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I The Twofold Notion of Peace and Brotherhood 

The topic I wish to present is the Christian witness to peace. 
lt seems only natural that considering this issue we come 
across two biblical passages. One is from the letter to the 
Ephesians which says that "he I Christ himselfl is our peace", 
since "in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has 
brokcn down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between 
us" iEph 2:14 NRSVI. The othcr passage I have in mind opens 
the Psalm 133: "Behold, how good and how pleasant for brethren 
to dwcll together in unity" (Ps 133:1 KJBJ. 

Either passage evokes a certain image or concept of peace: 
are they equivalent, or do they denote different aspects of 

* Paper dehvered at the international conference "Politics and Christia­

nity" in Riga, October 22, 2011 (cf. also my preparatory work in: New 
Journal for Systematic Theolo1;y, vol. 53 (20111 225-239, here 229-235). 

All translations from German archival, and printed sources, and secondary 

literature (including book and periodical titles and article headlines l are 

my own. The archival material is referred to according to the signatures 

of the Pomeranian Evangelical Church Archive at Greifswald (Archive 

of the PEC l. j am grateful to the archive director Ulrike Reinfeldt for 

her generous support. 
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peace, perhaps struggling or even excluding each other? This 
question is not easy to answer. At first sight it might seem 
that living together in unity (Ps 133:1) is the same thing as 
being made into one by the abolition of dividing walls (Eph 
2:14), but at a closer look things get complicated. Ephesians 
describes peace as being integrated into one and the same 
household such as a city or a family, but if we consider what 
the biblical writings teil us about brotherhood of Jacob and 
Esau, it is obvious that even such close relationships can differ 
from peace in the true sense of its meaning. There are occasions 
when living together as brothers is not yet fully peace, but 
only a form of coexistence without open hostilities. In return, 
even this example from family life illustrates that sonzetimes 
peacebuilding does not start by abolishing dividing walls, but, 
quite the opposite, by dividing inimica/ siblings! Ephesians 
clearly goes beyond this preliminary peace, but its images and 
concepts do not - unless we consider Christ himself for the 
image of peace. But how can Christology help Christians bear 
witness to peace? This is precisely the methodological problem 
we are faced with when considering the issue of a Christian 
witness to peace. We can summarize this in a thesis: 

Thesis #1: 
The methodological problem of a theological peace ethics is that 

the biblical notion of peace as unity in Christ (Eph 2:14J goes 

beyond a political coexistence ofinimical siblings (Ps 133:ll, but 

its imagery (abolition of dividing walls) does not. Therefore 

the main question is how peace as unity in Christ relates to 

peaceful brotherhood. 

II Ecclesial Structures of Brotherhood 
in Germany during the Cold War 

A similar problem occurs when we turn from the middle of 
1st to the middle of the 20th century CE, when Europe was 
split in half by the lron Curtain between the NATO and the 
Warsaw Treaty countries. Here the term the Cold War denotes 
a situation where armed hosti]ities of a real war are absent, 
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but so is peace that goes beyond an armistice. The role which 
a Christian witness can play in such a situation has recently 
been studied in both contemporary historical1 and theological2 

research, and my following remarks are meant to contribute 

to this research. The term the Cold War in my understanding 
covers the period from 1945 to 1990, but will concentrate on a 

stage after the geopolitical change which the so-called policy 

of detente has brought about since the middle 1960s, when 
various negotiations between the confronting political systems 

were taken up. At least in Germany this change of policy was 
to a remarkable extent accompanied by an ecclesial debate 

that went back to the early post-war period.3 The influence 
this debate has had on the social democratic government who 

carried out the new policy in West Germany is most obvious in 

an official ecclesial memorandum from 1965 whose authors 

1 Modern historian Katharina Kunter focuses on the attitudes and rela­
tionships which different church bodies on a national or international 
level entertain with the political structures and events of the Cold War, 
cf. e.g. Katharina Kunter, The Churches in the CSCE Process 1968-197 8, 
Stuttgart 2000 (Confession and Society, vol. 20); Katharina Kunter, 
Hopes Fulfilled and Dreams Shattered. Evangelical Churches in Germany 

Between Democracy and Socialism (1980-1993), Göttingen 2006 (Stucües 
in Contemporary Church History, Ser. B, vol. 46J. 

2 Recent studies include: Martin Greschat. Protestantism in the Cold War. 
Church, Politics, and Society in a Dil'ided Germany 1945-1963 ( Paderborn: 
andenhoeck & Ruprecht, 20101; Claudia Lepp, "Taboo of Unity? The 
East-Western Community ofthe Protestant Christians and the Division 
ofGermany '1945-19891", Studies in Conlemporary Church History, ser. B. 
L'Ol. 42 (Göttingen: n. publ., 2005); Gerhard Besier, Armin Boyens/Gerhard 
Lindemann, "National Protestantism and Ecumenical Movement. Ec­
clesia! Activities in the Cold War ( 1945-1990)", Contemporary Historica/ 
Research 3 rßerlin: n. publ., 1999). 

3 Among the rnost irnportant documents are the so-called Stuttgart Cnn­
fession of Guilt (an address of the ECG Council to representatives of world­
wide ecumenisrnl from Oct. 19, 1945 f= Church Yearbook 72-75 l 1945-481 
26f., http://www.ekd.de/bekenntnisse/stultgarter_schuJderkJaerung.html, ac­
cessed 28.09.2011) and the so-called Darmstadt Word "On the Political 
Way ofOur People" <issued by the ECG Council ofBrethrenl frorn Aug. 8, 
1947 (= Church Yearbook 72-75 11945-481 220-222, http://cms.reformiert­
ronsdorf.de/attachrnents/lll_Darmstädter Wort.pdf, accessed 28.09.2011 J 
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from either part of Germany insinuated that the acceptance of 
a post-war Eastern frontier to Poland was an act of reconcilia­
tion and a precondition for peace in Europe.4 

