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CZECH PROTEST ANTS PROPOSE REFORMS 

By Paul Bock 

Dr. P aul Boc k (Uni ted Churc h  of Chri st) i s  an advi sory edi tor of O P R EE and a 
professor emeri tus of religi on at Doane Colleg e, Crete, Nebraska. H e  i s  a frequent 

c ontri butor to O P R EE. The followi ng artic le was wri tten shortly after a vi si t to 
Czec hoslovaki a  i n  early Oc tober, 1 989, and reflec ts the vi ews of c hurc h  leaders at 
that ti me. They di d not expec t the stri ki ng c hang es that took plac e  i n  East Germany 
and Czec hoslovaki a  i n  the followi ng months. At the end of thi s  artic le i s  an 
addendum telli ng some of the developments i n  Czec h P rotestanti sm as a result of the 
nonvi olent revoluti on .  

Duri ng a vi si t to Czec hoslovaki a  i n  Oc tober, 1 989, I had the opportuni ty to  talk wi th 
several pastors and c hurc h  leaders about the c urrent si tuati on, partic ularly as i t  affec ts 
P rotestants. My pri nci pal c ontac ts were wi th people from the Evang elic al Churc h  of the 
Czec h Brethren (ECCB), the produc t  of a merg er i n  1 9 1 8  of Lutheran and R eformed 

c hurc hes i n  Bohemi a  and Moravi a. I ts present moderator i s  the R ev. Dr. Josef H romadka, 
a di stant relati ve of the theologi an of the same name who di ed i n  1 97 1 .  

Many Czec hs have been hopeful that the Eastern European poli tic al reform movements 
would soon have an effec t on thei r  c ountry. O n  the one hand, they do see some sig ns of 

c hang e. O n  the other hand, they expec t that i t  wi ll take some ti me before a sig ni fic ant 
reforms take plac e. 

Wi thi n the ECCB there are tensi ons whic h reflec t the c onflic ts wi thi n the whole soci ety. 
Churc h  leaders at ti mes acc ommodate themselves to g overnment wi shes i n  order to reduc e  
oppressi on. But wi thi n the c hurc h  there are voic es whic h c all for a di rec t  and open 
opposi ti on to g overnment vi olati ons of human rig hts. 

I n  the ti me of the P rag ue Spri ng ( 1 968) members of thi s c hurc h  were ac ti ve supporters 
of "soci ali sm wi th a human fac e," and i n  the early years of "normali zati on" the c hurc h  made 
some c ourag eous c ri tic al statements. As a result, i t  suffered more than some others i n  the 
1 970 s. Many pastors lost thei r nec essary state-i ssued preac hi ng lic enses. A few g ot them 
bac k, but today there are sti ll 1 5  preac hers forbi dden to preac h. 

I n  the late seventi es both the c hurc h  leaders and the theologic al fac ulty tended to 
acc ommodate themselves to the c ountless laws and reg ulati ons c onc erni ng the c hurc h, and 
they bec ame targ ets of sharp c ri tici sm by some theologic al students and by a g roup of 

32. 



ac ti vi sts c lerg y. The most c ri tic al were the c lerg y  who had lost thei r lic enses. At ti mes they 
felt that the c hurc h  leadershi p  was di stanci ng i tself from the rather than supporti ng them. 
Some of these c lerg y  were sig ners of Charter 77 .  The g overnment put g reat pressure on the 

c hurc h  leaders to di sown the c harter and i ts sig ners, and, to a larg e  extent, they di d.  
I n  the 1 980 s the "di ssi dent" c lerg y  and other ac ti vi sts have c onti nued to prod the c hurc h  

leadershi p  and i n  rec ent years i t  di d take more c ourag eous ac ti ons. I n  1 983 the synod i ssued 
a statement on nuc lear di sarmament and also c alled for alternati ve servic e for c onsci enti ous 
objec tors . 

P ri or to the 25th synod meeti ng i n  1 987,  a c hallengi ng letter was presented to the c hurc h  
by the ac ti vi st wi ng of the c hurc h  aski ng the synod to endorse a plan for open di sc ussi on of 

c hurc h-state relati ons i n  the c hurc h  press and to appoi nt a c ommi ssi on to present c hurc h  
vi ews to the g overnment as i t  revi ses i ts c onsti tuti on. The synod di d not take di rec t ac ti on 
but passed a rec ommendati on to the Synodic al Counci l reg ardi ng the possi ble establi shment 
of a c ommi ssi on. I n  the synod meeti ng other requests were made for public statements on 

i ssues suc h  as amnesty for poli tic al pri soners, the rig ht to have worshi p  servic es i n  old folks 
homes, a c essati on of puni shment for c hurc h  people, provi si on of alternati ve servic e for 

c onsci enti ous objec tors, and a di alog ue wi th the state on c hurc h- state relati ons. These, too, 
were passed on to the Synodic al Counci l. 

