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PAPER No. 2
CHURCH AND STATL IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA ;

with particular attention to Protestantism ;

by Paul Bock 4

Dr. Paul Bock (United Church of Christ) is
Professor of Religion at Heidelberg College, i
Tiffin, Ohio. In 1948-49 he studied theology
in Prague znd since that time has made several
visits to Czechoslovakia and has kept himself
informed on church developments there. He is
author of In Search of a Responsible World _ B
Society, The social Teschings of the World £
Counci% of Churches, Westminster Fress, 1974. : -

v e g e

Czechoslovakia came into being in 19184ih thejbreak—up of the
Austro-Hungafian Empire, DPrior to that dste, the western lends
~-Bohemia and Moravia-~ hed been under Austrisn rule and the eéstern
lends --Slovakia and Ruthenia-- under Hungerian rule. While Czech,
the language spoken in Bohemia znéd Moravia, wes the literary language
in Slovakia until the middle of the 19th century, the Rufhenians had
never had a formal contact with the Czech language or culture uﬂtil
the establishment of the Czechoslovak state, Slovak, which previous-
ly was a speken dialect, became the official language in Slovakia in
the 19th century. | |

Thus in 19i8 three different peoples with fhree different hig-
tories, traditions, living standards merged into one state, Thefe
were vast differences between them. The western Czech-speaking
lands were more advanced in education and industrialization than
their eastern partners and enjoyed therefore a much higher standard
of living. "Taken seperately, Bohemia would have been the third most
industrialized country in the world, surpassing all continentsal
states including Germany and Belgium. Ruthenia, on the other hand, ;&
represented one ofvthe most backward regions in ail of Europe, and
Slovakia was not very far ahgad."1 Needless to say, the lack of

equality led to friction and conflicts, perticularly betﬁeen Czechs
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and Slovaks, which the young state did not have time to solve before
the outbreak of the secénd world war,

Besides the three major national groups, there lived --and still.
live today-- minorities on Czechoslovak territory: Ukrainians, Poles,
Hungarians, Russians, Jews, and Germans. The last groupbinhabited
primarily the sreas azlong the Czech-German border and was known as
Sudeten-Germans. In the 1930's many of them embrécgd the Nazi philo-~-
sophy and by their allegiance to Hitler paved fhe way for the dismem-—
bering of Czechoslovekia in 1938-39., The Nazis first overrén the
Sudetenland and annexed it to the Germen Reich, then invaded the rem-
nant of Bohemia and Moravia and mede it into the so-celled "protector-
ate." The whole of Ruthenis and the southern part of Slovakia were.
given to Hungary, and the rest of Slovekia became an independent ‘
state, a Nazi satellite. Czechoslovakia ceased to exist, After the
war, the state Qas re-estoblished; the Sudetenland, from where‘the
German population was lazrgely expelled, was returned to its historicsl

place within Bohemia, and the parts of Slovakia taken by Hungary prior

to World Yar II were likewise returned. Ruthenis, h0weﬁer, wes annex-

ed by the Soviet Union. Thus today, only Czechs and Slovaks make up

the bulk of the Czechoslovak population.

Religious developnments
Although Roman Catholicism is the dominant religion in the
country, its situation, especially in the western lands, is quite
different from that of neighboring Poland. Whereas the church in
Poland has long been the champion of the national culture, the ’
Czech C&tholic €hurch 1is identified with the Counter—Reformatipn and
with Habsburg domination and the accompanying Germanization of Czech

culture. When the Czechs were freed in 1918 from the Habsburgs, -
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there emerged a "free from Rome" movement, and at ieasf a million
people left the Roman Catholic Church. Many of them, including for-
mer priests, formed a new church called the Czechoslovak Church, now
known as the Czechoslovak Hussite Church. It blends Orthodox, Catho-
lic, and Hussite elements with a very liberal theology.

The national spirit is more closely identified with the Protest-
ant, specifically Hussite, history. Thomas Masaryk, the first presi-
dent of Czechoslovakia, blended Hussite and modern democretic thought
in developing a distinctive national outlook.