In return, the politica\ changes have had their corollaries 
for the churches, too. Shortly after the new GDR constitution 
( 1968) and its still quite restrictive attitude towards the churches, 
the Eastern German Federation of Evangelical Churches (FEC) 
was founded in 1969 and eventually recognized by the socialist 
state although the new ecclesial motto of a "Church in 
Socialism" (FEC Synod in 1972) made an implicit claim for a 
social mandate of the church which the GDR state officials 
rightly suspected might some day threaten the real existing 
socialism.5 At any rate, after 1969 the Evangelical Church in 
Germany (ECG J was practically restricted to West Germany, 
although the Eastern Federation (FEC) claimed a "special com­
munity" with the West German protestant churches and im­
mediately took up rather loose consultations with the Church 
Leading Boards from the West.6 Many scholars, however, agree 
that churches in East Germany did not profit from the change 
in policy until a face-to-face meeting their leaders had with 
Erich Honecker in 1978, some years after the Act of Helsinki 

1 On the Situation of the Displaced and on the Relation of the Gemrnn 
People to its Neighbours in the East, a memorandum ofthe ECG Council, 
in: Memoranda oftbe ECG, vol. Ul, Gütersloh 1978 ,  77-126 (http://www. 
ekd.de/E K D-Texte/45952.html, accessed 28 .  09. 2011). In its concluding 
section IVll on the Eastem Borders ofGennany, the memorandum argues 
very cautiously by advising the political leaders not to insist on certain 
rights which appear granted in the Western world <123 -126). The back­
ground of this ad vice is tbat the preceding section IV) argues for inserting 
elements of"reconciliation" into political cliscourse about rights 1122). 

5 This claim was made explicit by Heino Falcke's influential lecture "Christ 
frees -therefore Church for Others" (Vote on Bannen II, 213-232> which 
considered socialism "improvable" -an attitude which was strictly refused 
by the G D R  state officials who dealt with the Regional Synod of the 
EC U-East in 1974 lcf. Winter, ECU and G DR, 270>. 

6 Cf. Anke Silomon, -Claim and Reality of a ·Peculiar Community'. The 
East-Westem Dialogue ofthe Gennan Evangelical Churches 1969-1991". 
Studies in Contemporary Church History, ser. B. vol. 4 5  (Göttingen: 
n. publ.,2006J. 
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( 1975) - one of the most important political resuJts of the 
detente process which guaranteed among others stable fron­
tiers and human rights in all signatory countries, including 
the GDR.7 

Christoph Kleßmann has argued that the existence of two 
Protestant church federations on the national level (ECG, 
FEC) in times of detente parallels with the political conviction 
of one nation in two states - and thus shares its eventual 
success in national unity.8 This interpretation seems helpful 
because it widens the horizon for a theological evaluation of 
these events. My impression, however, is that the real test case 
is not the national church communities, but the Evangelical 
Church of the Union (ECU), a smaller church community 
comprising the United churches from the Prussian era. For 
unlike the national federations, this community was able to 
hold up the institution of a common West-Eastern board of 
church leaders (Joint Councils) who met every month for com­
mon consuJtation even if their decisions needed negotiation 
and approval by the Regional Synods and Council Sections on 

Cf. Armin Boyens. "Talk in a Showcase. The Summit Meeting between 
Honecker and the Evangelical Church Leaders of the GOR on March 6, 
1978", in Conlemporary Church History. L'Ol. 7, ( 1994), 209-235. and 
Gerhard Besier, "The SUP <Socialist Unity Party) State and the Church 
1969-1990", The Vision of a ~rhird Way

„ < Berlin: n. publ., 19951, 65-119 
on the one hand and The Summit Talk on March 6. 1978 - a Stroke of 
Luck or a Fall of Man? 20 Years After the Conversation between the 
Executive Committee of the Conference of Evangelical Church Leading 
Boards and the Presidenl of the GDR State Council, ed. by the Society 
for the Promotion of Comparative State-Church Research, Berlin 1998 
1 Series of the Institute for Comparative State-Church Research, vol. 5) 
on the other. The latter publication views these events in their immedi­
ate historical context, whereas Besier and Boyens consider them in the 
framework of an evaluation of the different societal and political systems 
in West and East Gennany. 

H Christoph Kleßmann, "Protestant Churches and National ldentity in a 
Divided Gennany", in Contemporary Church Hislory, t>0/. 12 Cn. pi.: n. publ., 
1999), 441-458. Kleßmann·s view as an historian who works on the Ger­
man polit1cal h1story is very helpful to mitigate the divergent opinions 
church historians hold about these evenls <cf. the previous foolnote). 
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either side of the Iron Curtain, the ECU-West and the ECU­
East.9 Moreover, the ECU has been a united church reconciling 
Lutheran and Reformed traditions which requires an implicit 
ecclesiological notion of peace. Therefore I think that the his­
tory of the ECU is paradigmatic for the role a Christian peace 
wi tness has played since the detente stage of the Cold War. 

III The lssue of Peace 
in the Evangelical Church 

of the Union 

The most important theological achievement of the ECU is 
probably the eight-volume commentary on all six theses of the 
Theological Declaration of Barmen (Barmen I-VI), which the 
Theological Board of the ECU ( both West and East) published 
between 1974 and 1999. 10 Initially this impressive project was 
just a case study in Barmen II, but this study established an 
influential interpretation of the entire Declaration by creating 
a link between the first and the third thesis, i.e., between the 
basis and the "axis" of the entire declaration, as later Bishop 

9 Reference li terature on this topic includes Friedric h Wi nter, T he Evan­
gelical Chu rch  o f  t he Union and the German Democratic Republic. 
EfTec ts and Relations, Bielefeld 2001 (Union and Confes sion 22 ). 

