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The First World War led to a fundamental reorganization of internati-
onal relations. This had a profound impact on churches and mission 
agencies and their ecumenical networks. European Christianity was 
increasingly questioned: In 1916, the Sierra Leone Weekly News cha-
racterized the war as “the greatest evidence afforded of the exceeding 
thinness of the Christianity of European Christendom in the Twentieth 
Century.” The shock was all the greater since the war alliances were 
formed without taking religious orientation into consideration. 
This volume - the outcome of a symposium held at Fachhochschule für 
Interkulturelle Theologie Hermannsburg (FIT) in 2018 – examines the 
impact of the war on church and mission in various regions, especially 
in Africa and Asia. The contributions provide a wide scope of historical 
analyses. Particular attention is given to the Hermannsburg Mission. 
The symposium was organized by the Ludwig-Harms-Kuratorium and 
the FIT.

Frieder Ludwig is Professor of Global Studies and Religion at VID  
Specialized University in Stavanger, Norway.
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This volume is the outcome of a symposium held in Hermannsburg from November 
30th to December 2nd 2018 – roughly a hundred years after the end of the First World 
War (November 11, 1918). The intention is to examine the impact of the war on 
church and mission in various regions, especially in Africa and Asia. The 
contributions provide a wide scope of historical analyses, and particular attention is 
given to the Hermannsburg Mission. The symposium was organized by the Ludwig-
Harms-Kuratorium of the Evangelical Lutheran Mission and the Fachhochschule für 
Interkulturelle Theologie Hermannsburg. The Hanns-Lilje-Foundation and the 
Foreign Office (Kulturfondsmittel) supported the symposium financially. 

There were many who helped to make this symposium and this volume a reality – to 
the excellent contributors who came from different parts of the world, to the donors 
and to the colleagues from the Harms Kuratorium who helped in the planning 
process: To Prof. Dr. Dr. h.c. mult. Martin Tamcke (Göttingen), to Dr. Jobst Reller 
who had served for a long time as the chairman of the Kuratorium, to Rev. Michael 
Thiel, the director of ELM, to Mr. Rainer Allmann, its archivist, to Dr. Gunther 
Schendel (Sozialwissenschaftliches Institut Hannover) and to Dr. Hartwig Harms, a 
descendant of the founding family of the Hermannsburg Mission.  

Without the efforts of my colleagues at the Fachhochschule für Interkulturelle 
Theologie (FIT) – the academic and the non-academic staff as well as the students, 
this academic gathering would not have been possible. The Principal, Prof. Dr. 
Wilhelm Richebächer, and the Vice-Principals Prof. Dr. Drea Fröchtling and Prof. 
Dr. Gabi Beckmann, as well as the Executive Officer Erich Fiebig, gave all support 
this project needed, and Dorothea Müller, Linda Braun, Dietlinde Rückert, Horst 
Hinken, Manfred Hilmer and many others worked tirelessly in the background to 
make the symposium a success. With FIT and its students from more than 30 nations, 
Hermannsburg became a place of intercultural teaching, learning and community 
building; and it is a sign against aggressive nationalism, which had resulted in the 
First World War and which is becoming virulent today again.  

The symposium “Wendezeit Weltkrieg – The First World War as a Turning Point” 
was the last academic meeting I coordinated in Hermannsburg. I started my new 
position at VID Specialized University, in January 2019. Thus, the compilation and 
editing process of this book took place in Stavanger – again, with the help from 
Hermannsburg where Linda Braun (FIT), Ulrike Burmester (ELM) and Rainer 
Allmann (ELM) assisted with proofreading, formatting and standardization of 
footnotes. The Lilje Foundation and the German Society of Missiology (Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Missionswissenschaft) contributed towards the printing costs of this 
volume. I am grateful for all the support. 
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Introduction 
 

FRIEDER LUDWIG 
 

1. Background and Aims of this Volume 

The First World War, which ended in November 1918 with the abdication of the 
German Emperor and the signing of the armistice, and the Versailles Peace 
Treaty in June 1919, led to a fundamental reorganization of international 
relations. This had a profound impact on churches and mission agencies and their 
ecclesial and ecumenical networks.1 

In December 1918, Friedrich Würz, the home secretary of the Basel Mission, 
summed up the impact of the world war as follows: “This war signifies the 
dreadful victory of the non-Christian world over Christianity. There are no 
winners, only losers.”2 Albert Schweitzer (1875–1965), a theologian and doctor 
who had been working in Lambaréné (Gabun) since 1913, came to the following 
conclusion: “We are, all of us, conscious that many natives are puzzling over the 
question how it can be possible that the whites, who brought them the Gospel of 
Love, are now murdering each other, and throwing to the winds the commands 
of the Lord Jesus. When they put the question to us we are helpless. (...) How far 
the ethical and religious authority of the white man among these children of 
nature is impaired by this war we shall only be able to measure later on. I fear 
that the damage done will be very considerable.” 3 

 
1 Cf. for instance Philip Jenkins. 2014. The Great and Holy War. How World War I 
became a Religious Crusade, New York: HarperOne; Martin Greschat, 2014. Der Erste 
Weltkrieg und die Christenheit, ein globaler Überblick, Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer 2014; 
Frieder Ludwig. 2003. Der Erste Weltkrieg als Einschnitt in die Kirchen- und 
Missionsgeschichte (Berliner Beiträge zur Missionsgeschichte 4), Berlin: Selignow; 
Frieder Ludwig. 2016. 'Das also ist Christentum? Der Schock des europäischen Krieges 
1914 –1918 und seine Auswirkungen auf Kirche und Mission in Afrika und Asien', in: 
Joachim Negel/Karl Pinggéra (eds.) Urkatastrophe. Die Erfahrung des Krieges 1914–
1918 im Spiegel zeitgenössischer Theologie, Freiburg: Herder 2016, 484–514. 
2  Friedrich Würz. 1918. 'Ein Wort zur Stunde', Evangelisches Missions-Magazin, Vol. 
62.  Dez. 1918, p. 385. Unless otherwise indicated all translations are mine.  
3 Albert Schweitzer. 1926. Zwischen Wasser und Urwald, München: C.H. Beck, pp. 121, 
122. Schweitzer continues: “In meinem Hause achte ich darauf, dass die Schwarzen 
möglichst wenig von den Greueln des Krieges erfahren. Was wir an illustrierten Blättern 
bekommen – die Post fängt wieder an, einigermassen regelmässig zu funktionieren – darf 
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The war between the European powers led to a questioning of the importance of 
European Christianity: In 1914, some African Christians from the Basel Mission 
in Ghana (then the Gold Coast), who believed in the great influence of the 
religious authorities, made the rather touching suggestion that the Church elders 
and the high clergy in Europe should mediate and prompt the nations to settle 
their differences peacefully.4  In 1916, however, the Sierra Leone Weekly News 
characterized the war as “the greatest evidence afforded of the exceeding 
thinness of the Christianity of European Christendom in the Twentieth Century. 
(…) The war has emerged out of some serious defects of national character.” 5  

The shock was all the greater since the war alliances were formed without taking 
religious orientation into consideration. In the Evangelische Missions-Magazin 
Martin Schlunk posed the question whether Christianity still has any power to 
influence the course of events, when a Protestant England, a Catholic France, an 
Orthodox Russia and a Buddhist-Shintoist Japan form an alliance, whereas on 
the other side Protestant Germany, Catholic Austria and the Muslim Ottoman 
Empire wage a “holy war” as loyal comrades in arms: “Are these not signs of the 
hopeless mingling, decline and powerlessness of all religions?” 6  At the 
beginning of 1919 the Director of the Hermannsburg Mission, Georg Haccius, 
interpreted the end of the old order as God’s way of punishing Germany and 
“Christian Europe” and the rapid collapse of the old order as a sign of the coming 

 
nicht herumliegen, damit die Boys, die lesen können, sich nicht in den Text und die 
Bilder vertiefen und davon erzählen.” 
4 Basel Mission Archives E-04.3, “Weltkrieg und Gefangenschaft”, Creator: unknown, 
Date: 1914–1922  'Adolf ?  an Meine Lieben', Kumase, 12.10. 1914. 
5 'The European War', Sierra Leone Weekly News, June 17, 1916. The document is re-
published in: Klaus Koschorke, Adrian Hermann, E. Phuti Mogase & Ciprian Burlacioiu. 
2016. Discourses of Indigenous Christian Elites in Colonial Societies in Asia and Africa 
around 1900, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, p. 289. 
6 Martin Schlunk. 1915. 'Pflichterfüllung bis aufs Äußerste', Evangelisches Missions-
Magazin, vol. 59., pp. 1–6, here pp. 1, 2. “Hat denn das Christentum noch irgendwelche 
Macht, entscheidend den Gang der Ereignisse zu bestimmen, wenn sich das streng 
protestantische England mit der alten katholischen Vormacht Frankreich, mit dem 
orthodoxen Rußland und den buddhistisch-schintoistischen Japan verbündet, indes in 
Deutschland und Oesterreich Protestantismus und Katholizismus in treuer 
Waffenbrüderschaft zu einander stehen und der Islam an ihre Seite tritt zum “heiligen 
Krieg” gegen England und Frankreich? Sind es nicht hoffnungslose Vermischungen, 
Zeichen des Niederganges, des Unvermögens aller Religion?” 
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end. He believed that with the defeat of Germany, Judgement Day had arrived, 
justifiably resulting from his own people’s alienation from God. 7   

The aim of this volume is to analyse the impact of the First World War on 
Mission societies and churches. It strives to highlight especially the develop-
ments in Africa and Asia and to hear the voices of “indigenous Christians”. As 
an outcome of a symposium of the Ludwig-Harms-Kuratorium of the 
Evangelisch-Lutherische Missionswerk in Niedersachsen (ELM) and the 
Fachhochschule für Interkulturelle Theologie Hermannsburg, which was held in 
late November/early December 2018 in Hermannburg, some chapters focus 
especially on the history of the Hermannsburg Mission or, to be more precise, of 
the “Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg”. This mission society was founded in 1849 
in the small village Hermannsburg in the Lüneburg Heath. The intention of the 
book is to examine the history of this society in the context of general religious, 
ecumenical, historical and political developments during and after the First 
World War, and to compare it with the experiences of other mission societies. 
Before the chapters and the structure of the book are introduced in more detail, 
a general overview of the history of Hermannsburg Mission during and after the 
war will be given.  

2. The First World War and its Impact on the Hermannsburg Mission: An 
Overview  

Like no other, Georg Haccius (1847–1926) shaped the early period of the 
historiography of the Hermannsburg Mission during the (First) World War.  As 
director of the Hermannsburg Mission from 1890 to 1926 (until 1916 together 
with Egmont Harms) he wrote many articles in the Hermannsburger 
Missionsblatt, and of interest are not only his contributions on “Die Mission und 
der Krieg”8 (“The Mission and the War”), but also the accounts given during the 
mission festivals, as well as other articles. In addition, Haccius published two 
pamphlets on the Hermannsburger Mission im Weltkriege – one focusing on the 
situation at home9, the other on the developments in the “mission fields”10, and 

 
7 Gunther Schendel. 2008. Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg und der Nationalsozialis-
mus, Münster: Lit, p. 73 Schendel refers to Hermannsburger Missionsblatt (= HMB) 
1919, p. 1 (“christliches Europa”) and p. 4 (“Endzeit”). 
8 'Die Mission und der Krieg', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt (HMB) No 11, Nov. 1914 
pp. 325–327. 
9 Georg Haccius. 1917. Die Hermannsburger Mission im Weltkriege. 1. In der Heimat, 
Kleine Hermannsburger Missionsschriften Nr. 58. 
10 Georg Haccius.1920. Die Hermannsburger Mission im Weltkriege. 2. Auf den Mis-
sionsfeldern, Kleine Hermannsburger Missionsschriften Nr. 63. 
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he also included a chapter on “Die Hermannsburger Mission in und nach dem 
Weltkriege” in his Hannoversche Missionsgeschichte11 – a work which has been 
described as significant in terms of church politics, because it integrates the 
history of Hermannsburg Mission into the church history of Hannover.12 

In a lecture given at a conference with representatives of the Lutheran American 
churches in Leipzig in 1920, Haccius outlined the basic developments. His 
remarks may serve as a starting point here: Haccius briefly introduced the history 
of the Hermannsburg Mission, founded in 1849 by Louis Harms and supported 
by a “missionary congregation awakened to faith and eager in love”.13 In the year 
before the war, the revenue had been 554389 Mark. During the war, the revenue 
initially fell because of the loss of gifts from abroad, especially from Russia and 
America. However, the income war still relatively good. It was planned that in 
fall 1914 missionaries should be sent out to South African and to German East 
Africa, where a new colonial mission in Lindi was about to begin. This was 
prevented by the war. At home, the mission house became a hospital and the 
printing house and the bookstore faced difficulties because most of the 
employees were drafted into the army.  

In South Africa the Hermannsburg Mission worked among Zulus and the several 
ethnic groups of the Bechuanas. According to Haccius, the established good 
relationship between the missionaries and the indigenous congregations had been 
damaged by English influence during the Boer war, but had been strengthened 
again afterwards. However, now new challenges emerged:  

 
11 Georg Haccius. 1920. 'Die Hermannsburger Mission in und nach dem Weltkriege', in: 
Georg Haccius, Hannoversche Missionsgeschichte, Dritter Teil, zweite Hälfte, Her-
mannsburg 1920, pp. 569–597. 
12 Wolfgang A. Bienert. 2009. 'Georg Haccius als Missionshistoriker', in: Wolfgang 
Bienert, Kirchengeschichte in ökumenischer Verantwortung, (edited by Peter 
Gemeinhardt und Karl Pinggera, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, pp. 195–201, 
here 197: “Kirchenpolitisch ist seine Bedeutung kaum zu überschätzen. Denn mit diesem 
Werk schuf Haccius nicht nur ein einprägsames Gesamtbild von der Geschichte der 
Hermannsburger Mission über das Wirken von Ludwig Harms hinaus, sondern er 
zeichnet zugleich den Weg der Hermannsburger Mission in die Kirchengeschichte 
Hannovers insgesamt hinein.” 
13 Georg Haccius, 'Die Lage der Hermannsburger Mission. Vortrag auf einer Konferenz 
mit Vertretern der lutherischen amerikanischen Kirchen in Leipzig', HMB Juli-August 
1920, pp. 105–116, “Eine zum Glauben erweckte und in der Liebe eifrige Missions-
gemeinde hat unsere Mission in der Heimat getragen und betrieben. Die Landeskirche 
war nicht imstande dazu, um so weniger, als damals noch der Rationalis-mus in ihr 
herrschte. Aber auch später vermochte sie es nicht, das Staatskirchentum hinderte sie 
daran.”  
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“Difficult was the struggle against the corrupting influences which flowed 
from the goldfields to the people and caused unpredictable damage (…) and 
against sectarian ecclesiastical and nationalist tendencies, such as that of 
Ethiopism, which wanted to distract the natives from the influence of the 
white man and thus also the missionary and to establish a free native 
church.”14  

The situation worsened by the internment of director Harms and 12 missionaries 
in Pietermaritzburg. Against British demands to deport them, the Boers sided 
with them and achieved, after one year or so, their release (with one exception). 
However, the seizure and the administration of the mission property by the South 
African government was a handicap, because although the missionaries were 
regularly paid, there was no money for maintainance and repairs and 
maintenance. The indigenous helpers did not receive sufficient salaries and the 
two seminaries had to be closed.  

In India, Haccius continued, the Telugu Mission had started during the American 
Civil War when the American Lutheran mission in Rajamundir had asked Harms 
for help. Pastor August Mylius was sent there, and when the American Lutherans 
came back to Rajamundir, he took up his work among the Southern Telugu. Until 
1913, ten main stations and 69 branches had been founded – with twelve 
missionaries, 200 indigenous helpers, three sisters and 18 indigenous female 
helpers. The congregation had 3116 members. In 1913, two main stations with 
12 branches were transferred to the Lutheran Ohio Synod which had planned to 
establish her own mission there in close connection with Hermannsburg. Two 
missionaries were sent to India, one of them had received instructions in 
Hermannsburg. However, when they arrived, the war had started and the British 
did not grant them an entrance permit. The missionaries who worked on the 
Hermannsburg mission stations were interned; at the end of 1915 they were 
expelled and deported to Germany. Only Carl Scriba, who was a British citizen, 
was allowed to stay, but he was not permitted access to the Hermannsburg 
mission stations. The government took over their administration, and they 
handed it over to the Lutheran Guntur mission. Most of the work, however, was 
done by indigenous helpers. Haccius was glad that they took over responsibilities 
for the time being, but he hoped that in the long run the Ohio synod would take 
over the supervision and that Hermannsburg missionaries could return. 15  

 
14 Haccius, 'Die Lage', p. 109 “Schwer war freilich der Kampf gegen die verderblichen 
Einflüsse, die von den Goldfeldern aus in das Volk einströmten und besonders in 
sittlicher Beziehung unberechenbaren Schaden anrichteten, und gegen sektiererische 
kirchliche und nationalistische Strömungen, wie die des Äthiopismus, welche die 
Eingeborenen von dem Einfluß des weißen Mannes und damit auch des Missionars lösen 
und eine freie Eingeborenenkirche errichten wollen.” 
15 Haccius, 'Die Lage', pp. 112, 113. 
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Haccius then turned to the evangelistic work (“Evangelisationsarbeit“) in Persia 
which had started in connection with the Hermannsburg mission in 1880. There 
had been various attempts of this kind, “but ours was the only one which lasted, 
because it did not work with European, but exclusively with indigenous forces 
who were trained in our missionary institution in the same way as our 
missionaries. The aim of the work was the revival of the almost dying old Syrian 
church in the spirit of the Evangelical Lutheran Church.” Congregations had 
been established in Wasirabad, Gogtapa and Urmia.16 During the war, however, 
the territory around Urmia had been occupied by Russians and then by the Turks, 
and “the Christian Syrians suffered the same persecution as the Armenians”, “the 
congregations are scattered and the pastors expelled.”17 One of them, Luther 
Pera, had come to Hermannsburg and waited for his return. Haccius asked the 
American friends to help him or, if that should not be possible, to enable him to 
travel to America, where he could work among his many compatriots. 

Haccius concluded his report with a request: “As the description of our situation 
shows, we have a surplus of workers and a lack of employment opportunities.”18 
There were many missionaries who longed for work, and since they had to be 
cared for, they increased the need. This situation could be remedied if the doors 
into the mission fields could be opened again.19 

There are several points in this report which deserve to be highlighted and 
analyzed in the light of subsequent developments and more recent academic 
discussions. 

 
16 Haccius, 'Die Lage', p. 114: “Von mancherlei Versuchen solcher Art in Persien ist die 
unserige die einzige, welche Bestand gehabt hat, weil sie nicht mit europäischen, sondern 
nur mit einheimischen Kräften, die in unserer Missionsanstalt in gleicher Weise wie 
unsere Missionare ausgebildet wurden. Das Ziel der Arbeit war die Wiederbelebung der 
fast erstorbenen alten syrischen Kirche im Geist der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche.” 
17 Haccius, 'Die Lage', p. 115: “Inzwischen war das Gebiet von Urmia bald durch die 
Russen, bald durch die Türken besetzt und verheert. Die christlichen Syrer mußten 
flüchten und erlitten eine gleiche Verfolgung wie die Armenier, so daß sie ein 
vernichtetes Völklein sind. Die Gemeinden sind versprengt und die Geistlichen 
vertrieben.” 
18 Haccius, 'Die Lage', p. 115: “Wie aus der Schilderung unserer Lage hervorgeht, haben 
wir einen Überschuß an Arbeitskräften und einen Mangel an Arbeitsgelegenheiten.” 
19  Haccius, 'Die Lage', p. 116. “So stauen sich in der heimatlichen Kirche die 
Arbeitskräfte auf, liegen brach und vermehren unsere Not, der wir ratlos und hilflos 
gegenüberstehen. Und uns könnte leicht geholfen werden, wenn man die verschlossenen 
Tore in der Völkerwelt wieder weit machte… ” 
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2.1. Mission, Colonialism and Nationalism in Germany 

The mission initiated in East Africa mentioned by Haccius was planned as a 
result of the Kaiserspende (“Emperor‘s Donation”). This donation has been 
described as “the culmination of the cooperation between Christian missions and 
German colonialism.” 20  The “Nationalspende zum Kaiserjubiläum für die 
christlichen Missionen in den deutschen Kolonien und Schutzgebieten” 
(“National donation for the Christian missions in our colonies and protections on 
occasion of the emperors jubilee”), as it was officially called, took the 25th 
anniversary of the reign of Emperor Wilhelm II in June 1913 as an opportunity 
to “help with a donation to our missions and, at the same time, to promote a 
national interest.”21 The fundrasing action was initiated by Friedrich Gustav 
Robert Faber (1869–1924), the publisher of the Magdeburgische Zeitung. He 
was especially interested in the health care and educational work of the mission 
societies in order to “develop the indigenes in our colonies.” The preparations 
for the “emperor’s donation” started in December 1912. The mission societies 
were only marginally involved in this project; most of them were surprised and 
there were also critical discussions. However, when the fundrasing campaign 
started in February 1913, they participated and published their own appeals. In 
September 1913, the Protestant press service (Evangelischer Pressedienst) 
reported that 3,44 million Mark had been collected for the Protestant and 1,3 
million for the Catholic mission organizations. The donation was to be 
distributed among the societies according to the numbers of their European 
workers (80 %) and to the number of students at mission schools (20%). 

In Hermannsburg, the support of the “emperor’s donation“ could be combined 
with another fund: In his last will, pastor Gustav Lindemann (1833–1897) had 
appointed the Hermannsburg Mission as his heir in order to initiate a new 
mission area in Africa; he could imagine (“without prescribing anything to the 

 
20  Horst Gründer. 1982. Christliche Mission und deutscher Imperialismus: eine 
politische Geschichte ihrer Beziehungen während der deutschen Kolonialzeit (1884–
1914) unter besonderer Berücksichtigung Afrikas und Chinas, Paderborn: Schöningh, p. 
106. 
21  “(…) durch eine Spende unseren Missionen zu helfen und damit zugleich ein 
nationales Interesse zu fördern.” Nationalspende zum Kaiser-Jubiläum 1913 (für die 
christlichen Missionen in den deutschen Kolonien und Schutzgebieten) Landesarchiv 
Sachsen-Anhalt, C 20 I, Ib Nr. 4891 (Benutzungsort: Magdeburg), cf. especially Martin 
Keiper. 2013. 'Eine unverlangte Gabe. Die Kaiserspende für die deutschen Missionen', 
in: Martin Keiper, ‚Die Teilnahme für die Mission erwecken, pflegen und fördern‘. 
Hundert Jahre Deutsche Evangelische Missionshilfe, Hamburg: Missionshilfe Verlag, 
pp.11– 21, here: p. 11. 
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missionary society”) German East Africa or the adjacent Congo area.22 With this 
financial basis, Georg Haccius negotiated with other missionaries, the Foreign 
Office and the Colonial Office and it was then considered best to start the mission 
in the Makonde plateau in German East Africa. The Mission Committee 
(Missionsausschuss) decided on July 30th, 1914 to open a new colonial mission 
there.23 Hermann Janßen was already sent to Tanga to continue learning Suaheli 
when the war broke out. Janßen became a member of the German protection 
force; in 1918 he died as a prisoner of war in England. Haccius saw this failure 
as an indication “that God’s ways are not our ways.”24  

In general, the Hermannsburg mission director supported Germany’s war 
propaganda. In doing so, he followed other German missionaries and theologians 
– already on September 4, 1914, German churchmen and professors (among 
them Prof. Dr. A. von Harnack, Berlin, Prof. Dr. C. Meinhof, Hamburg, Prof. 
Dr. C. Mirbt, Göttingen and several representatives of mission societies) had 
published an appeal to Protestant Christians abroad. In this appeal they stated 
that “cruelties and shamelessness” had been committed against the Germans, “as 
many pagan and Mohammedan wars” had failed to show. The war was 
unscrupulously transferred to central Africa, “although the participation of 
natives who have only been pacified for a few years provokes a terrible danger 
of torn-up insurrection in a white-on-white war.”25 In his report on the mission 

 
22 ELM Archives, Hermannsburg: Pastor Gustav Lindemann, Mein Testament, deponirt 
beim Amtsgericht Fürstenau am 12. Sept[em]b[e]r 1895: “ (…) § 1 Zu meinem alleinigen 
Erben ernenne ich unter den nachstehenden Bedingungen die Hermannsburger Mission 
zu Hermannsburg in Hannover, deren Missionsdirectoren jetzt die Pastoren Harms + 
Haccius sind. § 2 Ich verpflichte den in § 1 eingesetzten Erben nachfolgende 
Bedingungen + Bestimmungen einzuhalten: (p.2)  a) Da es meine Ueberzeugung ist, daß 
Hermannsburg über kurz oder lang in Afrika ein neues Missionsgebiet aufsuchen wird, 
das nicht wie das jetzige seiner Zeit der Eropäisirung verfallen muß, so bestimme ich im 
Einverständnis mit den jetzigen Missionsdirectoren, daß meine Hinterlassenschaft, so 
weit sie in Obligationen, Polizen, Sparcassenbüchern, Geld + Ländereien besteht, künftig 
dazu verwendet werden soll, die ersten Schwierigkeiten bei Inangriffnahme einer 
solchen neuen Mission (deren Gebiet ich mir etwa, ohne damit Vorschriften machen zu 
wollen, in Deutsch-Ostafrika oder dem angrenzenden Congogebiet denke) überwinden 
zu helfen. (…).” 
23 'Unser Missionsfest in schwerer Zeit', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, July 1915, pp. 
173–203, here p. 193. 
24  Cf. 'Unser Missionsfest'; cf. also Martin Tamcke. 2000. 'Die Missionsanstalt 
Hermannsburg in Deutschland bis 1959', in: Ernst-August Lüdemann (ed.), Vision: 
Gemeinde weltweit. 150 Jahre Hermannsburger Mission und Ev.-luth. Missionswerk in 
Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: Missionshandlung, pp. 33–114. 
25 Kirchliches Jahrbuch für die evangelischen Landeskirchen Deutschlands 42 (1915), 
pp. 209–213; cf. Die Eiche 3 (1915), pp. 49–53, re-published in: Gerhard Besier (ed.). 
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festival in 1915, Haccius added his voice: “At first, it is a nuisance, which has 
happened to such a degree in world history before, that our opponents have led 
Mohammedan and pagan troops into the European theater of war and unleashed 
them like wild beasts on our brothers …. Another nuisance is that England incites 
the pagan people of Japan against Germany. This is a disastrous step by which 
England has harmed not only us, but probably herself much more; yes, it is a sin 
against the European Christian world.” On the other hand, he welcomed the 
alliance with Turkey and the Muslims gratefully. However, in this regard he was 
much more cautious and less optimistic than other representatives of missionary 
organisations: While he hoped that the friendly relationship with Turkey could 
open new doors for missionary work “among the heathen, and perhaps even 
among the Mohamedans”, he also though that the jihad proclamation (strongly 
supported by German Empire) could lead to a strengthening of Islam and to a 
threatening of Christian missions, especially in Africa.26 And when the Turks 
committed atrocities against Armenian Christians, he and his Hermannsburg 
colleague pastor Karl Röbbelen were among the 50 signatories of a petition to 
the German Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg in which they expressed their 
concerns. On November 12, Bethmann-Hollweg replied and assured them that 
as in the past, the German government will always consider it one of its main 
duties to exercice its influence against the persecution of Christian peoples 
because of their faith. He also informed the Imperial Embassy in Constantinople 
of the content of the entry.27 

 
1984. Die protestantischen Kirchen Europas im Ersten Weltkrieg, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, pp.  40–45. 
26 'Unser Missionsfest in schwerer Zeit ', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, July 1915, pp. 
173–203, here: pp. 196, 197. 
27 'Die Mission und der Krieg', HMB December 1915, pp. 325–333, here 333: “Wie ein 
dunkler Schatten aber waren die Gewalttaten der Türken gegen die Armenier und die 
Ermordung und Verschleppung vieler dieses armen Volkes. Da unsere Regierung die 
einzige ist, die einen starken Einfluß auf die Türkei ausüben kann, haben 50 Vertreter 
der evangelischen Kirche, der theologischen Wissenschaft und der Mission in 
Deutschland – auch Pastor Röbbelen und ich haben sie unterzeichnet – eine Eingabe an 
den Reichskanzler gerichtet und ihm unsere Sorgen und Wünsche in der armenischen 
Frage ausgesprochen. Der Reichskanzler hat darauf am 12. November geantwortet: “Die 
Kaiserliche Regierung wird wie bisher so auch in Zukunft es stets als eine ihrer 
vornehmsten Pflichten ansehen, ihren Einfluß dahin geltend zu machen, daß christliche 
Völker nicht ihres Glaubens wegen verfolgt werden. Die deutschen Christen können 
darauf vertrauen, daß ich, von diesem Grundsatz geleitet, alles, was in meiner Macht 
steht, tun werde, um den mir von Ihnen vorgetragenen Sorgen und Wünschen Rechnung 
zu tragen. Die Kaiserliche Botschaft in Konstantinopel habe ich von dem Inhalt Ihrer 
Eingabe unterrichtet. Gez. Von Bethmann Hollweg.” About Röbbelen cf. especially 
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The writings of Haccius are often characterized by an endeavour to present a 
sober and level-headed analysis; thus, even in the period immediately after the 
beginning of the war, he reminded the Hermannsburg mission congregation that 
in the past, England had been an example in many ways: He mentioned, for 
instance, the British Bible Society, the care for the poor and orphans, the 
abolition of slavery and mission among the heathen. At the same time, however, 
he also emphasized a “truly Christian, specific German character” which was 
worth fighting for:  

“There is scarcely a nation that has such an intimate and faithful home 
consciousness (Heimatbewusstsein) as the German. It has been expressed in 
many books and writings and in our folk songs. ... And if in recent times 
some dangerous currents of modern world-view, characterized by  unbelief 
and untruth, unchastity and immorality, threatened our people, (it can be 
said that) where the love of the homeland (Heimatliebe) rules, there is also 
faith and fear of God, simplicity and loyalty, customs and decency at home, 
and there lives an honest, devout and faithful people. And we fight to keep 
it that way, so that our people can overcome the foreign malady. ”28 

This constructed antagonism between a pious, moral, Christian, German 
character which had to be defended against currents of modern world views was 
an influential strand in the Hermannsburg mission, and in some ways it could 
correlate with the traditional antagonism between a supposedly clean and moral 
village life versus the sinful life in the big cities. It was not the only strand and 
at at its best, this could provide a critical scepticism of new ideologies. However, 
this line of thinking which can be seen as ideological in itself, made an 
appreciation of and a dialogue with new democratic and emancipatory 
movements difficult.  

 
Martin Tamcke. 1994, 'Zivilcourage für den fernen Nächsten. Von einer frühen 
Beziehung des Missionsseminars zu den gefährdeten Völkern des Ostens', Jahrbuch des 
ELM 1994, pp. 93–93 (with literature)! 
28 Georg Haccius. 1914. 'Wofür kämpfen wir?', in: HMB November 1914, pp. 322–325, 
here pp. 323, 324: “Es gibt wohl kaum ein Volk, das ein so inniges und treues 
Heimatsbewußtsein hat wie das deutsche. In vielen Büchern und Schriften und in unseren 
Volksliedern ist es zum Ausdruck gekommen. … Und wenn in neuerer Zeit manche 
gefährliche Strömungen moderner Weltanschauung in Unglauben und Unwahrheit, 
Unkeuschheit und Unsittlichkeit unser Volk bedrohten, dort wo die Heimatliebe herrscht, 
dort ist auch noch Glaube und Gottesfurcht, Einfalt und Treue, Sitte und Zucht zu Hause, 
und dort lebt ein ehrliches, frommes und treues Volk. Und dafür, daß es so bleibe, daß 
unser Volk die fremde Unart überwinde, dafür kämpfen wir.”  
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2.2. Ethiopianist and Emancipatory Movements in Africa 

One of these movements was the the Ethiopianist (Ethiopist) movement which 
has been described by Haccius as “distracting the natives from the influence of 
the white man and thus also the missionary and to establish a free native 
church.” 29  Haccius was worried that the old trusting relationship between 
missionaries and congregations had disappeared since the Boer war, and that 
agitators stoked the fire of racial hatred against the white man. That also meant, 
Haccius pointed out, that mistrust was sown against the missionaries. “A wrong 
over-hasty pursuit of independence was aroused and nurtured in the minds. The 
sects and above all by the Ethiopian movement and by the Bapedi separation 
rummaged against the German Protestant mission and so also against ours.”30 

The Ethiopianist movement in South Africa was initiated in the 1880s when 
South African mission workers began forming African Independent Churches. 
Nehemia Tile, an ordained Minister of the Wesleyan Methodist Church, was one 
of the first South Africans to express a wish to combine Christian beliefs with 
the African cultural heritage, and after a quarrel with the Wesleyan Methodist 
Church, he set up the “Tembu National Church” in 1884. Eight years later, there 
was a schism between Mangena Mokone 1851–1936 and the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church, and Mokone, was the first to use the term Ethiopian Church 
for his new organisation (1892).31 A classical expression of the Ethiopianist 
demands was given in the “Petition to God” of the New Kleinfontein and 
Boksburg Native Vigilance Association in 1908: “Undoubtedly the time has 

 
29  Ibid., p. 109 (translation mine): “Schwer war freilich der Kampf gegen die 
verderblichen Einflüsse, die von den Goldfeldern aus in das Volk einströmten und 
besonders in sittlicher Beziehung unberechenbaren Schaden anrichteten, und gegen 
sektiererische kirchliche und nationalistische Strömungen, wie die des Äthiopismus, 
welche die Eingeborenen von dem Einfluß des weißen Mannes und damit auch des 
Missionars lösen und eine freie Eingeborenenkirche errichten wollen.” 
30 'Unser Missionsfest in schwerer Zeit', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, Juli 1915, 173–
203, here p. 187: “… Das schöne alte Vertrauensverhältnis zwischen den Missionaren 
und den Gemeinden, ja sogar den Heiden, war seit dem Burenkriege vielfach 
verschwunden. Durch Agitatoren wurde das Feuer des Rassenhasses gegen den weißen 
Mann geschürt und Mißtrauen auch gegen die Missionare gesät. Ein falsches übereiltes 
Streben nach Selbständigkeit wurde in den Köpfen erregt und genährt. Durch die Sekten 
und vor allem durch die äthiopische Bewegung und durch die Bapedi-Separation wurde 
gegen die deutsche evangelische Mission und so auch gegen die unsrige gewühlt. Die 
unnatürliche Separation von Bethanie hatte in unsre benachbarten Gemeinden erregend 
gewirkt.” 
31 Badra Lahouel. 1986. 'Ethiopianism and African Nationalism in South Africa before 
1937', in: Cahiers d'études africaines, vol. 26, n°104, pp. 681–688; here: p. 682. 
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come for the sons of Africa to stretch forth their hands unitedly, as was 
prophesised to us in Psalm 68 verse 31...(God) will bless us and send a wave of 
his spirit, which will pass through the whole of Africa from the Cape to Egypt, 
the effects of which will be felt even by our brethren in America, who come from 
the same original stock as ourselves.”32 

There were also breakaway movements that saw themselves in the Lutheran 
tradition: The Lutheran Bapedi Church was founded in Kgalatlou-Schoonoord 
in Limpopo in 1880 and was registered as a church on the 24th of August 1890 
by the Bantu Affairs Commissioner in Pretoria. The founder of Lutheran Bapedi 
Church was Martinus Sebushane, who was a member of the Kgalatlou area.  
When the Bapedi Church split off from the Berlin Mission, the leaders of the 
new church expressed their commitment to the “Lutheran doctrine”. They 
explained to the surprised missionaries that the mission had given Pedi 
Lutheranism in its own language and now shoould acknowledge the acceptance 
of Christianity by the Pedi people. As Kirsten Rüther has shown, their 
theological argument went even further. The Christians in Bopedi needed 
churches like the Christians in Germany. Dr. Luther had given the Germans their 
own churches. In Bopedi, on the other hand, Christians would be ridiculed as the 
“dogs of the Germans”. When they were charged not to ordain helpers, they 
provocatively asked: “Who has given Luther the right to ordain?”33  

The impact of the First World War has been described as heralding “the swan 
song of the movement”34, and this may be true for Magane Mokone’s Ethiopian 
Church, but other Ethiopianist churches such as the Church of God and Saints of 
Christ developed during and because of the war; the military conflicts between 
European powers became a starting point for visions that prophesied the fall of 

 
32 Andre Odendaal, 'Vukani Bantu! The Beginnings of Black Protest Politics in South 
Africa to 1912', pp. 110–111, quoted in: George M. Fredrickson. 1995. Black Liberation. 
A Comparative History of Black Ideologies in the United States and South Africa New 
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press p. 89, quoted also in Klaus Koschorke/Frieder 
Ludwig/Mariano Delgado. 2007. A History of Christianity in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America, 1450–1990. A Documentary Sourcebook, Grand Rapds: Eerdmans. 
33 Kirsten Rüther. 2004. 'Kannte Luther Afrika? Afrika kennt Luther! Eine Skizze zu 
Luther im südlichen Afrika', in: Hans Medick, Per Schmidt (eds.) Luther zwischen den 
Kulturen. Zeitgenossenschaft-Weltwirkung, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, pp. 
337–372, here pp. 357–361. 
34  Ogbu Kalu. 2005. 'A Trail of Ferment in African Christianity', in Klaus 
Koschorke/Jens Holger Schjørring (eds.), African Identities and World Christianity in 
the Twentieth Century, Wiebaden: Harrassowitz, pp.  19–48, here: p. 25. 
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the white men. 35  And during the 1920s, there were other splits which also 
affected Lutherans: The outstanding Zulu pastor of the Norwegian Missionary 
Society in Durban, Petros Lamula, (c. 1881–1948), became engaged in the 
political and cultural liberation movements of the city. Lamula was also a 
pioneering Zulu historian and a leader of the radical ANC in Natal. The NMS 
missionaries were not in favor of these political activities and insisted on the 
Lutheran theology of the “two realms”. When the NMS missionary conference 
of 1926 decided to relocate Lamula from Durban to Eshowe, Lamula protested, 
broke with the NMS, and established the United Native National Church of 
Christ.36 

Thus, Ethiopianism was very much alive around Lutheran centres, and Julius 
Richter claimed in 1922 (in the language of the time) that “there was hardly a 
mission station which was not at some time disturbed or even confused by such 
Ethiopian stirring.” For example, next to the 4,500-strong congregation on the 
Hermannsburg mission station Saron, there were also 50 mainline Anglicans, 75 
Anglican 'Ethiopians', 50 Ethiopian Zionists, 20 Bapedi Ethiopians, 15 Ethiopian 
Baptists, and 350 Wesleyan Ethiopians.37 

The attitude to African Independent or African Initiated Churches (AICs) 
changed with Bengt Sundkler’s work. In 1949, he published his Bantu Prophets 
in South Africa, with a second edition appearing in 1961. Bantu Prophets was 
the first comprehensive, scholarly and published study of Independent Churches 
in Africa. Both editions contain a passage, based on certain cases from northern 
Zululand, in which Sundkler described an AICs as a “syncretistic sect (that) 

 
35Badra Lahuel, 'Ethiopiânism and African Nationalism', p. 683: “The ‘prophet’ Mgijima 
was dismissed by the Church of God and Saints of Christ because his visions threatened 
social order. He claimed to have seen a stone rolling down mountain side and sweeping 
away those at the foot as well as a baboon which, in the end, benefited from the damage 
caused by two fighting white goats. The ‘Israelites’, as Mgijima’s followers called 
themselves, believed that these visions foreshadowed the White people’s downfall.” 
36 Paul la Hausse de Lalouviere. 2001. Restless Identities: Signatures of Nationalism, 
Zulu Ethnicity and History in the Lives of Petros Lamula, Oietermaritzburg: University 
of KwaZulu Natal Press; summary in: Kristin Fjelde Tjelle. 2014. Missionary 
Masculinity. The case of the Norwegian Lutheran Missionaries to the Zulus, 1870–1930, 
New Your: Palgrave MacMillan, pp. 133, 134.  
37 Julius Richter. 1922. Geschichte der evangelischen Mission in Afrika, Gütersloh: 
Bertelsmann. p. 421, quoted in: Harald E. Winkler, 1989. The Divided Roots of 
Lutheranism in South Africa. A Critical Overview of the Social History of the German-
speaking Lutheran Missions and the Churches Originating from their Work in South 
Africa, M.A. thesis, University of Cape Town, 1989, p. 66. 
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becomes the bridge over which Africans are brought back to heathenism”.38 
Later he changed this view altogether: “When I wrote that, in certain cases, I 
could think of people who, in fact, had returned to traditional religion; I should 
not have generalized at all on this in the conclusion of the book. And I’m very 
sorry that this kind of thing happened. But that was my horizon then: we are 
bound by and determined by and dominated by the little horizons that we have. 
That is all that I saw, and I thought that I had said something very sensible and 
very nice. But later on, I found out that it was not for us to judge, but God in 
Heaven will judge between us, and He alone knows.”39 

At the Lutheran Theological College at Umpumulo/Mapulolo in Natal, South 
Africa, there have been remarkable developments in the discovery of this 
Lutheran freedom. As early as 1967 there was a consultation on healing and since 
the early 1970s, the leaders of African Independent Churches were invited as 
partners in this conversation. “This experiment was certainly not unproblematic" 
stated one of the participating Western lecturers, "when a 'black theology' was 
developed and lived. But it not did not only change the ways of teaching and 
learning, but also enriched it. The loose speeches of the 'sects' ceased, the 
governing bodies of African Independent Churches Association were there and 
talked peacefully over a cup of tea, and … took an active part in the conferences 
of the Missiological Institute.”40 

But in the period of and after the First World War, such an appreciative approach 
was not on the horizone, and Haccius‘ successor Christoph Hermann Schomerus, 
took a similar approach and regarded the national movement as a threat to the 
old relationship based on confidence and thrust.41    

 
38 Bengt Sundkler. 1961. Bantu Prophets in South Africa, 2nd edition: London: Oxford 
University Press, p. 297. 
39 Bengt Sundkler, 'The Story of Bantu Prophets: an interview with Professor Robert Hill, 
UCLA, December 7, 1982', African Studies Center Newsletter (Spring 1983), 16. This 
paragraph is based on Christoper Steed. 2004. 'Bengt Sundkler (1909–1995): Sixty Years 
of Engagement with Africa', in: Frieder Ludwig/Afe Adogame, European Traditions in 
the Study of Religion in Africa, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, pp. 217–226, here p. 227. 
40 Hans-Jürgen Becken. 1985. Wo der Glaube noch jung ist. Afrikanische Unabhängige 
Kirchen im Südlichen Afrika, Erlangen: Verlag der Ev.-Lutherischen Mission, p. 30. 
41 Christoph Hermann Schomerus. 1926. Hermannsburger Missions-Fibel, 2. edition, p. 
29 Weckruf zur Mitarbeit an der Mission: “Die nationalistische Bewegung, von fremden 
und einheimischen Agitatoren und Hetzern zu einer wilden Glut angefacht, verschärft 
den schon lange in Afrika bestehenden schroffen Gegensatz von Schwarz und Weiß und 
und stört das alte Vertrauensverhältnis der Eingeborenen zu den Missionaren. Von den 
großen Städten, insbesonderheit der Goldfeldindustrie, strömt ein Peststrom sittlichen 
Verderbens ins Land hinein und unterwühlt in den Gemeinden christliche Zucht und 
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Reports about the situation in West Africa published in Hermannsburg were also 
negative about emancipatory movements. The developments there were of 
interest because the North German Mission Society (with its headquarters in 
Bremen, ca 120 km from Hermannsburg) had a basis in Togo and the Gold Coast, 
while the Basel missionaries worked in Togo, Gold Coast and the Cameroons. 
In the Kleine Hermannsburger Missionsschriften (Nr. 61, Hermannsburg 1920) 
Friedrich Raeder commented on the impact of the war: “After all, even our 
German missionaries had to feel painfully how much the reputation of the 
German race had suffered as a result of the war. The self-confidence of the blacks 
is felt stronger. On the Gold Coast, it has occasionally been uttered that while 
the Whites toil in this war, a new era is approaching for the black races. In 
particular, there is insubordination and resistance among the school youth.”42 

An example from the Basel Mission in the Cameroons can help to illustrate the 
precarious situation in many congregations: After the missionaries had left, the 
teacher Andreas Etia took over their responsibilities in Bonebela (Duala). On 
September 15th, 1915, he wrote to his former boss, the missionary Fritz Bärtschi 
and reported that during his absence – he had accompanied Bärtschi to Benaku 
– various rooms had been violently broken up and medical instruments, 
educational books and other valuable material had been stolen. The invaders 
broke all the school benches and made doors, tables and coffins out of them. 
After this situation was under control, Etia called a meeting of teachers and 

 
Sitte. So ist der Fürst der Finsternis am Werk, das Reich Gottes, das durch den Dienst 
der Mission in der Heidenwelt gebaut ist, zu zerstören.” 
42 Friedrich Raeder. 1920. Die evangelischen Missionen in den deutschen Kolonien und 
der Krieg, Hermannsburg: Kleine Hermannsburger Missionsschriften Nr. 61, p. 17: 
“Immerhin mussten auch unsere deutschen Missionare es schmerzlich empfinden, wie 
sehr das Ansehen der deutschen Rasse durch den Krieg gelitten hat. Das 
Selbstbewusstsein der Schwarzen machte sich stärker geltend. Auf der Goldküste konnte 
man gelegentlich Äußerungen hören, daß, während die Weißen sich in diesem Krieg 
aufreiben, eine neue Zeit für die schwarzen Völker heranbreche. Besonders bei der 
Schuljugend machte sich Unbotmäßigkeit und Widersetzlichkeit geltend. Bei den Heiden 
wurde das Unterliegen der deutschen Herrschaft vielfach als eine Rache der Ewe-Götzen 
angesehen, und das Heidentum erhob von neuem das Haupt. Die Missionare und die 
eingeborenen Christen mußten die Rede hören: “Das Wort Gottes ist nicht mehr.”  
Heidnische Greuel, die von der deutschen Regierung verboten waren, wagten sich wieder 
ans Tageslicht. Auch der berüchtigte, von der deutschen Obrigkeit unterdrückte 
Jewedienst lebte wieder auf. Die Fetischpriester und Zauberer bemühten sich, ihr 
verlorenes Ansehen wiederzugewinnen. An manchen Orten wurden die einheimischen 
Christen von ihren heidnischen Volksgenossen verspottet, verfolgt und am Gottesdienst 
gehindert. Doch allmählich ebbte die heidnische Flut wieder ab. Der Jewedienst wurde 
wieder verboten.” 
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church elders in the church of Bonabela. That also proved to be difficult: There 
was a group of Christians who were rebellious, especially those who had been 
excluded from the congregation (probably because of “immoral behaviour” such 
as polygamy). They argued that “we are all fallen” – Etia had been a teacher 
under the white people, but since they had left, it would be best if he also would 
leave; they – the excluded – would organize the congregation in the best possible 
way. Since they had many on their side, Etia thought to leave, but then he 
remembered John 10, 13–14 (“The man runs away because he is a hired hand 
and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and 
my sheep know me …”) and he told them that he would stay until he could see 
that the order they establish was a good one. 43   In the next meeting, they discus-
sed again about the future of the old teacher – “the excluded thought”, Etia wrote, 
that “when I was gone, they could set up their own opinion in the church, that, 
for example, one who has two wives could still remain in the congregation . For 
this commandment (or prohibition) was set up by the whites, not by God!”44 

They also did not like that Etia and other teachers loyal to Basel should now have 
anything to say in the place where they had been at the time of the Europeans 
(and sided with them).   “They also turned the heads of many pagans with their 
speeches: “The German mission has an end!” Of course, we told them that we 
were baptized neither to the Germans nor to the English, but to God the Father, 

 
43 Basel Mission Archives E-04.3, "Weltkrieg und Gefangenschaft“, Creator: unknown, 
Date: 1914–1922 Kamerun. Brief des Lehrers Andr. Etia in Bonebela (Duala)a n Herrn 
Missionar Fritz Bärtschi, Bonebela, 15. September 1915, pp. 2,3.:  “Dann brachten sie 
noch eine Sache daher: Wir innerhalb der Gemeinde hätten jetzt nichts mehr zu sagen in 
den Gemeindeangelegenheiten, den wir alle seien “Gefallene”, sie (die Ausgeschlos-
senen) dagegen wollten die Gemeinde aufs Beste ordnen. Ich selber sei den Weissen 
Lehrer gewesen, aber weil diese nicht mehr da seien, sei es besser, ich gehe auch. Sie 
zogen auch eine Menge Christen auf ihre Seite, ausgenommen die Gemeindeältesten und 
einige wirklich treue (oder gläubige) Christen …  Da kamen mir allerdings “Gedanken 
der Schwachheit”; ich wollte doch lieber in meinen Heimatort gehen, weil ich bei diesen 
Leuten so gar nichts mehr gelte. Aber dann dachte ich an das Wort, das der Herr Jesus 
sagte in Joh 10, 13–14. Das machte mich wieder fest, dass ich zu ihnen sagen konnte: 
‚Ich kenne eure Meinung wohl, aber ich möchte auch nicht in der Unordnung verlassen; 
ich möchte zuerst sehen, ob die Ordnung, die ihr aufstellt, gut ist, dann werde ich im 
Frieden von Euch scheiden.‘ Da staunten sie alle und waren still.” 
44 Cf. ibid.: “Wir hatten dann noch eine andere Zusammenkunft. Da fragte wieder einen 
den anderen: Nehmen wir einen neunen Lehrer oder behalten wir Lehrer Etia? Ich 
wunderte mich, dass auch die in der Gemeinde mit den Ausgeschlossenen sagten: Wollen 
wir Lehrer Etia als unseren Vorsteher brauchen? Diese Ausgeschlossenen gedachten 
nämlich, wenn ich weg sei, ihre eigene Meinung in der Gemeinde aufzurichten, dass z.B. 
einer der zwei Frauen habe, trotzdem in der Gemeinde bleibe. Denn dieses Gebot (oder 
Verbot) sei von den Weissen aufgestellt, nicht von Gott!” 
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the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” 45 However, despite this resistance, Etia was able 
to organize the congregation. The elders collected the contributions (“church 
tax”) and the elder Tim. Eyango kept the money. From this fund, Etia and his 
colleague received their support: Etia 35 shilling, Ebumbu 25. “This is nothing 
at all for this time of war, because for food one needs two shillings in one day, 
and fish cost just as much, so one day takes 4 shillings off.”46 Towards the end 
of the letter, Etia also mentioned the wish to be ordained.  

The letter of the teacher Etia is summarized at length because it shows the power 
struggles going on at grassroot level during the war. Who is sinful? The one who 
has two wives or the one who sided with the Europeans – with those Europeans 
who were now expelled? Who defines sin? Who defines forgiveness? If we are 
all sinful and if we are all in need of forgiveness, then the questions of power 
and authority have to be asked anew. Indigenous teachers and catechists like Etia 
faced tremendous challenges, and on them – their theologigal knowledge, their 
experience in church leadership and their negotiation skills depended the 
continued existence of the mission congregations. 