The situstion is different in Slovakia. There the Roman Catholic
Church as well as the Protestent Church were strongly identified with
the Slovak struggle to develop their own national culture over against
Hungarian oppression. The conservative Slovak Catholicism has a much
stronger hold on the people than does Czech Catholicism. Czech Catho-
licism is more secular, less indigenous, less influential. There is
a2 saying thet "if you scratch a Czech Catholic deép enough, yoﬁ will
find a Hussite there." In the twentieth century there have bcen a
largé number of people in the western lands who dé not belong to any .
confession.2 |

There are differences in the Protestznt history of eastern and
western lands. At the time of the Counter-Reformation, the western
lands were dominsntly Hussite, Slovakia dominantly Iutheran. After
the Counter—Reformation,Protestantisﬁ was outlawed, .and persecution
in the western lands was particularly severe, In 1781 Josef II issued
the Tolerance Edict allowing Lutheran and Reformed, but not'Hussife,
churches to establish themselves. The two churches grew in both Czech
and Slovak 1ands._ In 1918 the Reformed and Lutheran churches (predomi—

nantly Reformed) in Bohemia and Moraviavmerged to form the Evangelical

Church of the Czech Brethren, adopting Lutheran, Reformed, and Hussite -

s v el
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confessions of faith. 1In Slovakié, where the Lutherans were more nu-
merous, the churches rewmeined separate; Other churches in Czechoslo-
vakia include COrthodox, Greek Catholic, Baptist, Methodist, Brefhren,
Unity of the Brethren, the Silesian Evangelical Church, and 01d

Catholics,

EostFWorld War II Developments .

If one looks at the history of Czechoslovakia since 1945 one
sces a conflict between believers in a distinct Czechoslovak socialism
composed of the thought of Huss, Masaryk, and Marx, bn the one hand,
and believers in a strictly Marxist-Leninist—Stalinist.type of social-
ism on the other., The brief democratic period a=fter World Var II
(1945-48) was a time when many believed that a distinctive Czech social-
ism could be formed and that the nation might serve as a bridge between
Zast and West.

Then came the Communist take-over in 1948, and from that time on,
except for the "Prague Spring" (1968), the Leninist—stalinistﬁview was
in strict control., There wzs no place now'for Masaryk's humanistic
democretic philosophy. Huss continued to.be honored, and was viéwed
as a forerunner of Communism, _ .

It was to this kind of rule theat the churches had to redrient
themselves., The religious patterh'impoéed upon the country was that
of Caesaropapism as applied for many years previously in the Soviet
Union, that is, of strict control of the church by the state in an
effort to abort any interference with the formation of the new social-.
ist man along Leninist-Stalinist lines. A,religious affairs office
was formed within the Ministry of Culture and was given the right to
approve or disapprove manyvaspects of church life~--appointment of
clergy, scceptance of students into theolbgical semina:ies; right to

publish religious literature, etec.
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Shortly after the take-over, the government launched a strong
attaeck upon the Roumwan Catholic Church, confisciting its lands and na=-
tionalizing its scliools. (In return for the lands, it compensated
clergy.) The Catholic Church was viewed as an zgent of a counter-
revolutionary foreign power, and a strong effort was,made to drive a
wedge between bishops and the Vafican, and between bishops and priests.
There has'been én unending battle in regard to the appointment of
bishops. - Even now many dioceses are without a papally approved bishop.
Pressure was placed upon priests to declare loyalty to the state and -
to join clergy peace groups essentially directed by the state. Even
though Archbishop Beran of Pragﬁe was highly regarded in the nation as
an active participant in the resistance against the Nazis, he was soon
isolated from the people, and later allowed to go to Rome,

Perhaps the group that suffered most at the hand of the govern-
ment was the Greek Catholic Church. It wes forcibly united with the
Orthodox Church, Many of its priests were imprisoned snd some died
there., It was not until 1968 that the church was freed from'this
forced union, but its situation is still a precarious ope.3

‘Protestants, being a minority and not duty-bound to & foreign
-office such as the Vatican, were not viewed as so great a threat as
the Roman Catholics, yet they were equally pressured to fit into the
new system and placed under the same controls. The Czechoslovek Hus-
site Church was perhaps the nost uncritical in its support of the new
government, Reformation Protestants indicated their willingness to
work for socialism, but were unwilling to blend Marxism and Christian~
ity or to support dialectical materialism, Before long Prctéstants,
too, were in difficﬁlties. A Baptist minister was imprisoned; the
Salvation Army was outlawed. Two bishops of the Evahgelical (Lﬁtheran)

Church of Slovakia were replaced with péféons who had demonsfrnted
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their loyalty to the government., Their support of government policy
didbnot prevent their local churches from having the same difficulties

that other churches were having. Some of their pastors were imprisoned

for a time.