1° Cf. On the Politica l Manda te o ft he Christian Congregation ( Ba rmen II). 
Vote of the T heological Board of the ECU, ed. by Al fred Bu rgsmüller, 
Güterslo h 1974 (Separate P rint o f  t he Vote, Gütersloh 1975). - The Church 
as -comm unity of Bre thren" ( Barmen III), ed . by Alfred Burgsmüller, 
2 vols. ( Lectures and Vote o f  the T heological Board o f  the ECU), 
Gütersloh 1 980/81. - To Care for Right and Peace. The Manda te o f  t he 
Church and the Task o f  the State According to Barmen V. Theological 
Vote o f  t he ECU-West, ed. by Wilhelm Hüffmeier, Gütersloh 1986. -
Go d's One Wor d: A Message For All ( Barmen I and V I), e d. by W il helm 
Hüffmeier, 2 vols. (Lectures and Vote o f  t he Theological Board of the 
ECU), Gütersloh 1993/94. - T he Service o f  the Entire Congregation of  
Jesus Christ and the Problem ofDominion ( Barmen IV), e d. by Joac him 
Oc hel, 2 vols. (Lectures and Vote ofthe T heological Board o f the ECU), 
Gütersloh 1 999. ( In what follows, I will quote these volumes as "Vote " 
resp. "Lectures" on Barmen LI to V I] . )  
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Wolfgang Huber characterised the third thesis.11 This leads 
me to my second thesis: 

Thesis #2: The Theologica l Board of t he ECU has established an 
influential interp retation o f  their centra l  doctrinal document 

(Theo logical Declarat ion of Barmen, 1934) by striving for a 

social ethics of brotherhood < Barmen III ) that i s  grounded in 
the exclusiv e claim o f  Christology (Bannen I and II) .  

The study's basic interest, as pointed out by the chainnan 
of the Theological Board Walter Kreck, was to provide a "Christo­
logical foundation for a political ethics" according to the first 
thesis12 while emphasizing social structures as the object of 
such ethics according to the third thesis13 which stresses the 
social nature of the church as a "community of brethren" 
(Barmen Ill l. The link between the Christological and the 
structural argument was borrowed from a paper by the board 
member Hans-Georg Geyer and stated a twofold concept of 
totality: While Christ as the one Word of God ( Barmen I )  de­
mands the believer's total life (Barmen II ) ,  the totality which 
political entities (]ike a state) may demand is of a different 
nature. 14 This structural difference between spiritual and 

11 Wolfga ng Hu ber, Th e Actual i ty of the Th eological Decla ratio n of Barmen, 
i n: ibid . . Con seque nc es ofChristian Freedom. Ethics and Church Theory 
i n  the Ho 1;zon of th e Th eologica l D ecla ra tio n o f  Barmen, Neukirchen­
Vluyn 1983 (Neukirchen Contri butions to Systematic Theology 4), 
23-30 , h er e  28. 

12 The quotatio n is from the s tu dy itself ( Vote o n  Ba rmen II [Separate 
Print 1975I, 12>. but c f. also Kreck's preface ! 7 ). 

13 E.g. Vo te on Barmen II (Separate Prin t 1975>, 18. 
1 1  This im portant argument is a lso on p. 18 of the Vote on Ba rme n II 

<Separate Print l975J. Ha ns-G eorg Geyer. Some Preliminary Re flec tions 
o n  the Necess ity and Po ssi bility of a Politica l E thic s i n  Pr otestant 
Theolo gy. in :  Vote o n  Barmen II. 172-212 . sketches a sim ilar argument 
when reflecting the tension b etw ee n the ··exc lusivi ty'" and the "univer­
sa li ty" of t he Chris tia n f aith ( 184>  that is expr essed by Barth's social 
ethica l  metaphor of spiritual a nd political commu nity as co nce nt ,;c 
circles < l 77f. l. 
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political totality requires a theological distinction between just 
and unjust structures in society. Therefore, the memorandum 

focuses on the social nature of the Christian belief and the 
"political mandate" it constitutes for the church. lt is peculiar 

of this study that its quest for just social structures allows for 
or even requires different political mandates for Western and 
Eastern contexts respectiuely. At the same time this peculiarity 
is a disadvantage, because it  turned out very soon that even 

the board members who wrote the study did not agree on the 
political consequences. 

This lack of unanimity is a serious problem which paves the 
way of the Board's further work during the Cold War. Already 
this first Barmen study had to be published together with the 

divergent opinion of one of the board members from West 

Germany, Erich Dinkler.15 Moreover, the Eastern Regional Synod, 

whose members were encouraged by the socialist government, 16 

preferred not to publish the Vote immediately, but circulate 
particularly its practical recommendations among the con­

gregations. 17 

15 Cf. Vote on Barmen II (Speara te Print 197 5 ), 44-66 for a )  Dinkler's 
minority vote, b J  t he respon se oft he majority, and c l  Dinkler's defense of 
his minority vote . 

16 On t he c ontemporary circ um stances cf . Winter, ECU and G D R, 267-271, 
esp. 268 with fn. 169. 

17 lt i s  intere sting that whi le t he Joint Councils envisa ged t o  "p rint " t he 
study in West Ge rmany, t hey only c on sidered t o  "duplicate" it for Ea st 
Germany (Arc hive of t he P EC, C 10310, v ol .  II, 5/73 versol. The unpub­
lished minute s of t he 14th Consultation of t he Ea stern Council Section 
on October 3, 1973 say ( under t he headline : "Wor k  of t he T he ol ogical 