The Synodic al Counci l di d appoi nt a c ommi ssi on, and i n  1 989 i t  c ompleted a li st of 
rec ommendati ons for a revi sed state c onsti tuti on and presented i t  to the g overnment. The 
rec ommendati ons were publi shed i n  full i n  the c hurc h  press and i n  abbrevi ated form i n  the 
offici al Communi st P arty newspaper Rude P ravo. State offici als showed a wi lli ng ness to 
li sten. The fac t that the c hurc h  was c ourag eous enoug h  to present these rec ommendati ons 
and that the state was wi lli ng to li sten i s  one of the hopeful sig ns of the ti mes. 

Followi ng are the c hurc h's rec ommendati ons stated i n  a slig htly abbrevi ated form: 
Eac h person has the rig ht to freedom of thoug ht, c onsci enc e  and religi on. Thi s i nc ludes 

pri vate and c ommunal expressi ons of fai th and the rig ht to teac h religi on. 
No pressure should be exerted upon people that would hi nder freedom of expressi on. 
One's religi ous fai th should not be a reason for denyi ng a person the rig ht to educ ati on 

or the rig ht to eng ag e  i n  any occ upati on or professi on. 
R eligi ous c ommuni ti es should be free to assemble and to eng ag e  i n  ac ti vi ti es useful to 

soci ety, suc h  as c are for the old, sic k and handic apped people. 
I nflami ng hosti li ti es based on religi ous fai th or athei sm should be forbi dden. 
R eligi ous fai th should not be an obstac le to c arryi ng out ci vic oblig ati ons; where there 

i s  c onflic t, alternati ve servic e should be provi ded, partic ularly for c onsci enti ous objec tors to 
mi li tary servic e. 

All ci ti zens should be treated equally reg ardless of sex, nati onali ty, religi on, or poli tic al 
persuasi on. 

Capi tal puni shment should be aboli shed. 
All ci ti zens should have the rig ht to c hoose thei r professi ons. 
All c ultural polic y should be i n  harmony wi th the development of sci enc e and i n  c lose 

relati onshi p  wi th the li fe and work of people, and should not be based on i deolog y. 
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O ne underlying idea of these rec ommendations is that relig ious people should not be 
treated as sec ond c lass c itizens. They should be treated as equals. 

Besides preparing these rec ommendations for the new c onstitution, the c hurc h  leaders 
also sent proposals to a leg islative c ommittee working on a revision of the penal c ode. They 

c all for elimination of laws pertaining to the supervision of c hurc hes and to the misuse of 
relig ious func tions and for the addition of laws protec ting people whose freedom of 

c onsc ienc e  is denied and who are frequently punished more than onc e  for the same offense, 
suc h  as refusal to serve in the armed forc es. 

Besides making these proposals to the state the ECCB is fac ing an issue of c hurc h-state 
relations whic h  has been raised by R oman Catholic s. A petition written by a Catholic . 
layman, was c irc ulated in Czec hoslovakia and was eventually sig ned by hundreds of 
thousands of people. I t  appealed to the state mainly for g reater relig ious liberty but also 

c alled for separation of c hurc h  and state. P rotestants, of c ourse, want g reater relig ious 
liberty, but they are strugg ling with the latter issue. They are not sure that they c an g et 
along without state subsidy, but wish to rec eive it in the same manner as they did before 
1948. Then the state did not pay the pastors direc tly but turned the money over to the 

c hurc h  headquarters whic h paid the pastors. I t  was state support without c ontrol. This issue 
was on the ag enda for the upc oming synod meeting . 

Among the problems that P rotestants fac e are shortag es of c lerg y. This is due to the 
restric tion plac ed on seminaries reg arding enrollment, to the loss of preac hing lic enses by 
several pastors, and to the lac k of appeal to youth of the profession whic h  is one of the 
lowest paid in soc iety. I n  the ECCB 50 out of 250 pastoral positions are vac ant. The Slovak 
Evang elic al Churc h  of Aug sburg Confession(Lutheran) has been training lay deac ons in its 
seminary in Bratislava to help offset its c lerg y  shortag e. 

I n  view of the problems fac ed by Christians in Czec hoslovakia one mig ht expec t  that the 
P rotestant--R oman Catholic c ooperation would be strong . But it is not. When Czec h 
P rotestant women soug ht to g ain the c ooperation of R oman Catholic women in the 
preparation of the 1990 World Day of P rayer servic e they were unsucc essful. The fac ulties 
of the seminaries do not meet tog ether. Yet there are examples of c ooperation, partic ularly 
in reg ard to Bible public ation. A new Czec h translation of the Bible has been prepared and 
is being used by both P rotestants and R oman Catholic s  in Bohemia and Moravia. The same 
is true of a new Slovak Bible being used in Slovakia. 