2.3. The increasing significance of indigenous pastors and women missionaries: 
India as an example  

The important role of indigenous pastors was also recognized in the 
Hermannsburg mission. At the mission festival in 1916, the missionary Friedrich 
Lindner who was expelled from India and had come back to Hermannsburg 
spoke about Jesaja 28, 29. He pointed out that the old attitude of the 
“indispensability of our manpower” and of the total immaturity of the “natives” 
to care for their communities had to be corrected on the basis of recent 
experience. The Germans had been acknowledged for their thorough and diligent 
work which takes details into account, but accompanied by this appraisal was the 
danger of overestimation, of the assumption that the loss of the missionaries 
would be irreplaceable and that many different branches of the work would 
suffer as a result of their departure. “Now we had to leave our station; weeks, 
months, a year and more went by, and the feared collapse of the congregation 

 
45 Ibid., p. 4: “Sie haben es gar nicht gern, dass wir an unserem Platz, wo wir schon zur 
Zeit der Europäer waren, jetzt noch etwas zu sagen haben sollen! Sie verdrehten auch 
vielen Heiden die Köpfe mit ihren Reden: “Die deutsche Mission hat ein Ende!” Wir 
sagten ihnen freilich, wir seien weder auf die Deutschen noch auf die Engländer getauft, 
sondern auf Gott den Vater, den Sohn und den heil. Geist.” 
46 “Die Gemeindeältesten sammeln die Kirchensteuer ein und verwahren sie beim ersten 
Aeltesten Tim. Eyango. Dort bekommen wir unsere “Unterstützung”, ich 35 Schilling, 
Ebumbu 25 Schill. Das ist für diese Kriegszeit gar nichts, denn Essen braucht man an 
einem Tag für zwei Sch., und Fische kosten ebensoviel, da nimmt ein Tag 4 sh. weg.” 
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did not happen yet, praise be to God.” 47 The thought of how much can be done 
smoothly without us, brings a harsh humiliation to our old vain man, but it 
becomes a source of selfless joy for the new man in us a that others may perhaps 
do even better, Lindner said – now alluding to Ephesians 4, 22–24. “So our 
faithful women had taken over (…) financial accounts, salaries and the like, 
preaching and pastoral care were in the hands of the first (indigenous) assistant, 
the indigenous pastor Punitudu came every month to administer the sacraments 
and to settle various congregational affairs. With tireless zeal and touching care, 
he served other congregations besides his own congregation, made home visits, 
and each time before he bid farewell, he solemnly prayed for and comforted the 
wife and the family of the imprisoned missionary ... The present situation, in the 
first place, presses for greater autonomy of the congregations, and one can expect 
that, understanding the signs of the times, they will, with increased readiness, 
even provide the means for the maintenance of schools, and the like.48 

 
47 'Unser Missionsfest', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, July 1916, pp. 121-–139, here 
p.137: “(…) Die von früheren Zeiten her überkommene Meinung von der 
Unentbehrlichkeit unserer Arbeitskraft und von der völligen Unreife der Eingeborenen 
für die Pflege der Gemeinden wird einer starken Berichtigung auf Grund neuerer 
Erfahrungen bedürfen. Über den uns Deutschen gerade sogar feindlicherseits 
nachgerühmten Vorzügen einer gründlichen und fleißigen, auf Einzelheiten eingehenden 
Arbeitsweise dürfen wir nicht vergessen, die damit verbundene Gefahr der 
Selbstüberschätzung des Glaubens an das Unersetzliche des Verlustes, den durch 
unseren Weggang die verschiedensten Arbeitszweige erleiden würden. Nun haben wir 
fortmüssen von unserer Station; es dauerte Wochen, Monate, ein Jahr ging so vorüber 
und mehr, und der befürchtete Zusammenbruch der Gemeinde steht, Gott lob, immer 
noch aus.” 
48 'Unser Missionsfest', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, Juli 1916, pp. 121–139, here pp. 
137, 138: “Der Gedanke, wieviel doch auch ohne uns sich glatt erledigen läßt, bringt 
wohl unserm alten eitlen Menschen eine herbe Demütigung ein, wird aber für den neuen 
Menschen in uns zum Anlaß selbstloser Freude darüber, daß andere die Sache vielleicht 
noch besser machen. So hatten unsere treuen Frauen zur Last des Haushalts die 
Rechnungsführung, Gehälterauszahlung und dergl. übernommen, Predigt und Seelsorge 
lagen in den Händen des ersten Gehilfen, zur Sakramentsverwaltung und Regelung 
verschiedener Gemeindeangelegenheiten kam jeden Monat der eingeborene Pastor 
Punitudu. Mit unermüdlichem Eifer und rührender Fürsorglichkeit hat er neben seiner 
eigenen Gemeinde noch andere bedient, hat Hausbesuche gemacht und jedesmal beim 
Abschied von der Missionarsfrau für den gefangenen Missionar und seine Familie 
ernstlich gebetet und Trost gespendet … Die gegenwärtige Lage drängt nun einmal auf 
größere Verselbständigung der Gemeinden und von diesen kann man erwarten, daß sie, 
die Zeichen der Zeit verstehend, mit vermehrter Bereitwilligkeit selbst die Mittel zur 
Instandhaltung von Schulen u.a. aufbringen.” 
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Thus Lindner mentioned indigenous pastors and “helpers”, and, alongside with 
them, women missionaries or sisters, as they were called at the time. It is 
probably no coincidence that one of the first accounts written by Hermannsburg 
women who had been working in India (in Andra Pradesh) was published during 
the First World War.49 Die letzten Erlebnisse unserer indischen Schwestern. Ihre 
Ausweisung und ihre Heimkehr is an interesting piece of missionary literature. It 
contains reports of Martha Drewes from Gudur, Anna Marie Meyberg from 
Tirupati and Elise Kastens from Benkatagiri (Venkatagiri). 50  As it is to be 
expected in this genre of literature, there are stereotypes and one-sided 
representations of Hinduism:51 Drewes refers to a Hindu woman who regards her 
husband as her god52, Meyberg writes about the “nothingness of idolatry”53 and 
about the “badness and wickedness of Krishna”54, Kastens about the “power of 
the devil among the heathen”.55  In contrast, the Christian girls and young women 
are described as being “cheerful and thankful.” They receive a gender-specific 
education; the missionaries wanted them to learn everything they need to keep 

 
49 The Hermannsburg women’s mission to India (“Zenana Mission”) was founded in 
1902 with the aim to educate Indian women. Cf. Martina Helmer-Pham Xuan, ‚Elisabeth 
Wörrlein – ‚Ich lebe, doch nicht ich, sondern Christus lebt in mir‘, in: Jobst Reller (ed.). 
2012. „Die Mission ist weiblich.“ Frauen in der frühen Hermannsburger Mission, Berlin 
2012, 75–85; Gladson Jathanna, ‘Bible Women and the Missionary Ideal of the 
Hermannsburg Mission’, in ibid, pp. 125–132; Andreas Groß.2015. 'Gefangen und 
Unterdrückt. Die Repräsentation indischer Frauen in der Hermannsburger Mission – das 
Beispiel Wörrlein', in Claudia Rammelt, Cornelia Schlarb, Egbert Schlarb (eds.). 2015. 
Begegnungen in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart. Beiträge dialogischer Existenz. 
Festgabe zum 60. Geburtstag von Martin Tamcke, Berlin: Lit, pp. 193–203. 
50  Die letzten Erlebnisse unserer indischen Schwestern. Ihre Ausweisung und ihre 
Heimkehr. Bericht der Hermannsburger Frauenmission in Indien über die Jahre 
1914/15 (Kleine Hermannsburger Missionsschriften Nr 55, undated ca. 1916): Drewes 
pp. 8–15, Meyberg pp.15–21, Kastens 21–28. The booklet also contains an introduction 
and a conclusion written by Georg Haccius. There are not many references to it in the 
academic literature, but there is an exception: Panikos Panayi. 2017. The Germans in 
India: Elite European migrants in the British Empire, Manchester: Manchester 
University Press. 
51  Groß, “Gefangen und Unterdrückt”, analyses the earlier reports of the women’s 
mission – in particular those written by Johann Wörrlein – in the light oft he 
postcolonialism devate and refers especially to  Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. 1988. 'Can 
the Subaltern Speak? in: Cary Nelson & Lawrence Grossberg (eds.), Marxism and the 
Interpretation of Culture, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, pp. 271–313. 
52 Die letzten Erlebnisse unserer indischen Schwestern, p.11. 
53 “Nichtigkeit des Götzendienstes”, p. 17. 
54 “Schlechtigkeiten und Gemeinheiten des Krishna”, p. 18. 
55 “So oft haben wir es gesehen, welche Macht der Teufel unter den Heiden hat”, p. 26. 
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the own home in order later (after marriage): Cooking, sweeping, carrying water 
and bobbin lace making (Spitzenklöppeln).56  

However, there are also reports of intercultural encounters in which the 
missionary women could not define the rules and in which they were recipients: 
Martha Drewes mentions a good relationship to a Brahmin family where the 
uncle of one of her students gave her a book made of palm leaves as a gift57, 
Anna Marie Meyberg visited the house of a a high official from the royal 
caste58and Elise Kastens reports that she and her colleagues were spontaneously 
invited to a marriage. She gives a very detailed and vivid description of the 
ceremony– the priest singing the blessing, litting a light, burning incense and 
camphor, the bride and the bridegroom handing a handful of rice, saffron, betel 
leaves and a coconut three times to each other,  the relatives who, with the priest, 
sprinkled saffron water on the garlands that the couple had worn around the neck 
and laid down. “It was a solemn silence during this act, and I also felt peculiar 
myself. Involuntarily I had to think of our pagan ancestors and their religious 
customs.” 59  This was as far as Elise Kasten could go in her interreligious 
comparisons; it was a major step away from a dualistic perspective which 
presented Hinduism only in a negative light; she connected with the people 
involved in the wedding ceremony and tried to integrate this experience in her 
world view.  

Kastens also informs about the impact of the war; in Benkatagiri (Venkatagiri) 
there were rumours, she states, that the Germans would come to India and “then 
we will become Christians”.60 Statements of other missionaries also indicate that 
as in Europe, there was a great excitement in India; Albrecht Oepke (Leipzig 
Mission) reported that in the streets of Madras (today: Chennai), the voices of 
the vendors advertisinging newspapers – “… – Madras Mail! – Bombay 
Guardian! Christian Patriot! …” could be heard every day, and these 

 
56   Drewes, p. 10: “Zur Arbeit werden unsere Mädchen auch außer der Schulzeit 
angehalten, sie müssen kochen, fegen, Wasser tragen, im Garten arbeiten, kurz alles 
lernen, was sie als Frauen wissen müssen, um später ihr eigenes Heim in Ordnung halten 
zu können. Als kleine Mädchen fangen sie schon mit dem Erlernen von Spitzenklöppeln 
an …” 
57 Drewes, p. 12. 
58 Drewes, p. 20. 
59 Ibid., 26: “Es war feierliche Stille während dieses Aktes, mir selbst wurde auch ganz 
eigen zumute. Unwillkürlich musste ich an unsere heidnischen Vorfahren und ihre 
religiösen Gebräuche denken.” The description of the wedding which is much more 
detailed as I summarized here starts on p. 25. 
60 Ibid., p. 21.  
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commodities were in great demand. 61  The Christian Patriot, however, a 
newspaper “ownded and conducted entirely by the native Christian 
community”62  was fairly critical of the “alien missionary influence“ and its 
“baneful effects”; an article published in the issue of July 29th, 1916 attacked 
especially the Basel congregations at the West coast:  

“Moral courage, self reliance, self respect, sense of justice, have all been 
blunted to a deplorable degree. Lying, sycophancy, and servility are on the 
increase. Missionaries can do almost any thing with them. Christianity 
should enoble its votaries. But what do we see in this mission? Slavery, 
abject slavery, body- and soul slavery such as does not hesitate to elevate 
even erring missionaries and pastors with titles such as ,the anointed of 
Jehovah’, ,the anointed of God’, ,the representatives of God’, [...] The 
people are taught to look upon these missionaries as their greatest 
benefactors, and they become more and more bound to them, body and soul. 
[...] The mission is, indeed, said to be Swiss now, and the missionaries are, 
all but two of them, Swiss, the two exceptions being Anglo-Indians. But the 
Swiss may be said to be cousins of the Germans, and more over it seems 
that it is only the name and not the substance of the mission that has been 
changed and that the mission is still German though German control has 
been temporarily suspended. [...] What if tomorrow Switzerland joins 
Germany in the war?”63 

Thus, the spectrum of opinions and attitudes of Indian Christians was wide, and 
there were also power struggles in the transition period. 

2.4. Transitions and international Relations after the War 

The congregations in India established by Hermannsburg mission faced their 
own emancipation movements. This was partly a result of the strong impetus of 
the national movement which gained momentum after the war: The principles of 
democracy and selfdetermination outlined by the US-American president Wilson 

 
61 Albrecht Oepke. 1919. Was wir im Kriege erlebten. Die Erfahrungen der Leipziger 
Mission in Weltkrieg bis zum 1. Juli 1919, Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen 
Mission, p. 25. 
62  About the Christian Patriot cf. Klaus Koschorke. 2019. "Owned and Conducted 
entirely by the Native Christian Community". Der ‚Christian Patriot‘ und die indigen-
christliche Presse im kolonialen Indien um 1900, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz; cf. also  
Klaus Koschorke, Adrian Hermann, Ciprian Burlacioiu, Phuti Mogase (eds.). 2016.  
Discourses of Indigenous-Christian Elites in Colonial Societies in Asia and Africa 
around 1900. A Documentary Sourcebook from Selected Journals, Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz 2016. 
63 Alien Mission Influence in India, in: The Christian Patriot, 29.7.1916, p. 6. 
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were now also applied to India64, and  Mahatma Gandhi – who had returned from 
South Africa in 1915 – transformed the National Congress into a powerful 
organisation. Another reason was the friendly, but also somewhat tense 
relationship between the mission societies involved: In 1915, Hermannsburg had 
hoped that the Ohio Synod would temporarily take over, and the “faithfulness” 
of “our German faith fellows” could still be emphasized.65 A year later, the 
situation looked less encouraging66, but after the war, in 1921, director Haccius 
issued an informal statement to the Indian government that  the Ohio Synod 
could take over. However, the situation was not clear because in Hermannsburg 
this was interpreted as a transitional transfer after which the Hermannsburg 
missionaries could come back, while the representatives of the Ohio Synod 
regarded the retreat of Hermannsburg as permanent. The Mission Trust of 
Southern India took the position that the work of the Ohio Synod should also not 
be permanent, and that in the long run, the Indian Lutheran Church should take 
over.67  

 
64 Erez Manela, 2007. The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International 
Origins of Anti-Colonial Nationalism, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
65 Unser Missionsfest in schwerer Zeit, Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, Juli 1915, pp. 
173–203, here p. 192: “(…) Die ev.-luth Synode von Ohio u.a. Staaten in Nordamerika 
hat unserer indischen Mission treu geholfen. Die Verbindung mit ihr ist gerade zur 
rechten Zeit zustande gekommen. Als der Verkehr zwischen Deutschland und der 
englischen Welt abgeschnitten war, hat die Missionsbehörde der Ohio-Synode den 
Restbetrag der Kaufsummer für die beiden Stationen Kodur und Kuttir an unsere 
indische Mission ausgezahlt und dieselbe auch fernerweitert ausreichend mit Mitteln 
versorgt, so dass unsere Brüder keinen Mangel gelitten haben. Von Amerika aus konnte 
das Geld sicher hinüber gesandt werden und ist auch in die Hände unseres 
Superintendenten gekommen. Überhaupt haben unsere deutschen Glaubensgenossen in 
Amerika ihrer alten Heimat und unserer Mission wohl zum größten Teil die Treue 
gehalten. Ein Pastor schrieb – und das gibt wohl die Gesinnung wieder: „Gott segne und 
behüte die liebe Hermannsburger Mission und insbesonderheit auch die 
Missionszöglinge, die im Felde stehen. Wir hier in Amerika, die wir deutsches Blut in 
unsern Adern haben, nehmen den lebendigsten Anteil an dem Geschick unserer Brüder 
im alten Vaterlande. Wir sind ein Herz und eine Seele mit Ihnen und flehen zu Gott, dass 
er Ihren gerechten Sache zum Siege verhelfen möge. Wir sammeln fleißig Gaben, um 
zur Linderung all des Elends, das der Krieg noch für so viele Deutsche im Gefolge hat, 
beizutragen.” 
66 'Die Mission und der Weltkrieg', Hermannsburger Missionsblatt 1916, April 1916, No 
4, pp. 88–92. 
67 Cf. Hugald Grafe. 2013. Kirche unter Dalits, Adivasi und Kastenleuten in Südindien. 
Die indischen Partnerkirchen der lutherischen Kirche in Niedersachsen, Berlin: Lit, pp. 
99–101. 
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In this situation, the Indian Christian John Nelson or Sadhu Christananda played 
an increasingly important role. He came out of a Brahmin-Christian family and 
had been baptized by the old Hermannsburg missionary Wörrlein; in the early 
1920s he gained reputation as an evangelist. In the mid-1920s he came to Europe 
and was a speaker at the Hermannsburg mission festival in June 1926. He also 
wrote a memorandum to Christoph Schomerus, who had become the director of 
Hermannsburg mission after the death of Haccius, in which he supported the 
formation of an autonomous indigenous church. He was especially critical of the 
idea to hand over the property to the US-Americans without consulting Indian 
Christians.68   

When he was back in India later, he tried to counteract a campaign for the 
Americans to remain by a petition for the return of the Germans.69  Director 
Schomerus und Co-director Wickert had not allowed him to act in the name of 
Hermannsburg, but told him that he was free to do something for Hermannsburg 
in his own responsibility. In July 1928, it came to a scandal. During a service in 
Nayudupeta, Sadhu John Nelson Christananda demanded to preach from the 
pulpit on the grounds that he had also preached from pulpits in Germany, even 
from Martin Luther in Wittenberg. His request was denied and his attempts to 
reach the pulpit with the help of his followers were prevented. The service was 
interrupted by ringing bells and playing the organ until the police arrived. Then 
Nelson constituted his own congregation; this whole action was thought to be in 
the service of Hermannsburg.70 

Sadhu John Nelson Christananda was internationally well connected: In 1926 he 
had represented the Indian churches at Continuation Committee of the 
Stockholm Conference on Life and Work in Bern, and in April 1928 he had 
preached in Basel (from the pulpit). The Evangelische Missionsmagazin, the 
journal of the Basel mission, commented: “It is the old gospel of Lutheran 
character that he preaches, and gratefully we recognize in such a man also a fruit 
of the Hermannsburg missionary work.”71 In 1926 and 1930, he visited Feketic  

 
68 Nelson to Director Schomerus, 22. June 1926, ArELM A.I, 921c, quoted in: Grafe, p. 
102. 
69 C.D. Schwan to Schneider, Ar ELCA, Vol. 7, quoted in Grafe, p. 103. 
70 Scriba to Seevass, 30. 07. 1928, ArELM A.I. 930b; William to director, ArELM A.I. 
930, quoted in Grafe, 103. 
71 Evangelisches Missionmagazin 72, 1928: “Es ist das alte Evangelium lutherischer 
Prägung, das er verkündigt, und dankbar sehen wir in einem solchen Mann auch eine 
Frucht der Hermannsburger Missionsarbeit. ” 
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in Serbia72 and in 1931 he was in Winnipeg in Canada. There he talked to the 
press “clothed in a cassock and prophet’s robe, worn by the contemporaries of 
Christ”, as the Manitabo Free Press commented. “Are you travelling 
independently?” he was asked. “Independently and God dependently” was the 
answer. Christananda was then introduced as a “Hindu of fine physique” who 
“speaks seven languages fluently”:  

“Most of them he learned form reading the Bible, a method he strongly 
recommends. (…) While teaching in an Indian University, at the age of 25 
Sadhu John “first became filled with the Holy Ghost”.  (…) One of the 
achievements which this holy man has accomplished is the erection and 
maintenance of a mission of his own, the “Sadhu Brotherhood” in India 
which employs 27 teachers.”73 
 

In 1932 Sadhu J. Nelson Christananda toured the United States by car; now he 
seems to have been connected to the Anglican/Episcopal Church. 74  At the 
University Episcopal Church in Nebraska, he lectured on “Christianity in India”. 
Asked about his opinion of Mahatma Gandhi, he stated: 

“Gandhi is a wonderful man. He is one of the world’s greatest characters, a 
very selfless individual living not for himself but for others. He is Christ 
conscious, but not Christ-filled. There has not been another individual in 
any other nation who influences the individual of the masses thru the 
sympathy of his life in India. His work will go on forever, even after he is 
deceased. As a non-Christian he interpreted very losely the teachings and 
the principles of the Law of Jesus Christ. I personally believe that he might 
at least in secrecy die as a Christian.”75 

 
72 Viktor Pratscher, The Germans of the Community of Feketic / Feketitsch (translated 
by Brad Schwebler) http://www.dvhh.org/heritage/Schwebler/Pratscher/98-101-
consequences-of-war-1914-18-Pratscher~Schwebler.htm.   
73 “Noted Hindoo Evangelist Travels at Call of God”, Manitabo Free Press, Winnipeg, 
Saturday, June 6th, 1931.  
74  “East Indian to be heard”, Sunday Journal and Star, Oct 9, 1932, 
https://newspaperarchive.com/winnipeg-free-press-jun-06-1931-p-18/: “Sadhu J. 
Nelson Christananda is a member of the Church of England and comes recommended by 
the Archbishop of York and Bishop Stewart of Chicago. …(he) travels by automobile.” 
75 “Sadhu J. Nelson Christananda Here on Lecture Tour Praises Gandhi and Criticizes 
Our Educational System”, in: The Daily Nebraskan. Official Student Newspaper of the 
University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska, Tuesday Oct. 11, 1932 
https://nebnewspapers.unl.edu/lccn/sn96080312/1932-10-11/ed-1/seq-1/  
 



INTRODUCTION 

 25 

In India, Christananda was based in Chandragiri (Andra Pradesh), but his 
activities extended to Kerala and Bombay. He died in 1987.76 

Thus, mission work in India continued in ways not probably not imagined by 
Hermannsburg missionaries, and – despite high hopes and strong efforts to return 
– in the long run without Hermannsburg missionaries.  The work in Persia also 
did not recover and could not be compensated.77 The initiative in East Africa had 
come to an end before it had been really started. The remaining working field, 
South Africa, was also weakened. 

Other mission societies in Germany and Switzerland cooperated closely with the 
International Missionary Council (founded in 1921) to re-establish their 
international work. Thus, the Norddeutsche Missionsgesellschaft could send out 
three missionaries to Togo and the Gold Coast in 1923. The Rheinische Mission 
could take up the the work in Hong Kong and in New Guinea again, and in a 
questionnaire sent to the continental mission societies in 1929, the representative 
of the Basel Mission, Karl Hartenstein, stated that they were “greatly indebted 
to Dr. Oldham for his indefatigable activities to restore to that Mission its fields 
in Africa and India, which were lost during the war.”78  The response from 
Hermannsburg was less enthusiastic: Schomerus stated that he “is convinced that 
the I.M.C. is an important institution and prays that God may impart wisdom to 
its members“, but he also wrote that the “institution seems to be too costly”: “The 
German Missions must work very economically. For this reason the further 
cooperation of the German Missions becomes more difficult.”79  This is, of 
course, the classical argument against all umbrella organizations, and it indicates 
that during those years, Hermannsburg was less involved in the international 
missionary  movement than other German mission societies: Unlike at the World 
Missionary Conference in Edinburg 1910, the Missionsanstalt was not 
represented at the World Missionary Conferences in Jerusalem 1928 and 
Tambaram 1938, and during the 1920s, the work of the International Missionary 
Council was hardly mentioned in the Hermannsburger Missionsblatt.80  

 
76 Grafe, p. 104. 
77 Martin Tamcke. 2000. Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg in Deutschland bis 1959“, 
in: Ernst-August Lüdemann (ed.), Vision: Gemeinde weltweit. 150 Jahre 
Hermannsburger Mission und Ev.-luth. Missionswerk in Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: 
Verlag der Missionshandlung, pp. 33–114, here p. 76. 
78  Archives Stavanger: VID-MDA-A-1045-bok: Questionnaire concerning the 
International Missionary Council (Sept, 1929), p. I. 
79 Ibid., p. VI. 
80 In 1921, an article was published on Lake Mohonk: “Die Erklärungen der amerikani-
schen internationalen Missionskonferenz”, in: Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, Novem-
ber 1921, pp. 315–318. 
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Not so much international ecumenical debates, but rather internal restaurative 
tendencies characterized Hermannsburg during these years. The 
“Niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule” was founded in 1919; in the 
concept the connection between “healthy rural conditions” and “Christian 
practice” was emphasized.81 In order to prevent the impact of secularization and 
modernization, a new focus on “Volksmission in Deutschland” emerged, and by 
1923, three graduates of the mission seminary had started to work in that field.82  

One of them, Hermann Bahlburg, also initiated the mission to Ethiopia. In 
February 1927, he had a meeting with director Schomerus and asked where the 
Hermannsburg Mission should go after the loss of India. China, East Africa, 
Persia (“mission to the Kurds”) were mentioned in the discussion, but Bahlburg 
strongly suggested “Gallaland”, i.e. mission to the Oromos in Ethiopia. 83 
Director Schomerus then waited for a sign of God which he thought to find in a 
letter from a German “Africa explorer”, Max Grühl. Grühl had been in Ethiopia 
and had missed “solid German missionary activities.” After hearing Grühl, the 
Mission Committee decided on March 9, 1927, “with trust in God, to begin 
mission work with the Galla and to authorize the directors to take the needed 
steps.”84 Bahlburg was commissioned to lead this work, and in November 1927, 
he left for Ethiopia.85   

 
81 Georg Haccius. 1919. Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule für unser 
Landvolk in der Heide (Summer 1918), printed as manuscript in 1919. Cf. Johannes 
Hasselhorn (ed.). 1969. Bildung und Bindung. Festschrift zur 50-Jahrfeier der 
Niedersächsischen Lutherischen Volkshochschule Hermannsburg, Hermannsburg 1969, 
p 14f.; see the contribution of Gunther Schendel in this volume. 
82 Cf. Schendel and also M. Tamcke, pp. 73–75. 
83  Hermann Bahlburg. 1949. Aufbruch in der Heimat zum Gallaland, Brinkum bei 
Bremen, 1949, p.10. The discussion is summarized in: Ernst Bauerochse. 2008. A Vision 
Finds Fulfilment. Hermannsburg Mission in Ethiopia, Berlin: Lit 2008, p. 15. 
84 ELM Archives, Protokoll des Missionsausschusses 1923–1946, pp. 133ff, quoted in 
Bauerochse, p. 16; cf. also Bahlburg, p 11. This paragraph is based on Bauerochse. 
85 Bahlburg returned to Hermannsburg in 1948, but after a conflict with the leadership, 
he was not allowed to preach. He was only rehabilitated in 2007. However, his work was 
crucial for Hermannsburg Mission – as was the work of others outside the Hermannsburg 
mainstream. Sadhu Christananda has been mentioned. In the 19th century, there was the 
Norwegian Jens M. Dahl who had studied at the mission seminary from 1861 to 1866 
and had worked in India, but left because he had a different approach to Hinduism than 
the mission society. He went to the USA where he was a member of the Anti-Missiourian 
Brotherhood for a while, and also a trustee of the renowned St. Olaf College. (cf. 
Reinhard Müller. 1998. Die vergessenen Söhne Hermannsburgs in Nordamerika, 
Hermannsburg: Missionspresse, pp.132, 133, with literature). The list could be 
continued.  



INTRODUCTION 

 27 

3. The Contributions in this book 

The first keynote lecture of Philip Jenkins, “The Great War and the Holy War”, 
challenges the common cliché which suggests that the role of religion in the First 
World War was a kind of organized hypocrisy, as states used faith to mobilize 
their populations to action. To the contrary, Jenkins argues, religion at all levels 
of society played a critical role in persuading people to go to war, in persuading 
them to remain at war, and deciding how they understood the war. Apart from 
the official faith taught by state churches, this included a broad spectrum of 
popular ideas, including a potent belief in angels, and a widespread fascination 
with ideas of apocalypse and Armageddon. Stories of visions and prophecies 
achieved surprising circulation and credibility. Jenkin’s article considers how 
that potent religious dimension affected attitudes to the war’s end, when the 
language of Holy War and a New Pentecost seemed so utterly discredited. But 
often in secular guise, Jenkins concludes, those ideas retained a stunning and 
often sinister power. 

The second keynote paper by Martin Tamcke studies the genocide of the 
Assyrians in the First World War in the Urmia region in view of the 
Hermannsburg sources. Written in German, the article is entitled “Der 
Völkermord an den Assyrern im Ersten Weltkrieg in der Urmia-Region im Blick 
der Hermannsburger Quellen.” Tamcke reminds us that for centuries, Christians 
in Iran coexisted with the Muslim majority population, especially in Iranian 
Azerbaijan. This coexistence was not free from oppression of the minorities by 
the majorities, but it did not take the form of violent clashes between different 
ethnic groups. That situation changed even before the World War. Now violence 
was more direct and aimed at the annihilation of Christian ethnic groups. There 
were not only the genocides of Armenians, Aramaeans, Pontus Greeks, 
Assyrians and Chaldeans in the Ottoman Empire, but also similar events on 
Iranian soil. Whatever the causes and circumstances of this genocide, it changed, 
albeit not yet sustainably, the perception of violence against ethnic and religious 
minorities in the context of war. In the short term an ethically more sensitive 
view was promoted. This, however, could not prevail internationally and it did 
not come to a ban on religious and racially motivated violence, for example, by 
the League of Nations. When the genocide in the massacres of Semile in Iraq 
continued in 1933, the international community again did not ban or sanction 
genocides of religious and ethnic minorities. This happened only after the Shoah, 
but it proves to be difficult to prevent this and to enforce it into legal reality in 
the societies of the Middle East until today. Tamcke’s article uses material of the 
Hermannsburg archives and uses their potential to analyze the experience of 
violence. He also strives to place the genocide documented in the general 
discourses on genocide and violence.  
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Volker Metzler’s contribution, “Eine Kommission von Orientmissionen in 
Deutschland” (“A commission of missions to the Orient in Germany”), also 
analyses German sources relating to the Near and Middle East and to Germany’s 
relationship with them. His paper focuses on the background of the “Orient and 
Islam Commission” (OIK) which was established in spring / summer 1916 by 
the German Protestant Missions Committee (Deutsche Evangelische 
Missionsausschuss/ DEMA), the umbrella organisation of German Protestant 
missionary societies. The central purpose of the OIK, to which all 13 German 
Protestant missions belonged and which should endure until 1933, can be 
identified as guaranteeing the government-friendly action of the German Orient 
missions during wartime. This can be exemplified by dealing with the 
“Armenian question”. Mission and (state) power went hand in hand. But it were 
not only the top representatives of the OIK commission such as the Berlin 
theologians and missionary functionaries Karl Theodor Axenfeld, Julius Richter 
and August Wilhelm Schreiber who felt committed to German government and 
war interests, the member societies also readily participated in the close 
relationship between the OIK leadership and the German government and 
profited from it – at the expense of suffering Armenians and Aramaic-speaking 
Christians in Turkey and the Orient. 

Rolf Hosfeld’s paper “Johannes Lepsius: Moral Politics, Imperialism and Civil 
Disobedience” concentrates on Johannes Lepsius, whom Franz Werfel has 
labeled the “guardian angel” of the Armenians in his novel The Forty Days of 
Musa Dagh. His influence on public opinion in Germany and Europe has been 
outstanding. Being in opposition to the mainstream of German Eastern policies 
in the 1890s, he nevertheless for a time believed that “ethical” imperialism could 
be a possible key (and even model) combination of moral imperatives and 
political power realism. Like virtually every educated German protestant of his 
day, he viewed Luther’s Germany as God’s predestined country. He began to 
doubt this exceptionalism only in summer 1915, when he experienced the 
beginning of the Armenian Genocide. By secretly publishing 20.500 copies of 
his 300 pages Report on the Situation of the Armenian People in Turkey and 
distributing it mainly in church circles in 1916 he conceived of himself as bearing 
responsibility for a liberal, bourgeois, protestant culture that seemed to be 
unraveling from the inside during the war, if German Christians wanted to just 
“silently pass by” the Armenian’s destruction. Silence, as he saw it, would cause 
a moral disaster of longue durée, also for the Germans. Lepsius even went as far 
as doubting whether, within all the national hatred of this war, one could continue 
in earnest to speak of a “Christendom”. The story of his activities with all its 
contradictions is telling, still even today. 

Kevin Ward introduces us into the topic “The First World War and Mission in 
the Anglican Communion”. The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 
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occurred in the aftermath of a great expansion of the British Empire in the late 
19th century and early 20th century. While, at times, Anglican missions had been 
critical of aspects of the actual implementation of colonialism, by and large they 
saw it as a beneficial development. The outbreak of war raised a patriotic 
response. Missionaries volunteered to serve in the armed forces – as chaplains, 
as armed combatants, and as military medical officers. The war raised practical 
difficulties about the deployment of missionaries, the financing of mission 
operations, and the safety of missionaries in areas of conflict (not least in East 
Africa). There was also concern for the welfare of indigenous Christians who 
found themselves caught up in conflict (on both sides). There was, in many cases, 
intense regret that bonds of fellowship between German Protestants, built over a 
century of missionary activity, were put under intolerable strain. The internment 
of missionaries on both sides presented humanitarian and practical problems for 
missionary work. On a larger scale, there was the existential and theological 
difficulty of explaining how Christian nations could be involved in such a 
worldwide conflict, and the implications for missionary teaching of the supposed 
superiority of ‘Christian civilisation’. Yet, British missionaries were pleased 
when converts demonstrated patriotic identification with the British Empire. The 
casual use of military metaphors to describe the missionary task (which long 
predated the Great War) could have negative consequences, for example in 
China, where it was seen as reinforcing the image of missionaries as complicit 
in the European undermining of Chinese civilisation. In the second half of his 
paper, Ward examines the implications for British missions and African 
Anglican communities in East Africa specifically. In Nairobi, Kariokor (the local 
nomenclature for ‘Carrier Corps’) became the place where the British 
administration recruited Kenyan young men as soldiers. The appalling casualties 
experienced by these volunteers, led CMS missionary Handley Hooper, with 
other British missionaries, to organise a Mission-based volunteer force, and to 
accompany their men into battle. The war also provoked a critique of mission 
Christianity, exemplified in the rise of the Bamalaki movement in Uganda in 
1914. The war also radically reinforced the aspirations of Evangelical Anglican 
missionaries to ‘advance’ into the German administered Great Lake kingdoms 
of Rwanda and Burundi, which became a practical possibility as a result of 
decisions at the Versailles peace negotiations. 

Adam Jones provides fresh insights into “German Missions in East Africa, 1914–
1925”: Unlike previous accounts of the impact of the First World War on 
missionary work in Africa which have been based primarily upon sources 
produced at the apex of the missionary hierarchy (periodicals and annual 
reports), occasionally enhanced by diaries, he looks at the minutes of church 
elders’ meetings. This helps to gain a clearer impression at grassroots level. From 
1907 onwards, in addition to assemblies of a whole parish, Lutheran missions 
gradually created an elders’ council for each mission station, whose members 
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were elected by the communicants. This council, consisting of 4–9 elders chaired 
by a missionary, met at irregular intervals (between three and ten times a year). 
The minutes of church elders’ meetings of 1914–25, a period punctuated by the 
British invasion of 1915/16, the internment and subsequent expulsion of German 
missionaries and the arrival of Augustana Lutherans to replace them, testify to a 
gradual growth in the importance of a few African Christians. Christian Pohl has 
shown for what is now northeast Tanzania that African self-determination in the 
years 1916–20 was followed in 1920–24 by African self-administration. On the 
other hand, the minutes suggest continuity in the nature of the problems 
discussed and the ways chosen to address them. Before and after the War the 
elders spent much time trying to control morality by imposing sanctions upon 
“heathen” practices, illegitimate sex (especially breaking of the 6th 
Commandment) and circumcision. With the return of German missionaries in 
1925–26, however, tensions surfaced. Circumcision, for instance, had been 
treated by African elders and schoolteachers as grounds for expulsion from the 
Christian community, whereas some missionaries insisted that it be regarded 
merely as adiaphora. In the long term, time was on the side of the African 
Christians; but in the mid-1920s it must have seemed that East Africa was 
experiencing a “restoration” comparable to that of the Bourbons a century 
earlier. 

The next chapter focuses on the Southern part of the continent. As the title 
“Steering Course in troubled Times – The First World War and the 
Hermannsburg Mission in South Africa” indicates, Fritz Hasselhorn’s 
contribution contradicts in some way the thesis of the symposion of the First 
World War being the turning point. History, he argues, saw a bloody war fought 
on South African soil, but it was fought 15 years earlier. The 2nd Anglo-Boer 
War from 1899 to 1902, also called the “South African War” by the English 
speakers, Hasselhorn observes, hit the Hermannsburg Mission in South Africa 
hard. Officially, the mission remained neutral, but many missionary sons fought 
on the Boer's side. The majority of the Hermannsburg mission stations were 
located in the area which was affected by hostilities, namely in the western 
Transvaal and northern Zululand. After the war, the Hermannsburg authorities 
remained politically on the side of the defeated Boers and decided against 
English Education for Africans. This deepened the gap to the congregations and 
increased, in the long term, the shortage of educated African teachers, catechists 
and pastors. In contrast, Hasselhorn states, the First World War was 
characterized by a smooth cooperation between the Mission and the South 
African authorities, and the confiscation of mission property was by no means a 
measure to the detriment of the mission. Rather, the government was concerned 
with maintaining control of the mission through its tenants. The task was to find 
a legal structure that would allow the mission to collect the lease. Financially, 
the mission did not suffer any harm. 
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The developments in Ethiopia are of special significance, also for Hermanns-
burg. World War I was a turning point for Ethiopia and for her relations to the 
outside world, including for her relations to the missions. The far-reaching 
consequences of World War I for the political shape and constitution of Ethiopia 
are still generally underestimated. The paper of Hagos Abrha provides an 
overview of “Christianity and Global Networks in Ethiopia during and after 
World War I” and includes a lot of the previous history. Hagos points out, for 
instance, that in the time of the war, a new culture of religious discussions 
between Christians and Muslims emerged. After the war, Ethiopia became a 
member of the League of Nations in 1920 and internationally highly respected 
as an independent African state. Protestant missionaries were welcome, not only 
because of their contribution to education and modernisation, but also because, 
as Hagos states, they “had less political agendas than the Catholic missionaries 
before.” 

In his contribution to the conference, Wolbert Smidt focused on examples of 
foreign relations of Ethiopia at the end of the reign of the Ethiopian ruler Lij 
Iyasu and his putchist successor of 1916, ras Teferi (later Emperor Haile 
Selassie) 86 , including a discussion of the role of missions such as the 
Hermannsburg mission. Lij Iyasu's international and internal politics were a, 
partially radicalized, continuation of his grandfather Emperor Menilek's politics 
of Ethiopian hegemony in the region and integration of its diverse populations 
in a pluralistic system of rule. Lij Iyasu radicalized his grandfather's policy of 
national strength, secretly and openly working against the illegitimate colonial 
domination of neighboring regions. During World War I such a hostile policy of 
a huge country surrounded by British colonial territories provoked deep worries 
on the British side and led to operations to instill (and finance) inner-Ethiopian 
opposition, which in 1916 culminated in the coup-d'état of Iyasu's cousin Teferi. 
Ras Teferi managed to establish a new discourse of being the defender of 
Ethiopian Orthodoxy and Ethiopian interests, but in the same time immediately 
established cordial relations with the colonial powers, recognizing their 
possessions, which was an important move in the framework of World War I. In 
the same time he also gave up the established reluctance towards Christian 
missions and quickly opened the country for Catholic and Protestant missions of 
most diverse backgrounds, linking their activities with his politics of Europe-
oriented reform and modernisation. This also included the establishment of 
modern schools largely supported by missions, such as by the Hermannsburg 
Mission newly established in the 1920s. His alliance with missions made the 
quick rise of different streams of Christianity in the country possible, in stark 

 
86  The paper was not submitted for publication. However, this very important 
relationship is analysed in: Elo Ficqueti & Wolbert G.C. Smidt (eds.). 2013. Life and 
Times of Lij Iyasu: New Insights, Münster: Lit. 
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contrast to his image of defender of Orthodoxy, but in direct connection with his 
great project of internal and external modernisation. The new institutions 
supported by foreigners assured the quick establishment of new infrastructures 
which made, in great contrast to traditional Ethiopia with its plural centres 
outside the reach of any central government, a strong grip of control even over 
remoter regions of the country by the new administrational structures possible. 
The new presence of missions was part of a policy of modernisation, inserting 
Ethiopia into the international framework of Western powers, thus, externally, 
providing Ethiopia European recognition and support and, internally, assuring 
an increased control of the country by the new Ethiopian government structures. 
World War I thus marked the turning point between a traditional Ethiopia, and a 
new modernising Ethiopia linked with colonial Europe and missionary 
reformers. 

The British colonial sphere, this time in Hong Kong, is the background of Iris 
Leung Chui-wa’s contribution “Aggressive Nationalism vs Global Mission:  
German Missionary Societies in Hong Kong During World War I.” During 
World War I, she states, the British government decided to expel all German 
missionary societies from all its territory permanently and to have them replaced 
by non-enemy missionary societies.  International allies of German missionary 
societies, led by Joseph Oldham, actively lobbied for the protection of German 
missions’ properties and the termination of the policy during and after the War.  
In July 1924, the British government announced the end of its discriminative 
policy against German missions. However, colonial governments were left to 
decide under what terms former German missions could return to their territory.  
In Hong Kong, the negotiation process was unusually slow and difficult.  It took 
over a decade for Basel Mission, Barmen Mission and Hildesheim Mission to be 
allowed to return to Hong Kong.  Berlin Mission was forced to leave its former 
field because of the loss of both its properties and the orphans they looked after.  

Iris Leung Chui-wa’s paper looks into the implementation of UK discriminative 
policy against German missions in Hong Kong during and after the war. It 
reviewed the work of German missions in the colony and their relationship with 
the colonial government and local British missions.  It then studied the actions 
undertaken by different colonial heads (Sir Francis Henry May, Claud Severn 
and Sir Reginald Edward Stubbs) during 1914–1925 – with the help of local 
British missions – in implementing the discriminative policy, particularly in 
relation to the German missions’ properties.  It finally examines the process 
leading to the return of German missions to Hong Kong in 1927.  Since there 
was no previous academic study on the implementation of UK discriminative 
policy in Hong Kong, Chui-wa’s study relies on primary sources retrieved from 
the Hong Kong and British government records and archives of missionary 
societies in United Kingdom and Europe.  
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The second paper on Hong Kong, Pui-Yee Pong‘s, German Mission History in 
Hong Kong, provides an overview on German Protestant mission organizations. 
It focusses particularly on the areas of education, social services and medication 
in China and Chinese society. The paper seeks to reconstruct and interpret 
Protestant mission history in the focus on German mission in Hong Kong, and 
analyses the church developments and its influence on education in Hong Kong. 
The history of the United Evangelical Mission (Vereinte evangelische Mission), 
and of its member church, the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod, are 
emphasized in this article.  

Pui-Yee Pong is a graduate of the M.A. programme Intercultural Theology; she 
is now doing her Ph.D.  Jayabalan Murthy’s career is similar; he has an Indian 
background and his paper focuses on the “First World War and its Impact on 
Lutheran Mission societies in India with Special Reference to Leipzig 
Evangelical Lutheran Mission Society”. Murthy opens his article by 
summarizing the common understanding of the British Government regarding 
German missionaries during World War I with the statement that “Every German 
is a potential spy”. This “wrong ideology”, Murthy argues, was the root cause 
for the suffering of the German missionaries who faced untold problems in their 
mission-fields. During the Great War (1914–1918) missionary activities were 
completely interrupted in India, especially that of the Leipzig Evangelical 
Lutheran Mission. In April 1916 all German Missionaries were interned and sent 
back. The Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission and its properties in Tamil 
Nadu were transferred to the Church of Sweden Mission. Even though Swedish 
Mission took charge of the work of the LELM it was not too easy for them to 
look after the whole field and to establish an administrative body recognized by 
the government. War interrupted the organic constitutional development with the 
result that in 1919 January 14th the Tamil Lutheran Congregations which was 
established by Danish-Halle and LELM that had been tended by Swedish and 
German Lutheran Missionaries with the assistance of Indian Pastors formed the 
Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Churches. As an Independent body, with the help of 
National mission council, this Church got her constitution in 1921 and in addition 
a Bishop as her head. But if you look back did T.E.L.C really function as an 
independent body without any interference by the Swedish missionaries. We saw 
above that the Bishop was the head of the church and so he had all the power. If 
you look back at the history of T.E.L.C the first Indian bishop was Rev. Dr. Rajah 
Busanam Manickam (1956–1967). The first three bishops are from Sweden. This 
raises the question whether T.E.L.C had no native leaders to take the leadership 
position and really functioned as Independent body.  

Gunther Schendel’s contribution is the concluding chapter of this volume. In his 
“Konservative Kontinuitäten und Innovationen. Die Missionsanstalt 
Hermannsburg und die Folgewirkungen des Ersten Weltkrieg” (“Conservative 
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Continuties and Innovations. Hermannsburg Mission and the Impact of the 
War”), written in German, he focuses on the developments in Hermannsburg 
after the war. Schendel points out that in the Hermannsburg perspective, the end 
of the First World War was really a epochal threshold – for many reasons: The 
military defeat and the end of the monarchy were seen as a traumatic experience, 
the culture and the pluralistic politics of the Weimar Republic were painted in 
apocalyptic colours. Real were also the consequences of the First World War for 
the own mission work, especially the retreat from India. Many representatives of 
the Hermannsburg Mission criticized the beginning struggle of the colonized 
people for their political and religious independence and their social rights, 
especially in South Africa. Therefore the end of the First World War confirmed 
and shaped some conservative options, both in politics and in missiology, which 
led to an at least initial affirmation of Nazism and a mostly positive attitude to 
the South African race politics. Nevertheless the history also in the case of 
Hermannsburg Mission wasn’t a unilinear process: The End of the First World 
War was also the beginning of something new, which was also founded in the 
Hermannsburg conservatism, but in the same time proved to be innovative and 
then even partly “resistant” in the Nazi period. One example is the 
Hermannsburg Home Mission in Germany. 
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The Great War and the Holy War 
 

PHILIP JENKINS 
 

1. Myth and Reality 

Portraits of the role of religion in the First World War are rarely flattering. 
Especially in the Anglo-American world, a common view – a common myth – 
can be summarized thus. When the war began, churches became fervent boosters 
of patriotic and militaristic sentiment. In this view, religion was the window 
dressing that sent millions of young men off to be slaughtered. As the horrors of 
the war became more apparent, that early passion was gravely discredited, and 
the churches never recovered their reputation, or their popular support. As J. C. 
Squire’s despairing rhyme noted, 

God heard the embattled nations sing and shout,  
‘Gott strafe England!’ and ‘God save the King!’ 
God this, God that, and God the other thing.  
‘Good God!’ said God, ‘I’ve got my work cut out!’ 

Again according to this view, the Great War marked a critical moment in the 
larger story of secularization, and of disenchantment, of Entzauberung. That in 
turn is essential to understanding the attitudes of the post-war world. But 
examined more closely, the mythical qualities of this account become apparent. 
Not only do we fail to see signs of such a general rejection of religion, but some 
authors have reversed the narrative. Based on his studies of US attitudes, 
Jonathan Ebel speaks daringly of a widespread Re-Enchantment after 1918, with 
a renewed interest in spirituality, and a quest for certainty. Any such discussion 
must avoid relying on the over-publicized opinions of a few elite authors, such 
as the members of the American Lost Generation, or of the brilliant but often 
unreliable Robert Graves. 

In this paper, I will suggest a contrary interpretation of the role of religion. First, 
religious attitudes did permeate interpretations of the war in every participating 
nation, and Christians yielded nothing to Muslims in their open espousal of holy 
war ideology and rhetoric. But crucially, these opinions were not handed down 
from on high, by fervently enthusiastic pastors, bishops and theologians. 
Religious and supernatural imagery and ideas permeated popular belief, 
including among soldiers at the war fronts themselves (although these ideas often 
strayed far from orthodoxy). Religion shaped the war at every stage, that it 
largely explains why people went to fight and stayed fighting, and that spiritual 
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issues and concerns remained critically important throughout. The power of 
those ideas and images actually grew as the war proceeded, reaching a stark new 
intensity in 1917–1918, with a widespread fascination with apocalyptic. Those 
ideas extended to many elite authors, including some we think of as radically 
anti-religious. 1 

The good news for the churches was that the war did not kill religion. Religious 
institutions actually suffered little ideological harm from the war, and gained a 
vital new function in preserving social memory, and commemorating the dead. 
Some faiths, some religious ideas, continued to flourish for decades afterward, 
and we cannot draw a direct and inevitable causal line from the war years to later 
European secularization. Yet religion could not remain unaffected, or untainted. 
The most dangerous consequence was not that religious and apocalyptic ideas 
might vanish, rather that they would metastasize into new and sinister forms. As 
they watched Europe’s new nightmares unfold in the 1920s and 1930s, with the 
continental drift toward Fascism, Nazism, and racial extermination, perceptive 
religious leaders should have heard countless echoes from their own rhetoric of 
the holy war and holy nation. Ghosts marched.  

2. Religion and War 

Throughout, and in every combatant country, the conflict was presented as a holy 
war, a cosmic struggle. In its causation, the war originated as a clash of 
apocalyptic and messianic visions between the two countries in which such ideas 
were most advanced, namely Germany and Russia. The war was fought by the 
world’s leading Christian nations, and on all sides, clergy and Christian leaders 
offered a steady stream of patriotic and militaristic rhetoric. Many even spoke 
the language of holy war and crusade, of apocalypse and Armageddon. Some 
images in particular dominated visual discourse of the war – visions of 
crucifixion, of sacrifice, of the struggle against the dragon. Images from 
Christian history were freely drawn upon to exalt one’s own cause and its 
soldiers, and to damn the other side. Not in medieval or Reformation times, but 
in the age of aircraft and machine guns, the majority of the world’s Christians 
were engaged in a religiously-defined struggle that claimed more than ten million 
lives. 

Remarkably too, it was a war of angels. Contrary to myth, these legends were 
not incidental pieces of media hype, they emerged from the grass roots, and they 
were very widely believed. Angels featured in contemporary tales and legends, 
as in the famous British legend of the Angel of Mons. Angels had a special role 

 
1 Philip Jenkins. 2014. The Great and Holy War, San Francisco: HarperOne. Unless 
otherwise stated, all material in this paper is drawn from that book. 
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in the apocalyptic scheme and feature prominently in the biblical book of 
Revelation. Michael in particular leads the cosmic hosts in the final war against 
Satan. Angels likewise featured in nationalist and military mythology as the 
nations’ symbolic guardians in the conflicts to come. German patriots had a 
special devotion to the archangel Michael. When the German Empire launched 
its all-or-nothing final offensive against the Allies in the spring of 1918, the 
operation was naturally code-named Michael. Hearing so much supernatural talk 
from the wounded British soldiers under her care, skeptical nurse Vera Brittain 
wondered what would happen if the imagined angelic protectors of British and 
German forces encountered each other over no-man’s-land. Who would win, the 
Angel of Mons, or the Kaiser’s Michael? It sounds like a page from a superhero 
comic book. But such mockery was rare in these tortured years. 2 

As much as any war ever fought, it was a crusade. In modern times, radical 
Muslim clergy and activists have often cited religious justifications for violence, 
to the extent that many Jews and Christians even doubt that Islam is a religion, 
rather than a militaristic doomsday cult. Yet Christian leaders in 1914 or 1917 
likewise gave an absolute religious underpinning to warfare conducted by states 
that were seen as executing the will of God, and they used well-known religious 
terms to contextualize acts of violence. Christians then, like Islamists today, 
portrayed their soldiers in the guise of warriors from a romanticized past, with a 
special taste for the Middle Ages. Both shared a common symbolism of sword 
and shield. Both saw heroic death as a form of martyrdom, in which the shedding 
of blood washed away the sins of life and offered immediate entry to paradise. 
We have no problem granting the title of ‘crusade’ to the medieval Christian 
movements to reconquer Palestine, because that was the ideological framework 
that contemporaries used to justify their cause. Why, then, should we deny holy 
war status to the conflict of 1914–18? 

3. Popular Belief 

Around the world, the stirring events of the war created a spiritual excitement 
that burst the bounds of conventional religion, and also transcended individual 
faith traditions. A public thirst for spiritual manifestations would be obvious 
throughout the war years. Although the Mons story is now largely forgotten, the 
Catholic world still venerates the miraculous apparition at Fátima in Portugal in 
1917, when the Virgin brought comfort and counsel to a tormented continent. 
Each nation had its myths and legends, its battlefront apparitions and miracles, 
and these were widely accepted. Russians knew that the Virgin had appeared to 
their forces in 1914 at Augustovo; the French credited the Virgin with their 

 
2 Leo Ruickbie. 2018. Angels in the Trenches, London: Robinson. 
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survival from invasion. French wartime mythology included the legend known 
as ‘Debout les Morts!’ (Let the dead arise!), which told how outnumbered forces 
had been saved not by angels but by French soldiers risen from the dead. Time 
and again we hear of soldiers on all sides convinced that their long-dead 
comrades still literally marched into battle alongside them.  

On all sides, ordinary soldiers followed what Paul Fussell has termed ‘a plethora 
of very un-modern superstitions, talismans, wonders, miracles, relics, legends, 
and rumors.’ In the words of frontline officer Marc Bloch—later to become one 
of France’s greatest historians—'The prevailing opinion in the trenches was that 
anything might be true, except what was printed.’ So prevalent were fatalism and 
superstition that frontline armies seem to have lived in an alternate spiritual 
universe more akin to the Middle Ages than the era of tanks and aircraft. 
Accepting such worldviews was much easier for the millions of soldiers who 
came from peasant households where folk magic and traditional beliefs still 
reigned. 3 

We see this from a book that I believe has never been translated into English, 
which explains its neglect in English-language sources. In 1917, Swiss folklorist 
Hanns Bächtold-Stäubli published a scholarly analysis of German Soldiers’ 
Customs and Beliefs.4 The book makes for astonishing reading, but the basic 
point is for all sides, it was a war of amulets, apparitions and prophecies. As he 
remarked, war and the threat of death did a marvelous job of focusing the minds 
of ordinary men who were suddenly willing to pay avid attention to quite 
outlandish prophecies and folk beliefs. For both soldiers and their families, the 
main concerns were natural enough. How would the war develop and when 
would it end? Answers to both questions lay in such ancient signs as the state of 
the moon and sun, the flights of birds, all as interpreted by widely circulating 
verses and pamphlets. Numerology came into its own, as soldiers tried to 
calculate the war’s end.  

Catholics in particular had access to a rich arsenal of protective supernatural 
resources, in the form of rosaries and holy medals. Whether French or German, 
Irish or Austrian, Catholic groups sent scapulars and holy images to the fighting 
forces, and anecdotal evidence suggests these were widely accepted, even by 
individuals whose peacetime politics might have been strongly anti-religious. 
Protestant soldiers too developed a real affection for crucifixes and the protection 
they could afford. French Catholic papers delighted in reporting miracles 
attributed to scapulars and sacred images—of units escaping casualties during 
artillery barrages, of vital supplies kept safe by the Sacred Heart. Orthodox 

 
3 Owen Davies. 2018. A Supernatural War Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
4  Hanns Bächtold-Stäubli. 1917. Deutscher Soldatenbrauch und Soldatenglaube, 
Strasbourg: K. J. Trübner. 
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Russians, Romanians, and Serbs followed their own traditions of supernatural 
intervention, commonly by the Virgin or the saints. Even these resources proved 
inadequate for believing families who sought to equip their menfolk with still 
stronger spiritual weapons. Bächtold-Stäubli tells of German mothers and wives 
pronouncing ritual verses and spells before sending men to the front. They even 
gave them a Schutzbrief, a heaven-sent letter of protection, in a model that would 
not have been out of place in the Thirty Years War. 

4. Elite Religion 

But religious interest was by no means confined to the lower social classes, and 
it actually manifested among some surprising intellectual circles. In 1916, the 
arch-scientific materialist H. G. Wells  published one of his most successful and 
least known novels Mr. Britling Sees It Through, which tells of the wartime home 
front as it affected the family of one British intellectual. It was a huge bestseller, 
in the British Empire, but also in the then-neutral USA. Most surprising for a 
modern readership is the passionate account of the hero’s religious belief, after 
he has lost his son in combat. He states this creed in a long passage that 
concludes: 

Religion is the first thing and the last thing, and until a man has found God 
and been found by God, he begins at no beginning, he works to no end. He 
may have his friendships, his partial loyalties, his scraps of honour. But all 
these things fall into place and life falls into place only with God. Only with 
God. God, who fights through men against Blind Force and Night and Non-
Existence; who is the end, who is the meaning. He is the only King. . . . It 
was as if he had been groping all this time in the darkness, thinking himself 
alone amidst rocks and pitfalls and pitiless things, and suddenly a hand, a 
firm strong hand, had touched his own. And a voice within him bade him be 
of good courage. . . . God was beside him and within him and about him. 

An embarrassed Wells spent the rest of his life denying that he had gone 
Christian, asserting unconvincingly that by “God” he had meant something like 
the spirit of history.  

But if Wells was in this instance relatively orthodox, many others responded to 
the war with a deep supernatural enthusiasm that veered far from any 
conventional church opinions. Theosophy and occultism boomed on all sides, 
and so especially did spiritualism. Through their memoirs and poems, many 
individuals have emerged as the distinctive voices of the First World War’s 
armies — Ernst Jünger and Walter Flex, Wilfred Owen and Robert Graves, Henri 
Barbusse and Erich Maria Remarque. At the time, though, in the English-
speaking world one name stood out above all as the most celebrated voice from 
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the trenches, entirely for things that he presumably did not say. This was 
Raymond Lodge, who was killed in action in 1915, and whose messages from 
beyond the grave formed the subject of a vastly popular and influential best-
seller Raymond (1916). The book gained credibility from the sponsorship of 
Raymond’s father Sir Oliver Lodge, a distinguished physicist who specialized in 
electromagnetism.  

5. The Crisis: 1917–1918 

While historians acknowledge the explosion of patriotic passions and God talk 
in 1914, they rarely acknowledge just how strongly these persisted throughout 
the war years and actually reached new heights during times of crisis and 
threatened ruin. Religious rhetoric and enthusiasm reached astonishing heights 
in 1917 and 1918, as apparent signs of the end times accumulated – not least the 
twin Russian Revolutions. Apocalyptic fears and expectations reached fever 
pitch following a series of widely reported events that mainly occurred between 
October and December of 1917. We think for instance of the reported miracle at 
Fátima that October – which again gave a central role to an archangelic figure, 
presumably Michael. 

Educated Protestants looked askance at such end-time expectations, with all the 
medieval trappings of miracle. Instead, they had their own assemblage of 
messianic signs, which likewise came to the fore in the dreadful autumn of 1917. 
In a masterpiece of publishing good fortune, it was in this year that Cyrus 
Scofield published the second and more comprehensive edition of his reference 
Bible, a clear and massively influential manifesto of premillennial theology. 
Looking at the world situation, who could doubt the relevance of such a text? In 
Germany, the Reformationsfeier at Wittenberg that October acquired almost 
literally messianic overtones, focused both on Luther himself and on the German 
nation. 