B oard of t he Ecu-i t hat "the vote materially deals wit h  t opics from t he 
Commi ssion for the [ sc .  United-Lut heran I Disc our se on D octrine . [The 
Commi ssion 1. however, investigates the i ssue of witness in t he G D R  more 
t hor oughly t han the Theological B oar d does. l t  has to be c on sidered what 
a c omplicated situation would arise if t he paper [i.e . Vote on Ba 1men II] 
wa s edited wit hout t he Lutherans and t he B oar d for 'Churc h  and 
S ociety'. [ . . .  ] t he wor k of t he Theological B oard shoul d  n ot be kept in 
filing cabinets, but it s use requires very careful c on sideration.- (Archive 
of t he P EC, C 10310, vol. II, 4/73) The se sentences shed a new light on t he 
re solution t he Easte rn Council Section took t hat same d ay, empha si zing 
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Things got even worse with the sequel study on Barmen III. 
lt was originally meant to encourage brotherly community in 
the church, since the preceding study thought this was missing 
in German Protestantism. 18 However, when the study was 
released after five years of work, the synodal resolution and un­
published minutes of the Council consul tations indicated that 
the Eastem Region of the ECU considered it "insufficiently 
differentiated"19 to be of practical ualue in the ecclesial situation 
of the GDR.20 The West German synodal resolution, on the 
other hand, demonstrates that the Western member churches 

"especiallyr the need for "consultation with the United Evangelical­
Lutheran Church in the GDR" ( Vote on Barmen II [Separate Print 1975] 
4): The more or less formal argument of confessional equity between the 
United and the Lutheran churches can be interpreted as a disguise for 

substantial doubts about the practical use of' the stud_y. The 11th Joint 
Consultation ofboth Council Sections < also on October 3, 1973) seems to 
confirm this interpretation in respect to the churches in the GOR: 
"Section IV B [of the vote, i.e. the recommendations for the GOR] is not 
tailored for the pastor's desk, but for conversation among the members 
of the congregation. IV B must not yet be published in the FRG. The 
paper must be spread w folks here [= in the GOR] first. The entire thing 
should go out, but IV B with many copies more lthan the rest of the 
study]." r Archive ofthe PEC, C 10310, vol. II, 5/73 recte) 

1� Vote on Barmen II (Separate Print 1975). 10 ( in the analysis of the 
ecclesial and theological situation in West Germanyl: "What should 
have been realized by the entire 'community of brethren' ! Barmen II!l, 
was left to the ·official' church 1 ... I". 

19 The Resolution of the Eastern Regional Synod from May 18, 1980 says 
openly: "The analysis of the situalion of the churches in  the GDR ap­
pears insufficiently difTerentiated" < Vote on Barmen III ,  17> .  

20 Together with the Resolution from the previous footnote the Synod took 
another one concerning future projects for the Theological Board. Such 
projects, the synod advised, should be "thematically narrower and more 
scheduled in the short run" !Archive of the PEC, C 10303, vol. IX, 7/80, 
transfer A 110.18/801 Two years before. when the study in Barmen III was 
the main topic ofthe synodal consultations, substantial pleas against the 
draft of the study had been articulated, dealing in particular with the 
overcomplex outline of the study. lt was then that the idea of a brochure 
as reading aid originated (Archive of the PEC, C 10303, vol. IX, 9/78). 
When the Western Regional Synod in 1980 approved the study, they made 
a similar suggestion in their resolution which eventually succeeded. 
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were mainly concerned with the worldwide challenges in ec­
clesiology and thus favoured a comprehensiue refiection on the 
church21 over its local activities. Of course, such a divergence 
between the West and the East could have contributed to a 
differentiated statement like in the study on Barmen II, had 
there not been a fundamental disagreement on the key concept 
of brotherly community in the background of this divergence. 
While the unpublished minutes ofthe preparative consultations 
of the Eastern Synod ( 1978) document clearly stated that the 
"community of brethren" was here understood as a church 
internal community like in the Johannine writings of the New 
Testament,22 the West German attitude is represented by the 
influential lecture Wolfgang Huber gave before the Theological 
Board in 1977, favouring a wide interpretation of brotherhood 
like in the Matthean parable ofthe Last Judgment.2" 

The additional interpretation which Kreck, the chairman of 
the Board, suggested failed to reconcile the divergent under­
standings of the "community of brethren". Kreck argued that 
Christian communities could not draw basically different social 
and political conclusions from one and the same gospel and 
thus applied the notion of brotherhood to the two sections of 
the ECU themselves. However, he did so only after resigning 
from his position as the chairman and even leaving the Board 

11 The lengthy Resolution ( Vot e  on Ba nnen III, 18f. ) deals extensive]y with 
every single of the nine recommendat io ns t hat the study gives. 

22 lhir ing the Ea ste rn  Regional Synod in 1978 an appoi nted comm ittee 
dealt wi.t h t he draft ofthe study and form ulated four pa ges of"remarks", 
no. 5 exp lains t he phrase "community ofbrcthren'' rncrely in ecc lesiologica l 
respect: "Brotherhood should he spo ke n  of in a more concrete way .  
Brothcrs o ught to be d isc lo sed a s  a Christ -give n help to fai t h  and a s  a 
limitation for living out o ne's humanity. How does brotherhood relate to 
dista nce, to an ordering of the community in whic h t here are d ifferent, 
also hierarc hical  ministrie s, to the dive rsity of decisio ns and shapes of 
spirituality, to d emocrat ic way s  ofbe haviour ( fratemity J, to the Lutheran 
concept o ft he [ecclesia l l  o ffice"? ( Arc hive ofthe PEC, vol. IX, 11/78, p .  3 )  
The single reference (in no . 4.3 . J  to t he "brother in ne ed ", who m ight be 
outside t he c hu rc h, does not balance t hi s  strictly eccle siologica l under­
sta nding of brotherhood .  (Arc hive ofthe PEC, vol. IX. 11/78, p. 3 )  

i:i Cf. LecturPs on  Ba nnen III, 269f. 
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altogether,24 which indicates that there was no majority in the 
Board (neither Western nor Eastern) for his proposal to con­
sider ecclesial brotherhood as a community over the political 
fence. As Kreck revealed in a literary debate with Helmut 
Gollwitzer in 1978 , that he understood (so did the ECU on 
Bannen III) the "community of brethren" in terms of the 
"political mandate" of thc church (so the ECU on Bannen II) 
??? , since the topics he suggested for practising this brotherly 
community were clearly political, above all the issue of 
nuclear disarmament.25 Like Gollwitzer, Kreck thought that 
intellectual exchange with Marxist science and ideology was 
necessary for a common West-Eastern Christian statement on 
disarmament. And it was most probably this thrust for an 
idcological cxchange across the Iron Curtain that Kreck could 
not convince the Board members of, so he resigned. 