Dr. Josef Hromhdka, a Czech Brethren theologian and a member of
the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches; was a parti;
culafly influential Protestant lecder and an exponent of the coopera-
tive approach. Ile believed that the church needed to expfess penltence
for its frequent past alliences with conservative or reactionary for-
ces, and that it should be progressive in its social outlook. Ifiit is
to be persecuted, he argued, it should be for its faith and not fdr its
reactionary views. He saw violations of people's rights in the new
regime and sought to get them corrected by writing to the appropriate.
government office rather than by public denunciation. He expreésed
his views on church and society in his writings, a number of which
have appeared in English.4 Another Czech theologian, Dr, J.M. Lochman,
has élso clarified in his books a Protestant approagh to the,church's

work within Communism.5

The Prsgue 3Spring 4 _ _

Dr. Hromhdka had great hopes that the Communist system céuld be
influenced from within. Many people both at home and abrosd thought
him to be too optimistic and too collaborationist. During the FPrague
Spring (1968), many of his hopes were réalized in the eﬁergence‘of
the "socialism with 2 human face" of Dublek's regime, only to be dash-
ed in the subsequent invasion by Warsaw Pact armies. In the late fif~-
ties Hromédka helped to develop the Christian Peace Conference which
enabled Protestant and Orthodox leaders from easfern Europe and also
from other nations‘to meet together and work for peaée. After the

Warsaw Pact invasion Mr. Ondrsa, the Czech general secrétary of the CPC,
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was removed from office under Soviet pressure, and Hromddka himself
resigned from it. He also wrote a letter to the Soviet government
bitterly protesting against the invasion. It is worth noting that the
invasion was officially interpreted as an act "in the interests of
peace, " performed to prevent "the counterrevblutiqn of western imperi-
alists including the Vatican and the World Council of~Churches."
Somé writers observed parallels between the events of 1968 and the
time of Huss. Huss worked for a "churcﬁ with a humen face" snd Dublek
for a "socialism with a human face;" Armies of seversal European coun-
tries converged on Bohemia to destroy the Hussite reform, and again
armies of several European countries converged on Czechosldvakia to de-~
stroy the Dub&ek reform. Jan Huss was burned at the stake for his dis-
obedience to the authority of the church. A student, Jan Palach, burn-
ed himself to protest against acquiescence in "normalization."

In general church people of all denominations wholeheaftedly sup=-
ported the Dublek revolution. There was a new freedom of expression in
the land, snd also in the churches, such és they had not expérienced
since 1948, At this time also the Christian—Marxist dialogue reached
its peak, But precisely because churches had been actively involvéd in
the reform, they, along with other supporters, were punished in the

period of "normalization."

Indoctrination of Atheism
The Prague Spring showed that 20 years éf Leninist~-Stalinist indoc=-
trination had not been sufficiently effective. Thus, in the normaliza-
tion period a far more thorough effort was-made to develop the "social-
ist man" and to indoctrinafe ztheist thought. The ceampaign to spread
atheism and to reduce the influence of religion was manifested‘in many
varied efforts. There was a campeign to reducé the number of children

signed up for religious instruction:in the schools or enrolled in
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catechism classes., The process of signing up was made more difficult,

and the penalties for doing so increased. Teachers were required to

talk parents out of signing up their children for religious instruction., -

Another aspect of atheist'indoctrination included the periodic
distribution of questionnaires to school pupils. The introduction to
one of them szid that some people, despite scientific educstion, still
héve illusions zbout life after deszth and about the existence of super-
natural beings. Among the questions the pupils were asked-weré thése:

"Did the school instruction through the building 6f‘a'
scientific worldview give you enough insight and help in the
battle against religion, against its burdensbmeness?"