Meanwhile, the British campaign in Palestine culminated with the capture of 
Jerusalem. However the British tried to suppress the language of crusade and 
millennium, that event resonated around the world, and aroused hopes and fears 
of the end times. The body of hopes and legends that surrounded the British 
commander Allenby was astonishing, and almost literally messianic. Despite the 
best efforts of the British to avoid religious interpretations, they neglected to note 
that their capture of the city coincided with the festival of Hanukkah, which 
commemorates the miraculous deliverance of the Jewish people. A 
contemporary American image depicted the two Hanukkah heroes in parallel: 
Judas Maccabeus entering Jerusalem in 165 BC and Allenby in 1917. Over 
Allenby’s head stood a text from Isaiah 59: “And there will come for Zion a 
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Redeemer.” American evangelical Cyrus Scofield exclaimed, “Now, for the first 
time, we have a real prophetic sign!” Scofield was so significant because his 
hugely popular version of the Bible has done so much to shape evangelical 
thought up to the present day, especially in framing ideas about the end times 
and the Rapture.  

So confident were the British of their imminent victory that on November 2, they 
had already issued the Balfour Declaration, proclaiming British sympathy for the 
establishment of a Jewish national home in the soon-to-be-conquered Palestine. 
Together with the military events, this sent a heady message of expectation. The 
following year, Allenby won his decisive victory over the Turks at another 
crucial site, namely Megiddo, in a quite literal battle of Armageddon. A war that 
began with angels ended with Armageddon.  

And then to a world already thoroughly smitten with war, death, and famine there 
came a plague of unprecedented scale. In 1918, as the final battles of the war 
began, there appeared a virulent new strain of influenza that swept the world, 
killing millions—far more, in fact, than the actual combat of the war itself. The 
global death toll might have ranged between fifty and a hundred million. Its 
biblical quality was neatly captured in Katherine Anne Porter’s classic tale of the 
disease as it struck Denver, Colorado. Her story bore the suitably Revelation-
themed title Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  

6. Film and Apocalypse 

However we concentrate of the celebrated theologians and thinkers of these 
years, we can also learn much from popular culture, which reached audiences in 
the tens of millions. It was in 1916 that D. W. Griffith released the blockbuster 
film Intolerance. Griffith addressed the theme of intolerance as it had manifested 
in several eras of history. After the twin climaxes of the fall of Babylon and 
Christ’s Crucifixion, a final scene shows trench warfare on the contemporary 
western front. Suddenly, a celestial vision ends the fighting. As soldiers see 
angels appearing in the skies, they lay down their arms, initiating a utopian 
postwar world of harmony and innocence, a millennial peace. Intolerance 
brought the contemporary war into the apocalyptic framework familiar 
throughout Christian history, and the fall of Babylon is of course a key moment 
in Revelation. 

Similar themes were popularized worldwide through the work of Spanish author 
Vicente Blasco Ibañez, whose 1916 novel The Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse—one of the war’s literary triumphs—depicted the Miracle of the 
Marne. It was a global best-seller. A 1918 translation took the popular title on to 
new glories in the English-speaking world. But for Blasco Ibañez, apocalypse 
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was far more than merely a colorful synonym for mass destruction, but explicitly 
drew on Revelation. Like many French Catholic thinkers, Blasco Ibañez 
identifies the Beast with German militarism. 

The book’s influenced endured into peacetime. One of the most successful films 
of the silent era was the 1921 production of The Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse, which is best remembered today for making a megastar out of 
Rudolph Valentino. The cinematic version not only retained the novel’s heavy 
reliance on Revelation but also used this as the essential framework of the war 
narrative. Throughout, the film interpreted the war in terms of “the breaking of 
the Seven Seals of Prophecy,” “the age of fulfillment,” and “the Angel of 
Prophecy.” The four horsemen themselves appear literally and repeatedly, riding 
through the heavens over the battlefields. Even the Beast appears on screen, as a 
fire-breathing behemoth unleashed on the world in 1914.  

During the final battles of 1918, director Abel Gance was making his J’Accuse 
near the Saint-Mihiel front, using as extras some two thousand serving French 
soldiers. The film ends with a searing adaptation of the Christian Last Judgment, 
and it also echoes the popular wartime French myth of the resurrected dead 
soldiers – of ‘Debout les Morts.’ In this legendary sequence, which made Gance 
the most celebrated European director of the age, legions of dead French soldiers 
rise from their graves and march back to their home villages, to ask friends and 
relatives if they had been worthy of all the war’s sacrifices.  

7. 1918 

Those apocalyptic themes survived the end of the war, and were much in 
evidence in the years following 1918. This is evident in the work of some very 
secular minded and even anti-religious  authors, who nevertheless now borrowed 
freely from the religious vocabulary. 

One comprehensive work of literary apocalyptic from these years was the 
sprawling play The Last Days of Mankind (Die letzten Tage der Menschheit) by 
the secular Jewish Vienna writer, Karl Kraus. Through its influence on Bertolt 
Brecht, the play had a lasting impact on modern European drama. Kraus despised 
churches for their role in igniting and supporting the war, and particularly 
lambasted German clergy and theologians. But his play draws very heavily on 
very traditional apocalyptic. This impression becomes very strong in the play’s 
fifth Act, which focuses on 1918, and which is littered with apocalyptic images. 
City streets are lined with the wounded, the dead and the living dead, in a hellish 
vision straight from Dante. Starvation is everywhere. Characters describe 
unimaginable atrocities committed by themselves and by their own armies. As 
in the Book of Revelation, Kraus’s world is overwhelmed by systematic 
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deception and Satanic illusion, from which it will only be set free by a mighty 
act of Judgment. 

The use of Revelation becomes increasingly explicit, especially in a lengthy 
monologue by the key character of the Nörgler, the Grumbler. He describes the 
Four Horsemen galloping across the German Empire, and warns of various 
prophetic figures, including the Beast, and “the Whore of Babylon, who 
persuaded us in all the tongues of the world that we were each other’s enemy and 
that there should be war!” Kraus even introduces as characters the giants Gog 
and Magog, here represented as two indescribably enormous spheres of talking 
fat, who parrot German propaganda slogans. A magnificent Epilogue ends with 
supernatural voices becoming ever more evident, both from above and below – 
the spirits beneath God’s throne, and those direct from Hell. In an act of supreme 
Judgment, they agree to suppress the vicious planet on which such ghastly evil 
has spring forth. Humanity is to be exterminated for allowing the horrors that 
have so poisoned the Creation. These really and literally are to be the last days 
of humanity. 

The dreadful crisis that racked Russia in these years produced one of that 
country’s great poetic works, in The Twelve, by Aleksandr Blok. In this 1918 
work, he described a thuggish group of Red Guards marching through the streets 
of Petrograd in a blizzard. The band is drunk, boorish, and destructive, and they 
commit acts of vandalism and violence against anything they think might be 
associated with the bourgeois order. Their leader Petya (Peter) is pursuing a 
prostitute he loves, but whom he kills in a fight. After these sordid transactions, 
they march on, dimly aware of a shadowy figure ahead of them, who is carrying 
a red banner – and who proves to be Jesus Christ. We can disagree about the 
interpretation of this poem, and its intent. I would argue that the poet was 
expressing active praise for the revolution, and claiming it was manifesting an 
authentic kind of apocalyptic Christianity free from the institutional structures of 
the churches. Peter and his Guards thus authentically became the new apostles. 
It was in 1919 that W. B. Yeats published his poem The Second Coming, with 
its vision of an impending dark messiah: 

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

In 1922, Russian writer Ilya Ehrenburg satirized the obsessions and superstitions 
of contemporary Europe in his novel The Extraordinary Adventures of Julio 
Jurenito and His Disciples. The book described the career of an amoral 
anarchistic messiah, an Antichrist for the modern world.  



PHILIP JENKINS 

46 

8. After Armageddon  

Of course, the millenarian hopes of 1918 never materialized, and the failure or 
betrayal of those dreams would have catastrophic consequences for the secular 
world. By 1918, surrounded by the legions of bereaved and the millions of 
maimed, it seemed blasphemous to speak of bringing in the kingdom of God or 
living in the end times. Nor was it obvious that the cycle of violence had ended. 
No later than 1918, writers on the Allied side at least also began calling it the 
First World War, with an implication that others would follow. When in 1920 
Charles à Court Repington wrote his ambitious two volume history of the 
conflict, it was titled The First World War, because that was already the standard 
name for the recent struggle. 5 

But the apocalyptic impulse could not simply be dismissed as if it had never 
existed. Through the war years, apocalyptic and millenarian messages had 
constantly bombarded Western publics, proclaiming a time of judgment when 
the supernatural was pouring through into secular reality. It is difficult to hear 
those messages so constantly without absorbing them, but at the end of 1918, 
Western nations faced two extremely difficult and perhaps unanswerable 
questions. What does a nation do after it has lost a war that it identified as holy? 
And just as intractable, what does a country do after it has won such a conflict? 
Europe and the Middle East were deluged in sacrificial blood, yet old injustices 
remained stubbornly in place, in a new world of hunger and poverty.  

9. The Survival of the Churches 

If the churches’ passionate support for the war had caused a catastrophic decline 
in their popularity and driven a continent-wide secularization, that might seem a 
suitable punishment, not to mention an appropriate moral lesson. It would have 
been a war to end faith. Of course events did not proceed in that way, or at least 
not immediately. For one thing, it would be decades before the view of the war 
as a monument to human stupidity would gain the orthodox status it possesses 
today. Despite the huge losses, few on either side questioned the need for the war 
to have been fought. 
The Catholic Church especially seemed to have done well, to the point that, fairly 
or otherwise, a popular German saying declared, ‘Luther lost the war!’ Michael 
Burleigh has suggested that ‘a sort of geo-strategic audit’ would show significant 
gains for the Catholic Church. After all, the once-rival Russian church was 

 
5 Charles à Court Repington. 1920. The First World War, New York: Houghton Mifflin. 
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collapsing, while Muslims no longer held the holy places of Palestine. 
Germany’s new republic ended the traditionally close link between the monarchy 
and the Protestant churches. Far from being compromised or discredited, clergy 
retained their prestige and many won high praise for their wartime role as 
chaplains. (In France, they had fought as frontline soldiers.) Across the Allied 
nations, for Protestants and Catholics alike, Cardinal Mercier won glory for his 
role as Belgium’s national leader during the crisis of occupation.  

In the immediate aftermath of the war, moreover, parts of Europe still notionally 
remained within the scope of Christendom, in that many states defined 
themselves as Christian and gave preferential or even exclusive status to a 
particular church. Such establishment continued to be the situation in Great 
Britain as well as most of Europe’s smaller nations, and across Scandinavia and 
much of eastern Europe. Christian leaders wielded real political influence and 
did so through the 1940s. Catholic political parties became a potent force after 
the war, as the church combated rising new secular movements. Throughout 
Europe, too, clergy became ever more visible as the nations’ experts in ritual 
observance. Across the denominational spectrum, churches acquired a critical 
social role as the custodians of the vast new ceremonial enterprise that developed 
around the commemoration of the war dead, with the frequent need for 
dedications and annual services. 

The institutional strength of the churches was based on the continuing loyalty of 
ordinary believers, which at least at first seems to have been little affected by the 
war. Spiritual concerns were very much in evidence at the front, and the war 
actively encouraged fundamental rethinking about issues of life and death. 
Among ordinary Christian believers, levels of belief and practice remained 
historically high through the 1920s, consistently so in Catholic countries but also 
in Protestant lands like England.  

In the United States, too, churches won important ideological victories from the 
war. For decades, Protestant churches had made the regulation or suppression of 
alcohol a core of their social program, but it was the war that made complete 
prohibition feasible, and by the draconian solution of a full-scale constitutional 
amendment. Although we usually think of Prohibition as a defining feature of 
1920s America, the political debate that permitted the legal change was entirely 
a product of the war, and the key congressional votes occurred before the end of 
1917. Whatever the religious basis of its advocates, the argument that proved 
overwhelming was that alcohol weakened a nation girding itself for war, and 
patriotic duty demanded its suppression. The result was to proclaim the triumph 
of white Protestant values over those of the Catholics and Jews who were now 
such a visible presence in American cities. The patriotic argument about moral 
rigorism also led to the shuttering of the open vice areas that had prevailed before 
the war, and again the victory of a puritanical Protestant ethic. 
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In the postwar decade, America experienced a series of culture wars. These 
culminated in the spectacular of the Scopes Trial in 1925, when a Tennessee 
teacher was tried for violating a fundamentalist-inspired state law against 
teaching evolution. Although John Scopes was convicted, the dreadful national 
publicity did much to discredit fundamentalist and antievolutionist thought. But 
despite this set-back, religious adherence remained very high, and so did interest 
in some of the core evangelical causes, including dispensationalism and 
Christian Zionism. Defeated in 1925, evangelical churches nevertheless 
continued to build institutions and organizational structures that would provide 
a firm foundation for social and political activism later in the century. They clung 
to the prophetic and premillenarian teachings that had been so widely 
popularized by the experience of war. 

10. Revolutions 

That messianic and millenarian mood underlies the great revolutions that swept 
the world in the immediate aftermath of the war, even those that adopted the 
most ferocious anticlerical and antireligious rhetoric. Insurgent movements 
imagined future glories in terms of the triumph of history and science, of the state 
or race, rather than the kingdom of God. In other ways, though, the aspirations 
of the war years endured: the quest for communal unity and strength, enforced 
by the purging of unworthy elements, and pervasive themes of sacrifice and 
blood.  

Wartime dreams and expectations found new forms of expression that often 
bypassed the mainline churches. In Europe, this spiritual meltdown led directly 
to the interwar rise of extremist and totalitarian movements, as the shrinking role 
of churches in national affairs opened the way to pseudo religions and secular 
political cults. These movements freely exploited supernatural hopes and fears 
to justify totalitarianism and state worship, aggression, and scapegoating. They 
offered a new world, to be achieved by whatever means proved necessary. As 
Michael Burleigh describes in his studies of European religion, both Nazis and 
Communists drew freely on popular millenarian traditions and mimicked the 
rituals and iconography of the discredited churches. The two nations with the 
most aggressive ideologies of holy nationhood and holy struggle in 1914 were 
Germany and Russia, both of which would by the 1930s claim a vanguard role 
in new messianic movements seeking global dominance.  

The sleep of religion brings forth monsters.  
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Der Völkermord an den Assyrern im Ersten Weltkrieg in der Urmia 
Region im Blick der Hermannsburger Quellen 

 

MARTIN TAMCKE 
 

Vorbemerkung:  

Der Name “Assyrer” ist strittig, aber die Kirche hat die Bezeichnung offiziell als 
ihre Selbstbezeichnung übernommen. In Hermannsburg hat man die Gläubigen 
der mit der Ethnie identischen Kirche damals, den Gepflogenheiten in theologi-
schen Kreisen des 19. Jahrhunderts gemäß, “Nestorianer” genannt. Doch ist dies 
eine theologisch inkorrekte Bezeichnung, die als theologische Charakterisierung 
der Gläubigen dieser Kirche zurückgewiesen werden muss. Schon im Mittelalter 
hat die Kirche in Gestalt ihres führenden Dogmatikers, Ebed Jesus, zurück-
gewiesen, nestorianisch zu sein. Nicht sie seien Nestorius, sondern Nestorius sei 
ihnen gefolgt.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1  Zur Kirche gibt es verschiedene Gesamtdarstellungen oder Darstellungen ihrer 
Geschichte in einzelnen Zeitabschnitten. Die beste Kurzeinführung (sehr faktenreich!) 
bietet Hage, Wolfgang. 2007. 'Die Apostolische Kirche des Ostens', Das orientalische 
Christentum, (Religionen der Menschheit 29,2) Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, pp. 269–313. 
Einen Überblick zur Kirche bieten Baum, Wilhelm and Winkler, Dietmar W. 2000. Die 
Apostolische Kirche des Ostens. Geschichte der sogenannten Nestorianer. Klagenfurt: 
Verlag Kitab. 
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Die Assyrer2 standen einst besonders intensiv im Interesse britischer3, russi-
scher4, französischer5, deutscher6 und amerikanischer7 kirchlicher Kreise und 
Missionsgesellschaften. Dabei ist jeweils unübersehbar, dass sich – bis auf die 
amerikanischen Interessen – die kirchlichen Interessen der europäischen Mächte 

 
2 Tamcke, Martin, 2004. 'Ebedjesus ('Abdiso' Bar Berika)', in Markus Vinzent (ed), 
Theologen, 185 Porträts von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, Stuttgart: Springer-Verlag 
Berlin Heidelberg, S. 97–98.  
3 Coakley J. F. 1992. The Church of the East and the Church of England. A History of 
the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Assyrian Mission. Oxford: Clarendon Press. Die beste 
Darstellung der britisch-anglikanischen Aktivitäten innerhalb dieser Kirche. 
4 Suttner, Ernst Chr. 1995. 'Die Union der sogenannten Nestorianer aus der Gegend von 
Urmia (Persien) mit der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche', Ostkirchliche Studien 44, 
Würzburg: Echter Verlag, pp. 33–40. Eine wissenschaftlich kritische Darstellung der 
russischen Mission und des russischen “Unionsversuches” fehlt bis heute. Einen ersten 
Einblick gibt auch: Suttner, Ernst Chr. Die Union der sogenannten Nestorianer aus der 
Gegend von Urmia (Persien) mit der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche (Persien). [Link zur 
online PDF in der Bibliographie]. 
5  Hellot-Bellier, Florence. 2014. Chroniques de massacres annoncés: Les Assyro-
Chaldéens d’Iran et du Hakkari face aux ambitions des empires (1896–1920), Cahiers 
d’études syriaques 2. Paris: Geuthner. Für die französischen Aktivitäten, besonders der 
Lazaristen in Urmia im Zusammenhang mit einer die gesamte Region 
berücksichtigenden Untersuchung zum Genozid. 
6 Zu den deutschen Aktivitäten in der Urmia-Region wird es noch auf längere Sicht keine 
umfassende Gesamtdarstellung geben. Zu den Hermannsburgern: Tamcke, Martin, 2000. 
'Die Arbeit im Vorderen Orient', in Ernst-August Luedemann (zusammen mit 
Arbeitskreis) (eds), Vision: Gemeinde weltweit, 150 Jahre Hermannsburger Mission und 
Ev.-luth. Missionswerk in Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: Ludwig-Harms-Haus, pp. 
511–548; zur Deutschen Orientmission: Gucha, Vincent Pascal, 2018. 'The Assyrian 
Orphanage of the German Orient Mission in Urmia from its Foundation to its End', in 
Peter Bruns and Thomas Kremer (eds), Studia Syriaca: Beiträge des IX. Deutschen 
Syrologentages in Eichstätt 2016, Eichstätter Beiträge zum Christlichen Orient, Band 6, 
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, pp. 71–88. Zum Liebeswerk: Pinggéra, Karl, 2012. 'Die 
Liebesarbeit an den Nestorianern in Kurdistan: Evangelische Wahrnehmungen eines 
alten Zweiges des orientalischen Christentums zu Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts', in 
Martin Tamcke (ed), Orientalische Christen und Europa: Kulturbegegnung zwischen 
Interferenz, Partizipation und Antizipation, Göttinger Orientforschungen I. Reihe: 
Syriaca Band 41, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, pp. 59–70. Pinggéra hat seit längerer Zeit 
eine Edition angekündigt, die bislang aber nicht erschienen ist. Kleinere Werke sind 
weithin noch unerforscht.  
7  Hierzu: Becker, Adam H. 2015. Revival and Awakening, American Evangelical 
Missionaries in Iran and the Origins of Assyrian Nationalism. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press; Zirinsky, M. 1998. 'American Presbyterian Missionaries at Urmia during 
the Great War', Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies 12, S. 6–27.  
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jeweils parallel zu den politischen und militärischen Interessen der jeweiligen 
Mächte im Iran entwickelt haben. Dies hat zu kontroversen Ansichten in der 
Bewertung der Geschichte der christlichen Missionen in dieser Region geführt. 
Während der in den USA lehrende John Joseph etwa die Missionen für die 
wachsende Eskalation der Gewalt mit verantwortlich machte 8 , wies John 
Coakley diese Schuld-zuweisung an die Missionen zurück und deutete auf 
komplexere Zusammen-hänge und völlig anders gelagerte Aspekte 
missionarischen Wirkens im Iran bei den Assyrern hin. 9  Eine direkte 
Verquickung von Mission und Politik, wie sie sich im Umfeld der deutschen 
Orientmission und ihren beiden Waisenhäusern in der Region, in Khoi und in 
Dilguscha bei Urmia, nachweisen lässt, ist eher selten gewesen. Lediglich der 
Versuch der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche, die Gläubigen der Apostolischen 
Kirche des Ostens mit der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche zu vereinigen, hat 
einen erkennbar politischen Akzent im Kontext des Vordringens russischer 
Truppen im Iran, insoweit es währenddessen auch zur Stationierung russischer 
Kosaken in Urmia selbst gekommen ist. Ein Umstand, der auch seitens der mit 
Hermannsburg kooperierenden Priester der Kirche des Ostens mit klarer 
Zustimmung bedacht wurde, obwohl sie sich in einem schwierigen 
Abwehrkampf mit der russischen Orthodoxie befanden und sich den kirchlichen 
Vereinigungsabsichten entschieden widersetzten. 10  Das russische Militär als 
solches trug wiederum zur Beruhigung der ethnisch-religiös gespannten Lage in 
der Region insofern bei, als die russischen Truppen die Christen der Region 
schützten.11 Ganz nebenher fanden lutherische, deutschstämmige Soldaten der 
russischen Truppen ihren Weg in die Kirchen und bildeten den Kern der 
deutschsprachigen Gemeinde, die von einem der in Hermannsburg ausgebildeten 

 
8 Joseph, John. 1961. The Nestorians and their Muslim Neighbors: A Study of Western 
Influences on their Relations. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
9 Joseph, John. 2000. ‘Response to J.F. Coakley's Review of John Joseph, The Modern 
Assyrians of the Middle East: Encounters with Western Christian missions, 
archaeologists,and colonial powers’, Studies in Christian Mission, 26; Leiden: Brill.: 
https://hugoye.bethmardutho.org/article/hv5n2prjoseph [last seen 01.04.19]. 
10 Tamcke, Martin. 1995/96. Luther Pera’s Contribution to the Restoration of the Church 
of the East in Urmia, The Harp, A Review of Syriac and Oriental Studies 8/9, Kottayam. 
S. 251–261; Tamcke, Martin, 1996. 'Urmia und Hermannsburg. Luther Pera im Dienst 
der Hermannsburger Mission in Urmia 1910–1915', in Hubert Kaufhold and Manfred 
Kropp (eds), Oriens Christianus 80, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, S. 43–65. 
11  Tamcke, Martin, 2006. 'Die Ambivalenz der Präsenz der Russen in Urmia, 
Anmerkungen zu einem neu aufgefundenen Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Jahr 1912', 
in Geevarghese Panicker, Jacob Thekeparampil and Abraham Kalakudi (eds), Festschrift 
Rev. Dr. Jacob Thekeparampil, The Harp XX, Kottayam: Gorgias Press LLC, S. 65–72. 
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Priester versorgt wurde.12 Das Interessante an dieser deutschen Gemeinde in 
Urmia ist, dass der Priester ein in Deutschland studierter ostsyrischer Theologe 
war, während die Gemeindeglieder mehrheitlich Russlanddeutsche/Deutsch-
russen und – als Minderheit in dieser Gruppe – die damals sogenannten 
Reichsdeutschen waren. 

Aber zunächst sollen einige der grundsätzlicheren Fragen geklärt werden. 

Wer waren die Assyrer? Diese religiöse Minderheit siedelte vor dem Ersten 
Weltkrieg vorrangig in der Südosttürkei, im Hakkari-Gebirge, im Nordwestiran, 
dem iranischen Aserbaidschan, in der Region um Urmia und im Irak. Sie 
sprachen und schrieben das Ostsyrische, daneben auch das Arabische, und waren 
die Nachfahren der ihrer geographischen Ausdehnung nach größten Kirche des 
Mittelalters, die im 15. Jahrhundert schnell durch Verfolgungen reduziert wurde 
und deren Überlebende sich in die auch von Kurden bewohnten Regionen des 
Vorderen Orients zurückzogen. Das Zentrum der Kirche und der politischen 
Macht befand sich im Hakkari-Gebirge, wo der Sitz des Patriarchen in 
Kotschannes lag.13  

Die Überlebenden der christlichen Kirche des Sassanidenreiches waren die 
letzten Repräsentanten einer Kultur, die Entscheidendes zur Vermittlung der 
griechischen Philosophie an die Muslime, besonders in der Zeit der Abbasiden, 
geleistet hatten; ihre Kirche war bereits 635 in China vom Kaiser Tai-Tsung 
seinen Untertanen zum Studium anempfohlen worden und genoss 
Niederlassungsfreiheit im gesamten Reich.14 Aus der weitgespannten Kirche der 
Spätantike war unter den Bedrängungen und Verfolgungen seitens der Mongolen 
unter Tamerlan eine Stammeskirche geworden. Kirche und Volk waren seither 
eins, der Patriarch zugleich das Oberhaupt des Volkes. Das Siedlungsgebiet der 
Ostsyrer umfasste im 19. Jahrhundert schwerpunktmäßig nur noch das Bergland 
von Bohtan, das im Westen vom Tigris begrenzt ist und damals zum 
Osmanischen Reich gehörte, sowie die Region um Urmia im Nordwesten Irans.15 

 
12 Tamcke, Martin, 2009. 'Deutsche Aktivitäten in der Urmia-Region vor dem Ersten 
Weltkrieg', in Christine Allison, Anke Joisten-Pruschke and Antje Wendtland (eds), 
unter Mitarbeit von Kianoosh Rezania. From Daena to Din, Religion, Kultur und Sprache 
in der iranischen Welt, Festschrift für Philip Kreyenbroek zum 60. Geburtstag, 
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, S. 465–471. 
13 Dauphin, C. 1976. 'The rediscovery of the Nestorian Churches of the Hakkari (South 
Eastern Turkey)', Eastern Churches Review 8, S. 56–67. 
14  Einen knappen Überblick bietet: Tamcke, Martin. 2009. 'Orientalisches und 
okzidentales Christentum in China im Mittelalter bis 1500', Themenheft China, 
Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft 93/3–4, St. Ottilien: eos, 
S. 193–204. 
15  Sachau, Eduard. 1883. Reise in Syrien und Mesopotamien. Leipzig: Brockhaus; 
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Historisch trennte Ost- und Westsyrer seit altkirchlicher Zeit die politische 
Grenze zwischen dem Römischen und dem Persischen Reich. Entsprechend 
dieser politisch-geographischen Scheidung differenzierte sich auch sprachlich 
das Westsyrische vom Ostsyrischen.16 Der sprachlichen Entwicklung und der 
politischen Geschiedenheit folgte – so die Meinung der Mehrheit der Historiker 
heute dazu – die kirchlich-theologische Unterscheidung. Die Westsyrer folgten 
in den christologischen Streitigkeiten jener vor allem in Alexandria beheimateten 
Lehre, die besonderen Wert auf die eine Natur Christi legte und deshalb von 
ihren Gegnern fälschlich als monophysitisch bezeichnet wurde. Die Ostsyrer 
folgten der hauptsächlich in Antiochia beheimateten Lehre, die besonderen Wert 
auf die zwei Naturen Christi legte und deshalb von ihren Gegnern ebenso 
fälschlich als dyophysitisch bezeichnet wurde. Fälschlich nannte man die 
Ostsyrer nach dem der dyophysitischen Lehre bezichtigten Patriarchen Nestorius 
(? – ca. 451) Nestorianer. Diese Bezeichnung wird noch heute gebraucht, 
obwohl seit dem 19. Jahrhundert unter dem Einfluss angloamerikanischer 
Missionen zusehends die Bezeichnung Assyrer schließlich auch als 
Selbstbezeichnung sogar in den Namen der Kirche übernommen worden ist und 
die Gläubigen dieser Kirche die sie verunglimpfende Bezeichnung als 
“Nestorianer” stets zurückgewiesen haben.17 

Die ersten Massaker an Nestorianern (Ostsyrer, Assyrer) ereigneten sich in den 
Jahren 1843 und 1846. Nach planmäßigen Verfolgungen im Ersten Weltkrieg 
kam es später zu erneuten Massakern in den Flüchtlingsgebieten, wo die 
Verfolgungen partiell bis in die jüngste Zeit andauern. 

Schon früh wurde die Weltöffentlichkeit auf die gegen die Assyrer gerichteten 
Vernichtungsaktionen aufmerksam gemacht. Rudolf Strothmanns einschlägige 
Arbeit Heutiges Orientchristentum und das Schicksal der Assyrer von 1936 ist 

 
Hartmann, Martin. 1896. 'Bohtan – Eine topographisch-historische Studie', Mitteilungen 
der Vorderasiatischen Gesellschaft, Heft 2, Berlin: Verlag Berlin, pp. 1–60 und 1897. 
Mitteilungen der Vorderasiatischen Gesellschaft, Heft 1, Berlin, pp. 61–163; Sachau, 
Eduard. 1900. Am Euphrat und Tigris, Reisenotizen aus dem Winter 1897–98. Leipzig: 
J. C. Hinrichs; Zugmayer, Erich. 1906. Eine Reise durch Vorderasien im Jahre 1904. 
München; Grothe, Hugo. 1909. Geographische Charakterbilder aus der asiatischen 
Türkei und dem südlichen mesopotamisch-iranischen Randgebirge. Leipzig: K.W. 
Hiersemann. 
16 Zur sprachlichen Erneuerung im ostsyrischen Raum um Urmia: Murre-Van den Berg, 
H.-L. 1999. From a Spoken to a Written Language: The Introduction and Development 
of Literary Urmia Aramaic in the Nineteenth Century. Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor 
het nabije Oosten. 
17  Tamcke, Martin. 2000. 'Ebedjesus', in Markus Vinzent (ed), Metzler Lexikon 
christlicher Denker, Stuttgart/Weimar: J. B. Metzler, S. 216–217. 
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für den deutschsprachigen Raum ein Versuch der ersten Sichtung mitten in der 
Zeit erneuter Verfolgung der Assyrer gewesen.18  “Die Nestorianerkirche ist 
unter Blutopfern entstanden, stets martyrienreich geblieben und endet im Blut”, 
lautete sein Fazit.19 An der notwendigen Wertung ließ er schon damals keinen 
Zweifel. Er sprach unzweideutig von “Massenmorde(n) und Verwüstungen”.20 
Schon damals mahnte er die Theologie und die Orientalistik in der westlichen 
Welt, sie möchten sich für die Assyrer einsetzen und war doch zugleich 
überzeugt, dass der Westen über den großen Tagesfragen das assyrische 
“Kleinleute-Schicksal” – wie er das nannte – nicht wirklich aufnähme.21 Es gäbe 
selbst bei den Kirchen und unter dem Einfluss der weltweiten Ökumene “kaum 
Interesse und Zeit zu ernstlichem Miterleben”, allenfalls könne von 
“gelegentlichem lauten, vielfach unklaren und meist schnell vorübergehenden 
Alarm” gesprochen werden, der nichts am Ausfall der Betroffenen im 
Bewusstsein der Weltchristenheit ändere.22  

Arnold Toynbees Papers and Documents on the Treatment of Armenians and 
Assyrian Christians by the Turks, 1915–1916, in the Ottoman Empire and North-
West Persia von 1916 war lange die grundlegende Dokumentensammlung.23 
Gabriele Yonan war die erste, die ausführlich die Hermannsburger Akten – leider 
wissenschaftlich wenig verlässlich – publizierte.24 Heute haben vor allem die 
umfangreichen Werke von David Gaunt (Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: 
Muslim-Christian Relations in Eastern Anatolia During World War I)25, leider 
ist schon der Titel irreführend, weil der Völkermord in der Urmia-Region 
mitbehandelt wird, aber eben nicht zu Ostanatolien gehört, und Florence Helliot-
Bellier (Chroniques de massacres annoncés, Les Assyro-Chaldéns d’Iran et du 

 
18 Strothmann, Rudolf. 1936. 'Heutiges Orientchristentum und Schicksal der Assyrer', 
Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschichte 55 (3. Folge VI), Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, S. 17–82. 
19 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 77. 
20 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 41. 
21 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 81. 
22 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 81. 
23 Toynbee, Arnold. 1916. Papers and Documents on the Treatment of Armenians and 
Assyrian Christians by the Turks, 1915–1916, in the Ottoman Empire and North-West 
Persia, Foreign Office Archives, 3 Class 96, Miscellaneous, Series II, London: Hodder 
& Stoughton. 
24 Yonan, Gabriele. 1989. Ein vergessener Holocaust, Die Vernichtung der christlichen 
Assyrer in der Türkei, Pogrom 1018. Göttingen/Wien: Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker, 
p. 202. Anders als der Titel glauben macht, behandelt das Buch sowohl die Vorgänge in 
der Türkei als auch in Persien. 
25 Gaunt, David. 2007. Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim-Christian Relations 
in Eastern Anatolia During World War I. Piscataway: Gorgias Press. 
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Hakkari faces aux ambitions des empires 1896–1920)26 , hier werden beide 
Regionen erfasst, aber mit 1896 viel zu spät eingesetzt und dadurch falsche 
Spuren gelegt, für einen deutlich verbesserten Kenntnisstand gesorgt. 

Begründet wurden die Vernichtungsmaßnahmen in der ersten Phase mit der 
Behauptung, dass die Assyrer (Nestorianer/Ostsyrer) mit der Anwesenheit 
amerikanischer und britischer Missionare den christlichen Großmächten einen 
Angriffspunkt zur Einmischung in die örtliche Politik ermöglichen wollten.27 
Dass sich Assyrer an westlichen Missions- und Bildungsbestrebungen aktiv 
beteiligten, dürfte verstärkend gewirkt haben.28 Im Weltkrieg richteten sich die 
Vernichtungsmaßnahmen dann ungehindert gegen das gesamte Volk mit der 
“Rechtfertigung”, dass die Assyrer ein militärisches Bündnis mit den Russen und 
Engländern eingegangen seien.29 

Den ersten großen Massakern von 1843/46 an Assyrern unter dem Emir von 
Bohtan, Bedir Khan, lag dessen Bündnis mit dem Emir von Hakkari, Nurullah 
Bey, zugrunde.30 Nurullah Bey hatte sich gegen seinen Rivalen Süleyman, den 
Sohn seines Vorgängers, der weiterhin die Hoheit über die traditionelle Residenz 
der Emire behauptete, und dessen Verbündeten, den Patriarchen der Assyrer, 
Mar Shimun, durchzusetzen. Mit einer vereinten kurdischen und türkischen 

 
26 Hellot-Bellier, Chroniques de massacres. 
27 Behrendt, Günter. 1993. 'Nationalismus in Kurdistan: Vorgeschichte, Entstehungs-
bedingungen und erste Manifestationen bis 1925', in Deutsches Orient-Institut (ed), 
Politik, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft des Vorderen Orients, Hamburg: Deutsches Orient-
Institut. 
28 Zum Einfluss der Missionen auf die Bildung im Iran: Tamcke, Martin, 2011. 'Mission 
und Kulturkonflikt: Deutsche Missionen im Iran des 19. Jahrhunderts', in Lothar Gall 
and Dietmar Willoweit (eds), Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in the Course of History: 
Exchange and Conflicts, Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 82, München: 
Oldenbourg, S. 433–446. Zur Beteiligung ostsyrischer Christen an den 
Missionierungsbemühungen in der Region: Tamcke, Martin, 1998. 'Idee und Praxis der 
Islammission bei den „lutherischen Nestorianern“', in René Lavenant (ed), Symposium 
Syriacum VII, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 256, Rom: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, S. 
315–322. 
29  Auch: Anschütz, Helga, 2001. 'Die Auswirkungen von Aktivitäten westlicher 
Missionare, Wissenschaftler und Hilfsorganisationen auf die ostsyrischen Christen im 
Orient und in ihren neuen Heimatländern', in Martin Tamcke (ed), Orientalische 
Christen zwischen Repression und Migration: Beiträge zur jüngeren Geschichte und 
Gegenwartslage, Studien zur Orientalischen Kirchengeschichte 13, Hamburg, S. 137–
143. 
30 Tamcke, Martin. 2004. 'Der Genozid an den Assyrern/Nestorianern' in Tessa Hofmann 
(ed), Verfolgung, Vertreibung und Vernichtung der Christen im Osmanischen Reich, 
1912–1922, Münster: Lit. S. 106. (2. Aufl. 2010). 
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Streitmacht besiegte er die Assyrer und brannte die Patriarchenresidenz nieder.31 
In einem zweiten Feldzug, zu dem die türkischen Truppen keine Unterstützung 
leisten konnten und Nurullah sich deshalb Bedir Khan antrug, erfolgten dann mit 
außerordentlicher Härte die Attacken, bei denen weitere 10.000 Assyrer 
massakriert wurden. 32  Die massiv von England und Frankreich eingeklagte 
Strafexpedition der osmanischen Armee gegen den Emir erfolgte schließlich 
hinhaltend und bei gleichzeitigen Verhandlungen mit ihm.33  

Während die Assyrer infolge dieser Massaker dauerhaft in ihrer tribalen Stellung 
untergraben waren, richtete sich nach einer Phase der unauffälligeren 
Unterdrückungen 1907 ein erneuter Stoß auf persischem Boden gegen sie. Im 
Zuge des türkisch-persischen Grenzkrieges zwangen die türkischen und 
kurdischen Truppen nicht nur die persische Streitmacht zur Flucht aus der 
Grenzregion, sondern überfielen auch die mit den Persern kooperierenden 
Assyrer in Tergawar und zwangen die gesamte assyrische Bevölkerung, soweit 
sie nicht ermordet wurde, zur Flucht nach Urmia unter den Schutz des dortigen 
russischen Konsuls, der mit Hilfe anderer Länder und Missionen die 
Vertriebenen nur notdürftig zu unterhalten imstande war.34  

Doch so desaströs diese ersten Massaker auch waren, die Geschehnisse im Ersten 
Weltkrieg stellten sie nicht nur in den Schatten, sondern haben dazu geführt, dass 
heute kein Angehöriger der Apostolischen Assyrischen Kirche des Ostens mehr 
in dem südosttürkischen Ursprungsgebiet lebt, wo nur noch vernachlässigte 
architektonische Überreste von ihrer Geschichte zeugen. 

Der Abzug der russischen Truppen aus dem Nordwestiran im Januar 1915 hatte 
die Niedermetzlung, Vertreibung und Flucht unzähliger Christen zur Folge. 
Siebzig Dörfer wurden zerstört. Die internationalen Missionsstationen füllten 

 
31 Grant, Ashael. 1841. 'Letter from Doct. Grant, dated Mosul 9th Oct., 1841', The 
Missionary Herald, vol. 38, Boston: Crocker and Brewster, S. 90–91. 
32 Layard, Austin Henry. 1950. Niniveh and Its Remains: With an Account of a Visit to 
the Chaldean Christians of Kurdistan, and the Yezidis, or Devil-Worshippers, and an 
Enquiry into the Manners and Arts of the Ancient Assyrians, Bd. 1, 5. Auflage London: 
J. Murray, p. 173; Breath, Edward. 1846. 'Letter from Mr. Breath, July 27', The 
Missionary Herald, vol. 42, Boston: T. R. Marvin, S. 406–409; Behrendt, 'Nationalismus 
in Kurdistan', S. 168; Wigram, William Ainger. 1996. Unser kleinster Verbündeter: Eine 
kurze Darstellung des assyrischen Volkes im ersten Weltkrieg. Augsburg: ADO-
Publikationen 3, S. 6. 
33 Behrendt, 'Nationalismus in Kurdistan', S. 171–172. 
34 Wendt, Elisabeth. 1907. Bericht über den Grenzkrieg zwischen Türken und Persern 
im Bezirk Tergarwar, in dem zahlreiche Christendörfer und Gemeinden existierten, 
Archiv des Evangelisch-lutherischen Missionswerkes in Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: 
Lerbeck; Yonan, Ein vergessener Holocaust, S. 67–77. 
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sich mit Flüchtlingen. 35  Aus der französischen Mission wurden Männer 
herausgezerrt und erschossen. In Gulpaschan wurden alle Männer mit Stricken 
gefesselt, auf dem Friedhof “abgeschlachtet” und später von amerikanischen 
Missionaren beerdigt. Solche massive Gewalt, gezielt gegen die Angehörigen 
einer religiösen Minderheit, ließ sich allerorten in der Region beobachten. 
Lösegelder wurden erpresst, Listen “verdächtiger Personen” angefertigt, die nur 
durch das Zahlen eines Lösegeldes von der über sie verhängten Todesstrafe 
freigesprochen wurden.  

Im Hof der amerikanischen Mission starb auch der Bischof von Tergawar, Mar 
Dinkha, der – wie seine Mitgefangenen – grausam gefoltert und ermordet wurde. 
Er gehört zu den engen Vertrauten der mit Hermannsburg arbeitenden Priester. 
Frauen wurden zur Konversion zum Islam gezwungen und zwangsweise mit 
Muslimen verheiratet, die verwaisten und traumatisierten Kinder in kurdische 
Familien verbracht.  

Im Osmanischen Reich war es schon im Oktober/November 1914 zu ersten 
Massakern gekommen. Der Patriarch entwich zu den Tiari und erklärte der 
Türkei nach einer großen Stammesversammlung 1915 den Krieg. Die türkischen 
Truppen, unterstützt von kurdischen Freiwilligen, rückten nun gegen das Volk 
der Bergassyrer vor. Schließlich konnten sich diese nur durch den Exodus nach 
Urmia im neutralen Iran retten. Der Patriarch wurde vom Kurdenführer Simko, 
mit dem er gemeinsam für die Entente eine Verteidigungslinie gegen die Türken 
aufbauen sollte, hinterrücks ermordet. Die Ermordung des Patriarchen durch 
einen ihm verbündeten Kurden ist geradezu symptomatisch. Die Gewalt war 
nicht so sehr eine von Armee gegen Armee, sondern die Christen waren Opfer 
der Gewalt, die nicht unwesentlich von ihren Nachbarn ausging, mit denen sie 
über Jahrhunderte koexistiert hatten. Unter enormen Verlusten infolge ständiger 
kurdischer Übergriffe zog schließlich das Volk den Engländern Richtung 
Hamadan entgegen und wurde von dort nach dem Weltkrieg nach Bakuba in den 
Irak abgeschoben. Spätere Rückkehrversuche in die Heimat scheiterten blutig.  

Die assyrische Abordnung bei den Friedensverhandlungen in Sèvres hatte dann 
als Sicherheitsgarantie für die assyrischen Christen im Rückgriff auf die Zusagen 
Woodrow Wilsons einen assyrischen Staat gefordert. Aber die verhandelnden 
Diplomaten verleugneten das Bündnis mit den Assyrern während des 
Weltkrieges. Stattdessen wurde mit Artikel 62 des Sèvrer Vertrages ein 
autonomes Kurdistan in Aussicht gestellt, das “vollkommene Garantie bieten” 
müsse “für den Schutz der Assyro-Chaldäer.”36  Die Assyrer empfanden die 

 
35 Die Zahlenangaben dazu schwanken erheblich (Yonan geht von 15.000 aus, Shedd 
spricht von 17.000 und 3.000 in der französischen katholischen Mission, Jessup von 
12.000): Tamcke, 'Der Genozid an den Assyrern/Nestorianern', hier auch das Folgende. 
36 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 66. 
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Aussicht auf einen Schutz durch jene, die zuvor wesentlich an ihrer 
Massakrierung beteiligt waren, als unzumutbar. Die Tragödie setzte sich fort: 
abenteuerliche Pläne im Schatten des Völkerbund-Komitees zur Assyrerfrage, 
wie das Projekt der Ansiedlung der Assyrer in Kanada im Jahr 1925, verzweifelte 
Rückkehr- und Grenzübertrittsversuche, teilweise Übersiedlung in das 
unkultivierte Gebiet des Khabur-Flusses nach einem weiteren Massaker und 
schließlich die erneuten Massaker im Irak 1933. Strothmanns bissige 
Beschreibung des letztgenannten Vorganges mag für sich sprechen: “Es ist dies 
überhaupt seine (des irakischen Militärs) erste Leistung, die Erledigung der 
Assyrer. Sie beginnt mit dem Abschießen flüchtiger Assyrer; dann werden ab 8. 
August systematisch Assyrer, ob Parteigänger des Katholikos [und Jaku] oder 
friedliche Siedler, zusammengetrieben und die Männer erschossen.” 37  Der 
Katholikos, der der Weltöffentlichkeit die Vorgänge bekannt machte, wurde des 
Landes verwiesen, nachdem ihm zuvor die Staatsangehörigkeit aberkannt 
worden war.38 Es waren die Überlebenden dieser Massaker, die beim Vormarsch 
des IS in der Khaburregion in den vergangenen Jahren zu Opfern wurden, die 
Bevölkerung ganzer Dörfer wurde vom IS verschleppt. 

Genaue Opferzahlen für den Genozid 1915 sind nicht zu ermitteln. Die Zahl der 
ermordeten Assyrer war von Anfang an strittig. Strothmann bemerkte 1936 dazu: 
“Assyrer verleihen ihren Forderungen gern Nachdruck durch Behauptung von 
über 200.000 Opfern seit 1915; die Landesregierungen bestreiten durch 
geringfügige Ziffern das Vorhandensein einer ernsthaften Minderheitsfrage. 
Geschätzt werden mag auf irgendwie zwischen 100.000 und 200.000.” 39 
Gabriele Yonan beziffert die Zahl der Getöteten für das Hakkaribergland 
1915/1916 auf 20.000 bis 30.000, 40  für das Mossul- und Tigrisgebiet auf 
45.000.41 Die Zahl bei den Flüchtlingen im Spätherbst 1915 gibt sie mit 15 bis 
30 Prozent an und nennt 29.512 Flüchtlinge für diesen Zeitraum.42 Dietmar 
Winkler nennt zwar Zahlen zu Einzeletappen und einzelnen Geschehnissen, 
sucht die Gesamtzahl, die sich ausschließlich auf die Assyrer/Nestorianer/ 
Ostsyrer bezieht, aber nur indirekt zu erfassen. “Von geschätzten 150.000 vor 
dem I. Weltkrieg konnten nur etwa 70.000 Urmia verlassen, lediglich 50.000 von 
ihnen kamen zu den Briten nach Mesopotamien durch. Unter den Opfern waren 

 
37 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 71. 
38 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 72; Baum and Winkler, Die Apostolische 
Kirche des Ostens, S. 126. 
39 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 43. 
40 Yonan, Ein vergessener Holocaust, S. 213. 
41  Yonan, Ein vergessener Holocaust, S. 284. Es handele sich um ein Drittel der 
Bevölkerung. Einhundert Dörfer und achtzig Kirchen waren zerstört worden. 
42 Yonan, Ein vergessener Holocaust, S. 315. 
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zwei Patriarchen, der Metropolit, viele Bischöfe und der Großteil der 
Priesterschaft.” 43  Die eher geringe Schätzung Winklers, die mittlere 
Strothmanns und die Angabe von 250.000 Toten durch die assyrisch-chaldäische 
Delegation bei der Pariser Friedenskonferenz deuten bei aller Differenz doch die 
Größenordnung ziemlich klar an, von der bei der Opferzahl auszugehen ist. 

Bereits der damals völkerrechtlich wichtig gewordene Entscheid der 
Völkerbundskommission von 1925 anlässlich der Mossulfrage hielt fest: “Es ist 
kein Zweifel, dass sich dies Volk in bewaffnetem Aufstand gegen seine 
gesetzmäßige Obrigkeit auf Anstiften von Fremden und ohne jede Provokation 
von seiten der türkischen Autoritäten erhoben hat.” 44  Die Angehörigen der 
assyrischen Nationaldelegationen betonten immer wieder die von ihnen dann 
jeweils nachgewiesene Unrichtigkeit dieser Behauptung, ließen aber niemals 
einen Zweifel daran, dass sie bei den gleichzeitigen Verhandlungen mit Türken 
und Russen – und später mit den Engländern –, als Verbündete der letzteren, 
einen Kampf zur Selbstverteidigung führen mussten. Es fehlte in England nicht 
an Stimmen, die anerkannten, dass die Assyrer als Verbündete der Engländer zu 
betrachten seien. So äußerte sich der Erzbischof von Canterbury öffentlich, an 
den Außenminister gerichtet, im Jahr 1925: “[...] daß wir ehrenhafter Weise nicht 
ignorieren dürfen, was geschehen ist, als wir dies christliche Volk ermutigten, 
sich uns anzuschließen mit unserer vollen Versicherung, daß sie dann keine Not 
leiden würden.”45 Ähnlich sprach Erzbischof Lang unter dem Eindruck erneuter 
Massaker in der Sitzung des Oberhauses am 29. November 1933 von der 
britischen Verantwortung. 46  Doch Kriegsminister Hailsham konterte: “Der 
britische Staat steht in keinerlei Zusammenhang mit dem Eintritt der Assyrer in 
den Weltkrieg.” Selbiger Wortlaut war als amtliche Auffassung bereits in Genf 
am 5. Dezember 1932 seitens der Briten geäußert worden. 47  Es ist dem 
Vorsitzenden der Mandatskommission, dem Griechen Theodoli, zu danken, dass 
er die Assyrer wenigstens ausdrücklich als “die stärkste Kraft, welche der 
Mandatsmacht 12 Jahre lang zur Verfügung stand bei Aufrecht-erhaltung der 
Ordnung und der Unversehrtheit der Grenzen des Irak” bezeichnet hatte. Nur: 
ihrer Integration in den neugegründeten Irak diente es nicht, dass ihre Männer 
als Polizeitruppen der Briten agierten. Doch auch Theodoli folgte der 
abwiegelnden Reaktion des britischen Vertreters, dass seine “Regierung für den 

 
43 Baum and Winkler, Die Apostolische Kirche des Ostens, S. 122. 
44  Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 61; Wigram, Unser kleinster Ver-
bündeter, S. 15–16. 
45 Zitiert nach Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 67. 
46 Zitiert nach Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 74. 
47 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 44. 
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(assyrischen) Eintritt in den Krieg auf Seiten der Alliierten nicht verantwortlich” 
sei.48  

Die Hermannsburger Quellen sind durchweg persönlich gefärbte Berichte. 
Wirkliche Analysen bieten sie nicht, können sie wohl auch nicht bieten, da sie 
von Betroffenen geschrieben worden sind. Meist sind es Briefe an Karl 
Röbbelen, später auch Vorträge, denen aber neben den eigenen Augenzeugen-
berichten Material hinzugefügt worden ist, das die ostsyrischen Geistlichen auf 
anderen Wegen erhalten hatten. Seit 1875 studierten ostsyrische junge Männer 
am Missionsseminar Theologie und gingen entweder in ihre Heimat als Priester 
ihrer Mutterkirche zurück oder zur Versorgung der Migrantengemeinden in die 
USA. Es handelt sich, ein interkulturell herausragendes Beispiel, um die ersten 
iranischen Studierenden in Deutschland.  

Lazarus Jaure 49  gehört zu den profiliertesten Vertretern der sogenannten 
“lutherischen Nestorianer”. 50  Nach seiner Flucht, bei der er seine gesamte 
Familie verloren hatte, meldete er sich am 24. Mai 1916 aus Stockholm, wo er 
im Hotel Tremont logierte, brieflich in Hermannsburg. “Hochgeehrter Herr 
Pastor!”, beginnt Lazarus seinen Brief an seinen einstigen Vorgesetzten, Karl 
Röbbelen. “Durch die zwingende Forderung meines Vaters und eigenes 
Pflichtbewusstsein bin ich veranlasst worden, meine Arbeit in Russland 
aufzugeben und hierher zu reisen.” 51 Hinter dieser fast harmlosen Formulierung 

 
48 Strothmann, 'Heutiges Orientchristentum', S. 74. 
49 Tamcke, Martin. 1995. '“Eingeborener Helfer”oder Missionar? Wege und Nöte des 
Lazarus Jaure im Dienste der Mission', in Martin Tamcke, Wolfgang Schwaigert, Egbert 
Schlarb (eds), Syrisches Christentum weltweit, Festschrift Wolfgang Hage, Studien zur 
Orientalischen Kirchengeschichte 1, Münster: Lit, S. 355–385. 
50 Zu dieser auf Julius Richter zurückgehenden Bezeichnung: Tamcke, Martin. 1993. 
'Die Konfessionsfrage bei den lutherischen Nestorianern', A Festschrift for Dr. Sebastian 
P. Brock (Aram 5), S. 521–536, dort spez. S. 521, Anm. 3. Die entsprechende Passage 
in Richters einstigem Standardwerk zur Mission im Orient: Richter, Julius. 1908. 
Mission und Evangelisation im Orient. Gütersloh: C. Bertelsmann, S. 232–233. Richter 
nimmt grundsätzlich eine kritische Stellung zu den lutherischen Nestorianern ein und 
stellt deren Behauptung, einen der Mutterkirche treueren Weg gegangen zu sein als die 
amerikanische Mission, den Hinweis auf deren numerisch geringe Zahl und das Fehlen 
europäischer Leitung gegenüber. Dadurch hätten es die lutherischen Nestorianer leichter 
als die von der amerikanischen Mission Erfassten gehabt, “ihre Treue gegen die nationale 
Kirche zu betonen.”  
51 Tamcke, Martin. 2005. 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916 zu den 
Geschehnissen in Urmia', in Martin Tamcke and Andreas Heinz (eds), Die Suryoye und 
ihre Umwelt, 4. deutsches Syrologen-Symposium in Trier 2004, Festgabe Wolfgang 
Hage zum 70. Geburtstag, Studien zur Orientalischen Kirchengeschichte 36, Münster: 
LIT, S. 59–72. (Weisung des Briefkopfes: “HOTELL TREMONT, 42 VASAGATAN 42, 
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steht das Trauma von Flucht und Verlust. Seine Erlebnisse in der Kriegszeit und 
seine Augenzeugenschaft zum Schicksal seines Volkes versuchte er später in 
Buchform zum Druck zu bringen.52 Die Begleitbriefe sind noch erhalten, aber 
leider ist das Buch, dem die Amerikaner den Druck verweigert haben, 
verschollen.53 Das Buch trug den Titel “Meine Erfahrungen und Erlebnisse in 
Persien waehrend des Weltkrieges”. 54  Lazarus Jaure hatte es zunächst am 
Lutheran Publication House in Philadelphia eingereicht. Dort war man von dem 
Werk angetan, doch wegen der potentiellen deutschen Leser des auf Deutsch 
abgefassten Buches verwies man ihn nach Deutschland. Der diesbezügliche 
Begleitbrief vom 8. Mai 1932 ist noch erhalten. 55  Das Buch ist bisher 
unauffindbar. Anders als Lazarus Jaure, der sich noch vor dem Weltkrieg mit 
seinem deutschen Arbeitgeber, der Hermannsburger Mission, überworfen hatte, 
blieb sein Vater, der Priester der Apostolischen Kirche des Ostens in Gogtapa 
war, mit den Hermannsburgern in Verbindung. Er war ein angesehener Mann, 
der späterhin nach seiner abenteuerlichen Flucht über Bombay und den Irak 
sowie einigen Jahren in Amerika als Priester wieder in seine Heimat 
zurückkehrte und dort ein letztes Mal seine Gemeinde aufbaute.56 Vor Jahren 
fand dort Helmut Grimmsmann seinen Grabstein, der das Jahr 1938 als sein 
Sterbedatum auswies. 57  Den brieflichen Bericht des Vaters, den er hätte 
überbringen sollen, hatte Lazarus auf der Flucht zurücklassen müssen. “Ich hätte 
Ihnen gerne meines Vaters eigenen Brief vorgelegt, aber leider konnte ich den 
Brief nicht über die Grenze bringen und muss mich damit begnügen, ihn Ihnen 
inhaltlich mitzuteilen.”58 Er fasste kurz zusammen, was der Vater geschrieben 
hatte. 