If we consider this early stage ofthe theological work of the 
ECU, the overall image is very ambiguous, as my third thesis 
propounds: 

Thesis #8: Due to the divergent semantics ofbrotherhood as 

- either church-internal IECU-East, relying an the Johan­
nine writings) 

- or worldwide bonds !ECU-West, relying an Matth 25:31--46), 

thc Regional ECU Synods failed to take a Resolution for a 
Christian peacc witness until they realized the pragmatic impact 

which the notion of a "commun.ity of brethren" (Barmen III) had 

on their own ecclesial relation to the world. This seems to have 

taken place for the first time in Eberhard Natho's Account of 

Presidency in the Regional Synod ofthe ECU-East in 1980. 

2-i Kreck's excursus on the "Community of Brethren or Struc tur es of P ower?" 
in his Basic Issucs in Eccleslolog:v, Munich 1981, 196 quotes from the letter 
Kreck had writt.E-n in ,January 1978 to infom1 the Joint Council about his 
withdrawal I p ar ti ally published in Martin Stiewe, The History of the 
Interpretation ofthe T heological Declaration ofBa rrnen by the Theolog ical 
Board of'the ECL', in: Lec tures on B ar men IV, 150--175, here 16 1). 

25 Walter Kr cck , Church an d Church Organi sati on. Questi ons to Helmut 
G ollwi tze r's Theses abou t the Church , in :  Evangelical The ol ogy, vol . 38 
1 19781, 518--526, here 526. 
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The basic theological aim of Christological foundation for a 
political ethics is very ambitious and so is the claim for eccle­
sial brotherhood. Given that these aims were realized, the 
position of the Theological Board would offer an excellent 
basis for a Christian witness to peace in the Cold War, since in 
a theological perspective, the issue of peace would definitely 
have to deal with structures of brotherhood llike in Ps 133:1 ) 

that are grounded in Christology (like in Eph 2:14). Unfortu­
nately, it seems that the Theological Board was unable to keep 
up these high standards even among their own members. Kreck's 
failure in his advance for a peace witnessing "community of 
brethren" (Barmen III) across the Iron Curtain speaks volumes 
in this respect, even though it was less noticed in public than 
Dinkler's minority vote in the Barmen II study several years 
before. 

lt is, however, striking that the alleged misfortune of these 
first two Barmen studies was followed by a period of synodal 
work both in the West and East of the ECU which brought 
about exactly what the Theological Board had been unable to 
set forth ( and what their former chairman had desired so 
badly): a Christian witness to peace expressing a community 
of brethren across the Iron Curtain. In his study on the rela­
tionship between the ECU and the GDR, Friedrich Winter has 
pointed out the decisive events between 1980 and 1983, the years 
of the debate on the NATO Double Track Decision ( 1979).26 

The unexpected unity of opinions between the Western and 
the Eastern regions of the ECU first appeared in May 1980 at 
the same Eastern Regional Synod who disappointed the Joint 
Councils' expectations by taking a very distanced resolution 
concerning the study in Barmen III.27 In a Resolution to Eber­
hard Natho's Account of Presidency, the Synod pleaded the 
idea of brother/y community n·ithin the church and linked it 

26 In what follows I am relyi ng on Winter, E CU and G DR, 26 6-313. 
27 The re solution has been pub lished togethe r  with the Vote o n  B armen III 

itself 1 1 7  l, but no t so the ( eventually de cli ned ) Joint Cou ncils' resolution 
in favour ofthe Vote, cf. 59th Co ns ultatio n ofthe Joint Counc ils on  M ay 7, 
1980: Archive of the PEC, C 10310, vol. II, 1/80. 
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closely to the Christian hope for worldwide peace.28 Only four 
weeks later, the Western Regional Synod adopted formula­
tions from the Eastern Synod in their own Resolution for 
Peace. 29 A similar event took place two years later ( 1982) when 
(again) Natho called for brotherly unanimity in the efforts for 
peace on either side of the Iron Curtain.30 This time the 

28 In his Presidential Account, Natho referred to the idea of ·a church of 
brethren" (Materials for the 3rd Consultation of the 5th Synod of the 
ECU [GOR Region l, May 16-18, 1980, 10) to characterize the problem of 
church internal communication as one aspect of the first section of the 
account, dealing with mission and evangelisation (2-11). The second 
section was dedicated to the peace issue ( 1 1-23>. The link between both 
was created in the Synod"s Resolution which introduces the geopolitical 
peace issue as follows: "In his account, the President of the Council has 
expressed the feeling of grief about having too little time for brotherly 
conversation with his co-workers. We share this feeling in respect to the 
conversation among the co-workers in all areas Lof the church 1. lt is of 
particular necessity in the church of today so that brothers and sisters 
have got time for each other for conversation in consolation and admo­
uition. [ . . .  ] 'Truly' herein ·starts the peace' that is above all reason. Also 
in conversation with representalives of state and society we may have 
confidence in the 'clarifying, urging, asking, lhinking, helping word' to 
bring forth what it promises in the name of the P1;nce of Peace." (33; 
quotes within quotes are from Natho's account) 