A striking example of solidarity was a letter sent in J uly 1988 to the Central Committee 
of the Communist party. Sig ned by thirteen P rotestant pastors and lay people, it objec ted 
to the persec ution of the R oman Catholic s  by the g overnment. I t  noted that persec ution of 
R oman Catholic s  had been g reater than persec ution of P rotestants. I t  c alled upon the Central 
Committee to return a building orig inally belong ing to a Catholic seminary, to allow Catholic 
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religi ous orders to functi on freely, and to allow the Catholi c  church freedom i n  Chri sti an 
educati on and youth work. The sig ners of the letter were predomi nantly members of the 
acti vi st mi nori ty i n  the ECCB. 

Thi s  acti vi st mi nori ty has a close associ ati on wi th Charter 77. Some of i ts members 
sig ned i t  and pai d  a hig h pri ce: they lost thei r preachi ng li censes and suffered other 
depri vati ons. I asked one of them about the present role of Charter 77. H e  sai d  that the 
most i mportant work of that g roup had been done. I t  pi oneered the way of champi oni ng 
human rig hts whi le others were afrai d  to speak up. I t  took ri sks and suffered the 
consequences as i t  challeng ed the g overnment to li ve up to i ts ag reements at H elsi nki .  Now, 
he sai d, other g roups have taken courag e  and have made thei r voi ces heard. There have been 
peti ti ons sig ned by many people. There was the Catholi c  peti ti on for religi ous li berty and 
more recently a plea called "A Few Sentences" sig ned by many promi nent ci ti zens calli ng for 
democrati c  reforms and a di alog ue wi th the Communi st leadershi p. 

I also asked why Czechoslovaki a  i s  now behi nd P oland and H ung ary i n  democrati c  
reforms. H e  g ave me several reasons. One was the relati vely g ood economi c  si tuati on i n  the 
country. P eople see the economi c  chaos i n  P oland and they don't want that. Another reason 

i s  that soci ali sm has deep roots i n  Czechoslovaki a. Sti ll another i s  the di si llusi onment 
resulti ng from previ ous reform efforts i n  the P rag ue Spri ng whi ch broug ht a Warsaw P act 

i nvasi on and a ruthless normali zati on. Sti ll, he sai d, seeds for reform have been sown and 
they wi ll bear frui t. 

I n  1 989 the Charter 77 Foundati on i n  Stockholm g ave i ts Kreig el P ri ze( named after the 
Czech who refused to sig n the document of capi tulati on i n  Moscow i n  1 969) to two Czech 
clerg ymen who ri sked and suffered much by sig ni ng Charter 77. They were the R ev. J an 
Dus, a P rotestant, and Dr. J osef Zveri na, a R oman Catholi c. 

There are some sig ns i n  Czechoslovaki a  of renewed i nterest i n  religi ous fai th. Accordi ng 
to Dr. Mi lan Opoc ensky , a Czech theologi an now servi ng as General Secretary of the 
R eformed World Alli ance, more people are now turni ng to the church for help i n  fi ndi ng the 
meani ng of li fe. Thi s does not mean that the church membershi p  i s  g rowi ng .  The 
membershi p  decli ne, whi ch beg an i n  1 948, conti nues. H owever, there has recently been an 

i ncrease i n  parti ci pati on i n  the Lord's Supper, accordi ng to the R ev. Mi roslav Broz, Secretary 
of the Synodi cal Counci l  of the ECCB. 

Duri ng the past four decades the church has become less of a "Volkski rche" and more of 
a confessi ng church. P eople have pai d a pri ce for remai ni ng church members. They were 
treated as second-class ci ti zens. For example, they were by-passed at the ti me of 
promoti ons, deni ed leadershi p  posi ti ons, ruled out of certai n  professi ons such as teachi ng . 

I t  i s  g enerally known that the state offi ci als who wrote the consti tuti on and the laws i n  
the late 40 's and early 50 's assumed that i f  the church were leg ally restri cted i t  would not 
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survive more than thirty years. But it has survived and is now even c alling for the 
elimination of the oppressive laws and for reinstatement of believers as full members of 
soc iety. 