“Mein Vater hat die in Gogtapa niedergebrannte Kirche wieder ganz 
herstellen lassen und verspricht sich das beste für den Fortgang der 
Gemeinde, da sie von unserem jungen Patriarchen, der auf seinem früheren 
Standpunkte entschlossen festhaltend, das grösste Ansehen allseitig 

 
RIKS 11668 11668 ALLM. 16830”). 
52 Tamcke, '“Eingeborener Helfer”oder Missionar?', S. 380, Anm. 89. 
53 Tamcke, '“Eingeborener Helfer”oder Missionar?', S. 380. 
54 Tamcke, '“Eingeborener Helfer”oder Missionar?', S. 380; Yonan, Ein vergessener 
Holocaust, S. 202.  
55 Tamcke, '“Eingeborener Helfer”oder Missionar?', S. 380. 
56 Tamcke, Martin. 2000. 'Die Arbeit im Vorderen Orient', Ernst-August Luedemann, 
Vision: Gemeinde weltweit, 150 Jahre Hermannsburger Mission und Ev.-luth. 
Missionswerk in Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: Ludwig-Harms-Haus, S. 511–547, hier 
spez. S. 532–534. 
57  Grimmsmann, Helmut. 1979. 'Im Nordwesten Irans', Jahrbuch der ELM 1980, 
Hermannsburg, S. 80–86. 
58 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 61. 
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geniesst, beschützt wird. Er hat die sichere Hoffnung, dass die Arbeit, für 
die er sein ganzes Leben gearbeitet hat und auch weiterhin alles daransetzen 
wird, nach dem Sturme um so gesegneter und wirkungsreicher sich entfalten 
kann. Und so arbeitet er jetzt noch unter allen Schwierigkeiten unverzagt 
und getrost daran weiter. Er bittet Sie, wenn irgend möglich, ihm wenigstens 
sein zurückstehendes Gehalt oder auch nur einen Teil dessen (,) sei es durch 
eine schweizerische oder eine schwedische Mission, zukommen zu lassen, 
damit er im jetzigen kritischen Augenblick auch materiell für den Bestand 
der Kirche und Gemeinde sorgen könne.”59 

Seit Kriegsbeginn schon war der Geldtransfer von Deutschland nach Persien in 
die Urmia-Region schwer und seit den Vorgängen im Jahr 1915 schier 
unmöglich geworden. Dies erklärt das ausstehende Gehalt. Im Juli 1915 etwa 
noch teilte Röbbelen seinen Lesern mit, dass der deutsche Botschaftsprediger in 
Konstantinopel ihm am 26. Mai 1915 geschrieben hatte, um ihm mitzuteilen, 
dass der deutsche Gesandte in Teheran, Prinz Reuß, dem amerikanischen 
Botschafter 1.500 Reichsmark zur Auszahlung an die syrischen Mitarbeiter der 
Hermannsburger überlassen hätte.60 Über die verbrannte Kirche hatte ein anderer 
Priester und Migrant, ebenfalls einst Student in Hermannsburg, noch von Persien 
aus am 3. Juli 1915 berichtet.61 Mitte Dezember 1914 seien die Russen aus 
Urmia abgezogen. Viele syrische Christen hätten mit ihnen die Region verlassen. 
Am 2. Januar waren alle Russen fort. Am 3. Januar, einem Sonntag, seien 

“alle Christen schutzlos der fanatischen Wut der mohammedanischen 
Bevölkerung preisgegeben [gewesen]. Alle christlichen Dörfer und Häuser 
in Dilguscha und um Urmia herum wurden ausgeplündert, alle Männer, 
Frauen und Kinder ihrer Kleider und ihres baren Geldes beraubt. Alle 
Männer und jungen Leute aus den Dörfern, welche etwas weiter von der 
Stadt entfernt waren, wurden von Mohammedanern niedergeschossen. 
Sobald die Kurden von der mohammedanischen Stadtbevölkerung sichere 
Nachricht erhalten hatten, daß die Russen fort seien, überschwemmten sie 
das Land. Gogtapa, wo Leute aus 20 christlichen Dörfern Schutz gesucht 
hatten, wurde durch den Heldenmut des amerikanischen Missionsarztes Dr. 

 
59 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 61. 
60  So berichtete Röbbelen unter der Überschrift “Mitgliederversammlung” in der 
Zeitschrift des Vereins: Röbbelen, Karl. 1915. 'Die Mitgliederversammlung', 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 2,3, Hermannsburg, S. 9–12, hier 
speziell S. 11.  
61 Den über die Vorgänge berichtenden Brief Luther Peras veröffentlichte Röbbelen, 
Karl. 1. September 1915. 'Ein Bericht aus Persien über das erste Kriegsjahr', Nachrichten 
aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 2,4, Hermannsburg, S. 13–16; der Brief ist da in 
Auszügen veröffentlicht auf S. 14–16. Zu Luther Pera: Tamcke, 'Urmia und 
Hermannsburg', S. 43–65. 
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Packard und zweier syrischen Jünglinge, des Joseph Khan und des Dr. 
David Khan, von der gänzlichen Niedermetzelung gerettet. Er ritt mit seinen 
Begleitern am Montag, den [23. Dezember‘ (5. Januar nach dem deutschen 
Kalender)], zu den kurdischen Häuptlingen, welche Gogtapa mit mehreren 
Tausenden von Kriegern belagerten. In einer Verhandlung von mehreren 
Stunden konnte Dr. Packard von den Kurden nur das erreichen, daß die 
Bewohner von Gogtapa sich ergeben und ihre Seelen, d.h. nur das nackte 
Leben, dem Dr. Packard zum Geschenk gegeben werden, aber alle ihre Habe 
den Kurden gehören solle ... So wurden viele Tausende gerettet und zum 
amerikanischen Missionshaus gebracht.” 62  

Gogtapa war also materiell in die Hände der Belagerer gefallen, nicht aber seine 
Menschen. Anderenorts ging es nicht so gut aus. Luther Pera bemerkt kurz: 
“Viele starben als Märtyrer um ihres Glaubens willen. Sehr viele Frauen und 
Mädchen wurden von Kurden und Mohammedanern entführt.” 63  Wie heute 
wieder richtete sich die Zerstörungswut besonders gegen die Kirchen. “Alle 
Kirchen, auch unsere in Wasirabad und Gogtapa, wurden abgebrannt.”64 Am 1. 
Januar 1916 hatte Röbbelen seinen Lesern bereits mitteilen können, was ihm nun 
Lazarus Jaure bestätigte: Jaure Abraham, der Vater des Lazarus, befand sich 
wieder in Gogtapa und wohnte dort erneut mit seiner Familie. Das nährte 
Illusionen bei Röbbelen: 

“Überfälle scheinen sich auf der Urmiaebene nicht mehr ereignet zu haben. 
Es ist auch Hoffnung vorhanden, daß Ausschreitungen gegen die syrischen 
Christen in Zukunft verhindert werden. Der Kaiserliche Botschafter in 
Konstantinopel hat Vorstellungen bei der türkischen Regierung erhoben, 
und diese hat versprochen, daß Weisungen zum Schutz unserer syrischen 
Brüder an die zuständigen militärischen Stellen erlassen werden sollten.”65  

Tatsächlich erwiesen sich solche Zusagen als leere Versprechungen. Zu keinem 
Zeitpunkt während des Krieges folgten ihnen entsprechende Handlungen. 
Lazarus Jaure erwähnt, dass sein Vater wichtige Informationen ohnehin nicht 
dem Brief hat anvertrauen können: “Über die armen Mitglieder der Gemeinde in 
Wasirabad konnte freilich mein Vater vorsichtshalber nichts mitteilen.”66 Hinter 
dieser Notiz verbirgt sich die Tragödie eines ganzen Dorfes und seiner 
Pfarrersfamilie. Bereits im Sommer des Jahres 1914 begann diese Tragödie.67 

 
62 Röbbelen, 'Ein Bericht aus Persien', S. 14. 
63 Röbbelen, 'Ein Bericht aus Persien', S. 15. 
64 Röbbelen, 'Ein Bericht aus Persien', S. 15. 
65  Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Januar 1916. 'Nachrichten aus Urmia', Nachrichten aus der 
lutherisch. Mission in Persien 3/1, Hermannsburg, pp. 2–4, hier speziell S. 3. 
66 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 6. 
67 Zur Person des Priesters: Tamcke, Martin, 1994. 'Pera Johannes', in René Lavenant 
 



MARTIN TAMCKE 

66 

Am 18. Juni berichtete das Auswärtige Amt in Berlin den Hermannsburgern, 
dass dem dortigen Pfarrer Yuhannon Pera seine Kirche fortgenommen worden 
sei, die mit erheblichen Finanzmitteln aus Deutschland erhalten worden war.68 
Die Nachricht hatte das Auswärtige Amt telegraphisch vom deutschen 
Gesandten in Teheran erhalten. Die Kirche war dem Priester vom russischen 
Bischof fortgenommen und der Priester mitsamt seinen Kirchenältesten ins 
Gefängnis geworfen worden. Der Bischof war begleitet worden von einem 
Aufgebot an Reitern, die ihm der persische Gouverneur in Urmia auf das 
Drängen der Russen hin zur Verfügung gestellt hatte. Am 13. Juni war der 
Bischof ins Dorf gekommen. Er nahm die Kirche, weihte sie am folgenden Tag, 
dem Trinitatissonntag, neu nach dem Ritus der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche 
ein, und überführte sie damit der Russischen Orthodoxen Kirche. Um jeden 
Unmut im Dorf zu unterdrücken, waren nicht nur Priester und Gemeindeälteste 
inhaftiert worden, sondern wurden die Reiter auch bei den Gemeindegliedern 
einquartiert und unterbanden jeden Widerstand. 69  Vorangegangen waren 
Versuche des Gouverneurs, den Priester und seine Ältesten zu bewegen, 
freiwillig die Kirche aufzugeben. Sodann schickte er am Donnerstag nach 
Pfingsten einen Gerichtsboten mit dem Befehl, die Kirche den Russen zu 
übergeben. Vergeblich suchte der Priester das Gespräch mit dem Gouverneur. Er 
wurde nicht vorgelassen. Die Syrer empfanden sich nunmehr als Spielball im 
Weltgetriebe. “Wir leben in der bedrängtesten Lage. Ich habe keinen Schutz als 
den Herrn droben. Die kleinste Verleumdung kann einen in Lebensgefahr 
bringen”, meinte der Sohn des Priesters, der sich vergeblich um die Freilassung 
seines Vaters bemühte.70 Nach der schließlich dann doch erfolgten Freilassung 
des Priesters herrschte tiefe Verunsicherung. Der Priester war niedergedrückt 

 
(ed), VI Symposium Syriacum 1992, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 247, Rom: Pontificio 
Istituto Orientale, pp. 361–369. Zum Schicksal des Ortes: Tamcke, Martin, 2006. 'Die 
Zerstörung der ostsyrischen Gemeinde in Wasirabad im Kontext von religiöser 
Konkurrenz, Weltkrieg und ökonomischer Not', in Walter Beltz and Jürgen Tubach (eds), 
Expansion und Destruktion in lokalen und regionalen Systemen koexistierender 
Religionsgemeinschaften, Hallesche Beiträge zur Orientwissenschaft 41, Halle: Martin-
Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg. 
68 Röbbelen, Karl. 28. Juli 1914. 'Eine Trauerkunde aus Wasirabad', Nachrichten aus der 
lutherisch. Mission 1/3, Hermannsburg, S. 11–12. 
69  Die Berichte Luther Peras und Johannes Peras veröffentlichte Karl Röbbelen 
auszugsweise unter der Überschrift “Die gewaltsame Wegnahme der Kirche in 
Wasirabad” in der Zeitschrift des Vereins: Röbbelen, Karl. 28. September 1914. 'Die 
gewaltsame Wegnahme der Kirche in Wasirabad', Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. 
Mission in Persien 1/4, Hermannsburg, S. 13–16 (dabei Datumsangabe zum Brief Luther 
Peras: 19. Juni 1914, zum zitierten Brief des Pera Johannes fehlt eine Datumsangabe). 
70 Röbbelen, 'Die gewaltsame Wegnahme', S. 15. 
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über den Verlust seiner Kirche und traute sich nicht, seiner Gemeinde in einem 
anderen Gebäude zu dienen. “Alles stand im Zeichen der Furcht”, meinte die 
Vorsteherin des deutschen Waisenhauses in Urmia.71 Luther Pera meldete dann 
Ende 1915, dass die Kirche des Dorfes abgebrannt worden sei. Der Ort befand 
sich infolge der Verfolgungen in einem erschreckenden Zustand. “Wasirabad ist 
ganz verwüstet, die Häuser abgerissen, Türen und Fenster geraubt.” 72  Ein 
Schlag, von dem sich das Dorf nie mehr erholen sollte. Im Januar 1917 musste 
Röbbelen eingestehen, dass die “Gemeinde von Wasirabad” sich nach der 
Vernichtungsattacke nicht wieder sammelte, das Dorf zum großen Teil zerstört 
sei, die niedergebrannte Kirche auch von den Russen nicht restauriert worden 
war.73 Die wenigen Überlebenden hielten sich nun nach Gogtapa, der Gemeinde 
Jaure Abrahams.74 Der Priester war zunächst ins südrussische Aramawir und 
dann nach Tiflis geflohen.75 Er blieb fortan ein gebrochener Mann und konnte 

 
71 Ausführlich berichtete Röbbelen in Ermangelung von Nachrichten der Betroffenen aus 
einem Brief der Vorsteherin des Waisenhauses vom 6. November 1914 unter der 
Überschrift “Wie steht’s auf der Umriaebene?”, Röbbelen, Karl. 1. April 1915. 'Wie 
steht’s auf der Urmiaebene?', Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 2/2, 
Hermannsburg, S. 6–7, das Zitat dort S. 7.  
72 Röbbelen, Karl. 1. September 1915. 'Ein Bericht aus Persien über das erste Kriegsjahr', 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission 2/4, Hermannsburg, S. 13–16, hierzu speziell S. 
15–16 (aus einem Brief des Luther Pera vom 3. Juli 1915). 
73 Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Januar 1917. 'Neue Nachrichten von der Urmiaebene', Nachrichten 
aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 4/1, Hermannsburg, S. 1–3, hier speziell S. 1 (aus 
einem Brief des Lazarus Jaure). 
74 Röbbelen, 'Neue Nachrichten von der Urmiaebene', S. 1–3. 
75 Zu Pera Johannes in Armawir: Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Januar 1916. 'Nachrichten aus 
Urmia', Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 3/1, Hermannsburg, pp. 2–4, 
hierzu speziell p. 3. Zu Pera Johannes in Tiflis: Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Oktober 1916. 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien ¾. Hermannsburg, S. 2–3 (“Er wartet 
darauf, daß wir durch eine Geldsendung ihm die Rückkehr nach Persien ermöglichen”); 
Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Januar 1917. Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 4/1. 
Hermannsburg, p. 2 (Lazarus Jaure berichtet, daß sich Pera Johannes bei der Durchreise 
seiner Schwester noch in Tiflis befunden habe und “in äußerst schwierigen 
Verhältnissen“ lebte. “Seine Absicht, nach Urmia zu reisen, konnte er aus Mangel an 
Reisemitteln nicht ausführen.”); Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Juni 1917. Nachrichten aus der 
lutherisch. Mission 4/2. Hermannsburg, p. 3 (Bericht des armenischen Missionars M. A. 
Ter-Asaturiantz vom 3. Januar 1917: “Ich suchte Pera Joh. und fand ihn hier in Tiflis. 
Eine Arbeit hat er eigentlich nicht, nur daß er bei den syrischen Versammlungen hier in 
der Stadt ein oder das andere Mal, aber sehr selten, reden darf. Er ist alt und 
zurückgezogen und hat es ziemlich schwer im Oekonomischen. Bei uns können wir ihn 
nicht verwenden, weil er die armenische Sprache nicht kennt. Ich gab ihm den Rat, einen 
Versuch zu machen, unter den 5–6.000 Syrern, welche hier in der Stadt wohnen, zu 
arbeiten. Ein großer Teil von diesen ist protestantisch. Aber Pera Johannes glaubte nicht 
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einen Dienst nie wieder aufnehmen. Mit knapper Not war er den 
Ausschreitungen entkommen. Während sein Sohn mit seiner Familie in Urmia 
von einem jungen Muslim in dessen Haus versteckt wurde, nachdem er in seinem 
Haus von marodierenden Muslimen belagert worden war, trieb ihn die Sorge um 
seinen Vater und die restliche Familie um. Denn nach dem erneuten Abzug der 
Russen im Dezember wüteten und plünderten die Kurden in den Dörfern. “Aber 
nach drei Tagen kamen sie gänzlich – auch der Kleider – beraubt in das 
amerikanische Missionshaus. Ich nahm sie mit zu uns in jenes mohamme-
danische Haus.”76 Seine langjährige Wirkungsstätte hat der Priester, Yuhannon 
Pera, der erste, der in Hermannsburg Theologie studiert hatte, nie wieder-
gesehen. Seine Gemeinde war untergegangen und alles, was er sich erworben 
und geschaffen hatte, auch. Er starb 1924 schließlich verarmt und notdürftig von 
Hermannsburg unterstützt in einem Heim im Elsass, wohin er endlich 1921 aus 
dem von revolutionären Umbrüchen heimgesuchten Georgien hatte ausreisen 
dürfen.77 Lazarus Jaure nun meinte, die Nachrichten im Westen publik machen 
zu sollen.  

“Was mich aber besonders veranlasst hat, hierher zu kommen, war der 
herzdringende Hinweis meines Vaters auf die entsetzliche Not und das 

 
mehr tun zu können, als was er tut.”; Röbbelen, Karl. 10. Juni 1919. Nachrichten aus der 
lutherisch. Mission in Persien 6/1. Hermannsburg, p. 2 (Zu den Briefen des Yuhannon 
Pera aus Tiflis mit den Nachrichten, dass kein Christ nach Persien reisen könne, da das 
türkische Heer die letzte Strecke der Eisenbahn besetzt halte); Röbbelen, Karl. 1919. 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 6/1. Hermannsburg, p. 4 (“Pastor 
Pera Johannes ist, soviel wir wissen, noch in Tiflis, wo er mit den Seinen in großer Not 
sich befindet. Wir haben ihn nicht so unterstützen können, wie es nötig gewesen wäre. 
Gott gebe, daß er bald nach Persien zurückkehren kann!”); Röbbelen, Karl. 20. 
September 1920. Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 7/3 und 4. 
Hermannsburg, S. 4 (“Der alte Pastor Pera Johannes wartet in Tiflis sehnsüchtig darauf, 
daß es ihm vergönnt wird, in seine Heimat zurückzukehren und dem Teil seiner 
Gemeinde in Wasirabad, der die Notzeit überlebt hat, wieder im Amt des Wortes zu 
dienen. Er leidet mit seiner Familie schwer unter der Teuerung. Mit 500 Rubeln kann er 
kaum den Unterhalt eines Tages bestreiten. Weil aber selbst unsere entwertete Mark den 
Wert von 12 Rubeln hat, so verlohnt es sich, ihn von hier aus zu unterstützen, falls es 
möglich ist, Geld von Deutschland nach Tiflis zu schicken.”). Erst 1921 konnte 
Yuhannon Pera über Konstantinopel nach Winzenheim im Elsass übersiedeln und wurde 
schließlich mit seiner Frau und einer behinderten Tochter im Stift Kronenburg bei 
Straßburg untergebracht, wo er am 3. September 1924 an einer Lungenentzündung 
verstarb. 
76 Röbbelen, Karl. 1. September 1915. 'Ein Bericht aus Persien über das erste Kriegsjahr', 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 2/4, Hermannsburg, S. 14–15 (aus 
einem Brief seines Sohnes Luther Pera vom 3. Juli 1915). 
77 Hellot-Bellier, Chroniques de massacres. 
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grenzenlose Elend, worunter jetzt unser armes syrisches Volk leidet, das 
noch zu alledem durch schreckliche Epidemien fast ausgerottet zu werden 
droht. Und demgegenüber erinnerte er mich entschieden an meine 
unausweichliche Pflicht. Und, geehrter Herr Pastor, dies hat mich lange als 
eine schwere Last gedrückt, bis es mich schliesslich hierher geführt hat. 
Diesem furchtbaren Gottesgerichte gegenüber, das wir gesehen und erlebt 
haben und das noch in seiner ganzen Strenge auf unser Volk drückt, war ich 
innerlich gezwungen, alles eigene Denken und Wünschen beiseite zu lassen 
und der inneren Stimme und des Vaters Aufforderung demütig nachzu-
kommen. Ach, ich weiss nicht, ob Sie erfahren haben, was unser Volk in 
dieser Kriegszeit alles erduldet hat, bis zur Unmenschlichkeit!” 78  

 
Er organisierte nun Soforthilfe.  

 

“Jetzt will ich Sie nur bitten, zu helfen. Und vielleicht würdigen Sie mich 
auch, an dieser Hilfsarbeit an den Armen, Hungrigen und Sterbenden meiner 
Landsleute, weshalb ich ausschließlich hergekommen bin, mitzuwirken. 
Jetzt verstehe ich, was Paulus veranlassen konnte zu wünschen, lieber selber 
an Stelle seines Volkes von Christus verdammt zu sein. – Doch ich will 
lieber alle eigenen Gedanken zurückstellen und warte hier auf Ihre 
Anweisungen und Ratschläge, ausserhalb deren selbstverständlich mir jeder 
Gedanke an eine solche Betätigung absolut fernliegt. Nur möchte ich 
bemerken, dass nur durch Vermittlung der schwedischen Mission, die 
eventuell, wie ich hoffe, selber gerne mit Hand anlegen würde, etwas 
geschehen kann.”79 

Lazarus war erfolgreich, auch bei den Schweden.80 Er wusste, dass er nicht allein 
dem tödlichen Grauen entgangen war. “Pastor Luther Pera hat schon vor 
Monaten Russland verlassen und er kann doch wohl nur in Deutschland sein. 
Bitte, grüßen Sie ihn von mir.”81 Die Epidemien hatten auch die Briefschreiber 
selbst erreicht. Luther Pera hatte auf seiner ersten Flucht nach Täbris im Sommer 
1915 bereits mit der Cholera Bekanntschaft gemacht.82 Dann starb sein Sohn 

 
78 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 67. 
79 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 68. 
80 Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Oktober 1916. ˈDie Mitgliederversammlung am 21. Juni 1916 in 
Hermannsburgˈ, Nachrichten aus der lutherischen Mission in Persien 3/4, Hermanns-
burg, S. 2–4. 
81 Tamcke, 'Ein Brief des Lazarus Jaure aus dem Frühjahr 1916ˈ, S. 68. 
82  Röbbelen, Karl. 1. Januar 1916. 'Nachrichten aus Urmia', Nachrichten aus der 
lutherisch. Mission in Persien 3/1, Hermannsburg, S. 2–4, hier spez. S. 3 (“Da die 
meisten syrischen Flüchtlinge die russisch-iranische Grenze „diesmal nicht 
überschreiten durften, so häufte sich bei Dschulfa eine große Menschenmenge an, unter 
der die Cholera ausbrach. Diese mörderische Krankheit wurde auch nach Täbris 
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Friedrich an Typhus in Urmia.83 Auch Luther Pera führte eine abenteuerliche 
Flucht über Schweden nach Deutschland. Ihm blieb durch Mithilfe muslimischer 
Bekannter der Tod erspart und bei der erneuten Räumung Urmias durch die 
Russen zog er mit ihnen aus der Region fort, um niemals mehr dorthin 
zurückzukehren.84  Auch er hatte an eine Veröffentlichung seiner Erlebnisse 
gedacht und noch lange sollte vor allem die Zeitschrift des Dr. Johannes Lepsius 
in Potsdam sich um deren Veröffentlichung bei ihm und seinen Vorgesetzten in 
Deutschland bemühen, aber erschienen sind auch diese Erinnerungen zu keiner 
Zeit.  

Der Aufbau der Kirche in Gogtapa während des Weltkrieges blieb nur eine 
Episode. Der von Lazarus Jaure gelobte Patriarch wurde von Kurden in einem 
Hinterhalt zusammen mit 25 Männern seiner Begleitung ermordet. 85  Die 
Engländer drangen nicht so schnell als Entsatz der Russen nach Norden vor und 
Türken und Kurden gemeinsam wüteten wie zuvor. Daraufhin musste auch Jaure 
Abraham die Flucht antreten. Er beschreibt diesen seltsamen Auszug seines 
Volkes, der an den Auszug der Israeliten aus Ägypten erinnert. Hungern und 
Krankheit vollendeten das Vernichtungswerk.  

“Am 18. Juli 1918 verließen wir Urmia und flohen nach Süden, nach 
Hamadan. Diese Flucht dauerte 22 Tage. Das ganze Volk war unterwegs 
mit Wagen, Pferden und Habe. Auf dem Wege wurden wir achtmal vom 
Feinde umzingelt; einige Tausend wurden getötet oder gefangen 

 
übertragen. Als sie in dem Hause, das Luther Pera bewohnte, zwei Personen weggerafft 
hatte, verließ er mit den Seinen schnell die Stadt und kehrte nach Urmia zurück) ”. 
83 Röbbelen, Karl. 1. September 1915. 'Ein Bericht aus Persien über das erste Kriegsjahr', 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 2/4, Hermannsburg, S. 13–16, hier 
speziell S. 15 (“Zuerst starben die Kinder an Masern, dann aus Kälte und Blöße an 
Dysenterie; zuletzt entstand der Typhus und raffte die besten Jünglinge und Jungfrauen, 
welche unter der amerikanischen Fahne dem Schwert entronnen waren, hinweg. Es 
starben täglich 30–40 Personen in der Mission. Auch unser lieblicher Friedrich ward ein 
Opfer des Typhus, während mein Bruder Ignatius und meine Schwester Lois wieder 
genasen”). In Erinnerung an den an Typhus verstorbenen Sohn nannte Luther Pera auch 
seinen nächsten Sohn wieder Friedrich, Röbbelen, Karl. 1. April 1916. Nachrichten aus 
der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 3/2. Hermannsburg, p. 4 (Zur Geburt des Kindes am 
1. Januar 1916 nach geglückter Flucht nach Deutschland und Eintreffen in 
Hermannsburg am 24. Dezember. Das Kind habe in der Taufe den Namen Friedrich 
erhalten. “Diesen Namen hatte auch das Kind, das den Eltern in der Typhusepidemie 
genommen wurde, die im vorigen Winter in Urmia herrschte.”). 
84 Tamcke, 'Urmia und Hermannsburg', Anm. 11. 
85 Tamcke, 2004. 'Der Genozid an den Assyrern/Nestorianernˈ, S. 69. (Auch: Tamcke, 
Martin. 2005. ˈDie Vernichtung der Ostsyrischen Christen im Osmanischen Reich und 
den osmanisch besetzten Gebieten des Iranˈ, Der Völkermord an den Armeniern und 
syrischen Christen, Frankfurt: epd Dokumentation 17/18, S. 38–48). 
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weggeführt. Am vierten Tage unserer Flucht ließen wir unsern Wagen, vor 
den vier Ochsen gespannt waren, alle unsere besten Sachen, die Bücher usw. 
zurück. Meine Frau ritt auf einem Pferd, das wir noch hatten; wir andern 
flohen zu Fuß. Den ersten Tag machten wir ungefähr 70 km zu Fuß ohne 
Schuhe und Strümpfe in der Sommerhitze auf den sandigen Wegen 
Persiens. Selbstverständlich waren Tausende von Menschen in derselben 
Lage wie ich. Das fliehende Volk bestand annähernd aus 90.000 Seelen. 
Säugende Frauen ließen ihre kleinen Kinder am Wege liegen und flohen. 
Auf dem ganzen Wege begegneten wir Kindern, die von ihren Eltern 
verlassen waren. Sie liefen den Flüchtlingen entgegen und riefen den 
Fremden weinend zu: “Papa, Mama, nimm mich mit!” Aber niemand konnte 
helfen. Neugeborene Kinder ließ man liegen. Väter und Mütter, die schwach 
waren, wurden im Stich gelassen. Andere starben unterwegs und blieben 
unbeerdigt liegen. Wir mußten hungern, denn alle Vorräte ließen wir 
unterwegs, drei Tage waren wir ohne Brot und ohne Wasser. Denn die 
Tausende von Menschen mit ihrem Vieh tranken alles Wasser weg. Beinahe 
das ganze Volk wurde an Dysenterie krank; auch Cholera raffte viele 
Menschen weg. Als wir uns Hamadan näherten, wurde meine Frau krank. 
Wir hatten in Hamadan angesehene Verwandte. Sie nahmen uns als Gäste 
in ihre Häuser auf. Meine Frau lag eine Woche krank. Am 10. August nahm 
sie der Herr zu sich. Am 11. wurde sie bestattet unter großer Teilnahme der 
angesehenen Männer zu Hamadan und der syrischen Flüchtlinge. Ich fiel in 
tiefe Betrübnis. 

Wir blieben vier Monate in Hamadan. Dann begaben wir uns im Winter auf 
die Reise nach Täbris, die einen Monat währte. Ich kam krank und schwach 
dorthin. Hier lag ich zwei Wochen krank, an Brust und Knien leidend 
infolge der Kälte. Als ich gesund ward, erkrankte mein Sohn am Typhus. 
Auch er ist jetzt gesund. Aber es ist uns sehr schwer geworden, in einer 
fremden Stadt ohne Geld unter diesen Umständen zu leben.”86  

Für eine Weile räumte man ihm die armenische Kirche der Stadt für seine 
gottesdienstlichen Feiern. Schließlich aber musste er unter erneuten erheblichen 
Entbehrungen über Bombay bis nach Amerika emigrieren und konnte erst als 
hochbetagter Mann von 76 Jahren 1930 in seine angestammte Heimat 
zurückkehren.87 Als Geistlicher hatte er in Philadelphia unter seinen Landsleuten 

 
86  Röbbelen veröffentlichte große Teile des über die Vorgänge und die Flucht 
berichtenden Briefes des Jaure Abraham vom 16. Juli 1919 unter der Überschrift “Ein 
Brief aus Persien”; die Mission hatte fünf Jahre keinen direkten Kontakt zu Jaure 
Abraham mehr gehabt, Röbbelen, Karl. 10. November 1919. 'Ein Brief aus Persien', 
Nachrichten aus der lutherisch. Mission in Persien 6/2, Hermannsburg, S. 1–4, das Zitat 
hier S. 3–4. 
87 Röbbelen, Karl. 6. Mai 1930. 'Neue Schritte auf alten Bahnen', Nachrichten aus der 
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für die Wiedererrichtung des Heimatdorfes und seiner Kirche gesorgt. Es ist wie 
ein Wunder, dass dieser alte Mann dann als Priester seiner angestammten 
Gemeinde in der heimatlichen Erde 1938 bestattet werden konnte.88 Ein Symbol 
dafür, trotz des Genozids nicht die eigenen Wurzeln in der heimatlichen Erde 
aufzugeben, zu der es ihn zurückzog trotz aller weiteren Gefährdungen und Nöte. 
Ihm ist zu verdanken, dass noch heute die Zeugnisse seiner Gemeinde dort 
erhalten sind. Sein Sohn Lazarus konnte hingegen nicht in seine Heimat 
zurückkehren. Die deutschen Verantwortlichen des Vereins in Hermannsburg 
hielten eine erneute Arbeit in dieser Region für völlig aussichtslos und fürchteten 
die finanziellen Lasten. 

Die Bundesrepublik Deutschland hat 2015 nicht nur den Völkermord an den 
Armeniern anerkannt, sondern auch die gleichzeitigen Völkermorde an den 
anderen christlichen Völkern der Region, darunter auch die Assyrer. Volker 
Metzler wird in seinem Beitrag noch einmal darauf hinweisen, dass sich schon 
bei den damaligen Bemühungen um die Verfolgten im Deutschen Reich dieses 
Volk – obwohl man um sein Ergehen wusste und Röbbelen und Wendt sich 
intensiv für dessen Schicksal beim Auswärtigen Amt und den kirchlichen 
Gremien einsetzten – einen wirksamen Einsatz nicht wert erschien. Hier die 
Hermannsburger Archivalien in den internationalen Diskurs zur Erforschung des 
Genozids an den ostsyrischen Christen einzuspeisen, die heute noch die große 
Mehrheit der irakischen Christenheit stellen, ist eine Verpflichtung gegenüber 
einstigem Unrecht und ein Beitrag zur Bewältigung der gegenwärtigen 
Verfolgungen der christlichen Minderheiten im Nahen Osten, der die 
historischen Wurzeln offenlegt, die bis heute zu diskriminierenden 
Verhaltensweisen gegenüber diesen religiösen Minderheiten in den nahöstlichen 
Gesellschaften führen.  
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Eine Kommission von Orientmissionen in Deutschland 
 

VOLKER METZLER 
 

 
Der Erste Weltkrieg hatte unmittelbare Auswirkungen nicht nur auf das 
allgemeine Leben deutscher Orientmissionen, also etwa auf deren Betrieb und 
auf deren Arbeitsfelder im Ausland, sondern auch im speziellen auf deren 
organisatorische Situation in Deutschland. Dort wurde nämlich die sogenannte 
“Orient- und Islam-Kommission” (OIK) als deren übergreifendes Gremium im 
Frühjahr/Sommer 1916 gegründet. Wieso es dazu überhaupt kam, welche 
Zwecke dieser Zusammenschluss verfolgte und welche Rolle hierbei außerdem 
die Hermannsburger Mission spielte, soll im Folgenden grob skizziert werden.1 

Zunächst zur Gründung und Vernetzung der OIK im Raum von Mission und 
Politik: Ein wesentlicher Impuls dazu lag in der Reise von Johannes Lepsius2 
begründet, die er im Juli 1915 nach Istanbul unternommen und im Zuge derer er 
sich ein Bild von der Not der Armenier in der Türkei hatte verschaffen können. 
Kaum nach Deutschland wieder zurückgekehrt, setzte er sich sodann mit August 
Wilhelm Schreiber, dem Direktor der Deutschen Evangelischen Missionshilfe 
(DEMH) 3 , in Verbindung, um eine Besprechung aller Orientmissionswerke 

 
1  Die folgende Darstellung enthält für diesen Vortragsrahmen zusammengestellte 
Auszüge aus meiner publizierten Dissertation: Volker Metzler. 2016. Mission und 
Macht. Das Wirken der Orient- und Islamkommission des Deutschen Evangelischen 
Missionsausschusses 1916–1933 (I. Syriaca, Bd. 48), Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz. Sie 
orientiert sich dabei an meinem auf der internationalen Sayfo-Tagung “Der Genozid an 
der aramäischen Gemeinschaft (Syrische Christen) im Osmanischen Reich sowie im 
osmanisch besetzten Iran (1914–1918) ” vom 29.–30. Mai 2015 in Berlin gehaltenen 
Vortrag “Mission M/macht Politik: Die OIK und ihre Einflussarbeit hinsichtlich der 
Armenischen Frage 1918.” 
Referenzen zu verwendetem Quellenmaterial werden fortlaufend nach dem Schema 
“Name des Archivs/Signatur der Akte, Verfasser an Adressat, Datum” geboten. 
2 Eine knappe Einführung in die Vita der einflussreichen Persönlichkeit von Johannes 
Lepsius (1858–1926) bietet Andreas Baumann, in: Andreas Baumann & Johannes 
Lepsius (eds.). 2008. Die Wiedergeburt des Orients: Texte zur Mission (Evangelium und 
Islam 7), Nuernberg: VTR, S.  9–18. 
3 Bei der DEMH handelte es sich um eine Art “fund-raising”-Agentur für die Sache der 
deutschen evangelischen Mission, welche Ende 1913 unter dem Patronat des Kaisers 
gegründet worden war, um die Beteiligung unter wohlhabenden Bevölkerungskreisen an 
der Mission zu fördern, vgl. Horst Gründer. 1982. Christliche Mission und deutscher 
Imperialismus. Eine politische Geschichte ihrer Beziehungen während der deutschen 
Kolonialzeit (1884–1914) unter besonderer Berücksichtigung Afrikas und Chinas. 
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einzuberufen. Schreiber lud sodann zu einer vertraulichen “Orient-Konferenz” 
am 9. Okt. 1915 nach Berlin ein. Dort erstellte ein Ausschuss aus J. Lepsius und 
den drei späteren maßgeblichen Leitungsfunktionären der OIK, nämlich Karl 
Theodor Axenfeld, Julius Richter und A. W. Schreiber, eine proarmenische 
Petition an Reichskanzler Bethmann Hollweg. 4  Doch vermeldete Schreiber 
knapp vier Monate später, dass dieses provisorische Gremium seine Tätigkeit 
nun als beendet ansehe, da die Bildung einer neuen Kommission im Gange sei.5 
Und tatsächlich hatte im Januar 1916 der Deutsche Evangelische 

 
Paderborn: Schoeningh, S. 110. Der Kaiser durfte ein Mitglied des 16-köpfigen 
Vorstandes bestimmen, der vom DEMH-Verwaltungsrat gewählt wurde. Die jährlichen 
Sitzungen des Verwaltungsrates tagten bis 1918 unter Anwesenheit eines Mitgliedes der 
kaiserlichen Familie im großen Sitzungssaal des Preußischen Herrenhauses in Berlin, 
vgl. W. Müller-Bay. 1968. Die Deutsche Evangelische Missionshilfe. Entstehung und 
Geschichte (ms. Unv. Seminararbeit, Uni Hamburg) 14, 20. 1971 wurde die DEMH als 
Stiftung erneuert und trat dem Evangelischen Missionswerk bei. Bis heute besteht ein 
Vorstand und ein Kuratorium weiter, vgl. Rainer Hering. 2008. 'Missionshilfe, Deutsche 
Evangelische', in: RGG4 5 (2002), Sp. 1313. Zu Ursprung, Gründung und inhaltlicher 
Ausrichtung der DEMH vgl. ferner A.W. Schreiber. 1914. 'Die Deutsche Evangelische 
Missions-Hilfe', in: EMM 58/8, S. 351–357. 
4  Vgl. U.A. (Unitätsarchiv der Evangelischen Brüder-Unität, Herrnhut)/A.J.H. 18, 
(Eingabe an den Reichskanzler), 15. Okt. 1915. Diese Petition ist auch zu finden bei 
Johannes Lepsius (Hg.). 1919. Deutschland und Armenien 1914–1918: Sammlung 
diplomatischer Aktenstücke, Potsdam: Tempel Verlag (Neudruck Bremen: Donat 1986), 
183–189. A. Meißner gibt ebenfalls deren Kernstücke wieder, vgl. Armin Meißner. 2010. 
Martin Rades „Christliche Welt" und Armenien. Bausteine für eine internationale Ethik 
des Protestantismus, Berlin: LIT, S. 225.  

 Sie umfasste insgesamt sechs abschließende Forderungen: Zum einen sollte weiteren 
Deportationen von Armeniern in bisher nicht betroffenen türkischen Städten und 
Distrikten wie Konstantinopel, Adana oder Smyrna „ein Riegel vorgeschoben“ werden. 
Zum anderen sollten den bereits deportierten hunderttausenden Frauen und Kindern 
wirksame Hilfsmaßnahmen zukommen, sowie weitere Übergriffe an den noch übrigen 
Armeniern verhindert werden. Bei Friedenschluss möge schließlich den 
Zwangsislamisierten ihre Rückkehr zum christlichen Glauben, den christlichen 
Minderheiten in der Türkei ihre Rechte und der christlichen Liebes- und Kulturarbeit 
generell ihre Fortführung verbürgt werden.  

 A.W. Schreiber teilte sodann in einem Rundschreiben vom 20. Nov. 1915 an die 
Unterzeichner der Petition die an ihn gerichtete Erklärung des Reichskanzler vom 12. 
Nov. 1915 mit, wonach es die kaiserliche Regierung auch weiterhin als eine ihrer 
vornehmsten Pflichten ansähe, dass christliche Völker nicht um ihres Glaubens willen 
verfolgt würden und der Reichskanzler alles in seiner Macht stehende tun werde, um den 
von den Unterzeichnern vorgetragene Sorgen und Wünschen Rechnung zu tragen, vgl. 
U.A./A.J.H. 18, Schreiber an Unterzeichner, 20. Nov. 1915; Meißner, a.a.O., 226f. 
5 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Schreiber an Unterzeichner der Eingabe, 7. Feb. 1915. 
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Missionsausschuss (DEMA), der damalige zentrale Interessensverband 
deutscher evangelischer Missionswerke,6 beschlossen, die OIK im Sinne eines 
institutionalisierten Zusammenschlusses aller deutschen evangelischen 
Orientmissionsgesellschaften unter dem Vorsitz von Axenfeld zu bilden. Die 
grundlegende Motivation des DEMA hierzu zeugte freilich von einem betont 
politischen Zweck, wonach man mit Hilfe dieser Kommission es beabsichtigte, 

“eine einheitliche Stellung der beteiligten deutschen Missionskreise nicht 
nur zur Armenierfrage sondern auch für die Aufgabe Deutschlands im 
Morgenlande und gegenüber der ganzen Welt des Islams herbei zu führen.”7 

Somit war eine Spezialkommission entstanden, mit deren Hilfe der Missions-
ausschuss in Fühlungnahme mit allen deutschen evangelischen Orientmissionen 
treten wollte. Ziel war dabei die Herbeiführung einer “einheitlichen Stellung” 
der Missionsgesellschaften, i.e. ein regierungs-freundliches Handeln derselben – 
bei der “Aufgabe Deutschlands im Morgenlande” im Allgemeinen und bei der 
“Armenierfrage” im Speziellen. Tatsächlich traten sodann am 23. Juni 1916 in 
Berlin8  alle 13 deutschen Orientmissionsgesellschaften der OIK bei, welche 
zudem einen achtköpfigen OIK-Arbeitsausschuss bildeten.9 Hilfsorganisationen 

 
6 Der DEMA war bereits 1885/1886 gegründet worden, da die deutsche evangelische 
Mission eine gemeinsame Vertretung vor staatlichen Instanzen benötigt hatte, vgl. Hogg, 
W.R., Mission und Ökumene. Geschichte des Internationalen Missionsrats und seiner 
Vorläufer im 19. Jahrhundert, Stuttgart 1954, 88. Als man den Deutschen Evangelischen 
Missionsbund (DEMB) am 11. Okt. 1922 als erweiterten Interessensverband gegründete 
hatte, agierte der DEMA fortan als dessen Vorstand und Exekutivorgan, vgl. Ar.EMW 
(Archiv des Evangelischen Missionswerks in Deutschland, Hamburg)/DEMA/DEMR 
1/0718, (vertraulicher Entwurf der Vertreterversammlung), 11. Okt 1922. Schließlich 
kam es bei den Tagungen des DEMA und des DEMB am 17. Okt. 1933 bzw. vom 18. 
bis 20. Okt. 1933 in Barmen zur Transformation dieser beiden Gremien in den Deutschen 
Evangelischen Missionsrat (DEMR) und Deutschen Evangelischen Missionstag 
(DEMT) auf Grund des Drucks der Deutschen Christen, vgl. Gunther Schendel. 2008. 
Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg und der Nationalsozialismus. Der Weg einer 
lutherischen Milieuinstitution zwischen Weimarer Republik und Nachkriegszeit, 
Berlin/Münster: Lit , S. 210. Zum Zeitpunkt der OIK-Gründung (1916) umfasste der 
DEMA 19 Mitgliedsgesellschaften. 
7 Ar.EMW/DEMA/DEMR 1/0318, Hennig/Schreiber an DEMA-Mitglieder, 19./20. Jan. 
1916. 
8 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, (streng vertrauliche Mitschrift zu den Verhandlungen vom 23. 
Juni 1916), o.D. Meißner, Martin Rades „Christliche Welt", S. 235–238 gibt gleichsam 
die Grundzüge des Konferenzverlaufs wieder und nennt dort für die Konferenztagung 
den 23. Juli 1916, was jedoch nicht zutrifft. 
9Es handelte sich hierbei um folgende Werke: 1. Deutsch-Armenische Gesellschaft 
/DAG, Marburg; 2. Deutsche Orientmission, Potsdam; 3. Deutscher Hilfsbund für christ-
liches Liebeswerk im Orient, Frankfurt/M.; 4. Deutsches Blindenheim in Malatia, Berlin-
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für Armenier waren dort vertreten, sowie Werke, die sich schwerpunktmäßig 
auch um andere christliche Denominationen im Orient kümmerten. So machte 
etwa Pastor Karl Röbbelen von der Hermannsburger “Evangelisch-Lutherische 
Mission in Persien” in einem Brief an A.W. Schreiber am 7. Juni 1916 vehement 
darauf aufmerksam, dass nicht nur Armenier, sondern auch syrische Christen 
von den Gräueltaten im Osmanischen Reich betroffen seien, so dass sich 35.000 
Gläubige auf die Hochebene von Salamas in Persien geflüchtet hätten: 

“Sie bedürfen ebenso unserer Hilfe wie die Armenier und insofern in 
noch [xx] Maße, als sie nicht reiche Volksgenossen haben, die ihnen 
Hilfe leisten können, während es in Rußland sehr reiche Armenier gibt, 
die viel für ihre notleidenden Landsleute tun.”10 

Auch Pfarrer Otto Wendt vom sogenannten “Nestorianischen Hilfswerk”  aus 
Lerbeck wollte die Verfolgung nichtarmenisch-orientalischer Christen stärker 
gewürdigt wissen und versuchte während der OIK-Tagung am 23. Juni 1916 in 
Berlin, auf die Not syrischer Christen aufmerksam zu machen, die von der 

 
Friedenau; 5. Direktion der evangelischen Brüderunität, Verwaltungsausschusses des 
Aussätzigen-Asyls Jesushilfe” in Jerusalem, Herrnhut; 6. Direktion der Kaiserswerther 
Diakonissenanstalt, Kaiserswerth; 7. Evangelischer Karmelverein, Klein Welka; 8. 
Evangelisch-Lutherische Mission in Persien, Hermannsburg; 9. Jerusalemsverein, 
Wustrau; 10. Kuratorium des Syrischen Waisenhauses, Köln; 11. Nestorianisches 
Hilfswerk, Lerbeck; 12. Notwendiges Liebeswerk, Marburg; 13. Sudan-Pionier-Mission, 
Wiesbaden. 

 Der Arbeitsausschuss umfasste folgende Personen: 1. D. Karl Axenfeld, Direktor der 
Berliner Missionsgesellschaft, Mitglied des DEMA, Vorsitzender; 2. Pastor A.W. 
Schreiber, Direktor der DEMH, Schriftführer; 3. Bischof Paul O. Hennig, 
Missionsdirektor, Vorsitzender des DEMA, Herrnhut; 4. Prof. D. Julius Richter, Mitglied 
des DEMA, Berlin; 5. Pastor D. Ludwig Schneller, Vorsitzender des Kuratoriums des 
Syrischen Waisenhauses, Köln; 6. Direktor Friedrich Schuchardt, Stellvertretender 
Vorsitzender des Deutschen Hilfsbundes für christliches Liebeswerk im Orient, 
Frankfurt/M.; 7. Pastor Johannes Stursberg, Vorsteher der Diakonissenanstalt 
Kaiserswerth; 8. Pastor Max Ulich, Schriftführer des Jerusalemsvereins, Wustrau. 

 Eine undatierte Liste, die diese Mitgliederverzeichnisse bietet, ist zu finden bei Löffler, 
R., Kritik am türkischen Armenier-Völkermord und Sicherung der eigenen Institutionen. 
Zur Arbeit der ,Orient- und Islam-Kommissionʽ des Deutschen Evangelischen 
Missionsausschusses während des Ersten Weltkrieges, in: ZMiss 4 (2005), S. 332–351: 
S. 349–351. 

 Allerdings sollte sich der Arbeitsausschuss auf Drängen der Sudan-Pionier-Mission noch 
um dessen Missionsinspektor Johannes Held erweitern und damit 1916/1917 auf neun 
Personen vergrößern, vgl. EZA (Evangelisches Zentralarchiv, Berlin)/BMW 1/1977, 
Axenfeld/Schreiber (Jahresbericht OIK 1916), 26. Feb. 1917. 
10 EZA/BMW 1/1978, Röbbelen an [Schreiber] [hs.], 7. Juni 1916. 
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Ausrufung des Dschihad in der Türkei weiter verschlimmert worden war.11 Doch 
konnten weder Röbbelen noch Wendt Mehrheiten für die Sache der 
aramäischsprachigen Gemeinschaft innerhalb der OIK organisieren – nicht nur 
deshalb, weil die anderen OIK-Mitgliedswerke sich tatsächlich primär um 
armenische Christen kümmerten;12 sondern wohl auch aus dem Grund, da das 
Schicksal der Syrer aus deutscher Sicht schlichtweg missionspolitisch zu 
marginal gewesen war. So orientierte sich die in Berlin ansässige OIK-Spitze um 
Axenfeld, Richter und Schreiber weitestgehend an der Position der deutschen 
Diplomatie, die bereits mit Beginn des Jahres 1916 ihr Interesse an der Not der 
Aramäer zunehmend zu verlieren begonnen hatte.13 

 
11 U.A./A.J.H. 18, (Protokoll der OIK-Versammlung am 23. Juni in Berlin), o.D. 
12  Neben den beiden wohl bekanntesten Armenierhilfswerken, dem “Deutscher 
Hülfsbund für christliches Liebeswerk im Orient” (Ernst Lohmann) und der “Deutschen 
Orient Mission” (J. Lepsius) hatte auch der Jerusalemsverein auf die Not der Armenier 
reagiert und bereits 1898 ein “Armenisches Waisenhaus” in Bethlehem erbauen lassen, 
vgl. Foerster, F., Der Jerusalemsverein 1852–1945. Die deutsche Palästinamission im 
Wandel politischer Orientierungen, in: Ulrich van der Heyden, /Holger Stoecker. 2005.  
Mission und Macht im Wandel politischer Orientierungen. Europäische 
Missionsgesellschaften in politischen Spannungsfeldern in Afrika und Asien zwischen 
1800 und 1945 (MGA 10), Stuttgart: Steiner, S. 451–463: 455. Christoffels Blindenheim 
Bethesda in Malatia wiederum besaß nicht nur armenische Mitarbeiter, sondern wurde 
zusehends ein Refugium für Hunderte verfolgte armenische Männer, Frauen und Kinder, 
vgl. Thüne, S., Dokumentation. Ernst Jakob Christoffel. Gründer der Christlichen 
Blindenmission im Orient. Leben und Werk. Der Freundeskreis. Die Mitarbeiter, anhand 
von Briefen, Schriften und Dokumenten, im Auftrag der Christoffel-Blindenmission 
zusammengestellt von Sabine Thüne, Bensheim 2004, 55. Kaiserswerther Schwestern 
im Orient verschrieben sich ebenfalls der Armenierhilfe, vgl. Ar.FKSK (Archiv der 
Fliedner- Kulturstiftung, Kaiserswerth)/2-1 DA 1820, Axenfeld an Stursberg [hs.], 20. 
März 1917. Und seit ihrer Gründung Mitte Juni 1914 in Berlin als deutsch-armenisches 
Lobbygremium unter dem Vorsitz von J. Lepsius versuchte außerdem die DAG die 
deutsche Öffentlichkeit in Kirche, Mission und Gesellschaft für die Vorgänge in der 
Türkei politisch zu sensibilisieren, vgl. Meißner, a.a.O., 13, 352f., 364, 399f., 424, 427; 
W. Gust. 1993. Der Völkermord an den Armeniern. Die Tragödie des ältesten 
Christenvolkes der Welt, München, Wien: Carl Hanser, S. 99f. 
13 So hatte der Botschafter des Deutschen Reiches in Istanbul, Graf Wolff-Metternich, 
am 14. Feb. 1916 dem Reichskanzler gemeldet, dass etwa die in Mardin und Midyat 
entstandenen “Schwierigkeiten” zwischen syrischen Christen und türkischen Behörden 
nun behoben seien, was freilich den tatsächlichen Vorgängen keinesfalls entsprach, vgl. 
Tamcke, a.a.O., 86. Doch war nach dieser Meldung offenbar für die führenden deutschen 
diplomatischen Kreise die Sache der Syrer zunehmend nachrangig geworden: “Es muss 
festgehalten werden, dass nach dieser Meldung des deutschen Botschafters das Interesse 
der deutschen Diplomaten am Schicksal der syrischen Christen zusehends erlahmte.”, 
ebd., S. 86f. 
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Die Tagungsorte der OIK waren ein weiterer Gesichtspunkt, der die 
Vormachtstellung und den Führungsanspruch der drei Berliner Herren für die 
Arbeit des ganzen Gremiums veranschaulicht – auch gegenüber den 
Mitgliedswerken: Insgesamt sind im Zeitraum von 1916 bis 1924 zehn größere 
Sitzungen bekannt, von denen nur zwei in Halle a.d. Saale, jedoch acht in Berlin 
stattfanden.14 

Bei der zeitlichen Verteilung dieser Zusammenkünfte fällt auf, dass in den 
Kriegsjahren 1916–1918 noch zwei bis drei Treffen jährlich gelangen, allerdings 
1919 und 1922–1924 keine einzige größere Versammlung mehr greifbar ist, bis 
die OIK schließlich wegen des Todes von Axenfeld 1924 vom DEMA 
vorübergehend sistiert wurde15Zu erklären ist dies mit den zeitgeschichtlichen 
Hintergründen, als Deutschland am 11. Nov. 1918 seine Kriegsniederlage 
anerkennen musste und sich in der Folge die bereits gegen Kriegsende spürbare 
Geldnot der Missionen verschärfte. Dies betraf nicht nur die OIK-Werke im 

 
14  Als tatsächliche “Vollversammlungen” unter Beteiligung des geschäftsführenden 
Ausschusses, der Kommissionsmitglieder, weiterer Entsandter der OIK-Werke und 
geladener Gäste können die Tagungen vom 1. März 1916 (Halle), 23. Juni 1916 (Berlin), 
7. März 1917 (Berlin), 27. Sept. 1918 (Berlin) und 9. Apr. 1920 (Berlin) gelten. Weitere 
Treffen mit ebenfalls schwankender Teilnehmerzahl, die nur Teile des Ausschusses und 
wenige Repräsentanten, jedoch meist alle Mitglieder des geschäftsführenden 
Ausschusses umfassten, fanden statt am 5. oder 6. Sept. 1917 (Berlin), 23. Okt. 1917 
(Berlin), 15. März 1918 (Berlin), 17. Juli 1918 (Berlin) und am 10. März 1921 (Halle). 
Im Gegensatz zu den “Vollversammlungen” sind von zweien dieser kleineren Tagungen 
leider keine einschlägigen Protokolle erhalten und der Verhandlungsverlauf kann dort 
nur indirekt erschlossen werden: So erwähnt Richter in einem Brief vom 7. Sept. 1917 
eine “gestrige” OIK Sitzung, auf der man speziell das Thema der Zwangskonversionen 
im Osmanischen Reich behandelt habe, vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1979, Richter an Vertreter des 
Blindenheims in Malatia, 7. Sept. 1917. Axenfeld und Schreiber verweisen in ihrem 
Jahresbericht der OIK-Arbeit 1917–1918 ohne weitere Ausführungen auch auf diese 
Sitzung, datieren sie jedoch auf den 5. Sept. 1917; außerdem erwähnen sie eine OIK-
Sitzung vom 23. Okt. 1917 aufgrund der Anwesenheit des Konstantinopler 
Botschaftpredigers Graf von Lüttichau, vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1976, dies. (Jahresbericht 
1917–1918, vertraulich), 23. März 1918. 
15 Selbstverständlich ist es nicht ausgeschlossen, dass weiteres Quellenmaterial, das über 
den dieser Arbeit zugrunde liegenden Bestand hinausgeht, vorhanden sein und von 
weiteren Sitzungen zeugen könnte. Allerdings sind auch in den zeitlich parallelen 
Aktenbeständen des DEMA oder der DEMH dazu keinerlei derartige Andeutungen zu 
finden, welche in der Regel die Arbeit der OIK zumindest kurz notieren, vgl. etwa den 
OIK-Jahresbericht Axenfelds an Hennig (EZA/BMW1/8186, Axenfeld an Hennig, 25. 
Sept. 1918), oder die Nachricht über Axenfelds Tod und die daraus folgende 
vorübergehende Sistierung der OIK (Ar.EMW/DEMA/DEMR1/0318, (Mitschrift 
DEMA-Sitzung 1. Sept. 1924), o.D.). 
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Osmanischen Reich, sondern die Lage der deutschen Mission im Heimatland 
insgesamt.16  

Doch bedeutete die Absenz von größeren Zusammenkünften nicht automatisch 
das Ruhen der OIK-Arbeit – im Gegenteil: Gerade das Dreiergremium bzw. 
Axenfeld als Vorsitzender nahmen vielerlei Aktivitäten wahr. So erstellte 
Axenfeld in Abstimmung mit Richter und Schreiber am 16. Nov. 1916 
eigenmächtig eine proarmenische Eingabe an Reichskanzler Bethmann Hollweg, 
die erst zwei Tage später den OIK-Werken zur Kenntnisnahme zugestellt 
wurde.17 Am 5. Mai 1917 formulierte Axenfeld abermals eine Petition und setzte 
sich in Kooperation mit M.d.R Reinhard Mumm, einem christlich-sozialen bzw. 
deutsch-nationalen Politiker und Theologen,18 beim Leiter der Rechtsabteilung 
des AA, Johannes Kriege19, für die Berücksichtigung der Rechte der Christen im 
Osmanischen Reich bei der Abfassung neuer türkisch-deutscher Rechtsverträge 
ein. 20  Ab Dez. 1917 stand Axenfeld zudem in Korrespondenz mit dem 
schwedischen Erzbischof Nathan Söderblom und versuchte mit dessen Hilfe im 
Sinne der in Palästina tätigen OIK-Werke Deutschland-freundliche Missions-
arbeiter aus Schweden bzw. England als Ansprechpartner zu gewinnen, nachdem 
englische Truppen Jerusalem am 9. Dez. 1917 hatten einnehmen können.21 Und 
neben einer Begegnung mit dem osmanischen Marineminister und Oberbefehls-

 
16 So konnten etwa im Jahr 1923 zum ersten Mal überhaupt aufgrund der erlittenen 
Kriegsschäden, der zunehmenden Verschuldung und der steigenden Inflation einige 
Missionskonferenzen keine Jahrestagung abhalten und die renommierte Allgemeine 
Missionszeitschrift musste mit ihrem 50. Jahrgang ihr Erscheinen vorübergehend 
einstellen, die ihr Verleger bis dato nur noch unter Verlusten hatte aufrecht erhalten 
können, vgl. [Strümpfel, Oberpfr.], Übersicht über den gegenwärtigen Stand der 
deutschen evangelischen Missionen, in: Die deutsche evangelische Mission im Jahre 
1924 (JVDM) (1924), 21–26: 24. Indem man den Verlag wechselte, setzten jedoch J. 
Richter und Martin Schlunk die Arbeit der AMZ durch die NAMZ weiter fort. 
17 Vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1979, (Mitschrift zur Sitzung von Axenfeld, Richter, Schreiber) 
[hs.], 16. Nov. 1916; U.A./A.J.H. 18, Axenfeld an OIK-Werke, 18. Nov.1916; Löffler, 
Orient- und Islamkommission, S. 345. 
18 R. Mumm (1873–1932) war ab 1900 Generalsekretär der Freien Kirchlich-Sozialen 
Konferenz in Berlin, ab 1912 christlich-sozialer und ab 1918 deutsch-nationaler 
Abgeordneter im Reichstag gewesen, vgl. N. Friedrich. 1997. ,Die christlich-soziale 
Fahne empor!ʽ Reinhard Mumm und die christlich-soziale Bewegung (KoGe 14), 
Stuttgart 1997. 
19 J. Kriege war als Ministerialdirektor der Vetter von A.W. Schreibers Frau und deshalb 
für die OIK-Führung gut zu erreichen, vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1978, Schreiber an Axenfeld, 
10. Juni 1916. 
20 Vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1977, Axenfeld an Kriege, 5. Mai 1917. 
21 Vgl. EZA/BMW 1/9055, Axenfeld an Söderblom, 19. Dez. 1917. 
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haber in Syrien/Palästina, Djemal Pascha, am 28. Aug. 1917 in Berlin,22 kam es 
schließlich von Mai bis Juli 1918 ebenfalls in Berlin zu politisch nicht minder 
brisanten Treffen des Dreiergremiums mit einer offiziellen armenischen Delega-
tion, die für die Unterstützung eines unabhängigen Armeniens warb, da diese 
gewusst habe,  

“dass die Orient- und Islam-Kommission […] wegen der gesamten 
Armenierfrage dauernd in lebhafter Verbindung mit dem Auswärtigen Amt 
steht […].”23 

Somit spielte sich auch abseits der größeren Zusammenkünfte viel an Aktivitäten 
innerhalb des OIK-Beziehungsnetzes in den Händen Axenfelds, Schreibers und 
Richters ab,24 die sich grob in folgende Problemkreise einteilen lassen: 

Zunächst beschäftigte sich die OIK mit den praktischen Folgen der sog. deutsch-
türkischen “Waffenbrüderschaft”25:  

 Man setzte sich mit den organisationspolitischen Konsequenzen dieser 
Kriegsallianz auseinander, indem man sich um neue Rechtssicherheit für 
deutsche Missionsschulen- und Einrichtungen auf osmanischem Gebiet 
bemühte. 