29 Cf. Winter, ECU and GDR, 285. 
30 Natho's interest in a peace witness across the lron Curtain is obvious 

from the fact that he repeatedly denied the possibility of an autonomous 
peace movement in the GOR (cf. Materials for the 1st Consultation of 
the 6th Synod ofthe ECU [GOR Region! on June 4-6, 1982, 20f. and [FRGI 
Federal Archive, D 0-4, 622, 2. First daily piece ofinformation [reported 
by Winter, ECU and GOR, 290]). Natho referred t.o the ·Swords into 
Ploughshares" movement among the East German youth (cf. Anke Silo­
mon, "Swords into Ploughshares•· and the GDR. The Peace Work of the 
Evangelical Churches in the GDR in the Time of the Peace Decades 
1980-1982, Göttingen 1999 [Studies in Contemporary Church History, 
ser. B, vol. 321); the peace activities of several congregations in Berlin, 
esp. Pankow (cf. Marianne Subklew-Jeutner, The Pankow Peace Circle. 
The History ofan East Berlin Group within the Evangelical Churches in 
the GDR 1981-1989, Osnabrück 2004), also deserve notice. 
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Western adoption of the Eastern resolution for peace31 is even 
more remarkable because it frankly affronted a resolution 
which the West German Reformed Federation had taken to 
declare the confessional state I status confessionis) after the 
NATO decision to station cruise missiles in West Germany.32 

Following Winter's assessment of these hot years ofthe Cold 
War, we can say that within no more than two years brother­
hood in peace witness across the Iron Curtain had grown closer 
than the denominational bonds the regional ECU bodies 
entertained within the church family of the Reformation, the 
Western region being linked to the Reformed traditions of 
Barmen and the Eastern region following the ecumenical peace 
engagement of the WCC. As Winter argues, the newly discovered 
brotherhood in peace witness reached its pcak in the summer 
of 1983 when the unity ofGerman Protestantism ascended to 
the national level in a letter which the ECG and the FEC 
wrote jointly to Helmut Kohl and Erich Honecker, reminding 
them of the peace responsibility of both German states. 33 The 
Joint Councils of the ECU supported this letter.34 

Looking back on this hot stage of the Cold War, it can of 
course be argued that the reasons for the growing brotherly 
unity between the two regions of the ECU lay mainly in the 
political pressure caused by the armament activities in the 
Soviet Union and the United States - and not so much in an 
increasing"community ofbrethren'' within the church. However, 
we would oversimplify things by focusing only on the political 
outcome of the church's witness and neglecting its theological 
foundations. We should not forget that it was the ECU who, in 
their 1970s interpretation of the Barmen Declaration, claimed 

:n So Hei nrich Rei ß as the President of the Council of the ECU- West, cf. Pro-
ceedings of the Ist Co ns ultation of the 6th Syno d  of the ECU !\Ves tern 
Region l o n  Junc 18-20, 1982, 102 (repo1tcd in Winter, E CU and G DR .  292l. 

32 Cf . The Confes si on fo r Jesus Christ and the Peace Responsi bility of the 
Church . A Declaration ofthe R eform ed Federation, G ütersloh 1982. 

33 The l etter from A ug .  10, 1983 has been publishe d i n: Church Yearbook 
110 ! 19831 57 . 

34 Cf. Arc hi ve of th e  PEC, C 10302, vol. XVI, 7 /83, minut es p .  2 and attach­
me nt 1 itransfer A 221/83J. 
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Christological foundation for political ethics. The internal 
dispute about the shape of this ethics does not compromise 
the general theological claim. On the other hand, of course, 
the eventual peace witness which the Theological Board and 
Synods articulated in the early 1980s is not a direct result of 
their theological investigations in the preceding decade the 
fairly theoretical investigation and practical witness of the 
brotherly community appear disparate at first sight. 

However, it would be overhasty to rule out the possibility 
that the ECU discouered their brotherly community precisely 
over its breaking apart. Ifthe ecclesial "community of brethren" 
is really such a costly good as Bannen III insinuates, then it 
would only be logical that it is most valuable when it is at 
stake. The notion ofbrotherly community, in the sense ofliving 
as one, would then include a rather pragmatic understanding 
in the sense of two brothers who commonly confess to quarre/ 
with each other. The theological category of witness seems 
adequate to express this pragmatic aspect of' confession. Cer­
tainly thc pcace witness which the ECU Councils and Synods 
articulated in the carly 1980s included this pragmatic aspect, 
since the peace resolutions from these years were commonly ar­
ticulated by two sibling churches whose community included 
quarre! even about the meaning of brotherhood13'' Can the 
pragmatic aspect of witness therefore be helpful to disclose 
the relationship between peace in the full sense of the word as 
expressed in Eph 2:14 and its rather pragmatic rendering in 
Ps 133:1? In order to answer this question, the final section of 
my presentation will return to the general theological claim 
we have encountered in the history of'the ECU during this hot 
stage of the Cold War. 

IV The Twofold Address 
of the Christian Witness to Peace 

The claim to ground political ethics on Christology is at the 
heart of the interpretation of the Barmen Declaration which 
the Theological Board ofthe ECU has inaugurated by its study 

J.":i On thi s quarrel cf. thesis 2 above. 
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in Barmen II. Given this claim, it seems convincing in terms of 
methodology to postulate, as Walter Kreck did, unanimous 
ethical consequences from one and the same gospel, and the 
quest for a brotherly community in the church (Barmen III! is 
consistent. However, Martin Honecker, Kreck's younger col­
league at Bonn, published a refutation of this claim36 which 
used only methodological arguments. 

Due to its theological exclusiveness, M. Honecker argues, 
Christology naturally neglects the peculiarities of the ethical 
situation and therefore fails to serve as a criterion in the given 
situation. In other words, the alleged "criteria" from Christology 
or theology in general lead to ambiguous "decisions" and, accor­
ding to M. Honecker, need to be preceded by an analysis of the 
ethical situation using merely sociological, not theological criteria. 
Tims M. Honecker's basic methodological concem makes the 
distinction between the ethical situation and its theological 
evaluation.37 It is obvious that M. Honecker's hint to the socio­
logical diversity of the ethical situation is incompatible both 
with a Christological foundation and a brotherly unanimity of 
ethical decisions. In short, Christology - and theology in general -
cannot start an ethical argument, according to M. Honecker.38 

Though it is convincing in terms of methodology, Hone­
cker's refutation of Kreck's interpretation of Barmen does not 
necessarily affect the peace witness we encountered in and 
around the Barmen studies ofthe ECU, since this witness is a 

•16 Cf. M artin Honec ker, Theol ogical Criteria and Politic al Judg ment. 
Qu estioning the Vot e of the Theologic al Board of thc- E C U  "On the 
Political M and ate of the Christian Congreg ation" /Bar men 2) ,  in: Jo urnal 
for Theology and Chu rch, vol. 7 1  ( 1974 ). 456-490. 