"In case you are religious, do you-know that your‘religious
affiliation will be a great hindrance to you in the realization
of your future vocation?"6

Church lesders continued to make clear their loyalty to the govérn—
ment and to testify to their willingness "to build sociulism.," 1In
1975 Dr. Jan Michalkb, a bishop of the Slovak Evangelical Church, ex-
pressed his views in zn interview at a meeting of the Christian Peace
Conference held in Budapest. He claimed that the laws affecting fhe
church have not changed, and that the churches could still engage in
significant Christian ectivity without breaking the law. His churéh,
he szid, had developed = Theology of the Diaconate which focused on
serving people in their éituation, that is, in a socia;ist’society.7.

During the DubCek era the director of the secreteriat for reli-
gious'affairs wee Dr., Erika Kadlecové, a sociologist who took a some=-
what pluralistic view of society and who was relatively open-minded ih
matters of church and religion., After her ouster, Karel Hr8za took
over the position. He expressed his philosophy in an article "The

Socislist State and Religion," which appeared in the.Czéch press. He

S



17
began by pointing out t:at chﬁrchestate reletions were bssed on Lenin-
ist principles, and that the constitution contains the following points:

", Religious freedom is guafanteed. Tach person can confess
any religious faith or be withoﬁt religion and also engage in religious
prectices, as long s&s he does not violate the law, |

"2, Religious fzith or religious cOnviction.cannot be a basis for
the refusal by a citigzen to carry out his civie duties, which are pre-
scribed by law,"

He claimed that the state has assumed responsibility for the re-'
ligious needs of the people, that it pays clergy salaries and provides
for the upkeep and repair of church buildings. He noted that theré
are 8,228 churches within the country, six theological schools enroll-
ing 470 students, and various church publications. He quoted Gustav
Husék, generel secretary of the Communist Party, who‘said, "The social-
ist state respects the religious feelings of the believers, aﬁd appre-
ciates the fact that the vast majority zre activély engaged in con-
structive abtivity."B

Several writers, however, have‘noted that the first article of
the constitution stresses the religious freedom of the individuél fer
more than that of the religious community, and that the second article
protects the state from the religious individusl rather than the reli-
glous individual from the state. Regsrding state support of the clergy,
it should be noted that they are the lowest paid people in the‘society.

The same Dr. Hriza who proclaimed religious liberty in the above-
quoted article stated on énother occasion the importénce of turning
everyone into an atheist, "The socialist man, active and conscious
creatbr of the new society," he wrdte, "mustkbe freed from pfejudices
.and obscurantism. To these belongs religion, which for centuries has
been identified with social oppression,...Therefore it is important to

carry on a program of atheistic propaganda and éducation, the purpose
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of which is to free the believers from spiritusl oppression and .to
deepen in them the consciousness of their own power, &bility and under-
standing....During the whole period of the building of the socialist
society we will engage in a battle for the conscience of man, so that he
may become an active creator of his future. In this realm there is and
always will be an unbridgeable difference between the ideology of Com-
’mﬁnism and the ideology of the churches and of religion. This battle
we will patiently fight, and we will do 2ll that is necessary so that
in the course of building socielism atheism will be established in the
conscience of ezch Czechoslovak oitizen;ﬁg

| By the mid-seventies, normalization hed presumably taken place.
Life looked normal in Czechoslovakis and the economy was going reason-
ably well. ©People séemed to be satisfied; consumer goods were in good
supply. But the writer VAclav Havel wrote,

"Outwardly life goes on in a normal fashion. One eats and drinks,
sends his children to school, goes walking or dancing, celebrates holi-
days, and goes to work...But why do people act as they do? I believe
....they are driven by fear....Everyone has something to lose, and there-
fore everyone has reason to bc afraid,..Hopelessness lesds to apathy;'
apathy to compliance, compliancé to routine subservient behaviour....
Order is brought about. ft the price of killing the spirit, dulling
the heart, and devastating life. An outwsard conSQlidation is «chieved.