 Auch der religionspolitischen Konsequenzen dieser “Waffenbrüder-
schaft” und des dabei ausgerufenen Dschihad in Form von vermehrt 
auftretenden Zwangskonversionen bei orientalischen Christen, die die 
Arbeit der Werke zunehmend bedrohte, nahm man sich an. 

 Und schließlich bearbeitete man das komplementäre missionspolitische 
Folgeproblem dieser Entwicklung für den Kontext in Deutschland in 

 
22 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H.18, Axenfeld an OIK-Werke in Syrien und Palästina, 31. Aug.1917; 
Löffler, Orient- und Islamkommission, S. 345f. 
23 EZA/BMW 1/1976, Schreiber an Königlich Preußisches Kriegsministerium, 22. Aug. 
1918. 
24 So halten Axenfeld und Schreiber Anfang 1918 rückblickend fest: “Die in Berlin 
wohnenden Mitglieder, namentlich der Vorsitzende, konnten durch dauernde 
Fühlungnahme mit den Reichsbehörden und anderen unterrichteten Stellen wichtige 
Dienste leisten.”, EZA/BMW 1/1976, dies. (Jahresbericht 1917–1918, vertraulich), 23. 
März 1918. 
Dies bedeutet einerseits, dass weitere Aktivitäten dieses Dreiergremiums über den hier 
genutzten Quellenbestand hinaus bezeugt sein könnten; andererseits gab es tatsächlich 
Zeiten von geringerer Aktivität, so dass etwa im Jahr 1919 Schreiber an Deodat 
Disselhoff vom OIK-Werk Kaiserswerth versichernd darauf hinweisen musste, dass die 
OIK tatsächlich fortbestehe “auch wenn sie augenblicklich kaum etwas tun kann”, 
Ar.FKSK/2-1 DA 1820, Schreiber an Disselhoff, 10. Dez. 1919. 
25 Dieser Begriff findet sich bereits bei Carl Mühlmann. 1929. Deutschland und die 
Türkei 1913–14, Berlin (Politische Wissenschaft 7), S. 38. 
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Gestalt der Frage, ob überhaupt noch Mission an Muslimen von den 
OIK-Werken vertreten und praktiziert werden durfte. 

Nicht minder unpolitisch ausgerichtet war das auch OIK-intern äußerst 
umstrittene zweite Problemfeld, die Hilfe für notleidende Armenier: Man 
verständigte sich zum einen auf Hilfsmaßnahmen auf publizistischem Gebiet, 
indem man sich gegen armenierfeindliche Berichterstattung in der deutschen 
Presse wehrte und andererseits türkeikritische Berichterstattungen aus den 
eigenen Reihen zu unterbinden versuchte. Die Hilfsmaßnahmen auf praktischem 
Gebiet umfassten schwerpunktmäßig 

 das Organisieren einer internen OIK-Spendensammlung als “Armenier-
hilfe”; 

 eine organisationsübergreifende Kooperation mit der J. Lepsius-nahen 
Deutsch Armenischen Gesellschaft (DAG) zur Bündelung der Kräfte für 
die Armenierarbeit; 

 und eine weniger umfassende, dafür effektivere Zusammenarbeit von 
A.W. Schreiber mit J. Greenfield (DAG), die sich um vom Einzug in den 
türkischen Militärdienst bedrohte Armenier in Deutschland kümmerten. 

Letzten Endes zeigt die kritische Aufarbeitung all dieser genannten Aktivitäten 
jedoch, wie sehr die OIK-Spitze jedwedes Engagement politisch instrumen-
talisierte, um der Interessenslage der deutschen Regierung zu dienen. Vorgänge 
aus dem Jahr 1918 hinsichtlich der “Armenischen Frage” mögen dies kurz 
illustrieren:  

Am 29. Apr. 1918 kam es in Berlin zu einem Treffen zwischen Axenfeld und 
drei Mitgliedern des armenischen Nationalrates. 26  In der “Denkschrift der 
Delegation des armenischen Nationalrates über die Lage der Armenier” warben 
diese für die Durchsetzung des Selbstbestimmungsrechts der Völker.27 Doch war 

 
26  Weitere Teilnehmer waren Schreiber, Richter und James Greenfield; bei den 
Mitgliedern des Nationalrates handelte es sich um Rechtsanwalt L. Nasariantz, 
Bankdirektor A. Djamalian und G. Melik-Karageosian, allesamt ehemalige Mitglieder 
der Duma, vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1976, [Schreiber] (hs. Notiz), o.D. [terminus a quo: 3. Mai 
1918]. 
27 Vgl. EZA/BMW 1/1980, “Denkschrift der Delegation des armenischen Nationalrates 
über die Lage der Armenier”, o.D. [terminus ad quem: Mai 1918]. 

 Noch bis heute schlägt sich die bewegte Geschichte der ehemaligen armenischen 
Provinzen Kars, Ardahan und Batum auf türkischem Gebiet in der Literatur nieder. So 
lässt der türkische Schriftsteller Orhan Pamuk seinen Roman “Schnee” ganz bewusst in 
Kars als Verwaltungszentrums der gleichnamigen ostanatolischen Povinz spielen und 
verarbeitet dort kontemporär-brisante Themen, wie etwa den Antagonismus des 
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Axenfeld war davon überzeugt, dass die Armenier einen großen Teil der Schuld 
an ihrem Elend selbst trugen, da sie sich mit der Entente verschworen hätten.28 
Eine Hilfe Deutschlands könne es deshalb nur unter zwei Vorbedingungen 
geben: Wenn sich erstens Armenier und Armenierfreunde jeglicher “deutsch-
feindlichen Agitation” enthielten; und wenn zweitens das Ziel einer Unabhän-
gigkeit Armeniens und damit die “Zerstörung der Türkei” aufgegeben werde: 

“Daß solcher Verzicht nötig ist, weil Gott in diesem Kriege für Deutschland 
und gegen die Entente entschieden hat, ist ja jetzt nicht mehr schwer zu 
sehen.”29 

Diesen Standpunkt vertrat der OIK-Vorsitzende zudem auf der DEMA-Sitzung 
im Leipziger Missionshaus am 12./13. Juni 1918. Dort berichtete er von seinem 
engen Verhältnis zur politischen Machtelite, so dass ihm die geplanten 
politischen und militärischen Maßnahmen der deutschen Regierung in der Türkei 
“unter Verschwiegenheit mitgeteilt” worden seien. Im Gegenzug habe er 
armenischen Kreisen eingeprägt, von deutschfeindlicher Agitation abzurücken 
“und sich der deutschen Leitung vertrauensvoll zu fügen”: 

“Sowohl der deutschen Regierung wie den Armenierkreisen erkläre ich 
beharrlich, daß der einzige Gesichtspunkt, der uns leitet und zur Beteiligung 
an diesen Beratungen und Arbeiten treibt, der des christlichen Erbarmens 
ist, das dem Verderben eines unglücklichen Volkes steuern helfen 
möchte.”30 

Dieses von Axenfeld betriebene “christliche Erbarmen” kannte allerdings als 
primäre Referenzgröße nur die Interessenslage der deutschen Regierung an – 
obgleich sowohl das Ausmaß des Elends der Armenier als auch die Verantwor-
tung der türkischen Seite bekannt war. So verabschiedete man etwa auf der OIK-
Tagung vom 17. Juli 1918 in Berlin folgendes Votum: 

 
politischen Islamismus gegenüber der säkular orientierten staatlich-militärischen 
Willkür, vgl. ders., Schnee, München/Wien 2005. Zur im Verlauf des Romans 
hintergründig geschilderten und analog spannungsreichen Historie von Kars, die 
1918/1919 für kurze Zeit sogar die Südwest-Kaukasische Republik von Kars umfasste, 
vgl. ebd. 29, 193, 196, 198f., 224. 
28 Vgl. LAH (Goltz, H./Meißner, A. [Hgg.], Deutschland, Armenien und die Türkei 
1895–1926. Dokumente und Zeitschriften aus dem Dr. Johannes-Lepsius-Archiv an der 
Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, hg. von Hermann Goltz, Teil 1, Katalog, 
München 1998; Teil 2, Mikrofiche-Edition mit Begleitband, München 1999) 13807, 
Axenfeld an Favre, 8. Juni 1918. 

29 Ebd. 
30 EZA/BMW 1/8186, Axenfeld („Orient-& Islam-Kommissionsbericht“), 13. Juni 1918. 
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“Die auch von deutschen leitenden militärischen Stellen als notwendig 
anerkannten militärischen Massnahmen der Dislocierung der Armenier von 
der russischen Grenze ist nicht in abendländischer, sondern nach türkischer 
Art zur Ausführung gebracht und zur Durchführung einer längst 
gewünschten politischen Massnahme ausgenutzt worden; nämlich die 
Vernichtung des armenischen Volkes.”31 

Die zwingend regierungskonformen Bahnen jeglicher Armenierhilfe strich 
Axenfeld schließlich in einem Bericht an den DEMA vom 25. Sept. 1918 
abermals heraus, da das Bündnis mit der Türkei generell “unentbehrlich” 
gewesen sei; zudem schuldeten nicht zuletzt die Armenier Deutschland Dank 
und Anerkennung für dortige Bemühungen im Rahmen des Zulässigen innerhalb 
der Waffenbrüderschaft: 

“Wenn von dem unglücklichen Volk der überlebende Rest, vielleicht ein 
Drittel, schließlich doch noch auf freiem Boden im kaukasischen Armenien 
zu einer erträglichen Existenz gelangt, so hat er dies in erster Linie 
Deutschland zu verdanken.”32 

Hierbei zeigte die Einflussarbeit der OIK-Spitze deutlich auf, dass 
Hilfsleistungen für Christinnen und Christen im Orient von deren Bedeutung für 
die deutschen Kriegsinteressen abhängig gemacht wurden – zu Lasten der 
notleidenden Armenier, wie auch zu Lasten der aramäischsprachigen 
Gemeinschaft, die dabei erst gar nicht angemessen in den Blick geriet. Vielmehr 
galt die Konformität zur Interessenslage der deutschen Regierung als conditio 
sine qua non. 

Nach Kriegsende, mit dem zwar die Waffenbrüderschaft vorüber, aber das 
Problem des Schicksals der Armenier noch in keiner Weise beendet gewesen 
war, spielte diese Angelegenheit für das Wirken der OIK bezeichnenderweise 
kaum mehr eine Rolle. Man war nun umso mehr mit sich selber beschäftigt und 
ging wegen der bereits erwähnten desolaten wirtschaftlichen Lage33 und neben 

 
31  EZA/BMW 1/1976, (Besprechung der OIK in Berlin am 17. Juli 1918 bei Pastor 

Stoevesandt), o.D. 
32  EZA/BMW 1/8186, Axenfeld an Hennig (OIK-Bericht für die Konferenz der 
Missionsgesellschaften am 26. Sept. 1918 in Berlin), 25. Sept. 1918; vgl. auch Julius 
Richter. 1919. Zur Lage der deutschen evangelischen Heidenmission, in: JVDM 1919, 
S. 8–20, hier: S.18. 
33 Hierbei spielten auch die Bemühung der OIK-Führung um Entschädigungsansprüche 
gegenüber dem Deutschen Staat eine Rolle, vgl. Ar.EMW/DEMA/DEMR 1/0718, 
(Ergebnisprotokoll DEMA-Tagung in Bethel, 10. Okt. 1922), o.D.; für staatlich-
finanzielle Unterstützung der OIK-Werke, insbesondere in Palästina, hatte sich Axenfeld 
bereits zu Kriegszeiten engagiert. 
 



VOLKER METZLER 

92 

Fragen des Verhältnisses von OIK-Werken untereinander 34  vor allem den 
Aspekten des nun dringlichsten Problemkreises nach: Ob, wie und wann eine 
Zusammenarbeit mit internationalen und insbesondere den dabei führenden 
angloamerikanischen Missionskreisen wieder möglich wäre, um nach Abschluss 
des Versailler Friedensvertrages 1919 möglichst umgehend die Wiederaufnahme 
der Arbeit auf den Gebieten der Siegermächte zu erlangen, wo ehemaliges 
deutsches Missionsbesitztum eingezogen worden war.  

Doch soll nun abschließend für unsere Tagungsthematik noch kurz ein Blick 
zurück auf das Ende des Ersten Weltkrieges und dessen Konsequenzen für die 
Kommission der Orientmissionen in Deutschland geworfen werden: 

Dem persönlichen Einsatz des OIK-Vorsitzenden Axenfeld war es zu verdanken 
gewesen, dass insgesamt immerhin zehn größere Treffen der OIK von 1916 bis 
1924 zu Stande gekommen waren. Mag für einen Zeitraum von acht Jahren diese 
Arbeitsbilanz recht bescheiden wirken,35 so ist sie dennoch aus zwei Gründen 
bemerkenswert: Erstens vermochte es Axenfeld zusammen mit seinen Kollegen, 
diese meist streng auf ihre Unabhängigkeit achtenden einzelnen Missionswerke 
immer wieder zum gegenseitigen Austausch zusammenzuführen, was aufgrund 
von deren unterschiedlichen Arbeitsgebieten – die von Ägypten über Palästina, 
Syrien und die Türkei bis hin nach Persien reichten – und deren Inhomogenität 
untereinander einen organisationspolitischen Erfolg an sich bedeutete. 36 

 
34 Dies bezieht sich zum einen auf die Streitfrage, ob die von J. Lepsius am 1. Juli 1917 
im Streit verlassene und dadurch stark geschwächte Deutsche Orient-Mission (DOM) 
sich später abermals Lepsius anschließen sollte, oder eher dem Hilfsbund in Frankfurt. 
Letzteres hatte die OIK um den Lepsius-skeptischen Axenfeld präferiert und wurde 1924 
schließlich auch so realisiert, vgl. EZA/DEMA/DEMR 1/8356, Axenfeld an DEMA 
[hs.], 9. Dez. 1922; Schäfer, R., Geschichte der Deutschen Orient-Mission, Potsdam 
1932, 108. Zum anderen hatte auch schon die OIK unter Axenfeld ab 1920 mit der 
jahrelangen Kontroverse um den Armenier Armenag S. Baronigian zu tun, vgl. 
Ar.EMW/DEMA/DEMR 1/0336, (Mitschrift OIK-Sitzung vom 10. März 1921), o.D. Da 
dieser Streit jedoch schwerpunktmäßig in der Ära Julius Richter ihren Ort hat, ist auf die 
ausführliche Darstellung in meiner Dissertation zu verweisen. 
35 Wie zu sehen war, bedeutete die Absenz von größeren Zusammenkünften nicht das 
Ruhen der OIK-Arbeit, die häufig durch das Dreiergremium um Axenfeld, Richter und 
Schreiber entscheidend weitergeführt wurde. 
36 Hier ist etwa die geschilderte Differenz zwischen armenophilen Kreisen wie der DAG 
einerseits und die spürbare Zurückhaltung zu dieser Thematik von Seiten des staatsnahen 
Jerusalemsvereins andererseits zu nennen. 
Einen weiteren Fall von Spannungen der OIK-Werke untereinander stellte außerdem der 
Vorstoß E.J. Christoffels Ende des Jahres 1917 dar, orientalischen Jungen und Mädchen 
eine bewusst protestantische Erziehung bzw. Ausbildung in Deutschland zu ermöglichen 
– analog zu anderen Unternehmungen, die bereits erste Früchte getragen hatten: “Ich 
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Zweitens ist kein Fall bekannt, in welchem Mitgliedswerke ihren Austritt aus der 
OIK erklärten.37 Vielmehr hatten sich OIK-Werke explizit für den Erhalt ihrer 
einzigen größeren Austausch-Plattform in Deutschland stark gemacht: So 
forderte Max Ulich vom Jerusalemsverein im Sommer 1918, neueste 
Entwicklungen auf den Missionsgebieten noch intensiver miteinander zu 
teilen.38  Ludwig Kölbing erbat für seine Herrnhuter Mission angesichts der 
dramatischen Entwicklungen gegen Kriegsende Informationen über das Ergehen 

 
meine, die protestantischen Kirchen Deutschlands müssen etwas ähnliches in die Wege 
leiten wie die deutsch-türkische Vereinigung es mit muhammedanischen Schülern tut, 
und wie jetzt der Kardinalfürstbischof Wiens.” EZA/BMW 1/1976, Christoffel an 
[Stoevesandt], 31. Dez. 1917. Gerade junge Mädchen sollten in ev. Anstalten wie dem 
Godesheim in Bad Godesberg oder im Hamburger Rauhen Haus für karitative Dienste 
ausgebildet werden, vgl. ebd. A.W. Schreiber als Vorstandsmitglied der CBM und OIK-
Schriftführer leitete dieses Anliegen an J. Stursberg/Kaiserswerth und F. 
Schuchardt/Hilfsbund, Frankfurt weiter, vgl. ebd., Schreiber an Schuchardt, 8. Feb. 
1918; vgl. ebd., Schreiber an Stursberg, 8. Feb. 1918. Beide lehnten jedoch ab, Stursberg 
mit dem Argument, dass orientalische Kinder in Deutschland fremd blieben, weil ihre 
„Art“ nicht hierher passe, vgl. ebd., Stursberg an Schreiber, 21. Feb. 1918 [hs.]; 
Schuchardt argumentierte, dass Menschen generell besser in ihrem jeweiligen Land und 
Volk zu unterstützen seien, vgl. ebd., Schuchardt an Schreiber, 13. Feb. 1918. Daraufhin 
leitete Schreiber die Ablehnung der beiden Missionsverantwortlichen an Christoffel 
weiter, vgl. ebd., Schreiber an Christoffel, 26. März 1918. Andererseits lehnte Christoffel 
sodann drei Monate später im Gegenzug eine Anfrage von Johannes Ehmann von der 
Hilfsbund-Station Mezere ab, ob nicht Malatia 20 Hilfsbundszöglinge aufnehmen 
könnte. Christoffel verwies dabei auf schlechte Erfahrungen mit Hilfsbundkindern 
einerseits und auf persönliche Spannungen zwischen ihm und F. Schuchardt andererseits: 
„Wir haben nur Unannehmlichkeiten gehabt. Auch sonst wenn unsere Arbeiten irgend 
wo [sic!] Berührungspunkte hatten. Die Schwierigkeiten gingen nicht von Mesereh oder 
Malatia aus, sondern von Frankfurt. Herr Schuchardt wird es schwer mit jemand 
zusammen zu arbeiten [sic!].”, ebd., Christoffel an Stoevesandt, 18. Juni 1918. 
Christoffel hatte freilich sein Hilfswerk in Malatia seit 1909 von Beginn an in gewisser 
Abgrenzung zur DOM und zudem zum Hilfsbund betrieben, nachdem eine von ihm 
geplante Mitarbeit im Hilfsbund auf der Station Mezere bei Harput zuvor gescheitert 
war, vgl. Hans-Lukas Kieser. 2000. Der verpasste Friede. Mission, Ethnie und Staat in 
den Ostprovinzen der Türkei 1839–1938, Zürich: Chronos, S. 312. 
37Mit Ausnahme des Rücktritts von J. Lepsius und den Spannungen zwischen Axenfeld 
und Lepsius-nahen Kreisen um E. Stier und der DAG erklärte anscheinend nur Pastor 
K.E. Wendt vom “Nestorianer”-Hilfswerk auf der OIK-Versammlung am 9. Apr. 1920, 
dass seine Gesellschaft vorläufig ausscheiden werde – allerdings deshalb, da mit dem 
Tod seines Vaters dessen Hilfsarbeit bereits seit zwei Jahren stillgestanden hatte. Vgl. 
EZA/BMW 1/1980, Axenfeld/Schreiber (Verhandlungsnachweis der OIK-Sitzung in 
Berlin am 9. Apr. 1920), o.D. 
38 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Hennig an Kölbing [hs.], 28. Sept. 1918. 
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der Kaiserswerther Schwestern und das Syrischen Waisenhauses Schnellers.39 
Und selbst als Axenfeld im Nov. 1919 angesichts des Versailler Vertrages die 
OIK aufzulösen gedachte40 und dies am 9. Apr. 1920 auf der Tagung in Berlin 
eigens thematisiert wurde41, sprachen sich die Mitgliedswerke deutlich für den 
Erhalt der OIK aus. Kölbing etwa hatte in einem Brief an Axenfeld vom 17. Nov. 
1919 bereits bekundet, dass er die Mitarbeit in diesem von ihm sehr geschätzten 
Kreis gerne fortführen würde; eine Entscheidung dazu könne freilich erst eine 
Vollversammlung im Frühjahr 1920 treffen. 42  Diese Vollversammlung 
beschloss am 9. Apr. 1920 in Berlin schließlich die Fortsetzung der bisherigen 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft, so wie es das offizielle Protokoll wie folgt festhielt: 

“Die Vertreter der deutschen Orient-Mission bitten ebenso wie der 
Inspektor der Sudan-Pionier-Mission dringend, daß die Kommission, deren 
Arbeit sich in der Vergangenheit so segensreich erwiesen hat, auch ferner 
zum Austausch der Erfahrungen, zur Vertretung gemeinsamer Interessen, 
sowie zur Förderung praktischer und wissenschaftlicher Arbeit erhalten 
bleiben möge. Es wird demgemäß beschlossen.”43 

Dieses Votum war einerseits bemerkenswert, weil damit die Arbeit der OIK auf 
Wunsch der Mitgliederbasis erhalten blieb. So, wie es in den einzelnen 
Stellungnahmen der Missionsgesellschaften häufig verlautete, waren diese 
insbesondere am Informationsfluss über neueste Entwicklungen auf den 
Missionsfeldern und den Ebenen des Staates, der Kirche und der internationalen 
Missionswelt interessiert, ob nun durch Briefverkehr oder persönliche Treffen. 
Sie nahmen die OIK damit primär als Informationsplattform wahr und begehrten 
den “brüderlichen” Austausch untereinander; weniger bedeutsam schien für sie 
hingegen Gemeinschaftsarbeit im Sinne von konkreten Projekten gewesen zu 
sein. 

 
39 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Kölbing [an Axenfeld] [hs.], 4. Nov. 1918. 
40 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Axenfeld an OIK-Werke, 8. Nov. 1919. 
41 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Axenfeld an OIK-Werke, 26. März 1920. 
42 Vgl. U.A./A.J.H. 18, Kölbing an Axenfeld [hs.], 17. Nov. 1919. 
43 EZA/BMW 1/1980, Axenfeld/Schreiber (Verhandlungsnachweis der OIK-Sitzung in 
Berlin am 9. Apr. 1920), o.D. Weshalb sich hier namentlich die beiden genannten 
Organisationen für die Erhalt der OIK aussprachen ist folgendermaßen erklärbar: Bei der 
Besetzung der OIK-Kommission mit ständigen Vertretern der OIK-Werke hatte sich 
1916 die Sudan-Pionier-Mission/SPM, besonders stark gemacht, weshalb 
Missionsinspektor Held in diesen Kreis nachrücken durfte – anscheinend war der dortige 
Informationsaustausch für die SPM und deren Missionsinspektor recht vorteilhaft 
verlaufen. Die DOM wiederum war nach dem Austritt von J. Lepsius und R. Schäfer 
stark geschwächt und hatte die Beziehungspflege zu anderen Missionswerken offenbar 
dringend nötig. 
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Andererseits war dieses Votum auch deshalb sehr aufschlussreich, weil es 
bezeugte, dass die OIK-Werke selber das bisherige Wirken ihrer OIK-Spitze, das 
“so segensreich” gewesen sei, mitgetragen hatten und nun weiter mittragen 
wollten. 44  Wenn also bisher bei der Darstellung des Wirkens der OIK die 
Aktivitäten der OIK-Spitze im Gegenüber zu ihren Mitgliedswerken 
nachgezeichnet worden waren, so darf dies nicht den Anschein erwecken, als ob 
die erstere den letzteren ihren Willen durchwegs aufzwang; vielmehr hatten 
letztere die staatsnahe Missionspolitik des Dreiergremiums vollauf geteilt – eine 
Politik, die das Verhältnis von Mission und (Staats-)Macht sehr stark in eins sah: 
Auch die einzelnen Missionsgesellschaften respektierten die regierungs-
freundliche, deutsch-nationale Grundlinie als eine conditio sine qua non für das 
Agieren zu Kriegszeiten und der Zeit danach.45 Nur so konnte die OIK-Spitze 
um Axenfeld zusammen mit politischen Kreisen etwa den “deutschen Charakter” 
der Satzungen der Mitgliederwerke erfolgreich bewerben und vorantreiben. 
Einmischungen in die Angelegenheiten des türkischen Waffenbruders und des 
eigenen Vaterlandes vermied man in analoger Weise, so dass man zwar die 
Zwangsislamisierungen im Orient anprangerte; jedoch schreckten die OIK-
Werke davor zurück, sich generell für Religionsfreiheit einzusetzen, um nicht 
die eigenen Interessen im Osmanischen Reich zu gefährden. 

Erst aufgrund dieser staatsloyalen Gesinnungsbasis der Mitgliedswerke gelang 
es Axenfeld ferner, einen relativen OIK-Konsens herbeizuführen, keinerlei offen 
türkeikritische Artikel in den Missionsperiodika zu veröffentlichen. Man 
akzeptierte dagegen Axenfelds und Schreibers zentrale Position bei der 
Ausschüttung der gemeinsam betrieben “Armenierhilfe” und achtete bereitwillig 
darauf, bei deren Veröffentlichung die Sache der Armenier nur im zensur- und 
staatskonformen Rahmen zur Sprache zu bringen – schließlich war dabei auch 
das finanzielle Eigeninteresse berührt, indem der Fluss staatlicher Hilfsgelder an 
die eigene Linientreue geknüpft war. Sich mit der brisanten Armenierfrage 
überhaupt zu beschäftigen, missfiel einigen vaterlandstreuen Werken dagegen 
erheblich, weshalb die OIK-Spitze eine strategische Partnerschaft mit der DAG 
einging, um dabei den Kontakt mit den wichtigen Kreisen um J. Lepsius 

 
44 Mit Ausnahme von J. Lepsius und dessen DAG-Kreisen war daran kaum vernehmbare 
Kritik geäußert worden. 
45 So zeigen etwa Äußerungen von J.E. Christoffel von 1920, dass eine deutsch-nationale 
Gesinnung wie im Falle Axenfelds keine Seltenheit darstellte, sondern vielmehr auch 
unter anderen Missionsführern der OIK-Werke stark verbreitet war: “Trotz allem, 
trotzdem der Welt Haß und Verachtung auf uns ruht: ich bin stolz ein Deutscher zu 
sein.”; dazu auch Sohn Otto Christoffel: “Vater war ein Patriot durch und durch, ja ein 
Deutschnationaler. Er liebte (!) Hindenburg, er liebte Ludendorff, er liebte seine 
Heimat.”, Thüne, a.a.O., 72. 
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zumindest bis Anfang 1918 zu wahren. Folglich fanden die überaus apologe-
tischen Darstellungen zum Verhalten der deutschen Regierung und der OIK zur 
Armenierfrage aus der Feder der OIK-Spitze nach Kriegsende ebenso wenig 
vernehmbaren Protest. 

Somit ist festzuhalten, dass die OIK-Werke durch ihren freiwilligen Beitritt an 
der staatskonformen Arbeitsweise der OIK ihren Anteil hatten und daraus 
Nutzen zogen – oder mit den Worten N. Luhmanns: Sie partizipierten selber an 
der “Macht des Systems”.46 Sie stabilisierten das regierungsfreundliche System 
der OIK im Sinne einer wechselseitigen Durchdringung von Mission und 
(Staats-)Macht und waren bereit, es zukünftig weiterzutragen, da ihre Normen 
und Werte von der Kommissionsspitze adäquat repräsentiert worden waren.47 

Die eingangs zitierte einheitliche Stellung der beteiligten deutschen Missions-
kreise nicht nur zur Armenierfrage sondern auch für die Aufgabe Deutschlands 
im Morgenlande” musste dementsprechend innerhalb der OIK gar nicht erst 
erreicht, sondern allenfalls geschärft werden. 

 

 
46 “An der Macht des Systems sind alle Mitglieder durch ihre Mitgliedschaft in originärer 
Form beteiligt dadurch, daß sie im System eine Rolle spielen, die Kommunikations-
weisen des Systems benutzen, die permanenten Abhängigkeits-verhältnisse ausnutzen 
und die gemeinsame Orientierung an vergangenen oder künftig-möglichen bindenden 
Entscheidungen aktivieren können.”, Niklas Luhmann/Andre Kieserling (Hg.) 2012. 
Macht im System, Berlin: Suhrkamp 2012, S. 94. 
47 “Wenn die in einer Unternehmung gelebten und repräsentierten Normen und Werte 
authentischer Natur sind, dann sind die individuellen Ziele besser in den kollektiven 
repräsentiert und damit erhöht sich der Nutzen der einzelnen Interaktionen für alle 
Beteiligten.”, Ulrike Buschmeier. 1995. Macht und Einfluss in Organisationen, 
Göttingen: Cuvillier, S. 53. 
Symptomatisch stellte noch 1926 Siegfried Graf von Lüttichau/Kaiserswerth das 
spezialisierte Fachforum der OIK im Rückblick als ein Vorbild dar, als die OIK-Werke 
des Evangelischen Vereins für das Syrische Waisenhaus (Schneller), die Karmelmission, 
Kaiserswerth und der Jerusalemsverein sodann um eine festere Arbeitsgemeinschaft in 
Palästina rangen.  Um miteinander gemeinsame Ziele festzusetzen und sich besser 
auszutauschen wäre, so von Lüttichau, eine ähnliche Arbeitsmethode wie zu damaliger 
Zeit wünschenswert: “Die Aussprache würde in ähnlicher Weise herbeigeführt werden 
müssen, wie es zum Beispiel während des Krieges unter der Leitung des verstorbenen 
General-Superintendenten D. Axenfeld in der Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Orient- und 
Islamkommission geschehen ist.” Ar.FKSK, 2-1 DA 1823, Lüttichau an Kapler, 19. Feb. 
1926. 
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Johannes Lepsius: 
Moral Politics, Imperialism and Civil Disobedience 

 
ROLF HOSFELD 

 
Focusing on the biography of German pro-Armenian activist Johannes Lepsius, 
this essay tries to highlight some of the dialectics (and antinomies) of the 
European humanitarian movements, as far as they related to the Armenian 
question starting from the 1890’s up until the 1920’s. How did the Armenian 
persecutions and the Genocide during World War I shape European and 
international history, memory, and politics? Johannes Lepsius, in terms of moral 
courage an exceptional person among “cultural” Protestants in Wilhelmine 
Germany, was confronted with all these questions during his life, which he 
dedicated to the tracked Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. 

European awareness of the Armenian problem arose in the late 19th century. It 
was no coincidence that this occurred specifically in the age of spreading 
European imperialism all across the globe and the Great Game intensifying in 
the Orient. It was also the time when utopian ideas of resurrecting the “lands of 
the bible” and ancient oriental Christianity were the latest fashion – almost a 
mania1 – among western missionaries. In the globalizing world of 19th century 
European imperialism, protection and resurrection of Christianity in this region 
were seen as an outstanding civilizing mission. The question discussed in the 
vicinity of these activities and campaigns was not so much “Imperialism, yes or 
no?” (the legitimacy of which was beyond any doubt); but rather: “Which 
imperialism?”. 

In Germany, the pro-Armenian movement of the 1890’s – which had been 
triggered by the Hamidian massacres of 1894–96, counting more than 100.000 
victims – was mainly supported by evangelical circles within German 
Protestantism. It was also championed by some liberal Protestant intellectuals in 
the vicinity of Martin Rade’s journal Christliche Welt (“Christian World”), 
which, albeit representing only a minority, exerted a valuable influence.2  

 
1 Hans-Lukas Kieser. 2013. 'Nahostmillenarismus, protestantische Internationale und 
Johannes Lepsius', in: Rolf Hosfeld (ed.), Johannes Lepsius – Eine deutsche Ausnahme. 
Der Völkermord an den Armeniern, Humanitarismus und Menschenrechte, Göttingen: 
Wallstein, p. 61. 
2 Thomas Nipperdey. 1994. Deutsche Geschichte 1866–1918. Vol. 1: Arbeitswelt und 
Bürgergeist, Munich: C.H. Beck, p. 477. 
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The most prominent figure of the German pro-Armenia movement – close to 
Rade who began to encourage his engagement for the Armenians in early 18963 
– was theologian Johannes Lepsius, who had come into contact with the minority 
problems in the Ottoman Empire during a two years stay as a young vicar in 
Jerusalem 1884–86. His father had been an Egyptologist of international 
reputation. His mother – a person of deep pietistic religiosity – came from the 
family of 18th century enlightenment writer and publisher Friedrich Nicolai, a 
close friend of the Jewish-German philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. Lepsius’s 
moral views were strongly (or even exclusively) determined by the Sermon on 
the Mount4, which often brought him into conflict with the official church.5 In 
this same vein, he also shared the spirit of Rade’s Neo-Kantianism and Kant’s 
appeal to a universal “Moral Law in us”. 6  Approaching the humanitarian 
question concerning the Armenians in this manner of moral politics was in sharp 
contrast to the “booming silence” 7  of most secular German intellectuals 
(including Social Democrats with the exception of Eduard Bernstein, Karl 
Liebknecht and some others8) whose cultural and ethical relativism was strongly 
influenced by the tradition of German historicism.9 In 1897 Lepsius wrote in 
Maximilian Harden’s journal Zukunft (“Future”), counteracting an anti-
Armenian pamphlet: “A priori, my antipathy goes out to the butcher, whereas 
the victim, whatever else I may think of his worth, gets my sympathy.”10 Not 

 
3 Axel Meißner. 2010.  Martin Rades „Christliche Welt“ und Armenien. Bausteine für 
eine internationale Ethik des Protestantismus. Berlin: Lit, p. 104. 
4  Manfred Aschke. 2013. 'Christliche Ethik und Politik. Johannes Lepsius über die 
Gebote der Bergpredigt und die legitimen sozialen Ordnungen', in: Rolf Hosfeld (ed.). 
2013. Johannes Lepsius – Eine deutsche Ausnahme. Der Völkermord an den Armeniern, 
Humanitarismus und Menschenrechte, Göttingen: Wallstein, pp. 69–109. 
5 Prinz Max von Baden. 1927. Erinnerungen und Dokumente. Stuttgart/Berlin/Leipzig: 
Deutsche Verlagsanstalt, p. 77. 
6 Meißner, Martin Rades „Christliche Welt“ (as cited in fn. 3), p. 172. 
7  Ulrich Sieg, 'Deutsche Intellektuelle und ihre Haltung zu Armenien im Ersten 
Weltkrieg', in: Hosfeld, Ausnahme (as cited in fn. 4), p. 112. 
8  Rosa Luxemburg. 1896. “Die nationalen Kämpfe in der Türkei und die 
Sozialdemokratie”. Sächsische Arbeiterzeitung, October 8,9 and 10, 1896: Georg 
Gradnauer, Alarmierende Nachrichten aus Armenien und die Pflichten der deutschen 
Regierung. Deutscher Reichstag (German Parliament), 3 March 1902, in: Helmut Donat 
(Ed.). 2005.  Armenien, die Türkei und die Pflichten Europas. Bremen: Donat, p. 75–80; 
Eduard Bernstein, Die Leiden des armenischen Volkes und die Pflichten Europas, Berlin 
people’s meeting, 26 June 1902. Donat, p. 19–53; Liebknecht in the German Reichstag, 
11 January 1916. Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts Berlin (PA-AA) R 14089. 
9 Rolf Hosfeld. 2015 Tod in der Wüste. Der Völkermord an den Armeniern, Munich: 
C.H. Beck, p. 17. 
10 Johannes Lepsius. 1897. Antwort auf Hans Barth, in: Zukunft 18 (1897), p. 478. 
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primarily because the victims were Christians, but rather because of the moral 
law in us, because “we” are Christians. 

This assessment – and the moral universalism at its core – remained a constant 
of his life, regardless of any changes in his viewpoints and perceptions in detail. 
It was also the foundation of – something along these lines being far from 
obvious for a liberal-conservative Bildungsbürger [educated bourgeois] of the 
Wilhelmine era11 – his lifelong close relations with Armenian revolutionary 
circles, starting in 1896 with major public appearances alongside Garabed 
Thoumajan who had been sentenced to death in the Ottoman Empire on grounds 
of revolutionary activities. Most of these contacts of his were members of the 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaktzutyun), an organization that had 
its roots in a hybrid reception of European socialism and some traditions of the 
Russian  Narodnaja Wolja 12  and that would join the Socialist (“Second”) 
International in 1907.13 Also in 1896, Lepsius founded the Deutsche Orient-
Mission (“German Mission to the Orient”) which soon turned into what was 
primarily an Armenian Relief Society with stations in Urfa and other places in 
Turkey, Iran and Bulgaria.14 The same year saw the publication of his book 
Armenien und Europa (“Armenia and Europe”) on the Hamidian massacres, 
which was subsequently translated into several languages.  

What Lepsius demanded in the consequence, was what we today would call 
tangible European pressure. He complained about the inactivity of the Great 
(“Christian”) powers, namely Germany and its pro-Turkish opportunism, which 
made them co-responsible bystanders, silently accepting the downfall of Oriental 
Christianity for egocentric reasons. 15  The book exerted a tremendous 

 
11  His parents’ house combined constitutionalist influences from 1848, a cautious 
appropriation of Bismarck’s unification politics, and a clear rejection of Antisemitism. 
M. Rainer Lepsius. 1993. 'Bildungsbürgertum und Wissenschaft. Richard Lepsius und 
seine Familie', in: M. Rainer Lepsius, Demokratie in Deutschland, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, p. 324. 
12 Hosfeld, Tod in der Wüste (as cited in fn. 9, p. 45. 
13 On the greater context of Lepsius’s Armenian connections, see: Aschot Hayruni, 
'Johannes Lepsius‘ armenische Verbindungen', in: Hosfeld, Ausnahme (as cited in fn. 4), 
p. 207–226. Regarding Thoumajan, see p. 208. 
14  Axel Meißner, 'Das Armenische Hilfswerk von Johannes Lepsius. Umfang und 
Bedeutung', in: Hosfeld, Ausnahme (as cited in fn. 4), pp. 172–196. 
 15  Johannes Lepsius. 1896. Armenien und Europa. Eine Anklageschrift wider die 
christlichen Großmächte und ein Aufruf an das christliche Deutschland, Berlin, pp. 85, 
63. 
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international influence16, making Lepsius a man of note in Europe. Religiously 
minded men in Germany and all over Europe who were thinking rightly on the 
Eastern question, British Liberal and former Prime Minister William Gladstone 
wrote in a  letter in1897 to Lepsius after having read this “valuable book on the 
Armenian massacres”, had for all this time been misrepresented by their 
Governments. He called this “one of the saddest, if not the very saddest”, truths 
of the time.17 Lepsius’s indictment was one of the milestones of political morals 
as it was growing ever more popular in late nineteenth century Europe.18  

Like Gladstone Lepsius was a liberal imperialist with ethical principles. His tract 
was published during an era when Bismarck’s calculated Realpolitik was 
increasingly being supplanted by visions of a geographically expansive 
Germany. The turnaround of public opinion toward an impatient brand of 
imperialism had become an intellectual fashion following Max Weber’s widely 
received Freiburg inaugural address in 189519. This also affected a sought-after 
new sphere of influence in the Ottoman Empire. In the new climate, British calls 
for an intervention prompted by the Armenian massacres were eventually – after 
moments of irritated indignation and hesitation 20  – abruptly dismissed by 
Emperor Wilhelm II. as a sinister ploy designed to increase London’s Eastern 
influence.21  

For these very reasons, and trusting the growing power of public opinion, 
Lepsius and the moral politics of the German pro-Armenian movement were 
strongly opposed to the Reich’s official policies. He rallied throughout Germany, 
speaking on public assemblies even in smaller towns and villages, by this raising 

 
16  Davide Rodogno. 2012. Against Massacre. Humanitarian Interventions in The 
Ottoman Empire 1815–1914, Princeton: Princeton University Press, p. 206. 
17 William Ewart Gladstone to Johannes Lepsius, 25 July 1897, Lepsius-Archiv Potsdam 
(LAP) 157-1710. 
18 Frank Bösch, '“Kampagnen gegen Massenmorde”. Das Aufkommen der Moralpolitik 
im ausgehenden 19. Jahrhundert. Johannes Lepsius im internationalen Kontext. ' Lecture 
at Lepsiushaus Potsdam on 24 January 2014. 
19 Joachim Radkau. 2009. Max Weber. Die Leidenschaft des Denkens, Munich/Vienna: 
Hanser, p. 218. 
20 M. S. Anderson. 1966. The Eastern Question, 1774–1923. A Study in International 
Relations, London/Melbourne/Toronto: St. Martin’s Press, p. 257. Important: Saurma to 
Hohenlohe, 29 July 1896, with Wilhelm II. writing in the margin: “We now need to 
clearly convey to Effendimis that he is going to disappear just like (his predecessor) 
Abdul Aziz.” in: Johannes Lepsius/Albrecht Mendelssohn-Bartholdy/Friedrich Thimme 
(eds). 1923. Die Große Politik der Europäischen Kabinette 1871–1914. Sammlung 
diplomatischer Akten des Auswärtigen Amts, Vol. 12/1, Berlin, p. 18. 
21 Wolfgang J. Mommsen. 1993. Großmachtstellung und Weltpolitik 1870–1914. Die 
Außenpolitik des Deutschen Reichs, Frankfurt (Main)/Berlin: Ullstein, p. 129. 
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reasonable amounts of money among Christian circles for his Armenian relief 
work. In 1897, he wrote that national interest should never become the guiding 
principle of moral thought, judgment and action. 22  Nationalist Protestants 
accused him of being overly dependent on English influence, politically as well 
as theologically.23 The Prussian Ministry of the Interior intervened. Friedrich 
Naumann, subsequent doyen of German-minded national liberalism, went as far 
as spin doctoring the victims of the Hamidian massacres to serve some higher 
purpose. This was supposed to lie in the German destiny for Weltpolitik (World 
Policy) in the Orient. Anyone who – like Lepsius – thought international, i. e. 
“English”, as Naumann contended, might well take the Armenian side.24  

However, Lepsius was not fundamentally opposed to German Weltpolitik, 
although his take on the subject was only distantly related to the Wilhelmine 
boom of power politics. To Lepsius the theologian, Weltpolitik presented itself 
predominantly as a necessary condition for the advent of a constitutionally 
ordered world on earth, based on the humanitarian principles of the gospel (as 
which he saw the Kingdom of Christ). Yet Lepsius, like virtually every educated 
German protestant of his day, viewed Luther’s Germany as God’s predestined 
country. Even more than many others he believed in Germany’s duty, “by virtue 
of its moral superiority”25, to lead the other powers. This might be called a 
German version of national exceptionalism.  

He began to doubt this exceptionalism only in 1915, when he experienced the 
beginning of the Armenian Genocide. “His feelings were aroused chiefly against 
his own government”, Henry Morgenthau records in his memoirs writing about 
a meeting with Johannes Lepsius at the American Embassy in Istanbul on July 
31, 1915.26 Lepsius even went as far as doubting whether, within all the national 
hatred of this war, one could continue in earnest to speak of a “Christendom”.27 

 
22 Johannes Lepsius. 1897. Antwort auf Hans Barth, in: Zukunft 18 (1897), p. 478. 
23 Uwe Feigel. 1989. Das evangelische Deutschland und Armenien. Die Armenierhilfe 
deutscher evangelischer Christen seit dem Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts im Kontext der 
deutsch-türkischen Beziehungen, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, p. 52. 
24  Friedrich Naumann.1900. Asia. Berlin-Schöneberg: Buchverlag der Hilfe, p. 145, 
p. 141. 
25 Margaret Lavinia Anderson. 2007. ' “Down in Turkey, far away”: Human Rights, the 
Armenian Massacres, and Orientalism in Wilhelmine Germany', in: The Journal of 
Modern History 79 (March 2007), p. 105. 
26  Henry Morgenthau. 1918. Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story. Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, Page and Company, p. 344. 
27  Johannes Lepsius. 1915. 'Unsere Waffenbrüderschaft mit der Türkei', in: Der 
Christliche Orient, Vol. 16. (1915), p. 9; p. 32. 
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Yet during the first months of the war, Lepsius subscribed to the illusion that the 
German-Turkish alliance would by necessity bring about a certain hegemonial 
Europeanization of Turkey at the hands of Germany – a “disciplined European 
government”, as he put it.28 But such pipe dreams of a “German Egypt” were 
soon shattered. In the beginning of August 1915, Lepsius wrote from Istanbul to 
his wife Alice in Potsdam: “Unspeakable things have happened and are 
happening still. The goal is perfect extermination – executed under the veil of 
martial law. There is nothing else to be said.”29  

Lepsius decided not to remain silent after his return to Germany in September. 
This was in clear contrast to the considerable number of people in the Reich, in 
similarly or more prominent positions, who knew exactly what was going on in 
Turkey, yet for the raison d’état during wartime did not speak up. “Lepsius 
seems to be really in earnest to do something”, as Henry Morgenthau noted in 
his diary under the 31st of July.30 On his way back to Berlin, Lepsius went by the 
central bureau of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation Dashnaktzutyun, 
which had been transferred to Sofia since the outbreak of the war, where he took 
stock of the entirety of correspondence since the beginning of the era of 
persecution.31 The overwhelming bulk of information he had collected while on 
this journey culminated in an experience of personal catharsis. As he said in Sofia 
by the End of August to a leading Dashnak, Liparit Nasariantz, a man who, in 
1914, had been a founding member of Lepsius’s Deutsch-Armenische 
Gesellschaft (“German-Armenian Society”): The way things looked at that point, 
any question pertaining to the situation of the Ottoman Armenians could be 
solved “by revolutionary means only”.32 One should not take this literally. He 
never turned into a radical. For him “revolutionary means” in this context meant 
seriously thinking about civil disobedience, as he had practiced it in the 1890s. 
Yet under the war conditions of military censorship and the so-called national 
Burgfrieden (the “voluntary” truce in domestic politics for the war’s duration) 
this option for disobedience could turn into a dangerous affair.  

One of the first things he did upon return was to publish anonymously an article 
entitled Die Ausrottung eines Volkes (“The Extermination of a People”) in the 

 
28 Johannes Lepsius. 1914. 'Die Zukunft der Türkei', in: Der Christliche Orient, Vol. 14 
(1914), p. 60; p. 84. 
29 Lepsius to Alice Lepsius, beginning of August 1915, LAP 118–1320. 
30 Henry Morgenthau. 2004. United States Diplomacy on the Bosphorus: The Diaries of 
Ambassador Morgenthau, 1913–1916. Compiled with an introduction by Ara Sarafian, 
Princeton/London: Taderon, p. 291. 
31Johannes Lepsius. 1919. Der Todesgang des Armenischen Volkes, Potsdam 1919, 
p. XXI. 
32 Ռ. Լեռնեան, Մեծ աղէտի օրերուն, Հայրենիք, թիվ 8(68), Բոստոն 1928, էջ 108 
(Lernjan (Nasariantz), During “Aghet”, in: “Hajrenik“, No. 8(68), Boston 1928, p. 108). 
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16 September 1915 issue of Swiss newspaper Basler Nachrichten which, 
nationally as well as internationally, caused quite a stir. In June 1916, Lepsius 
published his Bericht über die Lage des armenischen Volkes in der Türkei 
(“Report on the Situation of the Armenian People in Turkey”) spanning over 
nearly three hundred pages. The Bericht contained precise chronological 
representations, as well as a thorough analysis of causes. Despite the heavy 
military censorship, Lepsius personally managed to have 20.500 copies printed 
secretly and distributed all over the Reich. The book was banned by military 
censorship on 7 August 1916.  