37 C f. M. Honelc ker, Criter ia, 485 on the '"'differ ence between empiric al 
analysis and th eologi cal judg ment". 

38 L ike Dinkl er in his d efänc e  ofhi s minority v ote on B ar men II tcf. fn. 1 5  
abovel, M .  Honecker, Criteria, 464 rightly points out that the prac tical 
r eco mmendations which the E C U  ( W est J vo te gives ( for the i ssu es of aJ 

d emocr acy, b! economi c systems, and c) exercise ofpower ) d o  not use the 
Christologica\ criterion ! This criticism is even mor e i mp ortant since it 
also apphes to the r ecommendation s  for East Germany, which do not draw 
o n  Christology. but an the doctrine o f  creation ( cf. e.g. Vote on Bar men II 
[Separ ate Ptint 19751, 33-3 5: "Society under the Cr eator 's Word " 1. 
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pragmatic process which bridges the gulf M. Honecker opens 
between theology and the ethical situation.39 As the synodal 
resolutions from the ECU have shown, such witness is neither 
a description of the geopolitical situation nor its theological 
evaluation, but it expresses an anxiety and hope for this situa­
tion which resu/ts from the church's own inuolvement in the 
situation. This pragmatic structure implies that within wit­
ness the alleged Christological criteria - like his promise for 
peace (Eph 2:14) - are mirrored critically in the light of the 
church's situation. E.g., in the case of the ECU peace resolution 
taken by the Eastern Regional Synod in 1980, it was a self­
adhortation for brotherly community in the Christian congre­
gations that enabled Eberhard Natho in his Account of Pre­
sidency to address the worldwide peace issue.40 In this respect 
Natho mentioned explicitly the growing estrangement between 
the local congregations and the church leading boards after 
they had taken up official negotiation with the socialistic state 
especially at the face-to-face meeting with E. Honecker in 1978. 
And there had been other issues like the self-cremation of the 
parishioner ofZeitz, Oskar Brüsewitz, in 1976.41 This event was 
disapproved by various church officials,42 while many Christians 
in the GDR recognized it as a sign of protest demanding individ­
ual human rights only one year after the Final Act of Helsinki. 

39 Had M. Honecker known the East German ecclesial debate about the 
Vote on Barmen II ( cf. fn. 17 above i and the recommendations for East 

Germany (which were only published one year after his essay), he might 
have alleviated his criticism. These documents show clearly that in East 
German church and theology Barmen was less considered a doctrinal 
document than a practical aid to the situation of congregations. The 
theological point of this attitude (which may have been overlooked by 
many in the West) is that it values Barmen as a practical instrument for 
the analysis of the ecclesial situation. 

4° Cf. fn. 28 above. 
41 Cf. Harald Schultze, The Signal of Zeitz. Reactions to the Seif• 

Cremation of Oskar Brüsewitz 1976. A Documentation, Leipzig 1993. -
Helmut Müller•Enbergs/Heike Schmoll/Wolfgang Stock, The Fire Signal. 
The Immolation of Parishioner Brüsewitz and the Evangelical Church, 
Frankfurt 1993. 

42 Cf. e.g. Winter, ECU and GDR, 276 fn. 20:1. 
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There is no semantica/ or logica/ connection between the 
signal of Zeitz, as Brüsewitz' act of self-cremation was soon 
called, and the Act of Helsinki, but the simple pragmatics of 
cornmunication pointed at least to an i ndirect connection, 
because the communication for the church both with its own 
members and with the political representatives became more 
difficult. The church could not afford to disregard an event 
which had upset so many people in the church. In terms of 
pragmatics, Brüsewitz' peaceless sign did represent the peace 
issue, though in a negative way by expressing the absence of 
peace. Natho's Presidential Account in 1980 and its connection 
between church internal communication and the peace issue 
appears like a lesson learned from these events because in his 

speech the gateway to brotherly community in the sense of 
geopolitical peace is to admit the church internal lack of such 
a "community of brethren". 

In contrast to M. Honecker's view, Natho's speech is an example 
of how theology can start an ethical argument, namely by 
openin,s a horizon for critica/ se/f-perception. Then the argument 
does not start with a logical premise, but with an open question, 
which has a logical and a theological function. The logical one is 
to bring the "asking seif' into community with others who ask 
the same question from outside of theology, while the theological 
function is to bring this question "before God", which is the core 
element of any Christian witness. By transferring a question into 
the horizon "before God" witness confesses that this question is 
not theological by itself but can be dealt with in a religious 
manner, since it belongs to people of every religion regardless of 
their personal religious convictions. In other words, by treating 
certain issues in a religious manner, Christian witness opens 

them for interreligious treatment. The confessional element of a 
transfer "before God", which is constitutive of any religious wit­
ness, requires the religious horizon in order to exclude unjust 
religious claims concerning that which is being witnessed.43 

43 As Pa ul R ic reur has a rgued in his m ajor study The Symbolism of EL'il 
(translated by Emcr so n  B uchanan l, Boston 1969, the cat egory "befor e 
God" t urns guilt into sin and t hus allows for a d i\'ine p ardon that fr ees 
p eople from overhasty moral o r  juridical judgment. 
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Peace is undoubtedly among the most prominent of these 
issues. Peace as such is not a religious issue, let alone a Christian 
issue. But of course when Christians engage for peace, they do 
as Christians, and their Ch1istian contribution44 to the many­
sided efforts for peace will be to place peace in the centre "before 
God" where it does not belong to any particular side. The sig­
nificance of this modest contribution is obvious in the history 
of the ECU during the Cold War when the concept of peace 
turned into a rhetorical "weapon" in the hands of the GDR 
administration, as Michael Beintker has shown.45 Armin Boyens 
even speaks of a "peace divided" between the West and the East 
and reproaches the Western peace movement for not placing 
peace in the sense of disarrnament in the wider hori.zon of its 
ideological, or we might add, religious, aspects.46 At first sight 
paradoxically, Natho's Presidential Account at the Eastern 

+1 In the case ofthe East German Protestantism, this contribution is known 
as the "third way" beyond the alternative of the political systems in the 
Cold War. The theological significance of such a third way is that it does 
not necessarily refrain from political judgment, but can include a theo­
logical judgment on politics. 

