlin Wall. When Scharf was elected bishop, it was with the
understanding that he would serve both the eastern and western sides of the city. The new
arrangements dictated that one bishop exist for each side of Berlin. Only once Scharf
resigned could the new constitution go into effect. Additionally, the restructuring of roles
excised the position of General Superintendent, the deceased Hans-Martin Helbich’s

position.'"”

Neither side wished for the political realm to be left unattended. That is, both the
progressive and conservative contingents of the EKBB desired that some sort of Christian
political witness exist. The heated debates, though, were over who should act as the Christian
voice in politics. Progressives, appealing to the vision of political diakonia stressed that the
church must not consign itself to passivity. Emphasizing the “here and now” of the church’s
existence, it had a duty to extend God’s grace to those outside of the church, even political
dissidents. Conservatives, reacting to the increasing number of church departures, saw a

leftward drift in the church’s mission. They observed a church that had opened its doors to

105 Zimmermann, Kurt Scharf, 182-183.
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the chaos and anarchy of Marxism. Instead, the church ought to serve as an institution of

order within society.

The long Sixties served as a time of deep religious crisis. The West Betlin shade of
this crisis saw the EKBB wrestle with church exits and its own internal differences over how
it ought to relate to the political realm. Schart’s visit to the terrorists and Gunter von
Drenkmann’s subsequent assassination exacerbated the debates present among both
Protestants in West Berlin and the FRG, debates that remained unresolved at the conclusion
of Kurt Scharf’s tenure as bishop. Far from escaping the era’s social, political, and religious
turmoil, the Berlin Crisis serves as a window into how churches reacted to this crisis on a

local level.
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