A decision in domestic affairs coincided with these steps. On 14 June 1916, at 
the time the Bericht was being published, he joined the Vereiningung 
Gleichgesinnter (“Association of Like Minded”) in Berlin, an organization that 
was the successor to the recently banned pacifist Bund Neues Vaterland 
(“League New Fatherland”) that, highlighting different issues, was attacking 
annexationist programs that were increasingly making their way to the press, and 
that was advertising for an inner democratization of the Reich.33 After hesitating 
for a long time and following the powerful intervention by court preacher Ernst 
von Dryander, even Lepsius’s closest collaborators in the Deutsche Orient-
Mission (“German Mission to the Orient”) had opted against publishing the 
Bericht, because it too clearly and unmistakably raised the question of political 
guilt and was thus a public embarrassment to a military ally.34  

The fact that the Orient-Mission wanted to dodge all responsibility for Lepsius’s 
publication “on the basis of misunderstood patriotism” and in preemptive 
obedience to the Foreign Office was, as Lepsius characterized it, nothing other 
than a “lack of principle”35 among opportunist “State Christians”.36 He, on the 
other hand, rejected for reasons of principle the “duty of silence that was imposed 
on me”.37 He thus – in regard to this one question that was essential to him – 

 
33 Karl Holl. 1972.  'Die „Vereinigung Gleichgesinnter”. Ein Berliner Kreis pazifistischer 
Intellektueller im Ersten Weltkrieg', in: Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, Jg. 54 (1972), 
p. 367. See also: Rolf Hosfeld. 2016. 'Der Warner. Johannes Lepsius', in: Konrad Krimm 
(ed.), Der Wunschlose. Prinz Max von Baden und seine Welt, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 
p. 134 ff., and M. Rainer Lepsius, 'Johannes Lepsius‘ politische Ansichten', in: Hosfeld, 
Ausnahme (as cited in fn. 4), p. 27–58. 
34 Johannes Lepsius, 'In eigener Sache. Mitteilungen aus der Arbeit von Dr. Johannes 
Lepsius', September/Dezember 1918, p. 129. 
35 Johannes Lepsius. 1925. 'Persönliches', in: Der Orient. Jg. 1925, p. 104. 
36 Lepsius to August Winkler, 26 March 1916. LAP 7183. 
37  Johannes Lepsius, 'Was hat man den Armeniern angetan? Die Zeit zu reden ist 
gekommen', in: Mitteilungen aus der Arbeit von Dr. Johannes Lepsius, Nr.11/12, 
September/Dezember 1918, p. 115 f. 
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reneged on the national Burgfrieden. “There is no value in speaking half-truths”, 
as he wrote in Bericht, and he closed the book with this clairvoyant sentence: 
“The moral consequences of the Armenian massacres and deportations will only 
become tangible after the war”.38 

Was this merely an outpouring of moral sentimentality (Gesinnungsethik in Max 
Weber’s terms), as some have argued?39 Lepsius conceived of himself as bearing 
responsibility for a liberal, bourgeois, protestant culture that seemed to be 
unraveling from the inside during the war, especially now that even his own 
Orient-Mission – which had taken the persecuted Armenians’ side for twenty 
years – wanted to just “silently pass by” their destruction.40 Silence, as he saw it, 
would cause a moral disaster of longue durée, also for the Germans, one of the 
paving stones on the way to still darker times. 

 

 

 
38 Johannes Lepsius. 1916. Bericht über die Lage des Armenischen Volkes in der Türkei. 
Potsdam: Tempelverlag, p. 297. 
39 Andreas Schulz. 2006. 'Orientmission und Weltpolitik. Johannes Lepsius und der 
europäische Imperialismus', in: Dieter Hein/Klaus Hildebrand/Andreas Schulz (eds.), 
Historie und Leben. Der Historiker als Wissenschaftler und Zeitgenosse, [Festschrift für 
Lothar Gall zum 70. Geburtstag], Munich:  De Gruyter Oldenbourg p. 453. 
40 Johannes Lepsius. 1918. ' Meine Mission', in: Mitteilungen aus der Arbeit von Dr. 
Johannes Lepsius, March/May 1918, p. 53. 
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The First World War and Mission in the Anglican Communion 
 

KEVIN WARD 

1. Mission and the British Empire 

In 1909 Rennie McInnes, a CMS missionary in Cairo, claimed that the British 
Empire had more Muslim subjects than the Ottoman and Persian empires 
combined. For him the growth of the Empire in the previous 50 years was a 
positive development. It was a victory for Britain, but also for Christianity. ‘Who 
would doubt the issue of this glorious conflict’, he concluded, in the confident 
expectation that Islam would wither away in the face of Christian mission, aided 
by empire1 In 1914 McInnes became Anglican bishop in Jerusalem, the bishopric 
founded in 1845 as a joint Anglican-Lutheran, Prussian-British enterprise. (The 
collaboration had come to an end at the insistence of the Anglicans in 1886). As 
the Anglican community in Jerusalem consisted largely of Arab Christians, 
McInnes was more sympathetic to Arab (and, therefore, Muslim) sensitivities, 
and critical of the British Government’s Balfour Declaration in 1917 about the 
creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.2 

Faith in the positive values of Empire was dominant in Britain in the early years 
of the 20th century. Over the previous hundred years, missions had varied over 
the value they placed on colonial rule, often preferring to work under local 
independent rulers. By the end of the 19th century they were increasingly arguing 
that colonial rule was preferable to instability and conflict (even though the 
pressures emanating from an expansionist Europe were often the very factors 
exacerbating such instability). Bishop Tucker of Uganda visited London in 1892, 
precisely to argue that only British intervention would save Uganda from civil 
war (moreover, Germany might intervene if Britain did not).3  But once the 
British had declared a protectorate in 1893, Tucker was active in criticising the 
British administrators for their actual governance of Uganda. Victoria’s Golden 
Jubilee of 1897 saw a patriotic outbreak of enthusiasm for the Queen-Emperor 
and her Empire: ‘wider still and wider shall her bounds increase’, as A.C. Benson 
(the son of an Archbishop of Canterbury) put it. The poem, ‘Land of Hope and 

 
1 Quoted in Kevin Ward. 2006. A History of Global Anglicanism, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 3.  
2 Rafiq Farah. 2002. In Troubled Waters: A History of the Anglican Church in Jerusalem 
1841–1998, Bridport: Christians Aware, p. 92. 
3 M.S.M. Kiwanuka. 1971. A History of Buganda: From the Foundations of the Kingdom 
to 1900, London: Longman.  
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Glory’, became famous when it was attached to the music of Edward Elgar. 
Although the Boer War (1899–1902) did produce some disquiet with the 
arrogance of empire, Anglicans were not conspicuous in support for the Boers. 
The established church in England and Wales (though not in Scotland or Ireland), 
easily slotted into an establishment mentality.  

One of the chief proponents of an imperial Anglicanism in the years preceding 
the outbreak of war was Bishop Henry Montgomery. 4  In 1902, he became 
Secretary of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts 
(SPG), the oldest English missionary society, and remained in that post until the 
end of the war. SPG by 1900 had become largely the society for high church 
Anglicans. It was a rather sluggish organisation in comparison with the more 
vibrant Evangelical Anglican Church Missionary Society. Montgomery aimed 
to reform SPG so that it could compete on equal terms with CMS, and to a large 
extent he succeeded. He hoped to mitigate the party strife within the church by 
promoting a common Anglican identity as a pillar of British worldwide 
imperialism. Montgomery was an imperialist through and through. He was the 
son of a lieutenant governor of the Punjab, and the father of General Bernard 
Montgomery of Alamein.5 In 1889 Montgomery became Bishop of Tasmania. 
He was keenly aware of British imperial responsibilities, and of the bonds which 
existed between Anglo-Saxon settlers in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and 
South Africa. He had visions of an ‘imperial church’ which united the Church of 
England with its colonies. He strongly believed in Anglo-Saxon responsibility 
for other races, each of which occupied ‘the place reserved from the beginning 
for it’6 (echoes here of the later ideology of apartheid). Anglican Christianity 
was for all people, but there should be a clearly defined racial hierarchy into 
which Christians of India, China and Africa, and the native populations of 
Australasia and America would find their (subordinate) place. As Steven 
Maughan puts it: ‘Awareness of racial hierarchy, then, formed the basis of an 
understanding that could unify the church, strengthen the empire, and brace the 
loyalty of its subjects.’   

 
4 H.P. Thompson. 1951. Into All Lands: The History of the Society for the Propagation 
of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, 1701–1950, London: SPCK. 
5 Field Marshall Montgomery was to receive the unconditional surrender of the German 
forces at the end of the Second World War, at Lüneburg Heath, not far from the venue 
of the conference on the First World War as a Turning Point, held at Hermannsburg in 
December 2018.  
6 Steven Maughan. 2003. ‘Imperial Christianity? Bishop Montgomery and the Foreign 
Missions of the Church of England, 1895–1915’, in Andrew Porter (editor), The Imperial 
Horizons of British Protestant Missions 1800–1915, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, p. 53. 
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Montgomery hoped that SPG would play a crucial part in this vision: 
“The expansion of SPG which is to be the new factor in this century is in a 
sense to revolutionize Church ideals and make the ancient Church of 
England more completely an Imperial Church – the unit being the world and 
not the United Kingdom.”7 

Even before Montgomery assumed the direction of the Society,  Lord Hugh Cecil 
at SPG’s annual meeting in 1900,  had talked of the need to ‘sanctify the spirit 
of Imperialism’, a view criticised by Hobson in his Imperialism: A Study (1902),  
as cloaking imperialism with a mystique that hid ‘the narrow sordid thing’ that 
it actually was.8  

Many, even among his supporters, were sceptical of Montgomery’s grandiose 
ideas of an ‘Imperial church’ with its fantasy of an ‘archbishop of Greater 
Britain’.  In India, Bishop Lefroy noted that for educated Indians, ‘the very word 
and thought of Imperialism [is] in the highest degree obnoxious’.  Indians 
‘resented bitterly the claim of racial superiority’.9 When Samuel Azariah (soon 
to be appointed as the first Indian Anglican diocesan bishop) addressed the 
International Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910, he spoke of the 
arrogance of missionary condescension: ‘Too often you promise us thrones in 
heaven, but will not offer us thrones in your drawing room’.10 

2. Edinburgh 1910 and missionary relationships  

Montgomery had hoped that his ideal would serve to unite a deeply factious 
Church of England, capable of dissolving doctrinal and ecclesiastical tensions in 
a common imperial goal. He did not succeed in this aim. But he did succeed in 
putting the SPG into a better shape, able to hold its own against the younger more 
aggressively evangelistic society, CMS.  As a reconciler of divisions he also 
played an important role in securing the participation of high church groups, 
including his own Society, in the International Missionary Conference in 1910. 
The gathering in Edinburgh represented the high-water mark of the successes of 
the 19th century Protestant missionary movement. German missions were well 
represented.   Anglican-German Protestant collaboration in mission dates back 
to the early 18th century when the first Anglican missionaries in South India had 

 
7 Maughan, ‘Imperial Christianity?ʼ, p. 53. 
8 Daniel O’Connor and others. 2000. Three Centuries of Mission: The United Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel 1701–2000, London: Continuum, p. 88. 
9 Steven Maughan, ‘Bishop Montgomery and SPG’, in O’Connor, 2000, p. 367. 
10 Brian Stanley. 2010.  The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 1910, Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, p. 124. 
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been German Pietists from Halle. In the early19th century CMS could not have 
become the effective society which it became without the contribution of 
German missionaries. It had a particularly long and important collaboration with 
the Basel Mission. 11  At the Edinburgh ecumenical meeting in 1910, the 
University of Edinburgh awarded honorary doctorates to Julius Richer, the 
missiologist, to Johannes Warneck of the Rhenish Mission, son of the veteran 
missiologist Gustav Warneck, and to Carl Meinhof, Professor of African 
languages in Hamburg.12 These honours were symbolic of the esteem accorded 
to German mission work and scholarship. The organising committee for 
Edinburgh 1910, largely Anglo-American, were keen to include German 
missions, and corresponded with the Ausschuss der deutschen evangelischen 
Missionen. A suggestion of the Ausschuss was that an ongoing international 
mission commission should be formed, one of whose tasks would be to bring to 
the attention of colonial governments injustices against missions of other nations 
– a kind of monitoring body concerned to guarantee the freedom of religion 
agreed on at the Berlin Conference of 1884–5. The Ausschuss particularly noted 
the difficulties which the Berlin and Hermannsburg missions had suffered during 
the South African War (1899–1902) in terms of destruction of property, and the 
refusal of the British government to offer compensation.13  The treatment of 
missionaries and mission property was to become a major issue for both British 
and German missions during the war, and became an important concern for J.H. 
Oldham14, Secretary of the International Missionary Council, an organisation 
envisaged at Edinburgh, but finally established only in 1921, after the war.       

High Church Anglican participation in the Edinburgh conference was important, 
not least because it had been difficult to secure, given the desire of Anglo-
Catholics to distance themselves from all forms of Protestantism. These 
apprehensions were revived in the Kikuyu Controversy of 1913, when the 
Bishop of Zanzibar, Frank Weston, had indicted his fellow Bishops of Mombasa 
and Uganda for heresy because of their participation in a joint communion 
service at the end of an ecumenical conference at the Church of Scotland Mission 
station of Kikuyu, in central Kenya. The Conference had mapped out plans for a 
United Native Church in Kenya. Weston felt that the proposals, in that they did 
not safeguard apostolic succession and the episcopal ordering of ministers, 

 
11 Nicholas Railton. 2000. No North Sea: The Anglo-German Evangelical Network in the 
Middle of the Nineteenth Century, Leiden: Brill. 
12 Stanley, 2010, pp.79–80. 
13 Stanley, 2010, pp. 284–285. 
14 Oldham is often described as ‘an Anglican layman’. He may indeed have become an 
Anglican at some time during his working life in London as Secretary of the International 
Missionary Council. But his origins were in the United Free Church of Scotland. 
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compromised the ecclesia Anglicana as a part of catholic Christianity. The furore 
was still simmering when the war broke out.15 The indifference to questions of 
ecclesiastical order was often seen (by high Anglicans) as having its origins in 
German liberal Protestantism and modernism – something which would no doubt 
have much surprised the evangelical bishops of Mombasa and Uganda. Once war 
broke out, German liberal Protestantism was often linked, in the minds of British 
ecclesiastics, with ‘German [or Prussian] militarism’ as the root cause of the 
catastrophe which was engulfing Christian Europe.     

3. The German Mission Appeal to Evangelical Christians September 1914 

On 4 October, the (in) famous Appeal to the civilized world was launched by 
German cultural and intellectual leaders in defence of their country’s decision to 
go to war. But a month before, on 4 September, German theologians and mission 
leaders, including Julius Richter, had issued a rather more irenic statement to 
church leaders in Britain, many of whom were their friends in mission: The 
Address to Evangelical Christians Abroad. Like the Appeal, the Address was 
concerned to justify Germany’s decision to go to war, in the face of what the 
Address described as ‘Asiatic barbarism’. By this it chiefly intended Russia, as 
ally of Britain and France. But the Address also specifically mentions Japan, 
which it described as ‘heathen’, and which had been dragged into war by the 
western allies ‘under the pretext of an alliance’. The Appeal spoke in heartfelt 
terms: 

“… People learn to know Christianity as the religion of love and peace as 
opposed to racial feuds and the cruelties of their chiefs. Now they are being 
led in arms against one another by people who brought them the Gospel. 
Thus flourishing Mission-fields are being trampled in ruin …. The Mission-
fields which the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh indicated as 
the most important in the present day – mid-Africa, with its rivalry between 
Christendom and Islam for the black races, and Eastern Asia remoulding its 
life – are now becoming the scenes of embittered struggles between peoples 
who bore in a special degree the responsibility for the fulfilment of the Great 
Commission in those lands.”16  

‘The great hour of the missionary enterprise’ is at risk, the Address concluded. 
Although the church newspaper The Guardian (not to be confused with the daily 
secular newspaper which at that time was called The Manchester Guardian), 
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 16 Mark Chapman. 2017. Theology at War and Peace: English Theology and Germany 
in the First World War, London: Routledge.  
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called this ‘professional hysteria’, the address evoked a calm and, to some extent, 
sympathetic response from Church leaders, including the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, Randall Davidson, various Oxford and Cambridge academics, and 
the leading CMS secretary Eugene Stock. The signatories stated that they could 
not ignore what they concluded was the violation of civilised behaviour in 
Belgium and Northern France (including the bombardment of Reims cathedral) 
nor forgive the violation of the neutrality of small states. But they share the grief 
and dismay at events: 

“God knows what it means to us to be separated for a time from [sic. by?] 
this great war from many with whom it has been our privilege – in whom 
we hope it will be our privilege again – to work for the setting forward of 
the Christian message among men. We unite whole-heartedly with our 
German brethren in deploring the disastrous consequences of the war, and 
in part its effect of diverting the energies and resources of the Christian 
nations from the constructive tasks to which they were providentially called 
on behalf of the peoples of Asia and Africa… We have taken our stand for 
international good faith, for the safeguarding of small nationalities, and for 
the essential conditions of brotherhood among the nations of the world.”17    

 Another commentator noted that if the allies were accused of dragging Japan into 
the conflict, the Germans also had an equally ‘Asiatic’ ally in the Ottoman Empire. 

4. Stock and CMS: the problems of conducting mission during war 

Although the Appeal was written by German mission secretaries, the British 
response came from church leaders, and was organised by Randall Davidson, 
Archbishop of Canterbury. But one of the signatories was Eugene Stock, by this 
time retired from his life’s work as editorial secretary of CMS. Stock was still an 
influential figure in the Society. His views, in some respect, had over the years 
moved towards that of Bishop Montgomery and SPG. As Peter Williams says: 

“By the 1890s he had become convinced that the society needed to move 
away from its Venn-inspired commitment to indigenous ministry and 
leadership to a much more pan-Anglican and consequently white-dominated 
vision.”18 

Williams also describes his four volume History of the Church Missionary 
Society 1899–1916), despite its flaws, as ‘without doubt the best piece of 
missionary history of the nineteenth century’. The first three volumes had indeed 
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been published at the end of the 19th century, for the centenary celebrations of 
CMS. But well into the twentieth century, he was working on the final volume, 
which was eventually published in 1916. It contains an Appendix, a vivid 
account of the consequences of the war for his mission. Stock’s tone is irenic: 

“...as this book is intended to outlast, not the War only, but the controversies 
occasioned by it, we should also desire to think of the German Missionary 
Societies and missionaries in no other way than as fellow workers in the 
great cause.”19  

In July 1914, CMS mission strategists had issued an appeal ‘Ready for Advance’, 
in which they outlined plans for new initiatives, after a period of financial 
austerity (which had in turn resulted from the mission over-extending itself in 
1890s as a result of a new enthusiasm for missionary work, especially among 
university graduates). Inevitably the onset of war meant that such an ‘Advance’ 
had to be put on hold. The secretaries cabled the local missions: ‘Postpone all 
capital expenditure, restrict to utmost drawings on bank, borrow temporarily 
local funds, urgent.’ But Stock reminded his readers that the CMS itself had been 
created during another European conflict – the Napoleonic wars – and this had 
not prevented the work from proceeding. An immediate issue for those on 
furlough was the difficulty of securing bookings for sailings to their foreign 
posts. Even if sailings could be secured, there was the threat of U-boat attacks. 
The sinking of three ships, Falaba, Persia, and Lusitania, led to the loss of both 
CMS and SPG missionaries; others were rescued.20 Another victim of German 
naval activities was the manuscript of the Yoruba priest, Samuel Johnson, The 
History of the Yorubas, which disappeared, after the boat carrying it to London 
was captured. It only resurfaced and was published in 1921.21 One is reminded 
of a similar experience of the Danish/German painter Emil Nolde, a number of 
whose paintings were captured and turned up, after the war, in a warehouse in 
Southhampton.22 The British also captured German ships sailing along the coast 
of West Africa, including the Professor Woermann. 300 prisoners of war were 
taken. The CMS college at Fourah Bay, Freetown, Sierra Leone, became a prison 
camp, with the students evicted and barbed wire erected.23   

 
19 Eugene Stock. 1916. History of the Church Missionary Society, Volume IV, London: 
CMS, 1916.  Appendix, p. 577. 
20 Stock, 1916. History IV, p. 581. 
21 Samuel Johnson. 1921. The History of the Yorubas, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1921; J.D.Y. Peel. 2000. Religious Encounter and the Making of the Yoruba, 
Bloomington: Indian University Press, p. 256. 
22  National Galleries of Scotland. 2018. Emil Nolde: Colour is Life, Exhibition 
Catalogue. 
23 Stock, 1916. History IV, p. 584. 
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Especially for medical personnel on leave, there was the agonising decision 
about whether to return to their work or to join the war effort. Missionaries joined 
up as soldiers, or, if they were ordained, as army chaplains. Bishop Llewelyn 
Gwynn became Deputy Chaplain General; Bishop Price of Fukien [Fuzhien] in 
China served as chaplain at Gallipoli. There were also a number of Indian (e.g. 
Revd. Dina Nath) and African priests who followed ‘native’ troops to Europe 
and served on the Western Front. As the war progressed, on both sides of the 
conflict, some missionaries were interred, or expelled. Revd P.M. Zander of 
Muttra in North India, in his 80s, had served for most of his life with CMS in 
India, and was an Anglican priest. But this did not prevent his repatriation to 
Germany. In South India, the few German nationals working with British 
missions, were allowed to stay at the urgent representation of the Anglican 
bishop. With the deportation of the personnel of the Gossner Mission in North 
Germany, Bishop Foss Westcott, of SPG, took over supervision of the mission. 
He did not interfere in the organisation of the mission, and Indian Lutheran 
pastors continued to administer the sacraments (Stock notes this specifically in 
the light of the Kikuyu controversy).24 In East Africa, the British commissioned 
the Revd V.V. Verbi into the King’s Africa Rifles, to act as an interpreter. Verbi 
had worked for the CMS for nearly 20 years and was ordained as an Anglican 
priest. But he was a Bulgarian by nationality, and Bulgaria had allied itself with 
Germany and Austria-Hungary and was legally at war with Britain.  

‘What is the war all about?’ some Baganda Christians had asked their 
missionary. ‘What does God think of it?’ The missionary (unnamed by Stock) 
had found it difficult to give a plausible answer. In Buganda, there was no lack 
of ‘patriotic’ sentiment. Sir Apolo Kaggwa announced that he was willing to lead 
a band of 500 Baganda soldiers to the German frontier. But, the war also gave 
opportunity for those dissatisfied with British rule.25 In South West Uganda, the 
Nyabingi, an anti-colonial traditional religious group operating on the German, 
British and Belgian borderland, caused continuing concern. And, in the heart of 
Uganda, the Bamalaki movement became a concern not only to the Anglican 
bishop but to the British security forces, with its opposition to the Anglican 
establishment elite (personified by none other than Apolo Kaggwa himself). The 
Bamalaki offered an alternative form of Christianity, nick-named by locals as 
dini la raisi: religion on the cheap, because of its easy baptism policy.26        

In India, the missionaries were heartened by the support from local rulers, by the 
money raised to help the war effort, and by the strong support they discerned 
among Indian Christians. The British propaganda about the Belgian atrocities 
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was having the desired effect, if one takes Revd Norman Tubbs’ comments at 
face value. Tubbs was the Principal of the Collegiate School at Agra.  

“The war has not hindered our Christian message one iota …The fact is 
Indians would have been horrified if we had not gone to war. They would 
have doubted our sincerity and Christian principles. A small boy in our 
hostel put it in a nutshell… ‘suppose you saw a big boy bullying a little one, 
you would immediately try to stop him. Germany is bullying Belgium, and 
of course England steps in to stop it. ”27   

Miss A.C. Bosanquet ‘one of our most experienced missionaries in Japan’ gave 
the conflict a more philosophical dimension: 

“People are awake, alert, sensitive to impressions, turning more to England 
and to English ideals. The general sense of insecurity makes some, at least, 
realize the inadequacy of materialism and intellectualism, and desire 
spiritual foundations. There is, naturally, some talk of the failure of Western 
civilization and religion, but  I think it is pretty widely recognized (certainly 
it is preached by the Christians) that the one hope for Europe and the world 
lies in a more vital faith, in a return to the true principles and practice of 
Christianity.”28 

Stock, echoing the common British critique of German culture, comments that 
‘One notable effect of the War has been the opening of minds of educated 
Japanese to the real tendency of modern German criticism and philosophy. They 
have been wont to admire the writings of Nietzsche, Bernhardi and others, but 
they now see whither such teachings lead.’ In citing Bernhardi, Stock was 
referring to Friedrich von Bernhardi (1849–1930), the military historian, whose 
Deutschland und der Nächste Krieg of 1911 had argued, in social Darwinian 
term, for ‘the biological necessity’ of war.29 As it happens Japan had been deeply 
influenced by both German philosophy and military theory. One of its foremost 
novelists, Mori Ogai, an army medical officer who had served in the Russo-
Japanese war, had studied for four years in Germany. His oeuvre as a novelist 
shows that he had absorbed a wide-range of cultural influences from his stay, 
including Goethe, Wagner, and Krafft-Ebing.30    
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To return to Stock’s narrative, Revd Dr Sterling, a medical missionary in Gaza 
was interned by the Ottoman authorities, but was later allowed to go to 
Jerusalem, as Turkish authority began to crumble.  For him: 

“The future of the Holy Land is one full of promise and hope. The passing 
away of Turkey with her iniquitous rule will be as new life to the Christian 
races and the Jewish people.”31 

But in the immediate future there was a tale of devastation of property, and 
persecution of Christian communities. Stock also noted the rise in anti-semitism 
in Poland and Galicia (part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire) and in Palestine 
under the Ottomans, many of whom had fled to British controlled Egypt.32   

In spite of Stock’s reluctance to speak in a partisan fashion, it is clear that he 
does allow British patriotic sentiment to shine through his account of the war and 
the reports of missionaries working in the field. The Appendix was written in 
1916, in the midst of war, two years before the armistice. It contains some of the 
hallmarks of Stock’s literary style: clear and unfussy exposition of detail, a sense 
of immediacy, a comprehensive account of what is happening, an attempt at 
accuracy and objectivity, and the avoidance of strong expressions of personal 
bias.  

5. The consequences of the War in East Africa 

Outside Europe, East Africa, quickly became a front line in a global war. The 
border had been amicably drawn up in 1890, apart from the area between Kigezi 
and Ruanda, where Germany, Britain and Belgium had only defined the borders 
in 1910. In some areas where Germany established colonies in the 1880s (Togo, 
Kameroun, South West Africa) Britain had little existing missionary interest, 
and, by and large, British missions did not attempt to initiate new work. In 
Ovamboland, in German South-West Africa [modern Namibia], there was an 
attempt to establish an Anglican mission, but, perhaps because Anglo-German 
relations were already fraught over the independence of the Afrikaner republics 
before the outbreak of the Boer War, little was achieved.33 It was only after the 
South African occupation of German South-West, during the war, that an 
Anglican mission, St Mary’s Odipo was properly established, and eventually a 
diocese of Damaraland was created, with a cathedral (largely for white 
Anglicans) in Windhoek.   

 
31 Stock. 1916. History IV, p. 591. 
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The situation in East Africa was quite different. There were well-established 
German missions in Kenya, and a strong English presence in German East 
Africa, long before the German occupation. Anglicans in GEA were represented 
by two societies at the extremes of the ecclesiastical spectrum: the Universities’ 
Mission to Central Africa (UMCA), working at the coast and in the south, under 
the supervision of the Bishop of Zanzibar (which was, incidentally, a British 
colony), and, in the north and north-east, the CMS, under the jurisdiction of the 
Bishop of Mombasa. UMCA was an explicitly high church society, representing 
a catholic version of Anglicanism.34 CMS had a substantial number of Australian 
evangelical Anglicans, and after the war became an almost exclusively 
Australian province.35  It was an aggressively low-church form of Protestant 
Anglicanism. These two contrasting versions of Anglicanism had clashed 
spectacularly during the Kikuyu controversy.36 The apocryphal story is that CMS 
missionaries urged their members, when travelling to UMCA areas, to worship 
with the Lutherans; and UMCA urged their members, when working in the north, 
to go to the Catholics. It was only in the 1960s, with the establishment of an 
autonomous province of the Anglican Communion, that Tanzanian Anglicans 
from these traditions had much contact with each other.  CMS African converts 
had begun to complain by 1914 that their churches were being neglected because 
they were seen as an appendage to more important work in Kenya.  

By and large the German authorities in East Africa established a good working 
relationship with the British missions. This compared well with the obstruction 
which British missionaries faced (as non-French nationals) when the French took 
over Madagascar in 1896, a place where the British societies SPG and the 
(Congregationalist) London Missionary Society had been working for decades. 
At the outbreak of war, Fr. Ernest Spanton of UMCA assured the authorities that 
the mission ‘had served the Government’s purpose by helping to keep the native 
loyal during the first difficult days of the war’. But that did not prevent a general 
internment of British missionaries, along with all British nationals. In some 
cases, horribile dictu, UMCA missionaries even found themselves interned on a 
CMS mission station. Those internees not ordained were forced to do manual 
work which, according to Dr Stanton, was ‘undoubtedly such as never ought to 
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have been set to white men in a tropical country’ and which was ‘deliberately 
calculated to degrade them in the eyes of the natives of the country.’37    

6. The British Carrier Corps 

Bishop Weston was in London when war broke out, conducting his own 
campaign against the ‘heretic’ bishops of Kenya and Uganda over the Kikuyu 
agreement. When he returned to (British) Zanzibar he found that most of his 
diocese – on the mainland of GEA – was inaccessible. As the historian of UMCA 
puts it, with unintentional comedy: 

“Compelled by circumstances to live in Zanzibar itself for a longer period 
than he had ever done before, he found it an even more wicked and immoral 
place than he had already known it to be.”38  

In 1916, he was able to return to the mainland as part of the British invasion 
force. Weston volunteered to command a Zanzibar Carrier Corps, of Christians 
and Muslims, to assist the British expedition, which was largely conducted by 
Indian troops and Nubian askari from the King’s African Rifles. Weston was 
given the honorary title of Major, and participated in drilling his troops. The East 
African campaign turned out to be the most costly and troublesome theatre of 
war, largely because of Lettow-Vorbeck’s brilliant guerrilla tactics, which made 
the war in East Africa as fast moving as the trench warfare in Europe was static.39 
The British forces outnumbered the Germans. The fighting forces needed a 
vastly greater number of porters. In Nairobi, ‘Kariokor’ retains its name as the 
location the place where they were recruited as porters of the Carrier Corps. 
‘Recruit’ was a euphemism for forced labour, which was already in place to 
supply the labour requirements of government, African chiefs, and settlers. Now 
it was adapted to the needs of the army, with large wire cages holding young, 
largely unmarried, men who underwent medical checks before deployment.40 
The casualty rates in the Carrier Corps were shockingly high. However fit they 
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had been before enlistment, many succumbed due to the sheer horror of the 
conditions in which they served.  

“The porters’ experience was terrible. Deaths in action were rate … – but 
deaths from disease, malnutrition, exhaustion and sheer nameless brutality 
were appalling. The official British figure was 44,911 dead of disease, or 
four times as many as the troops of all armies who died from all causes 
during the campaign.”41  

But, according to Iliffe, this was certainly an underestimate – some one million 
porters were employed, and probably well over 100,000 died of malnutrition, 
dysentery (porters ate mouldy maize meal cooked in filthy water), malaria 
(quinine was issued to fighting troops but not to porters), and hopelessness. 
Porters recruited from within GEA had more opportunities to desert, but would 
be shot if caught. Lettow-Vorbeck’s fast guerrilla campaign relied more heavily 
on food taken from the local population, but at tremendous cost to their 
livelihoods: pillage created famine, destruction and destitution. 

Missionary concern for the loss of life led the Church of Scotland missionary, 
Dr John Arthur, to offer to furnish a Missionary Volunteer Force, mainly 
consisting of Presbyterian and Anglican Kikuyu, from around Nairobi and 
Kenya’s Central Province. Arthur himself served as Captain, and accompanied 
his volunteers, as did the young Handley Hooper, born in Kenya of a CMS 
pioneer missionary. Casualty rates were much lower. ‘[W]ith good medical care 
and, in a measure, already habituated to experience outside the ordinary tribal, 
range, service with the Carriers gave a sense of esprit de corps which lasted for 
many years and fostered the growth among them of ecumenical alliance and of 
political associations’, comments the Scottish missionary, Robert Macpherson.42 
For Handley Hooper, the experience of working alongside Kikuyu during the 
war had a profound impact on his work as a missionary in the CMS mission 
station of Kahuhia in central Kenya after the war. 43  Hooper remained a 
paternalist, as his book, Leading Strings implies, expressing a strong sense of 
Africans requiring guidance as they develop towards ‘civilization’.44  But the 
experience in the war had given him a strong sense of the ‘potential’ of Africans 
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to reach maturity and autonomy. In his last Annual Letter written before he left 
Kahuhia to become Africa Secretary of CMS in London in 1926, he wrote this:  

“The portents of change in native life are so grave that the missionary is 
tempted to sigh for the rudimentary tactics of his original foe. But his faith 
forbids him to fear the emergence of his people into a wider knowledge and 
understanding, any attempt on the part of the European missionary to cabin 
or confine those ambitions is doomed to ultimate failure: the reserves can 
no longer be regarded as missionary preserves from which other influences 
may be excluded indefinitely by notice board and church ordinance.”45 

It was in Kahuhia that the Kikuyu Central Association was born, with the 
encouragement of Hooper. After his departure in 1926, it became a radical 
political association. KCA’s magazine Muigwithania (The Unifier) was to 
become an important organ for expressing African political and cultural 
aspirations in the subsequent female circumcision crisis of 1929.46     

7. East African Christians 

In German East Africa the war had more immediate, in some cases catastrophic, 
consequences. The German authorities punished African Anglicans alongside 
the missionaries. Canon Samwili Sehoza, a Bondei priest, was put in charge of 
the UMCA mission work in Masasi, when the missionaries had been deported. 
But in 1916 he himself was imprisoned. He described his experiences in a book 
entitled Mwaka katika Minyororo, translated and published by UMCA in 1921 
as A Year in Chains.47 Here he describes the hardships endured during the famine 
in Masasi, the beatings and malnutrition of his time as a prisoner, and his 
eventual escape to British occupied territory. On the other side, as the British 
advanced, German missionaries were interned, and their Christians subject to 
hardships. In Dar es Salaam, the Lutheran pastor, Martin Ganiya took charge of 
the church as the missionaries were forced to leave. He strongly resisted 
pressures to become an Anglican, and kept the Lutheran flock intact.48 When 
missionaries did return after the war, they were welcomed, but often conflicts 
emerged with local priests and evangelists who resisted attempts to put them 
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back in their place. But denominational loyalty was strong, and even more 
conflict emerged when a Christian community was ‘given away’ to another 
missionary society. In Bukoba, in the Buhaya region of Lake Victoria in western 
Tanganyika, the departure of German in 1916 led to the missionary Döring 
asking Ugandan Anglicans to assume oversight of the Lutherans. This was 
welcomed by the local church, which had originally been evangelised by 
Ugandan Anglicans in the 1880s.  Anderea Kajerero, the leading Christian in 
Bukoba, co-operated well with the single CMS missionary, Harry Leakey, who 
was posted there (and who did little to disturb the existing pattern of church life). 
But when the Church in Buhaya was ‘handed over’ to yet another mission, South 
African Wesleyan Methodists, dissatisfaction erupted, especially when 
innovations (such as the introduction of a cinema and accusations that people 
were being baptised into the church of ‘John Wesley rather than Jesus Christ’). 
Eventually Lutherans did return to Buhaya, to the satisfaction of the local 
community. 49  Kajerero was ordained in 1929 as a Lutheran pastor. 50 

8. British Anglicans and Rwanda 

In the summer of 1914, two Cambridge medical graduates, strong evangelical 
Christians, approached the CMS headquarters in London exploring the 
opportunities for missionary work among the unevangelised people of Africa. 
They decided, while they continued to explore their options, to go to Uganda to 
work with Dr Albert Cook at the CMS Mengo hospital. But war broke out. 
Algernon Stanley Smith volunteered to go with the Expeditionary Force to 
France as a medical officer. He saw active service there for 6 months, and was 
awarded the Military Cross. His friend Leonard Sharp meanwhile had arrived at 
Mengo. He volunteered for the Uganda Medical Corps and accompanied the 
British forces which invaded GEA from Uganda and occupied Bukoba in 1916. 
Stanley Smith, meanwhile, also joined the Uganda Medical Corps. They were 
able to take a trip into Rwanda, part of GEA but by this time occupied by Belgian 
troops. Sharp was severely critical of the excessive force used by the Belgian 
Force Publique in Rwanda, which he experienced at first hand during this time.51 
The doctors got access to an English translation by the Duke of Mecklenburg, 
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Ins Innerste Afrika,  published in Leipzig in 1909 (translated and published in 
London in 1910 as In the Heart of Africa), based on Herzog Adolf Friedrich’s 
explorations in the great lake area of GEA.52 The doctors were convinced that 
this was the ‘unevangelised Africa’ which they had been searching for. Catholic 
work seemed to have been largely unsuccessful (and in any case could be 
discounted as far as Evangelical strategy was concerned). Their perspective can 
be seen in an appeal they launched entitled ‘Ruanda’s Redemption: an Account 
of the origin and pioneer efforts of the Ruanda Medical Mission and an appeal 
for the immediate evangelisation of perhaps the largest remaining unevangelised 
area in Central Africa’53 The Lutheran Bethel Mission had one single station in 
the kingdom, and that had been evacuated in the face of the Belgian advance. 
The doctors took to heart the Duke’s account of the three social castes in 
Rwanda: the Tutsi pastoralist rulers, the Hutu agricultural peasantry, and the Twa 
pygmy hunters and gatherers (a common trope going back at least to Speke and 
Stanley). The doctors felt that they, as Anglican Cambridge graduates (an 
English elite), had an advantage over the French Catholic White Fathers (of 
largely peasant stock) in converting the Tutsi aristocracy.  Protestant Christianity 
would be more congenial. During the Versailles peace negotiations in 1919, there 
was the expectation that Britain would take over the whole of German East 
Africa and pave the way for missionary expansion into Rwanda. The doctors 
were, therefore, somewhat disappointed when Belgian was awarded the mandate 
of Ruanda-Urundi: Belgian was a Catholic country and was unlikely to welcome 
its British rivals into its newest possession (memories of the British critique of 
the callous handling of Congo people in the rubber scandal were still alive). 
Nevertheless, the British missionaries remained optimistic, strongly believing 
that God was calling them to Ruanda. By now established missionaries of CMS 
(as opposed to visitors who happened to be working in a CMS hospital), the 
doctors accepted to go to Kigezi, in South West Uganda, to establish a medical 
mission there. It was on the borders of Ruanda, and Smith and Sharp anticipated 
an opportunity to ‘advance’ into Ruanda. Unexpectedly, the Orts-Milner pact of 
March 1919, allowed Britain to lease from Belgium a narrow corridor in eastern 
Ruanda to allow an anticipated Cape-Cairo railway to be built. During the brief 
18 months in which this pact was operational, the doctors seized the opportunity 
to locate and establish a new mission at Gahini, on the shores of Lac Muhazi 
(coincidentally, a photograph of the lake featured prominently in Mecklenburg’s 
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book). Unfortunately for the doctors, the concession was deeply unpopular in 
both Brussels and in Rwanda itself. The Mwami (Rwandan king), in alliance 
with the White Fathers, campaigned for the reversion of the strip. As the 
Protestant Belgian Anet put it ‘l’opinion quasi unanime des habitants du Ruanda 
d’est prononcée contre le démembrement de leur patrie’.54  

Disappointing as this was for the British missionaries, they now had a foothold 
in Ruanda, and were able to use the provisions of the Mandate about freedom of 
religion to ensure that they remained, and indeed could expand, into other parts 
of Ruanda, and eventually into Burundi. Their more immediate problem was 
their relationship with CMS. They were deeply disturbed by the crisis within 
CMS which led to a schism between biblical conservatives and those who were 
willing to admit more diverse views. Because the funding for their expansion 
had been undertaken by their friends in England, and because CMS did not want 
to give cause for a schism within the mission in Uganda, the doctors were 
allowed to establish a semi-autonomous mission called the Ruanda Medical and 
General Mission of CMS’ which could ensure that only theologically 
conservative missionaries were sent to the Ruanda Mission.55  

After the war, the question of whether German missionaries could return to their 
former stations was hotly contested. J.H. Oldham worked tirelessly to enable this 
to happen, in the interests of reconciliation. In so doing he perhaps avoided 
replicating in the mission world the injustices of the Versailles treaty in 
diplomatic and political affairs. In 1914 Oldham, as secretary of the International 
Continuation Committee of the Edinburgh Conference, had chosen not to sign 
the British churches’ response to the German missionary societies’ Address, on 
the grounds that he should not be associated with a purely British response. In 
the aftermath of war, Oldham lobbied the British Foreign Office to ensure that 
the provisions of the 1885 Berlin Treaty about freedom of religion would be 
incorporated into any new declaration. This he achieved in a new provision in 
the Treaty of St Germain (signed some two months after the Versailles treaty in 
September 1919: 

“They [the signatory nations] will protect and favour, without distinction of 
nationality or of religion, the religious. Scientific or charitable institutions 
and undertakings created and organized by the nationals of the other 
Signatory Powers and States, Members of the League of Nations, which 
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may adhere to the present convention, which aim at leading the native in the 
path of progress and civilization… 
Freedom of conscience and the free exercise of all forms of religion are 
expressly guaranteed to all nationals of the Signatory Powers….Similarly, 
missionaries shall have the right to enter into and to travail and reside in, 
African territory with a view to prosecuting their calling.”56    

These provisions enabled German missions eventually to occupy the majority of 
the missions in what had now become the Tanganyika Trust Territory, a mandate 
of the League of Nations. However, the Lutheran mission in Ruanda was not 
returned to the Bethel Mission, but was taken over by the Belgian Protestant 
Missionary Society. Despite the stipulations of the Versailles and St Germain 
treaties, Belgium at first insisted that all new missions should be of Belgian 
origin, and awarded the Bethel stations (Remeera and its out-stations) to the 
Belgian Protestant Mission. The Belgian society had been a product of British 
evangelical work in the 19th century. The Protestant community in Belgium was 
tiny and it was difficult for the mission to recruit Belgian Protestant missionaries, 
so negotiations were opened up with Dr Sharp and Dr Stanley Smith about 
whether they would be willing to work under the Belgian mission. This would 
have fulfilled their ambitions to enter Ruanda, but they were as reluctant to 
submit to control from Brussels as they were dissatisfied with CMS in London. 
They declined. The Belgian mission was established, with assistance from Swiss 
Reformed pastors.   

Conclusion 

“[T]he war came close to destroying the spirit of Protestant internationalism 
that had been so powerfully symbolised and fostered by the World 
Missionary Conference held at Edinburgh in June 1910.   
A profound alienation ensued between Anglo-American and German 
Protestantism that lasted throughout the 1920s…” 57 

The war called into question ‘German’ assumptions of European cultural 
superiority and ‘British’ delusions of imperial splendour, but it certainly did not 
automatically end them. It also revealed the conflicting discourses of German 
‘culture’ and British ‘civilisation’ Bishop Mongomery’s Christian imperialism 
was not dead in 1918, even though it was gradually mitigated by the paternalistic 
progressivism which Handley Hooper espoused, and by American diplomatic 
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debates about national self-determination, freedom and democracy. China 
(1911), Russia (1917) Austria-Hungary and Germany (1918) had all disposed of 
their monarchies, but the British and French colonial empires were at their 
apogee. But beneath the façade of self-confidence, there was increasing 
scepticism. Barth’s Römerbrief, (the first edition was published in December 
1918, just one month after the armistice)58 challenged the facile identification of 
Christianity with European civilisation. In 1912, Roland Allen 59 , who had 
worked as an SPG missionary in China, published his Missionary Methods: St 
Paul’s or Ours? – like Barth, utilising Paul radically to critique western 
certitudes: 

We have allowed racial and religious pride to direct our attitude towards 
those whom we have been wont to call ‘poor heathen’. We have approached 
them as superior beings, moved by charity to impart of our wealth to 
destitute and perishing souls…We have managed their funds, ordered their 
services, built their churches, provided their teachers… We have done 
everything for them, but very little with them. We have done everything for 
them except to give place to them. We have treated them as ‘dear children’ 
but not as ‘brethren’.60    

China often seemed to early 20th century mission strategists, both before and in 
the immediate aftermath of war, as a bright light for the development of ‘freedom 
and democracy’,  for the expansion of the Gospel and Christian penetration into 
the very structures of state and society (the father of the 1910 revolution was, 
after all, Sun Yat Sen, a Christian). The young republic was, however, shocked 
at its treatment at the Versailles Peace Talks. The German concession on the 
Shandong peninsula was captured by the Japanese in 1914: a contribution to the 
allied war effort, but also a fulfilment of Japan’s own colonial ambitions on the 
continent. The award in 1919 of the concession to Japan rather than handing it 
back to the Republic of China, sparked off the radical May 4th Movement, in 
which Chinese frustration at the century of ‘unequal treaties’ boiled over.61 In 
the 1920s this expanded into an anti-Christian campaign, which attacked 
Christian missions as complicit in the denigration of China.  Christianity has 
often employed military metaphors to describe its fight against ‘the world, the 
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flesh and the devil’ – St Paul himself does so on a number of occasions. The war 
itself, particularly perhaps among the victors, tended to renew the currency of 
‘struggle’, ‘fight’, ‘advance’, ‘occupation’. The anti-Christian student movement 
which convulsed many Chinese cities in the 1920s was partly motivated by the 
publication in 1922 of a great statistical survey of missionary work in China 
entitled The Christian Occupation of China.62 This title, with its unfortunate 
military connotations, revived Chinese outrage at western colonialism. One of 
the contributors to this survey was Sidney Clark, who also produced a book in 
1923 entitled The First Stage in the Christian Occupation of Rural China. It was 
published by Clark’s own publishing enterprise, the World Dominion Press.63 
The strategic logistical planning involved in these productions themselves 
resembled a military campaign. Was this a new missionary campaign, expanding 
far outside the 19th century eastern treaty ports? Ironically, Roland Allen engaged 
in a long collaboration with Clark (a Congregational layman with a keen interest 
in East Asia). Many of Allen’s writings were indeed published by the press. 
‘World Dominion’ was meant to signify the reign of Christ over the whole world; 
but, like ‘occupation’, it could easily be interpreted as signifying all that Allen 
criticised in the western missionary endeavour.  

Allen lived from 1931 until his death in 1947 in Kenya colony, often at odds with 
both the missionary and the settler communities. Allen had in the 1900 Boxer 
Uprising acted as chaplain to those European and Chinese Christians besieged in 
the Peking Embassies. During the Second World War, German expatriates in 
Kenya were again interned by the British authorities. Allen wrote in the English 
language newspaper, The East African Standard, opposing settler anti-German 
sentiments. Of one such tirade, he responded: 

“I might ask him if he ‘hates’ all drugs invented by German chemists, … 
whether he hates all German music …. ‘blind’ hatred is not Christian,  not 
even human.” 

He visited Germans and Hungarians in the internment camp in Kabete, and was 
particularly concerned to help the son and daughter of one German Jewish 
internee, Hermann Fliess from Hamburg.64   

 
62 Milton T Stauffer, Tsinforn C Wang & M. Gardner Tewksbury. 1922. The Christian 
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Rapids: Eerdmans, p. 167. 
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One is reminded of the solidarity of Bishop George Bell and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer.    Close relationships had been severely strained by the First World 
War, but were not obliterated.  President Frank-Walter Steinmeier joined the 
Queen at the Cenotaph in London and at the service in Westminster Abbey on 
11 November 2018, in a service of reconciliation.  He read, in German, a lesson 
from the first letter of John 4:7–11: 

“Darin besteht die Liebe: nicht dass wir Gott geliebt haben, sondern dass er 
uns geliebt hat und gesandt seinen Sohn zur Versöhnung für unsre Sünden. 
Ihr Lieben, hat uns Gott so geliebt, so sollen wir uns auch untereinander 
lieben. ”65 
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 The Leipzig Mission in East Africa, 1914–1925 
 

ADAM JONES 
 

Adrian Hastings (1994: 490) has summed up how the First World War affected 
Christianity in Africa as follows: 

“In practice it left Africans much freer to get on with things in their own 
way. Many Churches found themselves with no missionaries at all. African 
teachers carried on in their place, in a few instances hastily ordained before 
the white clergy departed. […] The self-leadership, self-propagation and 
self-support which missionaries had so often talked about, but so seldom 
been willing to try out, actually worked when they had to. Moreover, the 
leaders who emerged in these circumstances often showed a quite particular 
loyalty to the denominational tradition in which they had begun.” 

For what is now Tanzania this view was foreshadowed in John Iliffe’s A Modern 
History of Tanganyika (1979:255–59; 358–61). Religion, Iliffe writes of the First 
World War, ‘embodied the paradox of war’. On the one hand, German 
missionaries and their converts faced persecution from the British invaders. 
According to missionary sources, the result was a resurgence of local religions 
and a consolidation of Islam in the coastal hinterland, as well as in several inland 
regions. On the other hand, ‘the ordeal of war was also a strengthening’, because 
some African Christians gained new responsibilities. Although ordination in 
most cases did not come until African independency, revival and eclecticism 
placed the missions under increasing pressure in the 1930s, teachers and church 
elders found themselves during and immediately after the war making decisions 
which would hitherto have been made by the missionaries. 

The most important recent contribution to this topic has been that of Christian 
Pohl (2016) on mission in Tanga and Digoland. Pohl describes how the Bethel 
Mission in the 1890s sent Lutheran missionaries to what is now the northeastern 
corner of Tanzania. From the outset of the First World War the town of Tanga 
was the scene of military conflict between British and German troops, placing 
the missionaries and African converts in the awkward situation of needing 
protection from the German colonial and military authorities. Pohl draws upon 
an invaluable source – autobiographical notes written in Swahili by a leading 
African evangelist, Yakobo Lumwe, who towards the end of 1915 accepted 
employment as a spy of the colonial government, meanwhile holding religious 
services in his house, running a small school and acting as mediator in civil 
conflicts. While one missionary withdrew to the Usambara Mountains and 
remained there until 1922, another volunteered to serve the German troops in a 
medical capacity but was interned and deported by the British in 1917. It was 
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Lumwe who, from mid-1916, assumed leadership of the Lutheran parishes in 
Tanga and Digoland – partly due to the absence of missionaries, but also because 
he had lost contact with the German colonial authorities by this time. Since the 
nearest Lutheran missionary lived three days’ journey away, most administrative 
matters were resolved by Lumwe and other African evangelists and teachers. 
Sometimes the schools closed due to financial problems; but baptisms continued. 
Pohl describes the period 1916–24 as one of African independence within the 
Lutheran church, divided into years of ‘self-determination’ (Selbstbestimmung) 
up to 1920 and then years of ‘self-administration’ (Selbstverwaltung) thereafter.  

Only a small portion of Pohl’s book is devoted to the period after the return of 
the missionaries in 1925/26. Up to this time, as Pohl points out, six native pastors, 
assisted by catechists and teachers, conducted the work formerly undertaken by 
30 non-African members of staff (2016:173–4). The Bethel Mission recognised 
this achievement and resolved that missionary work should in future be done 
‘mainly’ by the Africans, while the German missionaries would be mainly 
responsible for training teachers and ‘shepherds’ (ibid.:175–7). The term ‘helper’ 
(Gehilfe), previously applied to Africans, was now used for the German 
missionaries. 

Let us turn to the Evangelical-Lutheran Leipzig Mission, which began work on 
the southern and northern slopes of Kilimanjaro, as well as in the Pare Hills and 
in the vicinity of Arusha in the 1890s. In order to ascertain to what extent the 
First World War was a turning point, we need to examine not only the war itself, 
but the periods immediately before and after it. 

By 1914 it seemed that the vision of a Volkskirche was at last on the verge of 
being realised, albeit under firm missionary tutelage. As Fleisch (1936:289) 
notes, among the 

 Chagga about one-thirteenth of the population professed Christianity, and one-
fifth of the children attended a mission school. It was hoped to accelerate the 
process of ethnogenesis (Volkwerdung), and the mission organised Chagga 
festivals from 1908 onwards. 

An important role in these developments was played by the church elders’ 
councils, gradually introduced from 1907 onwards. These (all-male) councils 
were elected by church members for each parish – a form of democracy practised 
fifty years before other Africans gained a vote on the eve of political 
independence. For example, in Masama in 1915 eight candidates stood for 
election and four were elected; in Nkoaranga two years later 32 voters elected 
five elders; and in Masama in 1925 each of the nine wards elected an elder for a 
period of three years. Such councils might meet as often as ten times a year or as 
seldom as three times. They were chaired by the missionary, who kept the 
minutes in German except when there was no German missionary, for instance 
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– in some cases – during the second half of the First World War and the years 
1920–25, when the minutes were kept in English (by Augustana missionaries) or 
in Swahili or Chagga (by African evangelists). 

In this sense the profoundest change for the Leipzig Mission’s East African field 
came not in 1914 or 1919 but – similar to what Fritz Hasselhorn has argued in 
this volume in the case of the Hermannsburg Mission in South Africa – in the 
decade before the outbreak of war. It is not reflected in the official reports and 
periodicals of the mission, because its impact was a strictly local one; but this 
was where Christianity affected peoples’ lives most, because an effective control 
of everyday life was possible only through what the elders saw, heard and said. 

Judging from these minutes, the outbreak of war scarcely altered anything in this 
area. Certainly, no-one contemplated ordaining any Africans at this point, 
perhaps because it was assumed that the war would soon be won. Following the 
British conquest of the area encompassing the Leipzig mission stations in March-
May 1916, only seven out of 21 mission stations were still occupied in 1918: one 
missionary each in the Pare Hills, Arusha, Machame, Masama, Moshi and 
Mwika, and four in Mamba-Marangu. The remaining missionaries (with the 
exception of two from the Baltic, who were German-speaking but not German 
citizens) were interned, released and finally, in summer 1920, repatriated. The 
Augustana Lutheran Synod in Chicago sent half a dozen missionaries in 1922–
23 to replace them. Not until 1925 did negotiations in Europe make it possible 
for Bruno Gutmann and Johannes Raum to return to Africa, soon to be followed 
by other missionaries. 

In this ‘period without missionaries’ (missionslose Zeit) or, to use Fleisch’s 
somewhat paternalistic term, ‘period of being orphaned’ (Zeit des Verwaistseins) 
teachers and elders managed to keep the Lutheran church alive when the 
missionaries left, and were able to win more adherents despite the enormous 
suffering that the war brought to Africa. They were not entirely alone, however, 
since the Augustana Lutheran Church (USA) sent missionaries to take the place 
of the Germans. In Mamba, for instance, Andreas Schöne signed his last 
document on 11 August 1920; there follows an anonymous document in Swahili 
dated 13 August 1920; and soon after this Herbert Magney seems to have taken 
over, remaining till 1926. 

It is difficult to judge the validity of Fleisch’s general verdict (1936: 347, my 
translation) on the period 1916–25: 

“That paganism (Heidentum) regained strength on account of this war was 
natural… The old customs were revived, in a few cases even the 
infanticides… Church attendance sank to below half its level in 1913, and 
the number of catechumens fell to 302. Yet it turned out that paganism as a 
religion was dead. More dangerous was the growth of Islam.” 



ADAM JONES 

132 

This is more or less what one would expect in a book published to celebrate ‘a 
hundred years of Lutheran mission’, based primarily upon sources produced at 
the apex of the mission hierarchy (periodicals and annual reports). Fleisch’s 
words reflect the assumption that without peace, colonial order and a strong 
missionary presence it was inevitable that fewer people would attend church or 
school, while local religions and Islam would correspondingly flourish. Yet the 
evidence for such developments is slender.  

The extent to which ‘old customs’ were regaining strength during or after the 
war was a highly subjective matter, which individual missionaries and African 
Christians probably viewed differently. If we choose to rely on statistics, the 
tables compiled from mission reports by Kim Groop (2006:89–98, 122–60) for 
Arusha suggest enormous fluctuation before, during and after the war. For 
example, the number of pupils in Arusha Lutheran schools (boys and girls) 
dropped from 266 in 1909 to 66 in 1910 and did not recover its earlier level till 
the mid-1920s. The average number of churchgoers reached a peak of 610 in 
1916 (in the middle of the war!) and then fell. Here too the numbers recovered 
in the mid-1920s.  

Fleisch himself (1936:360) produces remarkable evidence of church growth at 
some point between 1916 and 1925: ‘The 5,789 parish members at the time of 
the missionaries’ departure had become 9,285 […]. 196 Christian teachers were 
instructing more than 8,000 pupils.’  