45 As Michael Beintker, The Idea of Peace as a Weapon in the Cold War, in: 
Contemporary Church History, vol. 4 ( 1991 ), 249-259 has argued, the 
political doctrine of the SUP claimed peace exclusively as a state afTair, 
putting the churches ofT with the Ch,;stian Peace Conference ( estab­
lished in Prague in 1958), which in the course of time turned into a tool 
of socialist peace propaganda (cf. 254). 

46 Cf. Armin Boyens, Peace Divided. Remarks on the Peace Movement in 
the 80s, in: Contemporary Church History, vol. 8 < 1995>, 440-509. 
Although Boyens' admonition not to reduce peace to disarmament, but 
to include the issues of democracy and human rights (489> is certainly 
worth reflecting, however, his overall thesis that only the Christian 
peace movement in the GDR held this broader, politically "independent" 
( 483f.) peace concept, whereas its FRG counterpart was under the 
"heteronomous" (462) influence ofthe East German ( co- lfinanced Com­
munist Party in West Germany (461 and passim l is speculative and bu.ilds 
too rnuch on Boyens' (and his teacher Besier's) findings how the SUP 
<and Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski in particularJ managed to divert 
the ECG's financial support for the East German Evangelical churches 
from its intended use ( cf. e.g. Boyens, Talk in a Showcase, 217  fn. 24). 
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Regional Synod in 1980 is an example of how such hot issues 
like individual human rights could from a religious viewpoint 
be better discussed in the Cold War situation than in the im­
mediate political discourse. The various instances when the 
synod had to cope with Hanfried Müller's petitions in favour 
of the GDR state and its religion policy47 show how careful the 
ECU were not to Jet their peace resolutions take sides with 
either of the political systems. The Christian contribution to 
peace was in these instances simply to stand in the middle 
even if that prolonged the status qua of the divided brother­
hood with the ecclesial peace witness in West Germany, who 
often feit obliged to take sides with someone. 

These examples lead us back to the question we started with: 
How does the biblical promise that Christ is our peace IEph 
2:141 relate to the idea of brotherly community IPs 133 :1 1? In 
concrete: Could the status quo of simple coexistence be a step 
on the path to peace or astray? The history of the peace witness 
in the ECU during the Cold War has acquainted us with very 
different situations on either side of the Iron Curtain. This 
warns us better not to jump too fast to a conclusion, since an 
analysis of these situations must come first, as Martin Hone­
cker insists. However, in contrast to his conclusions our reflec­
tions seem to suggest that religious conuictions can start the 
path to peace ifthey place the issue in the middle between either 
side "before God". This "third way'' of a peace witness enables 
the church to recognize its anxiety and hope - its own peaceless­
ness and need for (',od's peace. Such a peace witness requires 
particularly two things of the Christians that coincide "�th the 
theological and logical functions of their witness. They are best 
summed up in the concluding theses of my presentation: 

Thesis #4: lt is essential for the peace witness of a Christian 

church to confess their own need of Christ's peacemaking love 

especially in their community with siblingchurches (cf. Ps 133:1). 

47 O n  M üller's peace activit ies in the Reg ional ECU S)Tiod (East) cf. Winter, 
ECU a nd GDR. 288 !Extraord inary Synod 1981 1 a nd 293f. (Extraordinary 
Synod 19831. 
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Thesis #5: lt is essential for the peace witness of a Christian 

church to argue rationally for the truth of their hope in 

Christ's peace ( cf. Eph 2 : 14) especially in conuersation with 
partners who do not hold any religious conuiction . 

Given these requirements, the Christian witness to Christ as 
our peace will simultaneously create a "community of brethren" 
between the church and the world that embraces both the 
church external and internal meanings this term has adopted 
in the ecclesial discourse during the Cold War. 
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Year 

1945/48 

1948 

1953 

(until 

2003) 

1968 

(until 

1989) 

1969 

(until 

1990) 

1972 

(until 
1990) 

Table 2 

Church fellowship Members lnstitutions 
(selected) 

Evangelical Church 27 (2011: 22) Council (1945) 
in Germany ECG Lutheran, Council of Brethren 

Reformed and (until 1948) 

United member Synod ( 1948) 

churches 

United Evangelical- 9 ( 1967: 11) Conference ofBishops, 

Lutberan Church Lutheran member Leading Bishop 

of Gennany UELCG churches General Synod Church 

Leading Board 

Evangelical Church 6 (1960: 7) United Synod 

of the Union ECU member churches Council 

United Evangelical- 3 Lutheran 

Lutheran Cburch member 

in the GDR churches 

(UELC-GDR) 

Federation of 8 Lutheran and 

Evangelical United member 

Churches churches 

in the GDR (FEC) 

Western and West: 2 member 

Eastern Region churches + 

ofthe ECU Berlin ( West) 

East: 5 member 

churches 
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Church Office and 

Theological Board 

analogous to UECLG, 

but in close 

cooperation 

with FEC 

Synod 

Conference of Church 

Leading Boards 

(consultations with 

ECG Counci l )  

Regional Synods East 

(Synod Members also 

Members of FEC 

Synod) and West 

Council Sections 

East and West Joint 

Councils 