At the price of a spiritual and moral crisis of the society.ﬂjo

Charter 1977 - _
That some of the spirit of the Prague Spring continued tQ'live
after 1968 became evident a decade later when the so-called "Charter
1977" appeared. It was a document cslling for the observance of human

rights guaranteed in the Czechoslovak constitution and provided for in

S o e e g A
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the Final Act of Helsinki., It bore 143 signatures of men and women pro-
minent in various walks of life. In April, 1978 the Charter movement
founded a "Committee for the Defense of the Innocently Persecuted." In
spite of personal risks, more signatures were added to the charter; in
1981 there were 1200. Among the signers were a number of Roman Catholic
and Frotestant priests, pastors, and laymen. Great pressure wes then
placed upon church leaders to disown tHe Charter and its signers and,
to a largze extent, they complied.

Also in 1977 a document signed by 31 members of the Ivengelical
Church of the Czech Brethren was presented to the-governmeﬁt. It called
eattention to the violation of religious liberty and listed specific
ceses of infringement of civil rights. The introduction stated flatly
that atheism ¢s the official philosophy of the government was being
adninistratively forced upon the people, that churcheé vere simply tol-
ereted communities, designed to be reduccd and eventually liquidated.
Then ten types of violations of religious liberty were listed: (1) Re-
duction of congregational activity. Permission for church zsctivities
must be sought at the state office for religibusiaffairs end is very
often denied. (2) Reduction of ecumenicsl activity. Seldom are
churches sllowed to do anything together. (3) Stéte'pérmission for
the discharge of pastorsl work. The names were given of pastors whose
preaching licenses were revoked, of seminary graduates to whom preach-
ing licenses were not issued, and of prospective theological students
whose right to study was cancelled. It was noted thaf in Czechoslovékia g
there were 800 theological students in 1969 but only 400 in 1977. (4)
Harassment of pastors in sctive service. They are visited by secret
police, constantly watched, pressured to give information. Their con=-
tacts with foreigners sre rcstricted. (5) Reduction‘of and pressure in

the area of religious education. ‘In 1969 there were 10,700 Czech Breth-'é
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ren children in religious educetion in the schools; in 1977 there were
only 576, (6) Discrimination in occupations. Christiesns are discrimi-
nated ageinst in industry, civil service, and in jublic cducation., (7)
Opportunities for education. Children from Christian homes are often
denied entrance intO'univérsities and high sdhools. (8) The New Orien-—
tation, An informal pastors' group of this name which studies theolo-
gical and ethieczl questions has recently been fersecutéd. (9) Restric-
tion of publicetion activity of the church. Church publications are
censored,.financially restricted, hampered in many ways. (10) ILack of
freedom at assemblies and synods. These sre constently wafched and
pressure is brought to bear upon them by the government to tzke action
against various dissident groups within the church. At the end the
document lists the ceses of discrimination against Protestant church
peOple.11
One of the violations of religious liberty wes quickly»illustratéd.
Pressure wzs brought upon the church leaders to discipline the signers
of the document and upon the tleological seminary to point out the error

of their ways. The seminary did make a vague disclaimer, which angered

the signers as well as meny theological students snd other church people, :

The church was caught in a vice between government and dissenters._ Like
the signers of Charter 77, the %1 signers of this document suffered
discrimination, hostility, and loss of jobs. |

The New Orientation group referred to in the Petition of 31 was an
influential pastors' group that studied various issues and then took
actions. In its stscterient issued in 1962 it affirmed that its purpose
was to draw consequenées fromn. the theology of:Josef Hromédka, Kari
Barth, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer fnd, respondiﬁg to the Biblicel message
¢nd the guidsnce of the Foly Spirit, to devélop a social interpretation

of the gospel for society and for the world. In the»late 60's and
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early 70's the group stimulated the Synod to speak out against the in-

justices, but later the synod became nmore complisnt and did not respond

to their requests., Meanwhile these pastors, some of whom signed the

Charter 77, were singled out by the government for particular oppression.
The types of discriminstion listed in the Petition of 31 of the

Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethrenvexist in all other churches as

well., 1In 1973, for.instanée, more than 500 of 3500 Catholic priests

lacked the stste-issued license to serve churches. Thus 1600 parishes

were without priests.12

Church Publications

Church publicstions continue to serve the churches. There are 27
of them as compared with 151 in 1948, They carry on their work under
strict censorship., It is virtually impossible to carry on a diseussion ‘
or debate on some current issue., Church papers essentially do two
things—--praise current developwments in eastern Europe and print inspira-
tional articles on chﬁrch history and the Bible.