Certainly within this period certain moments (1916–18, 1920–21, 1924–25) 
were characterised by uncertainty about the future, and it is likely that at these 
times certain African elders, evangelists or teachers played an important, albeit 
invisible role; but the overall trend, irrespective of which missionaries were 
present, seems to have been one of continued consolidation. The silent film 
Andrea, der Sohn des Zauberers, produced for publicity purposes by Wilhelm 
Guth in 1926–27 on behalf of the Leipzig, Berlin and Rhenish missions, 
encapsulated the prevailing sense of arduous but unstoppable ‘progress’. 

Nevertheless, the old missionary order was felt to have come under threat in the 
absence of the missionaries, as we can recognise in some of the minutes written 
by Bruno Gutmann upon his return from German ‘exile’ in 1925. One of the 
teachers trained at the Marangu seminary, Filipo Njau, had written to Gutmann 
during the repatriation period, reassuring him (Gutmann 1925:12): ‘We have 
celebrated Christmas and introduced no new customs.’ But in Gutmann’s eyes 
even customs mattered less than the question of power. Formulating his own 
views as if merely recording those of the elders, Gutmann wrote: 

“Es sei zur Unsitte geworden, daß der Lehrer und nicht der Älteste im Bezirk 
die Sachen entscheide. Weiter sei die Gemeinde schon seit Langem in 
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Unruhe über die Gemeindekasse. Sie müsse durch die Ältesten überwacht 
werden. ” (minutes of Mwika, 6 December 1926)1 

Instead of further empowering the teachers, who in his eyes stood for modernity, 
Gutmann wanted to strengthen those institutions whose roots lay in the 
‘traditional’ culture described in his books: 

“Die Neugliederung der letzten Taufklasse in Kameradschaften zu je zwei 
und zwei […] hat sich bewährt. […] Sie soll aber auch zu einer Führungs-
gruppe ausgebildet werden. Darum sollen diesmal je zwei Kameradschaften 
oder Schildschaften in einen Doppelschildschutz (ngao muri kari) 
zusammengeschlossen werden, die sich aus ihrer Mitte den Führer selber 
bestimmt, nicht nur zur Stärkung der Hilfsgenossenschaft, sondern auch zur 
Selbstreinigung und Gliederung für den Dienst am Jungen.” (minutes of 
Masama, 18 January 1926) 

Likewise the age grades, another ancient institution of the Chagga, must play a 
greater role in the life of the Christians. After the next meeting of the council of 
elders Gutmann wrote: 

“Es wird allgemein anerkannt, daß die Altersklasse der Unverheirateten sich 
nicht nach eigenem Gutdünken Gesetze geben können. Sie unterliegen der 
Vorprüfung der Gemeinde. Überdies müsse das [nicht] nur für einen Bezirk, 
sondern für alle Bezirke gelten, sonst gerate alles in Unordnung. Als … 
Gesetz hat sich nämlich die Altersklasse von Sehari aufgelegt, keine 
Hochzeit zu besuchen von […] dessen einer Teil sein erstes Verlöbnis 
aufgehoben habe. So ehrenwert der sittliche Ernst in dieser Bestimmung ist, 
er muß … zu Vergewaltigungen führen und sollte als starre äußerliche 
gesetzliche Bestimmung aufgehoben werden.” (minutes of  Masama, 29 
March 1926) 

A third concern of Gutmann was that boys’ circumcision or girls’ excision 
should no longer – as had been the case in the missionaries’ absence – be 
sufficient grounds for excluding someone from communion. He sharply 
criticised those Christians who adopted the role of what he termed a ‘vice squad’ 
(Sittenpolizei), explaining to the elders of Mwika  

“… daß jede Form der Bestrafung für die freiwillig erlittene Beschneidung 
als rein operative Art für eine ausschließlich vom Evangelium her 
bestimmte Haltung nicht ausgeschlossen ist […] denn ihre alten Missionare 
habe nicht Furcht oder Anpassungslist von strafenden Handlungen 
abgehalten, sondern die klare Erkenntnis, daß die Beschneidung an sich 

 
1 This and other Protokolle (minutes of church elders) cited here are from the archive of 
the Northern Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania. Digitized 
versions made by my students are available on the Endangered Archives website: see 
Footnote 2. 
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nicht in Gottes Wort verboten sei und für Beschnittene und Unbeschnittene 
Raum im derselben Gemeinde sei. ” (minutes of Mwika, 9 December 1926) 

Yet ultimately the ‘vice squads’ were a result of the decision to create elders’ 
councils in order to exercise more direct control over Christians’ everyday lives. 
True, Gutmann was an unusual missionary and the Leipzig Mission in East 
Africa was divided on all the issues mentioned here. But most of the writings of 
the missionaries from this period convey a sense of having lost control and of 
the need to reassert authority. In the short term, the missionaries were able to do 
this, Indeed, Iliffe (1979:358) argues that from the mid- 1920s the churches were 
‘becoming increasingly integrated with colonial society’ and that a sense of 
disillusionment set in among African Christians, whose numerical strength 
continued to grow. Nevertheless, time was on the side of teachers like Filipo 
Njau, not least in terms of political developments. 

It would be wrong to exaggerate the discontinuities of this period, which may 
well have mattered less at the grassroots level. If we look at the minutes for the 
elders’ councils over the whole period from 1907 to 1930,2 the topics dealt with 
and the sanctions adopted do not seem to have changed very much. Throughout 
these years the elders sought to exercise moral control in three fields of life: 

1. ‘Paganism’ and ‘superstition’: we find the elders sanctioning the ritual 
‘hanging of an ox’, the abandonment of infants (which seems to have died 
out in the early 1920s), belief in the ‘evil eye’, ‘magical practices’ or 
spitting, employed to protect people from illness, or the role of sacred 
groves. 

2. Marital problems and sex: almost every set of minutes deals with 
infertility, extramarital sex (including sex between betrothed Christians), 
wife-beating, non-payment of bridewealth or men wanting to have more 
than one wife. The commonest problem of all, throughout the period, was 
infringement of the 6th Commandment. Derek Peterson (2006) has 
discussed similar records elsewhere in Tanganyika, arguing that individual 
African ‘actors’ manipulated such cases in order to oblige a mission or the 
elders to intervene in their marital affairs. 

3. Circumcision: as mentioned, the missionaries had various views on this 
symbolic ‘embodiment’ of the new morality. Some limited themselves to 
requesting that the circumcision be supervised by a church elder and not 
accompanied by ‘pagan customs’. But many leading African teachers and 
elders refused to take this issue so lightly, arguing that those who had their 
sons or daughters circumcised were thereby rejecting a fully Christian 
identity and could not be given communion.  

 
2 See https://blogs.bl.uk/endangeredarchives/2012/02/highlighting-church-records-
from-tanzania.html. 
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In all three cases it is difficult to identify any clear shift between 1907 and 1925. 
Individual missionaries took different stances on such issues, and since the 
Leipzig Mission was less hierarchically structured than, say, the Basel Mission, 
missionaries probably had some leeway in deciding what policy to adopt locally, 
although conferences of missionaries within German East Africa / Tanganyika 
did attempt to lay down guidelines. 

In one sense, then, the First World War and the years immediately after it were 
a turning point, permitting a small number of African teachers and evangelists to 
take certain decisions without reference to European missionaries. 
Unfortunately, although the records digitised in Moshi throw considerable light 
upon grassroots decision-making, they do not contain enough material written 
by Africans to measure the extent to which this was the case. In another sense, 
life within the growing Christian communities appears to have gone on much as 
it had done before the First World War. No doubt the war and the influenza 
epidemic that followed caused hardship to many people, but the ways in which 
people coped with hardship differed little from what they had done earlier. If the 
world of the late 1920s – and the Leipzig Mission’s East African field as part of 
the world – contrasted with that of the 1900s, this was only in part due to the war 
itself. 
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Steering Course in troubled Times : The First World War and the 
Hermannsburg Mission in South Africa 

 
FRITZ HASSELHORN 

 
 
As the title indicates, this lecture contradicts in some way the thesis of the 
symposion of the First World War being the turing point. History saw a bloody 
war fought on South African soil, but it was fought 15 years earlier. 

1. The Hermannsburg Mission during the 2nd Anglo-Boer-War 1899–1902 

The 2nd Anglo-Boer War from 1899 to 1902, also called the “South African War” 
by the English speakers, “Tweede Vryheidsoorlog” by the Afrikaaner speakers 
or “Burenkrieg” by the German speakers, hit the Hermannsburg Mission in 
South Africa hard. Officially, the mission remained neutrally, but Director 
Egmont Harms described the feelings of presumably most of the missionaries 
when he remarked, “Ich wollte, die Engländer kriegten Hiebe.”1 

Many missionary sons fought on the Boer's side. The majority of the 
Hermannsburg mission stations were located in the area which was affected by 
hostilities, namely in the western Transvaal and northern Zululand. At least 15 
missionaries were interned at times or for the times remaining of the war.2 A 
number of Mission stations got destroyed under the British scorched earth 
strategy:" (1900:)  

“Die englische Kolonne ... hatten (sic) da alle meine Weizenmieten und 
Häuser und die der Bauern verbrannt. Meine ganze Ernte! ... (1901:) Ein(e) 
Kolonne unter einem englischen General kam plötzlich von Magaliesberg 
nach Bethanie, pflanzte seine Kanonen drüben, Bethanie Dorf auf und er 
sagte, er sei gekommen, die Mühle zu zerstören. Auf meine Fürbitte liess er 
es bei Entfernung unersetzbarer Maschinenteile und zog ab, nachdem er 
allen vorhandenen Weizen hatte auf der Strasse mit Sand vermischen lassen. 
... Zwei Reiter, ein Offizier hielten vor meinem Hause und sagten, sie gäben 
mir eine 1/4 Stunde Zeit, ich müsse mich fertig machen, ich müssen mit 
ihnen, ob zu Fuss oder Pferd oder Karren, der Sohn müsse mit. ... Soldaten 
der zurück gebliebenen Kolonne plünderten in der Nacht alle unsere Häuser 
gründlich, nachdem meine Frau und Kinder ... auf unsere zwei Wagen 

 
1 Bestand des Missionssarchivs Empangweni, SA acc. 76.590.1 E. Harms, Empangweni, 
an Haccius, 2.11.1899. “I wish the English got blows”. 
2 Georg Haccius, Hannoversche Missionsgeschichte, Vol. III/2, p. 9ff. 
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gepackt, mit dem was sie mitnehmen wollten, nach dem Lager gebracht, wo 
sie in einem Zelt bleiben konnten”.3 

The missionaries remaining at their stations could not travel and were cut off 
from supplies:  

“Denn da unsere Pferde weg sind, Kriegsdienste zu thun, so können wir 
auch nicht vom Fleck, ... Teils sieht es auf den Stationen wüst und öde aus. 
... Unsere Speise besteht aus Sauerpapp, Sie werden diesen Brei aus 
zerstampftem Kaffernkorn wohl kennen. Brot gibt es seit August v.J. nicht 
mehr, sowie Butter, Kartoffeln, Gemüse etc.. Sauerpapp morgens, mittags 
und abends.”4 

Director Egmont Harms was interned for seven weeks for “communicating with 
the enemy.”5 While the missionaries were at least partially compensated for their 
personal losses during the war,6 the Mission Society was not compensated for 
damage to buildings, etc..7 

 
3 Persönliche Akten (PA) 59 Wilhelm Behrens jun., Abschrift von Aufzeichnungen für 
seine Frau Bertha geb. Hess, S. 20: “(1900 :) The English column ... burnt all my wheat 
rents and houses and my whole harvest! (1901:) A column under an English general 
suddenly came from Magaliesberg to Bethanie, planted his cannon over there, Bethanie 
village, and he said he had come to destroy the mill. On my intervention he left it with 
the removal of irreplaceable parts of the machine and left, after having had all the wheat 
poured on the road, mixed with sand ... Two horsemen and one officer stopped in front 
of my house and said they would give me a quarter of an hour time, I should get ready, I 
would have to go with them, whether by foot or horse or cart, my son must go also ... 
Soldiers of the back column plundered all our belongings in the night thoroughly after 
my wife and children ... packed up on our two wagons with what they wanted to take with 
them, taken to the camp where they could stay in a tent.” 
4 Archiv Südafrika (A:SA) IV 5311 Briefe Burenkrieg, H. Behrens, Mosetla, 13.4.1901, 
an Haccius: “Because our horses are gone to do military service, so we can not leave the 
mark, ... Part of the stations look desolate and bleak. .. Our food is made of Sauerpapp, 
you will know this porridge made of crushed Kaffernkorn. There is no more bread since 
August, as well as butter, potatoes, vegetables, etc. Sauerpapp in the morning, at noon 
and in the evening.” 
5  SA acc. 76.589, E. Harms, Durban, an Haccius, 16.02.1900, und Georg Haccius, 
Hannoversche Missionsgeschichte, vol. III/2, p. 8. Die Angabe bei Haccius, Harms hätte 
anschließend Südafrika für die Dauer des Krieges verlassen müssen, trifft nicht zu, 
vielmehr kehrte er auf freien Stücken nach Deutschland zurück in der Hoffnung, von 
dort aus eine Entschädigung einklagen zu können, SA acc. 76.589, E. Harms, Durban, 
an Haccius, 9.03.1900. 
6 SA acc. 76.1158, Army Headquarters, Pretoria, an Chr. Wagner, 23.03.1904, betr. claim 
for payment. 
7 Hermannsburger Missionsblatt (HMBl) 1904, p. 115. 
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2. The Turning Point  

From the scattered evidence in the Mission archives we know, that the spritual 
life of the orphaned congregations was sustained by teachers and church elders. 
A Berlin Missionary was impressed, that even in the British prison-camp the 
Hermannsburg church elders held regular bible classes and services. 

Therefore, in the followup of the war Wilhelm Behrens jun. saw the danger of 
alienation between the mission leadership and the african congregations:  

“Die Gemeinden kennen und sehen den Direktor nicht, sehen kaum den 
Superintendenten, lernen sie weder lieben noch achten, und da sich nicht 
viel um sie gekümmert wird, kümmern sie sich schließlich auch nicht um 
die Vorgesetzten und deren Verordnungen. Es findet eine Entfremdung statt, 
die nicht gut ist und schwerste Folgen nach sich ziehen wird.” 

Being under the impression of these changes he formulated a reform program: 
“Wir sollten haben: Regelmäßige Visitation, Lehrerconferenzen (sic), 
Schulinspektoren, ein besseres Seminar, Synoden jedes Districts, Synoden 
beider Districte; Abgesandte an die Conferenzen und Synoden der Berliner, 
Theilnahme an solcher Conferenz wie neulich in Johannesburg”8 

Director Egmont Harms had lamented just before the war: 
“Das kannst Du glauben, dass es furchtbar schwer ist, hier die Autorität 
aufrecht zu erhalten. Man ist hier so gewohnt, nach Belieben zu handeln, 
daß man immer wieder gegen den Stachel löckt. Was nützen alle officiellen 
Briefe von Deutschland, wenn sie einfach in den Papierkorb geworfen 
werden.”9 

 
8 SA acc. 76.2, W. Behrens an E. Harms, 24.08.1904. In Johannesburg hatte die Transval 
Missionary Association (TMA) getagt. “The congregations do not know and do not see 
the director, they hardly see the superintendent, they neither love nor respect them, and 
since they do not care much about them, they do not bother with the superiors and their 
regulations. There is an alienation that is not good and will have direct negative 
consequences. … We should have: regular visitation, teacher conferences, school 
inspections, a better (teacher's) seminary, synods of each district, synods of both 
districts, emissaries to the conferences and synods of the Berliners, participation in such  
conferences as [happened] in Johannesburg recently.” 
9 SA acc. 76.5889.4, E. Harms, Hermannsburg/Natal, an Haccius, 7.1.1899: “You can 
believe me that it is extremely difficult to maintain the authority here. The people here 
act on their own convenience [at a whim], so that they are used to obstruction. What are 
all the official letters worth, if they have been thrown to the bins.” 
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Now – returned to South Africa – he saw the opportunity to combine the 
rebuilding of the Mission Stations with the desired strengthening of the 
administration:  

“Sollen diese Zustände beseitigt werden, so muss ich erst ein anständiges 
Gehalt auszahlen können, dann kann ich auch eine geregelte Verwaltung 
durchführen. Auch das Verbot des Handelns wird immer noch umgangen, 
und wenn ich dann der Sache nachgehe, wird mir geantwortet: Ja, wovon 
soll ich denn mit meiner Familie leben? Jedenfalls wird der geringe Gehalt 
zum Deckmantel mancher Bosheit gebraucht, es ist das Grundübel in 
unserer afrikanischen Mission und es muss vor allen Dingen beseitigt 
werden.” 10 

While the missionaries were used to be “in the position of little kings with their 
congregations,” in the future they should feel “part of the whole.” The incumbent 
superintendents, despite their goodwill, are “zu alt, um sich noch richtig einleben 
... zu können”.11 In the next few years they were replaced by younger ones, which 
were in line with the director. 

The Director's program, which he implemented over the next few years, 
included: 

1. the increase of real estate income through the consistent introduction of land 
rent on the land, the Mission claimed Title Deeds for, 

2. the increase of the financial dependence of missionaries from the mission 
fund, 

3. the suppression of English lessons in the mission schools and the (temporary) 
closure of the teacher seminaries,12 

 
10  SA acc. 76.694 1. E. Harms, Tätigkeitsbericht an den Missionsausschuss 1903 
(Konzept ohne Datum): “If these conditions are to be eliminated, then I have to be able 
to pay a decent salary, then I can also carry out a regulated administration. The 
prohibition of trade is still being circumvented, and when I go and investigate the matter, 
I'm told: Yes, from what should I and my family live? Anyway, the low salary is used as 
the cover of some evil, it is the basic evil in our African mission and it must be removed 
before all other things”. 
11 SA acc. 76.6 E. Harms an den Missionsausschuss: “too old to be able to immerse 
themselves into the new system.” 
12  Dazu Egmont Harms auf dem Missionsfest 1907: “Nun bin ich allerdings der 
Meinung, daß man einem Volke, das noch vor einigen Jahrzehnten im unwissendsten, 
rohesten Heidentum gesteckt hat, die Bildung, welche die Kulturvölker sich in vielen 
Jahrhunderten nach und nach angeeignet haben, nicht wie mit Kübeln über den Kopf 
gießen darf. Insbesondere muß man ängstlich darauf bedacht sein, durch die Schule 
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4. The abolition of the synods and, in 1906, the adoption of a church order in 
which racial prejudices such as the "unreliability and indifference of the local 
natives" were officially codified (XIII, §2). 

5. the detachment of the missionaries and their families from the african 
congregations by founding a synod for the German congregations13 and 

6. Finally, when the lack of missionaries made it necessary to recruit African 
coworkers, the introduction of a lesser degree ordination for them. 

This program was accompanied by a clear political statement for the defeated 
Boer side: 

“Ein Geist der Unbotmäßigkeit geht durch das die ganze eingeborene 
Bevölkerung, das Bestreben, sich von der Herrschaft und dem Einfluß der 
Weißen loszureißen und sich auf die eigenen Füße zu stellen. … der eine 
Grund ist das Zusammenströmen großer Massen au fden großen 
Arbeitsfeldern, besonders in Transvaal. .. Aber die Hauptursache der 
jetzigen Unbotmäßigkeit ist der letzte Krieg zwischen Buren und 
Engländern, die Thatsache, daß die beiden maßgebenden Nationen sich 
bekriegten, daß die Schwarzen umschmeichelt wurden, um sich ruhig zu 
verhalten, zum Theil auch in den Krieg hineingezogen wurden und daß nach 

 
nicht die Lust zur körperlichen Arbeit, die bei den afrikanischen Völkern an sich schon 
schwach genug ist, gänzlich zu ertöten.” (HMBl 1907, p. 204) 
13  SA acc. 76.315 Synodal-Ordnung für die mit der Hermannsburger Mission 
verbundenen deutschen ev.-luth. Gemeinden in Süd-Afrika. Zur Mitgliedschaft der 
Missionare sah sich der Vorsitzende der Satzungskommission genötigt, die 
Gründungsgeschichte der Mission umzudeuten: “4) war es die Absicht und Idee des sel. 
L. Harms, dass die weißen Missionsarbeiter eine Gemeinde oder Gemeinden bilden 
sollten; (wenigstens verstehe ich es so, ich mag aber irren) und wäre deshalb ein solcher 
Zusammenschluß wie in $11 vorgesehen nicht gegen den Geist der Hermannsburger 
Mission." (SA acc. 76.8, J. Rohwer an E. Harms, 18.10.1910). Vgl. Johann Kistner zur 
Gründung: „Im Jahre 1911 fand in Lilienthal die konstituierende Versammlung statt. 
Den Auftakt bildete ein Vortrag von einem Lehrer Koch über die Bedeutung der 
deutschen Muttersprache und die Notwendigkeit sie festzuhalten. Von einem Referat 
über die Kirche als Leib Christi oder über die Worte des 3. Artikels: wie der heilige Geist 
die ganze Christenheit auf Erden beruft, sammelt, erleuchtet, findet sich in den Akten 
keine Spur. Am Schluss der Versammlung machte die Wahl eines Präses einige 
Schwierigkeiten. Endlich hatte man sie überwunden. Dann wurde gesungen. Aber nicht, 
wie man meinen möchte: “Komm heiliger Geist, Herre Gott”, sondern: “Hoch soll er 
leben, dreimal hoch”!! Das war der Anfang. Die Synode trat ins Dasein als 
Zweckverband zur Erhaltung der deutschen Muttersprache ” (PA 405 Johann Christoph 
Kistner, ders. 5.4.1965 an Wesenick). 
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dem Kriege die Leitung in all den verschiedenen englischen Kolonien in den 
Händen von Leuten lag, welche mit der Art und den Verhältnissen der 
eingeborenen Bevölkerung nicht vertraut waren. Fast überall war der 
Afrikaner (i.e. the Boers) von der Verwaltung ausgeschaltet, und der ist es 
schließlich allein, der den Eingeborenen so behandeln kann, wie er zu 
seinem Besten behandelt werden muß.”14 

The decision of the Mission Administration against English Education for 
Africans deepened the gap to the congregations. In the long term, it increased the 
shortage of educated African teachers, catechists and pastors. The mission 
repeatedly lamented the "immaturity" of African communities, while at the same 
time hindering the emergence of a native teaching and adminstrating class, 
postponing the self-sustaining of an African church. 

The "Church Regulations for the Hermannsburg Evangelical Lutheran Mission 
in South Africa"15 in 1906 transferred the state-church model of the  Hannovarian 
church to the mission field. In place of the king the mission director took the 
place as Summus Episcopus. The existence of a synod, as it had been installed in 
the Hannovarian Church 40 years before following the "Kirchenvorstands- und 
Synodalordnung" 16  of 1864 were limited in South Africa to the white 
congregations, that were associated with the mission. 

 After all, the independence of an African church was inconceivable, as long as 
the ministry was reserved for white missionaries. The question of the ordination 
of indigenous pastors was thus the first step on the way to ecclesiastical 
independence, no matter how long this path should be. 

The Hermannsburg Mission was very reluctant on this issue. She preferred to 
accept that gifted teachers migrated to other churches than to ordain them 

 
14  HMBl 1907, p. 204f., Bericht von E. Harms auf dem Missionsfest: “A spirit of 
impudence goes through the entire indigenous population, the effort to break away from 
the rule and influence of the white and to put themselves on their own feet. ... One reason 
is the confluence of large masses on the big fields, especially in Transvaal. But the main 
cause of the present insubordination is the last war between Boers and Englishmen, the 
fact that the two authoritative nations were fighting each other, that the blacks were 
flattered to behave quietly, some were also drawn into the war, and that after the war, 
the leadership in all the various English colonies lay in the hands of people who were 
unfamiliar with the nature and conditions of the indigenous population. Almost 
everywhere, the Afrikaner was eliminated from the administration, and it is he alone who 
can treat the native as he must be treated for his own good. ” 
15 Church Regulations for the Hermannsburg Evangelical Lutheran Mission in South 
Africa. 
16 Regulations about church elders and the synod. 
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pastors.17 Under the impression of the appearance of the Ethiopian movement, 
she felt encouraged in her cautious attitude:  

“Für ein großes Glück halte ich es unter den jetzigen Umständen, dass wir 
noch keine Eingebornen ordiniert haben; denn dann wäre es bei solchem 
Aufruhr viel leichter für sie, mit dem schwarzen Pastor auf und davon zu 
ziehen, und würden auf diese Weise viele verkrüppelte lutherische Sekten 
entstehen, der guten Sache zur Schmach und Schande“18.  

Nor did they trust their own teachers:  

“Auf die eingeborenen Gehülfen ist, mit wenigen rühmlichen Ausnahmen, 
kein rechter Verlass, sie müssen selbst scharf überwacht werden.  Aus 
diesem Grunde gehen wir auch nur zögernd an die Ordination von 
eingeborenen Gehülfen heran.” 19  

They wanted to spare themselves the painful disappointments of other missions. 

Nevertheless, under the pressure of external circumstances, finally the mission 
leadership decided to ordain proven teachers. The number of missionaries had 
not been able to keep up with the growth of the churches. This was also a 
financial issue, as a missionary received a higher salary than an African teacher, 
although the salaries in the Hermannsburg Mission were low and the 
missionaries had to rely on the management of the station lands to earn a living. 
The spatial expansion of the congregations by investments of branches and 
preaching places exacerbated the lack: “Wir werden deshalb der Gründung eines 
eingeborenen Pastorats näher treten müssen, obgleich dies nur mit Zittern und 
Zagen geschieht. Aber der Anfang muss gemacht werden, die Not zwingt uns 
dazu”20. Thus, in 1909, one teacher was ordained in the Zululand and two in the 
Tswana mission field to vicars. Joseph Gwamanda was transferred to the 
Ekuhlengeni station, whose climate was detrimental to Europeans. Jakob Lebele 

 
17 HMBl 1904, p. 119, Grotherr (Polonia) 
18 HMBl 1905, p. 67f, Superintendent Röttcher (Müden): “I am very fortunate in the 
present circumstances, that we have not yet ordained natives; for then, with such 
upheaval, it would be much easier for them to go up and down with the black pastor, and 
in this way many crippled Lutheran sects would emerge, the good cause for shame.” 
19 HMBl 1908, p. 14, Haccius: "With only a few glorious exceptions, you cannot rely on 
native apprentices; they themselves must be closely watched. For this reason, we are 
reluctant to attend the ordination of native assistants." 
20  HMBl 1907, p. 206, Dir. E. Harms: "We will therefore have to approach the 
establishment of a native pastorate, although this happens only with trembling and 
hesitating. But the beginning must be made, the need compels us to do so.“ 
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and Jakob Mkhatla were employed to relieve the aging missionaries in Cana and 
Emmaus.21  

At this point, allow me an outlook on the further development. The number of 
African pastors increased slightly after the First World War when inflation made 
sending more missionaries more difficult. 1949 a total of eleven African clergy 
worked in the Hermannsburg Mission. All were still in the position of ordained 
vicar or auxiliary preacher, that means under the supervision of a neighboring 
missionary. In the first hundred years of the Hermannsburg missionary work, 
therefore, it did not come to the formation of an independent African parish 
priesthood, which was equal to the missionaries.22  

3. The Hermannsburg Mission in South Africa during the First World War 

During the First World War, foreign nationals were interned on a large scale both 
in Germany and in Great Britain and their respective colonies. This also affected 
the South African students at the mission seminary in Hermannsburg/Germany. 
Anton and Paul Engelbrecht and Heinrich Filter were detained for 22 months in 
Ruhleben near Berlin. Ernst Fitschen, on the other hand, while interned, 
volunteered for service in the German army. He later became a British prisoner 
of war in Palestine and was released to Germany in 1919. Only in 1926 he was 
allowed to return to South Africa. 

In contrast, the internment of the missionaries in South Africa was expressly 
limited to 14, who were – at least in theory – eligible for service in the German 
Army. It lasted up to six months. It is noteworthy that in at least one case, a 
delegation from the African congregation called to the authorities for the return 
of their missionary.23 

A special case was Johann Kistner, who worked not in the South African Union 
but in the British colony of Betchuanaland. He was interned at the beginning of 
the war, spent the First World War in the prisoner of war camp Fort Napier near 

 
21 HMBl 1909, p. 214, Haccius 
22  Winfried Wickert (ed.). 1949, Und die Vögel des Himmels wohnen unter seinen 
Zweigen. Hundert Jahre Bauernmission in Südafrika, Hermannsburg: Missionshand-
lung. 
23 Natal Archives, Chief Native Commissioner 1848, Ref.No. 1472/1914, Magistrate 
Weenen, 10.9.1914, an Chief Native Commissioner “Whilst in Muden last week I was 
interviewed by a large number of Kolwas of the Opate (Muden) Mission Station. All these 
expressed their sorrow on the removal of their Missionary the Rev. Asmus und they asked 
me to communicate with you with a view of allowing him to return.”  
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Pietermaritzburg and was subsequently expelled to Germany. It was not until 
1922 that he was able to return to South Africa.24 His case marks the difference 
between the treatment of German missionaries in the British crown colonies and 
in the Dominion South African Union. 

Incidentally, the relationship between the South African government and the 
Hermannsburg Mission was characterized by benevolence. An application by 
Egmont Harms for a 2000 ₤ overdraft loan to the National Bank of South Africa 
was approved by the Secretary for Finance on the condition that the funds were 
used for missionary work only. Any unfriendly action of the missionaries against 
the South African and British governments should be avoided.25 When judicial 
disputes with tenants of Opate (Müden) were lost to the detriment of the mission, 
because the lawyer of the defendant pointed out that the missionary society as a 
German legal entity could not be claiming civil claims in South Africa during 
the state of war, Egmont Harms said in a petition to the government that this 
ruling would create great danger to missionary work. The mission lost the ability 
to control the inhabitants of the mission stations and the Africans would only 
become more defiant.26 In this light, the so-called “confiscation” of mission 
property by a Supreme Court ruling in October 1917 needs to be understood. It 
was by no means a hostile act, as frequently depicted. Rather, the Attorney 
General emphasized: “It was not the intention to interfere with the activities of 
the Mission as such, which he believed was doing goot work.”27 Rather, the 
government was concerned with maintaining control of the mission over its 
tenants.The aim was to find a legal structure that would allow the mission, even 
during the war and the associated suspension of legal action in civil courts, to 
collect the land rent. Financially, the mission suffered no harm, on the contrary, 
the goverment-appointed controller personally assisted in recovering lagging 
rent. 

The registration of African tenants on “white” land by the magistrates under the 
Native Land Act of 1913 took place during the First World War. These data give 
some insight into the structure of the stations in terms of land used by the African 
communities, while usually only the white tenants are mentioned in the reports.28 
Again, the smooth cooperation between the Mission and the South African 
authorities was evident, even when individual local officials expressed their 

 
24  Zusammengestellt nach den Angaben bei Hinrich Pape. 1986. Hermannsburger 
Missionare in Südafrika, Band 1. Montana:  Eigenverlag J. Pape Zu J. Kistner p. 97f. 
25 SA acc. 76.12, E. Harms, 6.08.1914; ebd. Secretary for Finance 22.10.1914. 
26 SA acc. 76.13, E. Harms an Prime Minister, 9.10.1916 
27 SA acc. 76, The Times and Natal Mercury, 31.10.1917. 
28 Dazu ausführlicher Hasselhorn, Bauernmission, p. 115f. 
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unwillingness to do so.29 When Winfried Wickert stated, during the First World 
War all German mission areas were “schutzlos der Kriegsfurie preisgegeben”30, 
this did not match the situation in South Africa. 

4. Conclusion 

If there was a Turning Point in the history of Hermannsburg Mission in South 
Africa, it was the 2nd Anglo-Boer war, or the era as a whole, when Egmont Harms 
led the mission from South Africa. Incidentally, the issue of independence of the 
South African mission field was not a new phenomenon. Already the decision to 
start a mission among the Tswana in 1857, weeks away by oxwagon, three years 
after the founding of Hermannsburg/Natal, took place without approval or even 
knowledge of the Mission director and was in contrast to the mission concept of 
Ludwig Harms, who wanted to build a network of neighboring stations.  

The Mission Board in Germany reacted by the repeated sending of emissionaries 
to the mission field (August Hardeland (1859–1863), Georg Haccius and Egmont 
Harms (1887–1889), Egmont Harms (1896–1916), Winfried Wickert (1937–
1957). It was not until the Nineteen Sixties, when the mission director, Wesenick 
(1959–1974), with the help of the Hannovarian church subsidies, reached a 
financial position that allowed him to enforce his decisions while staying in 
Germany. 
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Christianity and Global Networks in Ethiopia during and after the 
First World War  

 

HAGOS ABRHA 

Christianity in Ethiopia in the Ancient Period   

The introduction of Christianity into Ethiopia has been controversially debated 
for a long time. Some say that Bakos (the Ethiopian Eunuch) introduced 
Christianity after his conversion by the Philip the Apostle in 42 A.D. Others, as 
for instance Abba Gorgoryos (2015:11), Rufinos and Socrates argued that 
Mathew the Apostle came to Ethiopia for evangelization. The father of the Latin 
Church, Jerome (Geronimo), said that it was not Mathew who came to Ethiopia, 
but Andrew. According to John Chrysostom, Apostle Thomas was the first 
evangelist to Ethiopia1; while the Alexandrian Argons said that there was not any 
Apostle sent to Ethiopia.  However, as it is officially known, the influence on 
Aksumite tradition of outside Christian culture, mainly of the Mediterranean 
world, reached its first climax during the middle of the 4th century, when King 
Ezana was converted to Christianity.  

The second significant period for the spread of Christianity all over the northern 
region of Ethiopia was between the end of the 5th century and the beginning 
of the 6th century, when the Nine Saints, a group of Roman monks (according 
to tradition) came to the Aksumite kingdom. According to other traditions and 
some scholars, the Nine Saints are said to have been Syrian missionaries. “It is 
in fact more than a century after Ezana’s conversion, with the advent of groups 
of Syrian missionaries – the Ṣadqan, and the Nine Saints – that the traditions of 
the Church show definite signs of progress in the kingdom of Aksum” (Taddesse 
Tamrat 1972:23). Taddesse’s view is no longer dominant today (Brita 2007a). 
Edward Ullendorff (1962:102) explained some Geez words as Syriac Aramaic 
loan words and considered the missionaries as Syrians: haymanot (‘faith’), orit 
(‘Torah’), qwerban (oblation, sacrifice, Eucharist), s'alot (‘prayer’), maqdas 
(sanctuary), Ṣom (‘fasṭ), etc. Polotsky (1964), however, argues that the Aramaic 
loan words in Geez are not necessarily specifically Syriac. This weakens the 
argument that the Nine Saints were Syriac speakers and hence came from 
Syria. 

It is clear, on the other hand, that the Nine Saints were Greek speakers. When  
King Ella-Ameda met them in Gädlä Yəmʕatta  (as will be mentioned in the 

 
1 Sometimes this is confusing since Ethiopia and India were interchangeably known.  
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next section), they said: እስመ: ንሕነ: ሮማውያን: ወአንተ: ኢትዮጵያዊ: አምጽእ: 
ለነ: ዘይሰምዕ: ቃለ: ሮም: እምሰራዊትከ (lit. We are Romans (i.e. Byzantine 
Greeks) but you are an Ethiopian, so bring one of your troops who can speak 
the Roman language). 

In the 4th and 5th centuries there were several Christian councils: Nicea (325), 
Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431) and the council of Chalcedon (451). The 
doctrinal decisions of all these councils except the council of Chalcedon were 
accepted and recognized by the Eastern Church (including the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church). The issue at all these councils was the nature of Christ. 
According to some, the human nature of Christ has been totally absorbed by the 
divine and thus disappeared, whereas the others believed that in Christ the 
human nature was perfectly united with the divine and a single nature resulted 
from this complete union. The latter view is generally termed Monophysite. 
However, the representatives of the oriental Orthodox churches today strongly 
object to their being called Monophysites. On August 29, 1976, in the Vienna 
Christological declaration, it was suggested as more appropriate to use the names 
Miaphysite or anti-Chalcedonian for the adherents of the eastern churches. 

The eastern churches hold that the Virgin (St. Mary) is the mother of God, rather 
than of Christ (his human nature). This is why she has a special place in the 
Ethiopian church. The perfect union of human and divine (monophysitism) is 
also a dogma of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. According to many scholars 
like Ullendorff, the coming of the Nine Saints to Ethiopia was connected to the 
condemnation and persecution of the Monophysite belief in the wake of the 
Council of Chalcedon. Ullendorff says (1962:101–102): 

The monophysites who rejected the definition of the Council of Chalcedon 
(A.D. 451) took refuge in Egypt, Arabia, and Abyssinia and thus contributed 
very notably to the spread of Christianity throughout the Aksumite Empire. 
At the same time, their infiltration determined once and for all the fanatical 
adherence of Ethiopia to the monophysite doctrine. Among these fugitives 
were the famous ‘Nine Saints’ who came to Ethiopia in the fifth century, 
founded monasteries and are said to have engaged in the translation of the 
Bible into Ethiopic. The New Testament was rendered according to the 
Lucianic recension current in the Patriarchate of Antioch— yet another aspect of 
the Syrian monophysite impact. One could understand Ullendorff’s statement as 
meaning that the Nine Saints were Syrian missionaries who translated the 
Bible— but their translation need not have been necessarily from the Syriac 
language. The Syrian missionaries (according to him) could well have known 
Greek, and the Syriac loan words found in the Geez Bible may have been 
directly copied from the Greek Bible, in which they in turn were borrowings 
from the Hebrew Bible. 
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Another point is that Monophysite refugees came not only to Ethiopia, but also 
to Arabia and Egypt. Thus there might have been other saints who left Rome or 
Syria, but did not come to Ethiopia.  Indeed, it might have been that the Nine 
Saints came to Egypt and Arabia before their arrival in Ethiopia. In the eleven 
manuscripts of Yəmʕatta that I have collected, it is stated that the Nine Saints went 
from Rome to Jerusalem and then to Ethiopia. So the refugees who went to 
“Arabia” (according to Ullendorff) may have been the Nine Saints themselves. 
Of course the early saints who came to Ethiopia were not only the Nine Saints 
but also the Ṣadqan, who are venerated mainly in Tigray and Eritrea. 

According to Antonella Brita (2007:1188), the reason for the coming of the 
Nine Saints has not yet been explained on the basis of reliable and scientific 
evidence. This table gives an overview of the Nine Saints:  

 
No Name of the 

Saint 
Place of origin Celebration 

date in 
Ethiopia 

Their Monastery in 
Ethiopia 
 

1 Zämikael/Ar
ägawi 

Rome 14 Ṭəqəmt Däbrä Däbrä Damo 

2 Gerima/Yəsḥ
aq 

Rome 17 Säne Däbrä Mädärä 

3 P’änṭälewon Rome 6 Ṭərr Däbrä S’omaʕit near 
Aksum 

4 Gubba Qilqəya/ 
Cilicia 

29 Gənbot Neighbor to Gerima 

5 Yəmʕatta Qosya 28 Ṭəqəmt Gärʕalta 
 

6 Alef Esya 11 Mägabit  

7 Afṣe Esya 29 Gənbot Yəḥa 

8 Ṣəḥma Ans’okya/ 
Antioch 

6 Ṭərr Ṣädya, which he later  
renamed 

9 Liqanos Qwəsṭənṭənia/ 
Constantinople 

 

28 Ḫədar Däbrä Qonaṣəl  near 
S’omaʕit 
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In the Medieval Period 

According to the late Ethiopian Patriarch Abune Paulos (1996:131), Christians 
in Europe heard the story of mighty king known Prester John (priestly king) in 
1145 and they were interested to contact him for support during the crusades. In 
establishing contact with Ethiopian emperors of the time, Alfonso of Aragon was 
consistent.  Once confirmed that the Prester John was emperor of Ethiopia, the 
king of Catholic Portugal in consultation with the pope of Rome, continued his 
effort to establish close ties with Emperor.  There was also an effort during the 
15th and 16th centuries, mainly during the reigns of Yəsḥaq, Ləbnä Dəngl and 
Zära Yaqob.  The administration of the empire of Ləbnä Dəngl (at his 12 age) 
was carried out by Empress Elenni2; in November 1512, she appointed Mathew 
(an Armenian merchant) as her ambassador to Portugal. He was favoured 
because he was Orthodox, as Armeninan Ethiopian Orthodox are non-
chalcedonian, and he knew foreign languages. Rome continued its efforts of 
contact with Christian Ethiopian for the fulfillment of its plan of bringing all 
Christian churches under the jurisdiction of Catholicism. Rome therefore called 
an ecclesiastical council of Chalcedonian and nonchalcedoninan groups in 15th 
C. in Florence.  

The head of the Ethiopian monastery in Jerusalem attended the council just as an 
observer. Duarte Galvo, who was ambassador of Portugal to Ethiopia at the time 
of Ləbnä Dəngl was said to have tried to play double roles: To persuade empress 
Eleni and the Emperor Ləbnä Dəngl to renounce their Orthodox faith and to 
accept Catholicism and to establish friendship that would make Ethiopia stand 
in the side of Portugal in its war with Egypt3. At that time, Islamic countries who 
feared the growing relation of Christian Ethiopia and Europe mobilized Ahmed 
Gragn against Ethiopian Christians, which pushed the Ethiopians in need of 
Portugal’s help. Portugal used this opportunity to present Ethiopia with two 
options, which were designed by Rome4: to get military assistance by accepting 
Catholicism or to be exposed to the outside invasion of Islam. The response from 
Ethiopians was vague. After Ahmed Gragn was defeated with the support of 
Portugal, Emperor Gelawdewos (successor of Ləbnä Dəngl) refused to renounce 
the Orthodox Church and refused to recognize Bermudes’ appointment as the 
bishop of Rome but that he knew him only a Portuguese diplomat.  However, the 
campaign of the missionaries was persistent and eventually was accepted by 
Emprer Susenyos who proclaimed the condemnation of the Orthodox faith and 

 
2 The grandmother of Lǝbnä Dǝngl and the wife of Be’demariam.  
3 At the time, Ethiopia was perceived as the protector of Christians of Egypt, Yemen 
and Arab. 
4 Bermudes and Francisco Alvares were behind this move.  
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recognized Catholicism as the state religion. Abune Simon excommunicated the 
emperor and all adherents of the doctrine of the two natures; several monks and 
priests demonstrated against the proclamation5. Susenyos persecuted Abune 
Simon and several believers of Orthodox faith. However, the opposition against 
Susenyos was more than expected and he became frustrated and realized that he 
had made a mistake. Therefore, he abdicated in favor of his son Fassiledes who 
proclaimed the Orthodox faith.  

In the Modern Period   

Colonialism and Christianity in Ethiopia 

During the ancient and medieval time, Ethiopia participated internationally more 
actively in religion, politics and socio-economic developments than during its 
modern period. However, because of its strong background it played a strong 
role in the political arena even in the modern period6. The victory of Adwa in 
1896 (when Ethiopia beat Italy and remained independent) has brought Ethiopia 
to the attention of the world; it shocked many people and forced politicians and 
business people to reassess their positions. Bahru Zewde (2007: 81) quoted 
George F.H. Berkeley, the pro-Italian British historian of the campaign: “From 
the broader standpoint of politics and history, it seems possible that it (the battle 
of Adwa) heralds the rise of a new power in Africa- we are reminded that the 
natives of that continent may yet become a military factor worthy of our closet 
attention.” The Ethiopian Archbishop during the colonial invasion was Abba 
Mathew; according to the Ethiopian Orthodox stand, the Italians tried to invade 
Ethiopia not only for the political purpose but also for the converting of the 
Ethiopians into Catholicism. Hence, the church was supporting the state in the 
battles of Dogali, Quatit, Senafe, Ambalaje, Mekelle and Adwa; according to 
priests and churches men were by the side of the soldiers carrying the Arch of 
the covenant and icons of saints, Patriarchate Office.  

The church was said to have supported no only the battle of Adwa, but also the 
battles of Gura‘and Gundet when Emperor Yohannis IV fought with the 
Egyptians. At the battle of Adwa several heritages of the church as well as the 
state were looted including the second tallest Aksumite obelisk (which currently 
has taken back to Ethiopia from Rome). During the battle of Adwa in 1896, 
Emperor Menelik and his wife Empress Taitu were the supreme commanders; 
during the proclamation for war, the emperor asked the Church for spiritual and 

 
5 The Ethiopian church and state were inseparable; however, this was the most critical 
issues for their dispute.  
6 Irrespective of its poor economic development, its international relation has been still 
strong. 
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moral company with Ark of St. George from Addis Ababa, and the church was 
willing. According to some Christian oral stories in Ethiopia, the Italians were 
defeated mainly because the graceful St. George was revealing himself in front 
of the Italians for the support of the Ethiopians. Therefore, the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church was said to have contributed a lot in the war against 
colonialism, in material, spiritual and psychological aspects.  The Ethiopian 
modern history began with the church reformation by Emperor Tewodros II; 
however, his successors Emperor Yohannis and Emperor Menelik had strong 
connection with the church. Emperor Menelik has founded the church in building 
monasteries and new churches mainly after the battle of Adwa. On the eve of the 
World War I, Ethiopian Church and the state had strong attachment with courage 
of the victory of Adwa. At the eve of World War I, Emperor Menelik and the 
church had good global connection; according to Mengistu Gobeze (2008: 130) 
the emperor took the following measures in favor of the church:  

1. The Emperor (with the church) searched evident documents for legal 
ownership of the monastery of Dersultan in Jerusalem.  

2. In 1903 Emperor Menelik sent a delegation (led by Dejazmach 
Meshesha Werku) to Turkey to discuss with the Turkish government that 
the monastery of Dersultan taken by Egypt has to be given back to 
Ethiopia.  

3. The emperor deposited 200, 000.00 Maria Theresa thaler in a bank called 
“Cridiliyo” in Jerusalem to support the monasteries.  

4. Some nobles were constructing buildings in Jerusalem to berented. The 
generated income should support the monasteries.  

5. The Radio station and Remaz school today in Israel was said to have 
been built by Empress Taitu.  

6. Nobles like Dejach Balcha Abba Nefso, Ras Welde Meshesha, W/ro 
Beyenech Gebre, W/ro Desta and her sister Emahoy Welete T/Haimanot 
bought lad in Jerusalem and gave it the monasteries.   
  

However, Emperor Menelik was less conservative than Yahannis IV., and 
because of this not only catholic missionaries, but also protestant missionaries 
began to expand their evangelization in Ethiopia. 

Christianity and Global Networks in Ethiopia during World War I 

Emperor Menelik II was sick in 1911 and died in December 1914. His grandson 
who also had some Muslim roots, Lij Iyasu was the successor. This very young 
king had foreign relations in a different style, mainly he was very liberal 
regarding religion. His vision was to see strong multiethnic and multi religious 
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Ethiopia and decolonized Eritrea, Somalia and Djibouti. He did not represent so 
much the Solomonic dynasty, but tried more to unite Christians, Muslims and 
traditional believers under his kingship. He allowed polygamy and practiced it 
himself. He visited many peripheral parts of the country and his orders and 
advices were aimed at minimizing ethnic and religious conflicts; he used even to 
say “the colonizers are deliberately in favor of our weakness through the 
religious and ethnic conflicts.” The Ethiopian-Germany relationship was 
particularly strong during the time of Menelik, because in the neighbouring 
countries, Menelik was surrounded by three colonizing powers (Britain, France 
and Italy). Emperor Menelik and his wife Empress Taitu were in favor of 
Germans and they signed collaborative agreement in July 1914, and after that: 

1. Dr. Zintgraff from Germany became an advisor of the Justice Minister. 
2. Dr. Max Steinkühler, became the doctor of the king. 
3. One German woman was house manager and teacher of Lij Iyasu. 

At the time of Lij Iyasu, Ethiopia had good relation with Germany, Turkey and 
Austria, and they were supportive of Ethiopia. Lij Iyasu made the following new 
announcements: 

1. Irrespective of the religious differences, all Ethiopians should be ready 
to defend the country against colonizers. 

2. More Muslims should be trained in military and there should be more 
Muslim soldiers. 

3. Instead of categorizing countries as consistent enemy and friend, it is 
better to study according the spirit of the events. 

4. Ethiopians should collaborate on mutual benefits with the enemies of 
their enemies – i.e.  Germany, Austria and Turkey. 
  

As result of these strategic propaganda and diplomatic thoughts, he initiated the 
following steps: 

 He tried to strengthen the military power by sending delegates to 
Austria to buy 100 modern cannons, 70,000 guns with 500 bullets 
for each. All this was arranged by Austrian diplomat Mese Shemir 
in 1914. The Ethiopian delegates also met King Francis Joseph of 
Austria and they gave him a letter and a gift. The king of Austria 
did the same in return.  

 He signed an agreement of collaboration with the General Paul 
Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck (1870–1964), commander of the 
German forces in the German East Africa campaign, and as result 
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he sent Ethiopian solders for the Germany support in World War 
I.7  

 He closed the missionary schools, which were perceived as 
instruments for the colonialists (Italian, France, Britain) 
propagandas. 

 He appointed Wesene Zeamanuel (Ethiopian French student) as 
consular for Ethiopia in Asmera. 

 In 1916, he personally visited Djibouti, without the knowledge of 
the Minister of France in Addis Ababa, for some duties in secret.  

 He was considering thousands of soldiers to fight against all the 
colonialists, mainly to liberate Eritrea.   

  Slogans such as “Victory for Germany” were frequent. 
 

Lij Iyasu attended on the festivity of the birth date of Turkish Sultan and gave 
him a gift and a flag on which there was written a quotation as “Alah is one and 
Mohamed is a messenger”, in March 1916; in July 1916 Lij Iyasu went to 
Diredawa and joined the Muslims in their Mosque and celebrated Romadan with 
them; in September 2016 he made great assemble, in Jigjiga, with Muslims of 
British Somali, Ogaden, Afar for anticolonial propaganda. Moreover, Lij Iyasu 
(collaborating with Germany) was believed to support the idea of Jihad by 
Turkey. Then the church leaders, the highland Shewan nobles were offended by 
the deeds of Lij Iyasu. Britain began to bold the deeds of Lij Iyasu as the 
supporter of Jihad, and brought Colonel Lorence and English preacher to discuss 
secretly with the church people and some nobilities to stand against Iyasu.  

The Shewan nobilities including the Dejach Teferi (the would be Eperor Haile 
Selasise) and Christians began to revolt; Wilfried Tisger (British) and Contcoli 
Di Felisano (Italian) were also actors of the opposition. Bahru Zewde (136) said 
that the power failure of Iyasu was the collaborative opposite forces of the 
Ethiopian Christian nobilities, the church and the outside colonizers of the 
neighboring countries. Even a newspaper was printed in Khartoum (by the 
British side) that says Iyasu is working for the hegemony of Islamic religion in 
Ethiopia. Even though Iyasu had an oath that he was Christian in front of the 
church and the Christian nobilities, he was accused through documents that cover 
13 articles in the end of September 1917; mainly of them are related religion. 
Thus, the throne was given to Empress Zewditu (the daughter of Emperor 
Menelik) after three days decision; however, Lij Iyasu campaigned war against 
his opponents. The war was almost religious war; finally Iyasu left the throne 
and migrated to villages of Afar, Wollo and Tigray. Amazingly the Northern 

 
7 Today it is believed that there are more than 700 people descendants of those Ethiopian 
solders.  
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Ethiopian bishop Abbune Petros was in favor of Iyasu because he thought 
opposing him would be betrayal.  

Lij Iyasu was caught and was imprisoned for more than 10 years. Ethiopians 
including the Ras Teferi (the later Emperor Hailessilasie/Haile Selassie) believed 
that Lij Iyasu betrayed God and God punished him. 

From the 4th century up to the 20th century, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church had 
not any Ethiopian bishop.  It was in 1929 (at the time of Empress Zewditu) that 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church began to have her own bishops; after the death 
of the Ethiopian bishop Abba Mathew and after three years of discussions 
between the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Egyptian Church, 4 Ethiopian 
bishops8 were chosen/anointed in Cairo: a) Abba Abrəham b)Abba Yəshaq  c) 
Abba Ṗeṭros d) Abba Michael. Abba Gorgoryos (2015:71) explained that the 
reason for the Ethiopians to bring the Egyptian bishops for more than 1500 years 
was because in the 7th C. the Egyptians added a phrase saying “Ethiopia 
Orthodox Church will not have her own bishops” to the article 42 of the canon 
agreement in Nicea Council  (325 A.D). There were also some decisions in the 
council regarding to the evangelical jurisdictions: Egyptian, Libyan should be 
loyal to the Alexandrian patriarchate/Synod; Rome and Antioch also had similar 
roles like Alexandria. Thus, the Egyptians were arguing that the Ethiopian 
Church should be under the Alexandrian.   

When Mussolini tried to colonize Ethiopia in 1935, the Roman Church was very 
optimistic that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church would also be assimilated to the 
Roman Catholic Church, and for this sake the Roman Church was said to have 
funded Mussolini. Many Ethiopian Orthodox scholars have written on 
condemning this support of the Roman Catholic Church to the colonial mission, 
mainly in spiritual perspectives. A Swedish journalist protestant Elexindrum (as 
was translated by Simon Rustin) was said to have rebuked the Pope of the Roman 
Church at the time.      

To divide and rule Ethiopia, Mussolini also proclaimed, from Tripoli, the 
destruction of the Church and supported Islam. The proclamation was: “The 
Italian fascist planned to guarantee the peace of Ethiopian and Libyan Muslims 
and even to the all Muslims of the world; real justice will be to Muslims and 
respect will be to the laws of Prophet Mohammad; in addition.” Mussolini was 
also said to have supported, with the Churches fund, the Somali and Raya Islam 
to destroy the Ethiopian Christians9. There were lots of destructions for the 
Christians and the church; many monasteries were burned and their heritages 

 
8 Besides the four Ethiopians, one Egyptian bishop called Cyril was also chosen for 
Ethiopia, and he was the 110th bishop to Ethiopia.   
9 Abba Gorgoriewos (74). 
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were looted and taken to Vatican. According to Alesandro Bausi (2001:484), 
today there are 1082 Ge’ez/Ethiopic manuscripts in Vatican Library.  

At this time the Alexandrian archbishop for Ethiopia went to Rome to accuse the 
Ethiopians about the appointment of the bishops; but he was not successful, and 
did not come back to Ethiopia. Then, the Ethiopians assembled and chose Abba 
Abrəham as an Ethiopian Arch bishop. The Coptic Church claimed this was 
against the church canon 10 , and excommunicated Abba Abrəham and all 
ordained by him. However, the Ethiopian Church ignored the Coptic 
excommunication, and continued choosing more episcopizes. In 1939 when 
Abba Abrəham died, the position was given to Nəburä’id Täklähaymanot; after 
a year he was ordained as Abba Yohanəs Archbishop of Ethiopia.  