I n  c onversations with pastors and professors in Czec hoslovakia one quic kly senses the 
deep influenc e  on them by the noted Czec h theolog ian, the late J osef L. Hromadka, whose 
lOO th birthday was c ommemorated in 1 989 not only in P rag ue but also in other parts of 
Europe and the United States. Writing an artic le on that occ asion Dr. J an M. Loc hman, a 
Czec h  theolog ian teac hing in Basel, Switzerland, wrote, "I n the history of European theolog y  
there are few theolog ians who have influenc ed the life and thoug ht of their c hurc h  as muc h  
as the Czec h P rotestant theolog ian , J osef Hromadka ( 1 889 - 1 969)." As is g enerally known, 
Hromadka soug ht to influenc e  Communism from within, hoping to humanize it. He found 
his hopes realized in the P rag ue Spring of 1 968 only to have them shattered by the Warsaw 
P ac t  invasion. Shortly thereafter he died, a deeply disappointed man. O ne wishes that he 

c ould have lived to see the c urrent developments in Eastern Europe. He firmly believed that 
the Soviet state c annot be separated from the revolutionary c hang es of 1 9 1 7  but that its 
future would be a synthesis of the revolution and the pre-revolutionary R ussian spiritual 
wealth. Already in 1 945 he dec lared that if the Soviet experiment and the politic al and soc ial 
trends of the West c ould be broug ht c loser tog ether, peac e  would be saved for several 
hundred years. 

At the time when this artic le is being written c hang es are taking plac e  so rapidly in 
Eastern Europe, espec ially in East Germany, that one c annot help but wonder if the Czec hs 
were rig ht who thoug ht that it would take some time before c hang es would take plac e  in 
their c ountry. All around them reform movements are at work. O nly a short time ag o East 
Germany was as hard-line a Communist c ountry as Czec hoslovakia. Can Czec hoslovakia be 
far behind? 

ADDENDUM 

The Evang elic al Churc h  of Czec h Brethren was having its synod meeting in P rag ue in 
November at the time that the demonstrations beg an. The synod issued a pronounc ement 
denounc ing the violenc e  being used ag ainst the demonstrators. Due to the turmoil the synod 
meeting was temporarily adjourned, and was sc heduled to resume on J anuary 26 and 27, 
1 990. 

R ev. J osef Hromadka, moderator of the c hurc h, has bec ome a Deputy P remier of the 
federal g overnment. I n  that c apac ity he travelled to R ome to talk with the Vatic an about 
appointment of new Catholic bishops for Czec hoslovakia. O ne has already been appointed. 
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survive more than thirty years. But it has survived and is now even calling for the 

elimination of the oppressive laws and for reinstatement of believers as full members of 

society. 

In conversations with pastors and professors in Czechoslovakia one quickly senses the 

deep influence on them by the noted Czech theologian, the late Josef L. Hromadka, whose 

tOOth birthday was commemorated in 1989 not only in Prague but also in other parts of 

Europe and the United States. Writing an article on that occasion Dr. Jan M. Lochman, a 

Czech theologian teaching in Basel, Switzerland, wrote, "In the history of European theology 

there are few theologians who have influenced the life and thought of their church as much 

as the Czech Protestant theologian , Josef Hromadka ( 1889-1969)." As is generally known, 

Hromadka sought to influence Communism from within, hoping to humanize it. He found 

his hopes realized in the Prague Spring of 1968 only to have them shattered by the Warsaw 

Pact invasion. Shortly thereafter he died, a deeply disappointed man. One wishes that he 

could have lived to see the current developments in Eastern Europe. He firmly believed that 

·the Soviet state cannot be separated from the revolutionary changes of 1917 but that its 

future would be a synthesis of the revolution and the pre-revolutionary Russian spiritual 

wealth. Already in ·1945 he declared that if the Soviet experiment and the political and social 

:trends of the West could be brought closer together, peace would be saved for several 

hundred years. 

At the time when this article is being written changes are taking place so rapidly in 

Eastern Europe, especially in East Germany, that one cannot help but wonder if the Czechs 

were right who thought that it would take some time before changes would take place in 

their country. All around them reform movements are at work. Only a short time ago East 

Germany was as hard-line a Communist country as Czechoslovakia. Can Czechoslovakia be 

f.ar behind? 

ADDENDUM 

The Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren was having its synod meeting in Prague in 

November at the time that the demonstrations began. The synod issued a pronouncement 

d.enouncing the violence being used against the demonstrators. Due to the turmoil the synod 

meeting was temporarily adjourned, and was scheduled to resume on January 26 and 27, 

1990. 

Rev. Josef Hro~adka, moderator of the church, has become a Deputy Premier of the 

. federal government. In that capacity he travelled to Rome to talk with the Vatican about 

appointment of new~atholic bishops for Czechoslovakia. One has already been appointed. 
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Hromadka will continue to be the moderator of the church until new church elections take 

place in May. Essentially he is on leave. 

The government has agreed not to interfere in the internal affairs of the churches. The 

local offices of state-appointed secretaries for church affairs have been abolished. 

Ministers who lost their preaching licenses are eligible now to serve as pastors if 

congregations call them. Negotiations are under way. However, some are already of 

retirement age. 
Many of the proposals for a new constitution made by the Evangelical Church of the 

Czech Brethren are e.ssentially already in effect since religious liberty is guaranteed. The 

government adopted a proposal presented by the Rev. Josef Hromadka that all laws have to 

abide by the Helsinki Accords as implemented in the Vienna Concluding Document. 
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