A very significant develépment in publications has teken place in
recent years, Both Czeéh and Slovak Protestants produced a new version
of the Bible. The Czech version, prepared by an ecumeﬁical,committee, ;
is being published and distributed also by the Czech Roman Catholic |
Church, This work has been done with the help of the Bible Society.

It is a generally known fact that the church participation has de-
clined since 1948, This, of course, is true not only of most eastern
Duropean couﬁtries but of most western Zuropean countries as well, Sincei
1948, accurate stetistics on church membership are not availablé. Cnly
estimates can be given. The total population of Czechoslovakia ié i
14.5 million. In 1948 there were 9 wmillion Romen Catholics. In 1972
it was estimated.fhat there were 7 million. In that year approximately

- 60 per cent were identified with a church, ZXZstimates of membership in i
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various chruches and per oentages their memb »rs represent in the total
population are as follows:

Romen Catholic 7,000,000 484

Czechoslovuk Husulte : 650,000 4.5
Church - A . . ,

Evangelical Church of 270,000 . 1.9
the Czech Brethren »

Slovsk Evengelical Church 400,000 2.8

Reformed Church in- ' 100,000 .7
Slovakis = '

Silesian Evangelical 50,000 .3
Church / 5 -

The Brethren = ‘ 9,000

Unity of the Brethren | 8,000

| Unity of the Baptist 5,000

~-Brethren ;

Orthodox Church ' 200,000 1.4

Greek Catholic Church 200,000 1.4

01d Catholic Church | 8,200

Jews . 8,000

(qu both the 6rthodox and Greek Catholic churches the estima teq vary
from 20,000 to 200,000,) It is estimated that sbout ten per cent of
the church members in Czechoslovakia teke,part regularly in wors,hip.13
There are two Roman Catholiei’oﬁefdrthodox, end three Frotestant theolof éw
gical.seminaries. - '

The concerns expressed in Cherter 77 continued in the esrly 1980's.,
In 1980 the charter sigﬁéfé‘iesued e proclamation and eveluated develop- ;

ments of the preceding three yeers. They wrote:

"As we think about the flrst three years of the ex1stence of the_ f:f’

cherter and try to evaluate 1tq workln"s, we can hazard the statement
that--in spite of all p0331b1e mistakes end the ‘permanent, in recent

times escalated effortq~of“the political«leaders to destroy 1t--it
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lives and works. We have =zctuslly come to the view that a steadily in;
creasing number of people in our land understand its mesning and its
actusal mission....We believed and we still do believe fhat through a
direct defense of human rights the Charter 77 could build a dem against'
the general demoralizstion thet manifests itself everywhere; and that
it could become a new hope for our people. After three years we can
perhaps dere to ssy that the Charter has basically fulfilled its pﬁr—
pose, even though there are places where its path is msrked with casual-
ties."14

In conclusion, it seems apparent that Céechoslovakia is one of the
countries of eastern Europe where the churches are experiencing the
sreatest difficulty. In sone other Communist-dominated countries it is
openly acknowledged that Christiznity contributes to the work ethic, to
morality in general, and to the bullding of soéiety. This is not the
»case in Czechoslovakia, The country continues to pay dearly for the
short freedom of the Preague Spring. The screws ére being turned very
tight,  The party lezders are not ready to believe that the churches

can be truly trustworthy psrtners in building the new society.
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Notices:

It is possible to subscribe to Communio Viatorum, a theological
quarterly published by the Ecumenical Institute of the Comenius
Paculty of Protestant Theology, Prague., Articles appear in English,
Prench or German. Address: Communio Viatorum, Jungmannova 9,

11000 Praha 1, Czechoslovakia,

Glaube in der 2. Welt is a research group dealing with religion in
eastern Europe and supported by Catholics, Orthodox, and FProtestants,
It issues booklets on particular topics and also newsletters. The pub-
lications are. in German., Its address is: Glaube in der 2. Welt, :
Bergstr., 6, CH-8702 Zollikon, Switzerland.
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