After the Italians were expelled a discussion between the two churches (the 
Ethiopian and the Egyptian) began in March 1942. In some of the discussions, 
the Ethiopian Church made the following proposals to the Egyptian Church: 

1. The Ethiopian archbishops should be Ethiopians who would be 
ordained by the Egyptian patriarchate.   

2. The Ethiopian bishops and episcopizes have to be chosen by the 
already ordained archbishop.  

3. The Ethiopian church should have a clear represented place/position 
in the Coptic Synod.  

4. The Coptic Church should leave off the previous excommunication.  
 

After many bureaucratic processes, the Coptic Church answered in 1945 that the 
ideas were good, but the archbishop should be only Egyptian. After that the 
Ethiopian Church called assembles for a serious and offensive discussions; the 
Ethiopian government was also part of the concern. After many serious message 
exchanges between the two churches, the Coptic Church Synod allowed that 
Ethiopian could be archbishops, and 5 bishops were chosen in 1948. From the 5 
chosen Ethiopians, Abba Basilyos11 was chosen to the Ethiopian archbishop in 
1951 in Cairo. And in 1959, the Ethiopian Church was promoted to the 
patriarchate position; hence, Abba Basil was the first Ethiopian Patriarch.  The 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church was a founding member of the Ecumenical Council 
in 1948 in Amsterdam organized by the WCC and All Africa Conference of 
Churches (AACC) in 1963 in Nairobi. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church has also 
participated in many formal and informal dialogues of the Eastern and the 
Oriental Orthodox Churches: Denmark, Aarhus (11–15 August 1964), England, 

 
10 The Egyptians claimed when the four Ethiopians and one Egyptian Episcopizes were 
chosen (in 1929), there was an agreement that says Ethiopian Church would never chose 
any bishop without the knowledge the Coptic Church.     
11 He was the first Ethiopian bishop from Ethiopia.  



CHRISTIANITY AND GLOBAL NETWORKS IN ETHIOPIA 

159 

Bristol (25–29 July 1964), Switzerland, Geneva (16–21 August 1970), Ethiopia, 
Addis Ababa (22–23 January 1971), Eygypt, Abba Bishoy Monastery (1989), 
Switzerland, Chambesy (1990), Switzerland, Chambesy (1–6 November 1993).      

Conclusion 

World War I was a turning point for Ethiopian Christianity because of the 
following points: 
    
1. Before the war, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and her believers had 

perceived modern technologies like motors as Satan products; for example 
motorcycles were called Satan horse. The perception of modern education 
had been similar.  The Ethiopian society and the church became familiar to 
it after WWI, and helped to minimize the conservative nature of the church 
and the state.  

2. The collaboration of Germany with Lij Iyasu, the support of the Italian and 
British preachers to the church and Christian noble passivized the religious 
caution.  

3. During the time of Lij Iyasu, there were religious debates between Muslims 
and Christians (in Gonder), and even among the Orthodox (for example 
between Däbərä Abay and Aksum, about the divine nature of Trinity). This 
culture has contributed its own share for the culture of discussion in religious 
differences.    

4. Ethiopia was internationally credited as an independent nation, and became 
a member of the League of Nations in 1920. This strengthened international 
perspectives on religion and politics.   

5. After the WWI the missionaries (mainly protestant) were perceived as wise 
preachers. Unlike the Roman Catholicn missionaries before, they were not 
suspected of having political agendas. This helped to develop religious 
tolerance.  

6. Many schools were opened in Ethiopia by European missionaries.  
7. Even though the Ethiopian church and state were inseparable, the Ethiopian 

Kings of the 20th C. were more devoted to their politics, even sometimes at 
the expense of the church: The influence of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
decreased because now also Protestant missionaries received subsidiaries. 
This minimized the state support for the church for the blockage of 
missionaries.     

8.  The Ethiopian Church became not only religious but also politically aware, 
and began to question the ordination of Egyptian bishops and archbishops, 
and successfully challenged this tradition.    
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9. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which was very orthodoxy, was 
surprisingly a founding member of the World Council of Churches in 1948 
in Amsterdam and of the All Africa Conference of Churches (AACC) in 
1963 in Nairobi. 
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Aggressive Nationalism vs Global Mission: 

German Missionary Societies in Hong Kong                                 
During the First World War 
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1.  Introduction 

Relationship between missionaries and empires has attracted the interest of 
researchers of religious history and empire history. Historians of Christianity and 
Church history such as Stephen Neill explained how the Protestant evangelical 
movement expanded hand-in-hand with empires to different parts of the world. 
Marxists and Post-colonialists considered missionaries part of the imperialism 
network of European countries to occupy, and exploit lands not belonging to 
them.  Many studies offered evidences on how missionaries served as the agents 
of their home government or white settlers in the expansion of colonalisation.  
Some academics focused on the role of missionaries as cultural imperialist who 
invade and damage the religions, traditional values and even social structures of 
the indigenous people in their mission fields. But there were also studies 
suggesting that missionaries, in many circumstances, were major defenders or 
helpers of indigenous people against the exploitation of colonialists. Brian 
Stanley (1990) in his book The Bible and the Flag offered many examples in the 
history in which the relationship between missionaries and empires was not 
harmonious at all.1 Andrew Porter (2004) suggested that theological thoughts of 
mission societies could help explain the relationship between mission societies 
and the empire, which was far more complex and ambiguous than generally 
expected.2 This paper examines one of the few historical incidents in which the 
relationship between missionaries and empires went extremely bad.  It looks at 
the stories of German missionary societies in the British empire during the first 
World War.  The study relies on the primary sources from the British and Hong 
Kong governments’ records and the archives of the Church Missionary Society. 
Readers should be alerted that this paper is a work-in-progress largely based on 
the author’s MA dissertation at SOAS, London in 2017. More research is yet to 

 
1  Brian Stanley. 1990. The Bible and the Flag: Protestant missions and British 
imperialism in the ninetieth and twentieth centuries. Leicester: Apollos. 
2 Andrew Porter. 2004. Religion Verse Empire? British Protestant Missionaries and 
Overseas Expansion, 1700–1914. Manchester, New York: Manchester University Press. 
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be done and hopefully, new evidences will emerge to reconstruct the whole 
picture. Any comments and suggestions on this study will be greatly appreciated. 

2. Literature review 

The British empire’s discriminative policy against German mission societies 
during the first World War is rarely studied in English academic world.  Samuel 
Prempeh (1977) examined the history of the Basel and Bremen missions in the 
Gold Coast and Togoland, Africa during 1914–1926.3  His work discussed in 
details the UK’s policies against German missions, the War’s impacts on the 
local church community, German mission societies as well as the international 
rescue led by JH Oldham and John R. Mott. Richard Pierard (1988) wrote a brief 
essay on how the evangelical work of German missions was interrupted, 
damaged and almost destroyed during the First World War4 He accused western 
allies for their noncompliance with the concept of 'Supranationality of Missions', 
which aimed to protect the fruits of global mission during war-time. A Hong 
Kong scholar Ko Yuk Hang (2010) studied the path of self-independence of the 
Chinese churches set up by the Basel and Rhenish missions in Hong Kong and 
suggested that the First World War actually promoted and speeded up the 
process.5 Recently, new findings were revealed in the historical studies of the 
German missions in Hong Kong, including the book of Julia Stone (2013) about 
the Berlin Foundlings House and the girls it raised,6 and the comprehensive 
history of the Hildesheim Mission for the Blind in Hong Kong by Bernhard 
Ortmann (2017).7 

 
3 Samuel Prempeh. 1977. 'The Basel and Bremen Missions and Their Successors in the 
Gold Coast and Togoland, 1914–1926: A Study in Protestant Missions and the First 
World War’, dissertation submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the 
University of Aberdeen, July 1977. 
4  Richard V Pierard. 1988. 'Shaking the Foundations: World War I, the Western Allies, 
and German Protestant Missions', International Bulletin of Mission Research, vol. 22, 
issue 1, pp.13-19. 
5 Yuk Hang Ko. 2010.  ’From native to independent churches: a study of the coming to 
independence of the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod and the Tsung Tsin 
Mission of Hong Kong’, thesis for Master Degree of Philosophy, University of Hong 
Kong, 2010.  
6 Julia Stone. 2013. Chinese Basket Babies – A German Missionary Foundling Home 
and the Girls It Raised (1850s–1914).  Opera Sinological 26.  
7 Bernhard Ortmann. 2017. Die Hildesheimer Blindenmission in Hong Kong – Blinde 
und sehbehinderte Kinder in Werk und Wahrnehmung einer Frauenmission, ca. 1890 – 
1997.  Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag. 
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The studies above relied mainly on the records of German missions.  However, 
the role of German mission in the historical incident was passive and remote.   
Physical isolation and difficulties of communication also put them in the dark 
about what happened in Hong Kong. It is therefore promising to reconstruct the 
narrative from the other perspective; i.e. active players such as the British 
government, the Hong Kong colonial government and the British missionaries 
in the colony.  

3.  German missions and Hong Kong before the war 

When the striking news of a war between Germany and Britain was proclaimed 
to the colony on 5 August 1914, it introduced an unexpected halt and a serious 
threat to the work of the German missions in China.  Despite its tiny space and 
population, Hong Kong had always been the entry point and the shelter of every 
German missionaries sent to China. All financial matters, supplies and mail 
deliveries of the German missions were managed at this tiny British colony in 
the east.      

There were four Protestant German missions in Hong Kong in 1914: the 
Evangelical Missionary Society of Basel ('the Basel Mission'), the Rhenish 
Mission, the Berlin Ladies Mission for China ('the Berlin Ladies Mission') and 
the Hildesheim Mission for the Blind ('the Hildesheim Mission'). German 
missionaries were among the earliest Protestant evangelical workers in China. 
When the Basel Mission and the Rhenish Mission responded to the call of Rev. 
Karl Gützlaff and sent their missionaries to China in 1847, there were only 67 
Protestant missionaries in whole China, 13 resided in Hong Kong.8  The Berlin 
missionaries arrived a bit later in 1851 and developed their work on the base of 
Gützlaff’s Chinese Union. The Hildesheim Mission started its ministry for the 
blind girls in Hong Kong in 1890.   

German missionaries worked very hard among the weakest in China and their 
hardship did not go in vain. In 1910, the German missions had 234 churches in 
China and Hong Kong, with over 20,000 converted Christians. They also 
operated 130 primary schools, 3 secondary schools, 3 seminary schools, 4 
hospitals, 1 psychiatric hospital and 1 leprosy hospital in the region.9 

 
8  S. 1848. ‘List of Protestant missionaries in the several Ports of China, with the names 
of the Societies to which they belong’, The China Repository, no. 2, pp. 101–104. 
9 Anonymous contributor. 1910. 'Gathering of the Three German Missions', The Chinese 
Christian Fortnightly (a quarterly publication by German missions in South China), issue 
55. , , 55 , . 
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Before the First World War, there were 9 Chinese churches in Hong Kong related 
to German missions (including 7 by the Basel Mission, 1 by the Rhenish Mission 
and 1 by the Berlin Foundling House).10 The Berlin Ladies Mission ran an 
orphanage ('Berlin Foundlings House') in Western District while the Hildesheim 
Mission operated two blind schools – one for the younger students at Pokfulam, 
Hong Kong Island and a blind industrial school for older students in Kowloon. 
The early establishment in the colony enabled German missions accumulated a 
big portfolio of properties in the prime area.  This paper argues that such property 
portfolio might be one of the key barriers for the return of German missions to 
Hong Kong after the end of the War.  

Despite their Pietist and Calvinist’s background which discouraged a blending 
with politicians, as a reality and for necessity German missionaries needed to 
interact with the colonial government in the development of their work.  The 
colonial government records contain many evidences of these interactions.  In its 
early work in China, German missionaries relied on the British army in Hong 
Kong for the protection of their own safety. A successful rescue action was 
implemented in 1856 when Sir John Bowring the Hong Kong Governor sent a 
troop of 80 British soldiers to Pukit, Guangdong to release two German 
missionaries imprisoned by Chinese villagers for ransoms.11  Another document 
contained a letter from a Basel Mission staff at Li-long station in 1900 seeking 
the protection of the colonial government from possible bandit attacks. 12  
German missionaries also relied on the land and financial aids granted by the 
colonial government to establish their schools and churches in Hong Kong.  To 
the Basel Mission, the grant of $100 financial aid by the colonial government in 
1863 was particularly critical.  The sum enabled their missionaries to conduct 
relief work among inflowing Hakka refugees from China, which led to its 
subsequent success in the evangelical work in Guangdong’s Hakka area.13  On 
the other hand, the colonial government in Hong Kong also required the 
resources (both manpower and financial support) of German missions to develop 
the colony.  The most-needed educational and charity services such as girl school 
and shelters for the disabled in the colony relied on the hardship of German 
missionaries.  Last but not least, the talents from German missionaries – who can 
speak fluent Chinese and understand Chinese and their cultures – were great 

 
10 Ecclesiastical Return – Churches and Chapels of Each Denomination to be Returned 
Consecutively, Hong Kong Government, 1914. (http://sunzi.lib.hku.hk/hkgro/view/ 
b1914/51914023.pdf). 
11 Archives of the Great Britain, Colonial Office, Series 129 (Original Correspondence: 
Hong Kong), CO 129/59, pp 104–111. 
12 Archives of Colonial Office, CO129/291, pp. 605–610, 689–692. 
13 Archives of Colonial Office, CO 129/94, pp. 318–324. 
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candidates for colonial officers.  The Hong Kong government recruited quite a 
few German missionaries, including Karl Gützlaff who was the second Chinese 
Secretary of Hong Kong and the former Basel Mission missionary Ernst Eitel 
who established the foundation of education policy in Hong Kong.  German 
missionaries were also enthusiastic civilians who took up public duties in the 
colony.  Rev. Rudolf Lechler the founder of the Basel Mission was appointed the 
External Examiner for the Hong Kong Government School.14   

To the British missionary societies in Hong Kong, German missions had been 
their long-term partners. Sustaining their long-established cooperation and 
friendship in Europe, the German and British missionaries in Hong Kong also 
worked closely in evangelical work. When the first two Basel Mission 
missionaries arrived at Hong Kong, they learnt medical knowledge from Dr 
Hirschberg of the London Missionary Society.15 In the exposure of the Chinese 
Union’s scandals in 1850s and subsequently the translation of Chinese Union 
Bible in late nineteenth century, German missionaries allied with their 
counterparts in the British missions. When the London Mission Society (LMS) 
needed to recruit Chinese pastors for their congregation, they also sought help 
from German missions. Both its first two Chinese pastors – Rev. Wang Yuk Chu 
and Rev. Chang Chuk Leng – were trained up by the Rhenish Mission and the 
Basel Mission respectively and their transfers to LMS were arranged with the 
consent of the two German missions.16 

4. During the Wartime (1914–1918) 

After the declaration of war, the colonial government rolled out a series of laws 
governing trading activities, deportation of enemy subjects (i.e. German and 
Austrian-Hungarian), custodianship and wind-up of enemy properties. These 
regulations were constructed under the orders of Foreign Office for 
implementation in all UK territories. Initially, the German missionaries were 
allowed to stay at the colony though under police surveillance. But when the war 
developed further, they were expelled from the colony like their countrymen.  

 
14 Hong Kong Government Gazette, No. 42.  5 February 1881. 
15 Wilhelm Schlatter. 1916.  Deutsche, Richard and Chow, Daniel (translated and edited).  
A Brief history of the Early Work of Basel Mission in China (1839–1915)  – 

 1839–1915.   Hong Kong: Tsung Tsin Mission of Hong 
Kong. 2008, p. 29. 
16 A Brief History of Hop Yat Church, the Church of Christ for China –  Hop Yat Church.  
Extracted from the official website of Hop Yat Church, Hong Kong. 
(http://www.hopyatchurch.org/intro.php). 
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However, a few German ladies at the Berlin Foundlings House and the 
Hildesheim Mission’s blind school were allowed to stay.  Missionaries and staff 
of the Basel Mission lost their entire life savings because the German firm 
Siemssen which helped them to invest was liquidated by the colonial 
government. After the war, the Archbishop of Canterbury and others tried to help 
the German missionaries to claim back their personal properties. But they 
failed.17    

The Chinese church congregations of the Basel Mission continued their church 
activities under the supervision of British missionaries and were prohibited to 
make any contacts with the German missionaries in the mainland of China. At 
some points in this period, the colonial government forced the Basel Mission 
Chinese churches to abandon their long-established traditions and adopted the 
Anglican church’s ecclesiastical practices. However, the Hakka Christians 
refused to blend with the British mission’s Punti church congregation and 
insisted to sustain their own Hakka church identity.18     

4.1. A sympathetic Governor 

During wartime, the colony’s Governor was Sir Francis May (May). He was 
recruited as a Hong Kong Cadetship in 1881.  He took up different positions in 
the government including Police Force and had a strong passion for Chinese 
language.19  This may explain why he was relatively sympathetic towards the 
German missionaries in Hong Kong. The colonial government records revealed 
a few incidents in which Governor May stood up for the German missionaries 
against his empire colleagues.   

The first incident occurred in September 1914 when the Basel Mission’s 
Treasurer Rev. Conrad Bitzer was arrested and tried by the British martial court 
for his remittance of funds to the Germans in China and the conduct of anti-
British propaganda. Bitzer was found guilty and sentenced to imprisonment for 
4.5 months. But he was eventually released after 5 days of detention for medical 
reason. Governor May wrote to F.M.Kelly, the General Officer Commanding of 
the British troops in China, to express his deep regrets on the case. He indicated 
that Bitzer’s remittance of fund had already obtained prior approval from the 

 
17 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO323/916,  pp. 17–60. 
18 Wilhelm Schlatter and Hermann Witschi. 1970.  Deutsche, Richard and Chow, Daniel 
(translated and edited).  Sequel of A Brief History of the Early Work of Basel Mission in 
China  – .  Hong Kong: Tsung Tsin 
Mission of Hong Kong. 2010, p.46.  
19 Andrew Yanne and Gillis Heller. 2009. Signs of a Colonial Era. Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong University Press, pp. 62–63.  
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colonial government. May demanded for the trial’s detailed records and also 
enclosed a statement by the colony’s Crown Solicitor querying the legality of 
putting Bitzer a civilian before a Martial Court.20   

Later that year, Governor May confronted with General Kelly again on the 
German missionaries. Bitzer and his three German colleagues requested to go to 
the stations in China after their deportation from Hong Kong.  The Governor 
approved their request but Kelly strongly opposed it on the basis of military 
concerns. He warned that,  

“These men will have great facilities for communicating information likely to 
be of value to our enemies and for spreading anti-British rumours among the 
Chinese.  Everyone of them is a potential spy with an intimate knowledge of 
this Colony; to have them within a few miles of it is a risk which I, as a Military 
Commander, would not myself incur.” 

May argued that little danger was to be anticipated for the presence of these 
missionaries in China. He pointed out that the German Consular Officer in 
Guangdong had all the resources and knowledge for successful spying on Hong 
Kong, including the privilege granted by the Chinese authority to send telegrams.  
He also reminded Kelly that 'any unduly harsh treatment of German missionaries 
by British Authorities would be injurious to British prestige in the eyes of the 
Chinese.' 

The dispute over the Germans’ entrance into China did not resolve and was 
eventually referred to the Colonial Office in London for instruction.  However, 
before the London’s reply arrived (which was to leave the decision to General 
Kelly), Bitzer and his German friends already left the colony for Guangdong 
under the direct order of the Governor. May subsequently wrote a secret dispatch 
to the Colonial Office in February 1915, with the enclosures of all his previous 
correspondences with Kelly. In the letter, He queried the legitimacy of Bitzer’s 
trial at the martial cort and also emphasised that during the presence of BM 
missionaries in Hong Kong, they were never found to be engaging in any anti-
British propaganda among the Chinese population.   

In 1916, the UK government consulted all its colonies about the post-war policy 
governing German missions in the empire. The intention was to permanently 
expel German missions from the empire and had them been replaced by non-
enemy mission societies. May informed London on 23 March 1916 that he and 
his Executive Council concurred with the practice in India to refuse hospitality 

 
20 Archives of Colonial Office, CO129/414, pp. 76–78, CO 129/417, pp. 289–290, CO 
129/420, pp. 354–375. 
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to all German-like missions.21 He then submitted a list of German missions’ 
properties in the colony and reported that German missions in Hong Kong did 
not run commercial enterprises like those in India. However, May cited the 
difficulties of implementing the exclusion policy in the colony. First, the 
government would need to expropriate properties used by German mission and 
some of these properties would only be resold at considerable loss. Secondly, 
hundreds of children and blind people were taken care by German missions. No 
local missionary societies would be able to take over the burden. May said he 
could see no alternative but to allowing the German ladies to continue their 
services in the blind schools and the orphanage. May’s arguments were accepted 
by London. The proposal for the disposal of German missions’ properties in 
Hong Kong was put to the shelf. May continued to be the Governor of Hong 
Kong until illness demanded his early departure in 1918. The change of 
governorship turned a new page to the colony. It also represented the end of a 
relatively peaceful period for German missionary societies in Hong Kong.  

4.2. Article 438 of the Peace Treaty of Versailles 

Since the beginning of the War, the loyal friends of German missions had been 
busy striving for the preservation of their ministries in the UK colonies. Led by 
Joseph Oldham, the Secretary of the Conference of Missionary Societies of Great 
Britain and Ireland (CMSGBI), they wrote numerous letters to powerful Allied 
politicians expressing concerns on the policies against German missions.   They 
argued that the expulsion of German missionaries by Allied powers had caused 
dramatic damages to the world’s evangelical movement. In his letter to the 
Foreign Office in 1918, Oldham put forward detailed statistics collected from 
German missionary societies to support his argument. The data suggested that 
German missions had 452 establishments and over 1,000 missionaries 
conducting evangelical work around the world. The church congregations they 
established contained 430,000 baptised Christians and their mission schools had 
over 130,000 students.22  

The task of Oldham to stand up for German missions in front of the Allied 
governments was not easy because he could not openly support 'enemy' interest.  
However, with extreme diplomatic skills, Oldham eventually managed to have 

 
21 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO323/698/44.  The status of the Basel Mission as a 
Swiss or German organisation was a subject of controversy within the UK government.  
Ultimately the source of funding, the large number of German BM staff serving at the 
war, the anti-British sermons delivered by BM leaders led to the conclusion that the Basel 
Mission was a 'German' mission and subject to all policies applying to German missions. 
22 The letter from J H Oldham, International Missionary Council, to Foreign Office dated 
30 May 1918.  Available at World Council of Churches Archive (No. 26.14.01). 
 



AGGRESSIVE NATIONALISM VERSUS GLOBAL MISSION  

169 

Article 438 inserted into the Peace Treaty of Versailles to safeguard the 
properties of German missions. Oldham convinced the Allied governments that 
the work of German missions in their mission fields were for the best interest of 
the locals. Therefore, these properties should not be treated as general enemy 
properties. Instead, the property of German missions should be handed over to 
boards of trustees composed of persons holding the faith of the Mission whose 
property is involved. And the Allied governments should safeguard the interests 
of these German missions and make arrangement to continue their work.23  

In the original plan of Oldham, Article 438 would have prevented German 
missions’ properties from confiscation and disposal by the Allied governments 
as enemy properties. And upon their return to their mission fields, German 
missionaries would have the required local resources to rebuild their work. 
German missions’ properties can be safeguarded by brothers of the global 
mission, i.e. the British, American or Scandinavian missionary societies in the 
Allied territories. Unfortunately, the subsequent historical developments in Hong 
Kong did not quite in line with the anticipations of Oldham. 

Despite the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in May 1919, the British 
government continued to stop the return of German missionaries to their colonies 
and protectorates. The reasons behind such decision are many and complex. The 
valuable commercial assets owned by German missions within UK colonies may 
be one of them.  The influence of German missionaries over local people which 
may threaten the Empire’s ruling of her colonies is another reason. The feelings 
of hate and suspicion generally held by British people against Germany and the 
irrational nationalism in both sides of the war during that time did not help either.  
This can be illustrated by the emotional statement of C.G. Alabaster, a 
Legislative Council member in Hong Kong, during the discussion of the 
regulation on the trading with enemies. He said,  

I hope this Bill means that it will be part of the post-war policy, not merely 
of this Colony but of the whole Empire to frustrate the establishment within 
our borders of any Mission or Association or Institution, controlled or 
directed by persons whose race has produced that vaunted cultures which 
can only be likened to the cultures of bacteriology – the germ culture of 
disease.  The Empire has had to reap the crop of sedition which we now 
know only too well was largely sown and fertilised by the people who posed 
as Ministers of God……24 

 
23  John Stuart. 2007. 'Beyond Sovereignty? Protestant Missions, Empire and 
Transnationalism 1890–1950' in Grant, Levine & Trentmann (eds), Beyond Sovereignty: 
Britain, Empire and Transnationalism 1880–1950, Palsgrave Macmillan, pp.103–125. 
24 Hong Kong Colonial Government. 1919. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative 
Council, 21 June 1919.   
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Alabaster’s remarks reflected the views commonly held by British aggressive 
nationalists. And he was not alone among the colonial leaders in Hong Kong.  

5.  Custodianship of German mission property (1918–1919) 

After May departed from Hong Kong in September 1918, the colony was in 
charge by Colonial Secretary Sir Claud Severn. Born and raised in Australia but 
obtained his higher education in Britain, Severn had been the Colonial Secretary 
since 1912. Compared to Governor May, Severn acted more enthusiastically in 
seeking to end the work of German Missions the colony. 

5.1. Property portfolios held by German missions 

On 7 April 1919, Severn submitted to London a detailed table specifying the 
German mission properties in the colony. The table was almost the same as the 
one submitted by May in 1916, except for a note at the end by the Director of 
Public Work: 'There has been a large increase of values in land since 1916.'25   

The records showed that the Basel Mission owned the largest portfolio of 
properties in Hong Kong. It contained 23 pieces of land lots. Apart from two 
sites which were granted by the Government for church/ educational purposes 
and cannot be for sale, the total estimated value of the Basel Mission’s portfolio 
was over $179,100. The Berlin Ladies Mission operated a foundling house at 
High Street and only owned that piece of land, estimated at $115,312. The 
Rhenish Mission owned three pieces of lands, including the unsalable church 
land at Bonham Road and two other properties nearby which were estimated at 
$57,130. The Hildesheim Mission owned two properties (i.e. a blind school at 
Pokfulam Road, Hong Kong island and a blind industrial home at To Kwa Wan, 
Kowloon). The Kowloon site could not be sold due to the restrictive terms during 
its grant but its new European house at Pokfulam was estimated at a price of 
$40,000. 

5.2. Foundlings and the Blind  

To tackle the 'problem' of the foundlings of Berlin Ladies Mission and the blind 
girls under the care of Hildesheim Mission, Severn sought assistance from the 
Church Missionary Society (CMS), the British missionary society which had 
been supervising the German mission facilities during wartime.     

 
25 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO 323/793, Letter from Severn on 7 April, 1919. 
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The government records showed that on 18 March, 1919, Archdeacon Barnett 
submitted a proposal for CMS to take over these three German institutions.26 The 
proposal was accepted by Severn under which the colonial government agreed 
to pay CMS a subsidy of $10,000 per annum for next 5 years. In return, CMS 
agreed to: 

1. Remove the 58 blind girls from the Pokfulam site to its own blind school 
in Canton;   

2. Keep the 60 blind workers at To Kwa Wan site under the care of CMS 
missionaries; 

3. House the 106 foundlings of the Berlin Ladies Mission at the Pokfulam 
site under the care of CMS missionaries; and 

4. Vacate the site of the Berlin Foundling House. 

In his reply letter, Severn added a subtle reminder that the Government reserved 
the right to remove the children from To Kwa Wan or Pokfulam sites ‘if those 
properties should be required for other purposes’.  And then in the following 
month, he ordered the eight German ladies at the foundlings’ house and the blind 
schools to leave Hong Kong.    

The eagerness for the Government to vacate the Berlin Foundlings House was 
related to Hong Kong’s shortage of buildings suitable for European residence. 
The colonial Government just appointed a committee two months earlier to 
investigate into the problem and make recommendations.27 The vacated Berlin 
Foundlings House could somewhat reduce the pressure of the problem. The 
colonial government had obtained a legal right over the property because it had 
paid off a debt owed by the Berlin Ladies Mission to Palmer & Turner, a local 
architect firm which built the new extension of the Foundling House just before 
the start of the War.  Unable to pay for the completed work, the Berlin Mission 
mortgaged the property to the architect firm in November 1914. The firm 
pursued payment from the Official Receiver for years, until the Government paid 
up the debt together with incurred interests ($24,359.1). The site of Berlin 
Foundling House was converted to married police quarters later the same year. 
At the Legislative Council meeting where the public work was discussed, Severn 
reported that the property was no longer required because the children of the 

 
26 Archives of Colonial Office. CO 323/794, pp. 91–102. 
27 Hong Kong Colonial Government. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 
27 February 1919. 
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Foundling House were in the care of CMS.28  But in reality, the care offered by 
CMS to these 106 foundlings was only temporary. 

The Précis book of CMS contained a record indicating that most of the German 
foundlings were no longer under the care of the British mission in 1922. In that 
year, there was heated debate in the colony on the liberalisation of Mui-Tsai, (i.e. 
little girl servants at wealthy Chinese families), the Colonial Secretary asked 
CMS if it would be interested in running related social work.  Interestingly he 
also asked the whereabout of the Berlin mission foundlings.  On 5 December 
1922, the CMS Secretary reported the government’s invitation at the Executive 
Committee meeting. The records also marked down the decision of the 
Committee to 'secure the addresses of the children who had been adopted by 
Chinese families from Pokfulam Foundling House, with a view to their being 
visited by CMS workers'.29   The action suggested that the CMS missionaries also 
realised the risk of these foundlings becoming Mui-Tsai in these 'adopted' 
Chinese families. In a letter later written by Rev. Blanchett the Acting Secretary 
to his supervisor in London office, it was reported that only 11 out of the 106 
foundlings were in the immediate care of the mission at the CMS Victoria Home. 
Blanchett also reported that when he broke the news to the Colonial Secretary, 
Severn’s reply was merely, 'thus the Berlin Mission work in the Colony comes to 
an end.'30       

For the blind children of Hildesheim Mission sent to Guangzhou under the care 
of the CMS missionaries, they were relatively less affected.  One of the 
Hildesheim Missionary staff found her way back to China, claimed back some 
of the Hildesheim students in Guangzhou and set up a facility in Shekiki to take 
care of them. And these Guangzhou students reunited with their counterparts in 
Hong Kong after Hildesheim Mission returned to the colony in 1927.31 

5.3    Transfer of Custodianship 

The last thing Severn did before the arrival of the new Governor was the 
establishment of a legal structure empowering the Governor to vest German 
missions’ properties in a trustee to be established. On 21 June 1919, the 
Legislative Council passed the Trading with Enemy Amendment Ordinance 
which ordered all movable and immovable properties of the Enemy missions to 
be vested in the hands of the custodian. The Government indicated that its 

 
28 Hong Kong Colonial Government. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 
18 September 1919. 
29 Church Missionary Society Archive, G1/CH1/P4. 
30 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1921–23. 
31 Ortmann, Die Hildesheimer Blindenmission in Hong Kong, pp. 149–151. 
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intention was to continue all the charitable and beneficent activities undertaken 
by German missions which had been carried on for some months by CMS and 
French missions.32  

The Colonial Government relied on the local British missionaries to form the 
custodian committee of German mission properties.  Barnett informed London 
headquarters on 15 August 1919 that he was appointed by the Government as a 
trustee to work with Rev. Pearce of LMS and the Custodian of Enemy Property 
to 'considering the general question and affairs of the Basel Mission, Berlin 
Mission, Rhenish Mission and the Hildesheim Mission.' 33  His report reflected 
his great interest in the properties possessed by the German missions.  He said, 

I have already reported on the Berlin Foundling House and the Blind work 
….. except that the Berlin Mission held a very valuable site, the disposition 
of which has yet to be determined.   

The Rhenish mission owned property also, portion of which has been rented 
for over one year for school work by the LMS.  This site is directly across 
the road from St. Stephen’s College (author’s note: of which Barnett was 
the founder and warden).  Contiguous thereto is the large church and 
vernacular school of the Rhenish Mission. In the division of responsibility 
Dr Pearce suggests that this be placed under the wing of LMS.  

On the other side of St. Stephen’s College, to the north, the Basel Mission 
headquarters are situated.  Here there is a 2-storey house formerly used as 
their business quarters, church building and several smaller houses rented to 
Chinese. … All the [church] members are Hakkas.  It is suggested that CMS 
should accept a mandate for this mission, but nothing will be determined 
until after the arrival of the new Governor, Sir Reginald Stubbs, probably 
next month.  There is considerable property attached to these missions, and 
I am now beginning to go into this matter with a view to a full report later. 

On 20 September 1919, he wrote again to address the concerns of CMS
London Committee on possible financial liability arising from the duty.   

There is valuable property in Hong Kong which, if realized, will more than 
provide for all German mission work, including the institutions which were 
practically forced upon us…..The present idea is that the Board of Trustees 
should be a temporary measures to gain experience, and in due course the 
properties be disposed of among the two missions mentioned.34   

 
32 Hong Kong Colonial Government.  Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 
21 June 1919. 
33 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1918-20, No. 60. 
34 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1918-20, No. 65. 
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Later the week, Barnett sent back to London a copy of the report which was 
submitted to the Government by the Colonial Treasurer. The report recom-
mended the Basel Mission to be placed under immediate control of CMS, except 
for the three churches in New Territories which together with the Rhenish 
Mission church would be put under LMS. All financial affairs of German 
missions were recommended to be placed under a Trustees whose members 
should came from the two British missionary societies. Mission and charitable 
work should continue and any income derived there should be devoted to further 
of these missions and other charitable objects.35    

6. Attempts of Confiscation (1920–1925) 

Claude Severn laid down all preparatory work required for the disposal of 
German missions’ properties in the Colony.  The actual implementation was 
carried out by the new Governor, Sir Reginald Edward Stubbs.   Born and 
educated in Oxford, Stubbs began his career at the Colonial Office as a second-
class clerk in 1900 and gradually climbed up the ladder to become the highest 
authority in Hong Kong in 1920.  As shown later in this paper, in the words of 
his Colonial Office colleague, the new governor was well-known for 'his … 
hankering after certain of these German Mission properties in the colony for the 
use of the Government.' 

From 1920 onwards, there was increasing concerns over the British 
government’s discriminative policy against German missions internationally.  
Foreign Office, the Canterbury Archbishop and the Prime Minister received 
many letters expressing great concerns on the treatment of German missions in 
UK territories and the hopes to see the return of German missionaries to their 
former fields. Some of them specifically pointed to the situation of Hong Kong 
where the properties of German missions were transferred to the trustees which 
was not formed under any legislation. Oldham wrote to the Under Secretary of 
State, on 15 October 1920 on behalf of the Standing Committee of CMSGBI 
seeking information about the status of German missions’ properties in Hong 
Kong.  He suggested that the best plan would be to constitute a body of local 
trustees consisting of representatives of CMS and LMS.36   Oldham did not know 
that there was already such a trustee operating in Hong Kong, though it was not 
established by law as the case in India. His letter triggered the subsequent 
legislative process of a new law for the establishment of a German Missions 
Trustees (GMT) in Hong Kong.    

 
35 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1918-20, No. 67–68. 
36 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO129/465, pp. 625–632. 
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The German Missions Trustees Ordinance was officially enacted in 1923 which 
provides for the continuity of the work formerly performed by German missions 
in the Colony.  The Trustee should have five members, all of them appointed by 
the Governor and were clergy men or representatives of mission societies, 
including the Archbishop of Victoria, pastors of Kowloon Union Church and 
Methodist International Church as well as representatives of CMS and LMS.  
The Ordinance gave full power to GMT to possess and deal with the properties 
of former German missions and any income arising from these assets, in trust for 
the purpose of carrying on as far as possible the work formerly carried on by 
these German missions.  During the discussion at the Legislative Council on 15 
Feb 1923, the Attorney-General highlighted that, 

… some of the property was in a very bad state of repair and would have to 
be dealt with very quickly' and 'some of the land … is probably no longer 
required for the work of the missions and will no doubt either be sold or 
otherwise dispose of. 

While the final version of the Ordinance appeared balanced and innocent, a 
review of the correspondences between the Colonial Government and its London 
superior officials during the drafting stage indicated that the Governor was once 
being authorised to have full discretion to give 'instruction of any kind' to the 
Trustee.  If such intention was not spotted and stopped by the London office 
during their review of the draft Ordinance, Stubbs would have been empowered 
to make decisions regarding the disposal of German mission properties in any 
way he likes.  

On 13 August 1922, Severn sent to the Colonial Office a draft Bill to deal with 
the properties of ex-enemy missions.  One of the reviewers, Sir Gilbert Grindle, 
spotted the strangeness of Clause 6 and wrote down his comments on the cover 
of the files,  

Clause 6 is rather peculiar in an ordinance constituting a trust.  I suspect that 
it has been incited in order to make the government to carry out their 
purchase or exchange of certain property which they want.  No doubt the 
trustees have agreed to its insertion but it looks bad.  Unless you think we 
ought to wipe it out altogether, I would…. ask for an explanation of the 
objects of the clause.37 

On 7 December 1922, Stubbs sent a telegram to Secretary of State reporting on 
the redrafted Clause 5 and 6.   

Briefly summarises as follows: Subclause 1 Governor in Council may give 
directions for (A) keeping of accounts and making returns (B) use of 
property by another mission on payment of fair value (C) surrender by 

 
37 Archives of Colonial Office. CO129/475, pp. 427–437. 
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Crown of property no longer required.  Subclause 2 corporation to comply 
with directions of Governor in Council.  Subclause 3 fair value of 
surrendered property to be held in trust by corporation for carrying out as 
far as possible work of mission. Would be glad of your approval by 
telegraph as it is desirable to pass Bill as soon as possible. 

Once again, Sir Gilbert spotted the odd words 'Surrender to Crown of Property'.  
He wrote five pages of comments to draw his colleagues’ attention to such 
arrangement, including:   

This property (that of the Berlin Foundling House) lies in the most crowded 
parts of the town, as it is desirable that it should be redeveloped for ordinary 
residential purposes…I recommend that the Government should take over 
the land and buildings at a reasonable valuation.  It also seems to me 
contrary to the spirit of the Peace Treaty and wrong in itself to compel 
trustees to surrender trust property in the Ordinance which constitute the 
Trust.  No doubt a surrender is very desirable – Victoria is badly over-
crowded.  No doubt the trustees once in possession may… try to 'stick' the 
government for a large amount.  But it does seem to me that we ought to 
constitute the trust before we try to acquire its property, so that we may have 
an independent body to deal with it.38 

In another file on the same subject, Sir G. Grindle expressed his concerned about 
the way Hong Kong was dealing with German missions property.  He 
commented that, 

 It is difficult to get to the bottom of this by telegraphs and there is not time 
to clear it up by despatch.  We can only state our position and have Hong 
Kong to word the Ordinance accordingly….that sub-clause [empowering 
Governor in Council to give directions as to surrender to the crown] must 
come out and any acquisition by the Government of the property must be 
either under existing law or by agreement subject to arbitration.39 

Under the objection from London officials, the final version of the Ordinance 
only empowered the Governor to give any direction to the Trustees which he 
may think fit regarding 'the keeping and auditing accounts and the making of 
returns', instead of full discretion on all matters as what the colonial governor 
wanted.   Sir Gilbert’s sharp eyes and honesty successfully restricted the 
Governor’s legal power over the decisions of the Trustee.  However, it failed to 
frustrate further attempts by Stubbs to lay his hands on German missions’ 
property.    

 
38 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO 129/476, pp. 391–398. 
39 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO 129/479, pp. 215–217. 
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After the British Government officially removed its discriminative policy against 
German missions in July 1924 and the resumption of German missionary work 
in other UK in India and other colonies, Stubbs insisted not to allow BM’s return 
to the colony without offering a proper reason.   Many letters were exchanged 
among the British and colonial governments, German mission Trustee, 
Archbishops of Victoria City and Canterbury, BM and CMSGBI but still could 
not resolve the arrangement for German missions to return to Hong Kong.   

In a letter to the Acting Secretary of GMT (18 September 1924) demanding the 
Trustee to take action to allow German missions returning to the Colony, Oldham 
complained that, 

Communications with HK are slower than with most of the other areas in 
which German missions were at work. ….. In most other areas plans are 
already well advanced and an understanding has been arrived at both with 
the occupying British or American missions and with the Government.40   

And Sir Gilbert also could not help leaving a comment on the file, 
It would, of course, have been more helpful if the Governor had stated 
definitely what the objection are, especially in view of his well-known 
hankering after certain of these German Mission properties in the colony for 
the use of the Government. 

The government archives offer significant evidence on the extraordinary 
interests of the Hong Kong Government in the properties owned by German 
missions. Such hostile attitude of colonial government was somewhat expected 
during a time of rising nationalism. What really a surprise was the attitudes of 
British missions which were charged to take custody of such properties in Hong 
Kong.  

7. Transactions with the Trustee 

In Oldham’s design, the Trustee comprised of clergy men and missionaries; i.e. 
brothers in Christ; they would faithfully safeguard the properties of German 
missions against any greedy attempts by politicians, until the success in 
overturning British discriminative policies.   In the case of Hong Kong, however, 
the CMS archives showed worrying signs of the presence of conflict of interests 
and financial abuses during the period of custodianship. Both LMS and CMS 
rented the properties in their custodian for their own uses, which created obvious 
conflicts of interests and compromised their independence.41 There was even a 

 
40 Archives of Colonial Office. CO 129/488, pp. 539–564. 
41 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26). 
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letter from the General Secretary in London, telling CMS Hong Kong 
missionaries that there was a feeling in Germany the mission societies in Hong 
Kong were pressing for purchase of German property at a figure far below the 
market value. And he hoped that any proposal to purchase German property 
should be prepared to pay a fair and reasonable price.

 

More suspicions came from the CMS records in 1922 and 1923 about a peculiar 
incident reflecting problems of accounting and controls on local funds.  The 
incident was triggered by an auditing exercise and the formation of a Finance 
Committee upon the request of missionaries.  The newly established Finance 
Committee asked the Secretary of the Mission, Barnett, to present a full 
statement of the mission’s local accounts.  When Barnett went on furlough, he 
took the mission account books with him to write up and returned them to a Mr 
Charles Genkin, who was responsible for the Mission’s accounts work for many 
years. When the Financial Committee met in June, pressed for a full and exact 
statement of the local accounts, Gerkin refused to cooperate and only delivered 
a list of balances.  He said he did not feel justified in attempting the task in the 
absence of Archdeacon.42 Even more shocking was his sudden departure for 
Australia bringing with him all local account books of the mission. 

On 15 March 1923, the Acting Secretary Blanchett reported to London 
headquarters that Gerkin had left the Colony without notification for Australia 
in late Feburary. Blanchett received a note from Gerkin afterwards claiming the 
possession of and the action was taken under the instruction of Barnett.  
Blanchett urged the General Secretary to persuade Gerkin to return the account 
books. On a private basis, he also supplied information about suspicious, 
unsatisfying behaviours of Gerkin in carrying out his accounting jobs at both St. 
Paul’s College and Dowell & Co.43  

Eventually, CMS appointed auditors to prepare the 1922 accounts.  Barnett who 
was abroad also reported to London on the receipt from Hong Kong Mission a 
telegram about Gerken and the missing of accounts book.  He had replied to 
authorise Gerkin hand out the account book.  Barnett said he did not understand 
the meaning of the telegram but suggested the Mission to hire a lady staff to 
replace Gerken’s role.44   

At last, Gerken returned to Hong Kong in late May 1923, just two days before 
the return of Barnett. Gerkin delivered Barnett the Mission’s accounts books, 
made up and accompanied with a statement for the auditors.  Barnett told London 

 
42 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), November 1922. 
43 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1923, No.25. 
44 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), 7 March 1923. 
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headquarters in his letter dated 1 June 1923 that the account books had been 
immediately passed on to the auditors. And he explained his view on the 
controversy,  

… it seems to me that Gerken’s reported 'strangeness' was due mainly to 
two causes – ill-health and obstinacy. 45  

Core documents relating to the controversy, including the Auditor’s Report and 
relevant committee discussions in both Hong Kong and London, cannot be found 
at the CMS Archives.  It is therefore no solid information to clarify the nature of 
the event. Barnett’s suggestion of Gerken’s personality or health issue was not 
supported by any evidence. A more convincing picture would be a case of 
malpractice involving the local funding accounts. The remaining question is if 
the malpractice involved only Gerken or senior management of the Mission such 
as Barnett. It cannot be sure without the discovery of further evidences.  

But the mission archives indicated that, 

1. After the event, a Treasurer was appointed by CMS to reside in Hong Kong 
and rolled out new measures on management of local funds.46   

2. London headquarters Instructed Barnett to propose to the Executive 
Committee for the provision of clerical support to help him in Canton; and to 
read the letter before the Executive Committee so that they can be assured that 
the accountancy work of the Mission and the general management of finance 
would be adequately provided for.47   

3. Barnett was ordered to leave the mission on health grounds.  He applied for a 
six-month sick leave in Australia in February 1924 and departed the colony in 
April 1924.48  

4. Barnett was retired in September 1925 and the China Committee of CMS 
issued a letter of gratitude for his contribution to the Mission.49 

A theory to explain all these peculiar accounting issues within CMS mission was 
that the local accounts book contained transactions which could not be openly 
explained or discussed. From the other clues discovered at the CMS records, it 
might be the transactions between the mission with Hong Kong Government.  
During 1919 to 1925, the CMS rolled out worldwide retrenchment which 
reduced 20 percent of its earlier subsidy for the South China mission. 50  

 
45 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/O/1923, No.44. 
46 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), November 1922. 
47 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/L4 (1919–1925), No.197. 
48 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), April 1924, pp. 260–262. 
49 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), September 1925. 
50 CMS Archive, G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), Feburary 1922. 
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Nonetheless, the retrenchment did not stop CMS South China from initiating 
large-scale projects, including St. Stephen’s Girl College in Hong Kong and 
Holy Trinity College in Canton.  

Mission records indicated that much of the funds for these projects came from 
the colonial government.  Its grant to support the Holy Trinity College project in 
Canton which is outside the colony really surprised the London office.  On 23 
September 1920 the Secretary wrote to Barnett expressing the CMS Committee’s 
great surprise that Barnett could afford the two large projects without the funding 
from London.  However, the Committee wished Barnett to give it light on the ' 
the motives and aims that are behind this generosity'. 51 

Transactions between CMS Hong Kong and the colonial Government were 
surely secretive. On 11 April 1923, Acting Secretary Blanchett alerted the 
London headquarters of 'the need of care in publishing statements of our 
transactions with the Hong Kong Government'.  He said the Colonial Secretary 
challenged him on a statement published on the Mission’s Journal Outpost about 
'a most generous offer from the Hong Kong Government' for St. Stephen’s 
College. The 'problem' statement was eventually withdrawn by the Editor with 
the clarification that  

'… there was no written communication between the colonial government 
and the College on the matter of financial assistance and no official offer 
was made by the government'.  

 The historical records suggested that during the custodianship of German 
missions’ properties in Hong Kong, there were deals involving conflict of 
interests as well as highly sensitive and non-disclosable transactions between 
Hong Kong Government and the CMS Hong Kong missionaries involved in the 
German Missions Trust.   

8. Conclusion 

Because of the harsh attitude of the Hong Kong government, most other German 
missions opted to give up their station in the colony and focused on their South 
China missionary work.  But the Basel Mission continued to fight and defend for 
its own rights to return to Hong Kong. Oldham continued to assist the Basel 
Mission on this matter. On 13 October 1925, he wrote a strong-worded letter to 
the Under Secretary of State, expressing disappointment to the objection of Hong 
Kong Government to the return of BM. He stated that without information in 
regard to any such reasons,  

 
51 CMS Archives, G1/CH1/L4 (1919–1925), September 1920, No.67.  
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… such exclusion would seem to them to be a violation of the principle of 
missionary freedom, which the missionary societies of all countries regard 
as a vital missionary interest, and the recognition of which it has been, and 
is, their constant endeavour to secure alike within and without the British 
Empire. 52    

Somehow a positive result out of this frustrating history was the self-
independence of the local Basel Mission Church in China and Hong Kong.  To 
avoid any troubles aroused by its foreign linkage, the Chinese Christians gave 
up the name 'Basel Mission China' and changed to 'Tsung Tsin Mission'.53  

The persistence of the Basel Mission and its international allies finally forced the 
Hong Kong Government to agree the return of Rev. August Nagel, the 
representative of BM and an experienced missionary in China, to the colony to 
settle the affairs of the Mission. The negotiation was difficult but still making 
progress.  The final hurdle was the debt of Hildesheim Mission to the Trustees.  
Because of its poor financial situation, it was not able to discharge the liability.  
And the colonial government refused to tackle other missions’ applications until 
this was settled. At the end, the solution was to have the other three German 
missions to each contributed $8,000 to help discharge the debt with the 
understanding of remittance of such sum in the future.   

After the expulsion of 13 years, the Basel Mission, the Rhenish Mission and the 
Hildesheim Mission finally found their ways back to the colony in 1927. 
Majority of their mission properties were still there and usable for their church 
and mission work.  The Berlin Ladies Mission gave up its mission field in Hong 
Kong as both its own property and the foundlings they looked after had already 
gone.   

The history of the German missions and their related groups in Hong Kong 
during the first World War is important but not studied.  The current paper only 
revealed a small part of the whole picture.  The records of LMS, the private 
letters of the individuals involved and the German missions’ own records were 
yet to be reviewed and documented, which may disclose further information 
about the mysterious transactions between the colonial government and German 
mission trustees.   Also, the stories of many individuals who were tied with these 
German missions in Hong Kong, including the pastors and members of their 
Chinese church congregations, the staff and beneficiaries of charitable  

 

 
52 Archives of Colonial Office.  CO 129/491, pp. 371–379. 
53 Schlatter and Witschi.  1916.  Sequel of A Brief History of the Early Work of Basel 
Mission in China, p.117. 
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organisations (particularly those blind children sent back to the Mainland and the 
foundlings 'adopted' by Chinese societies) requires further research.  The author 
is currently pursuing the study under a PhD programme jointly offered by 
University of Hong Kong and King’s College, London, which hopefully may 
offer some answers to these issues. 

Bibliography 

Reference Books 
 
1. Porter, Andrew. 2004. Religion Verse Empire? British Protestant 

Missionaries and Overseas Expansion, 1700–1914.  Manchester, New York : 
Manchester University Press.  

2. Schlatter, Wilhelm. 1916.  Deutsche, Richard and Chow, Daniel (translated 
and edited).  A Brief history of the Early Work of Basel Mission in China 
(1839–1915) Zhenguang zhao ke jia — ba se cha hui zao qi lai hua xuan jiao 
jan shi 1839–1915  –  1839–1915.   
Hong Kong: Tsung Tsin Mission of Hong Kong. 2008. 

3. Schlatter, Wilhelm and Witschi, Hermann. 1970.  Deutsche, Richard and 
Chow, Daniel  (translated and edited).  Sequel of A Brief History of the Early 
Work of Basel Mission in China.  Bo lan qi fu kao chu en — ba se cha hui lai 
hua yuan jiao jian shi xu ji,  – 

.  Hong Kong: Tsung Tsin Mission of Hong Kong. 2010. 
4. Stanley, Brian. 1990. The Bible and the Flag: Protestant missions and British 

imperialism in the ninetieth and twentieth centuries. Leicester : Apollos. 
5. Stone, Julia. 2013. Chinese Basket Babies – A German Missionary Foundling 

Home and the Girls It Raised (1850s–1914).  Opera Sinological 26. 
6. Stuart, John. 2007. 'Beyond Sovereignty? Protestant Missions, Empire and 

Transnationalism 1890–1950' in Grant, Levine & Trentmann (eds), Beyond 
Sovereignty: Britain, Empire and Transnationalism 1880–1950, Palsgrave 
Macmillan. 

7. Ortmann, Bernhard. 2017. Die Hildesheimer Blindenmission in Hong Kong – 
Blinde und sehbehinderte Kinder in Werk nd Wahrnehmung einer 
Frauenmission, ca. 1890 – 1997.  Franz Steiner Verlag.  

8. Yanne, Andrew and Heller, Gillis. 2009. Signs of a Colonial Era. Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong  University Press, pp. 62–63.  

 
 
 
 
 



AGGRESSIVE NATIONALISM VERSUS GLOBAL MISSION  

183 

Journal articles 
 
1. Pierard, Richard V. 1988. 'Shaking the Foundations: World War I, the 

Western Allies, and German Protestant Missions', International Bulletin of 
Mission Research, vol. 22, issue 1, pp.13–19.  

2. S. 1848. ‘List of Protestant missionaries in the several Ports of China, with 
the names of the Societies to which they belong’, The China Repository, no. 
2. 

3. Anonymous contributor. 1910. 'Gathering of the Three German Missions', 
The Chinese Christian Fortnightly (a quarterly publication by German 
missions in South China), issue 55. “San ba chuan dao hui ju ji ji”

, De hua shuo wang bao , 55 , 

. 
 

Unpublished materials 
 

1. Ko, Yuk Hang. 2010.  ’From native to independent churches : a study of the 
coming to independence of the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod 
and the Tsung Tsin Mission of Hong Kong’, thesis for Master Degree of 
Philosophy, University of Hong Kong, 2010.  

2. Prempeh, Samuel. 1977. 'The Basel and Bremen Missions and Their 
Successors in the Gold Coast and Togoland, 1914–1926: A Study in 
Protestant Missions and the First World War’, dissertation submitted for the 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the University of Aberdeen, July 1977. 

 
Hong Kong Government Records 
 

1. Hong Kong Colonial Government, 1914. Ecclesiastical Return – Churches 
and Chapels of Each Denomination to be Returned 
Consecutively.(http://sunzi.lib.hku.hk/hkgro/view/b1914/51914023.pdf )  

2. Hong Kong Government Gazette, No. 42.  5 February 1881. 
3. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 27 February 1919.   
4. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 21 June 1919.  
5. Reports of the Meetings of the Legislative Council, 18 September 1919. 
 
Archives of the Great Britain, Colonial Office 
 
1. CO 129/59  
2. CO 129/94 
3. CO 129/291 
4. CO 129/414  



IRIS LEUNG CHUI WA 

184 

5. CO 129/417 
6. CO 129/420 
7. CO 129/465 
8. CO 129/475 
9. CO 129/476  
10. CO 129/479 
11. CO129/486 
12. CO 129/488  
13. CO129/491 
14. CO 323/793 
15. CO 323/794 
16. CO 323/916 

 
 

World Church Council Archives 
 
1. Letter from J H Oldham, International Missionary Council, to Foreign Office, 

dated 30 May 1918.  (No. 26.14.01). 
 
Basel Mission Archive 
 
1. BMA, A-1.4  China (1857), 1.b. 
2. BMA, QK-04.03. 

 
Church Missionary Society Archive 
 
1. G1/CH1/P4.  
2. G1/CH1/O/1921–23.  
3. G1/CH1/O/1927–29.  
4. G1/CH1/O/1918–20, No.60.  
5. G1/CH1/O/1918–20, No.65.  
6. G1/CH1/O/1918–20, No.67–68.  
7. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26).  
8. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), November 1922.  
9. G1/CH1/L4 (1919–1925), No.197.  
10. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), April 1924.  
11. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), September 1925.  
12. G1/CH1/O/1923, No.25.  
13. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), 7 March 1923.  
14. G1/CH1/O/1923, No.44. 
15. G1/CH1/L4 (1919–1925), October 1919, No. 481. 



AGGRESSIVE NATIONALISM VERSUS GLOBAL MISSION  

185 

16. G1/CH1/P4 (1913–26), February 1922. 
17. G1/CH1/L4 (1919–1925), September 1920, No.67. 
 
Others 
 
1. A Brief History of Hop Yat Church, the Church of Christ for China –  Hop 

Yat Church.  Extracted from the official website of Hop Yat Church, Hong 
Kong. (http://www.hopyatchurch.org/intro.php). 

 





 

187 

German Mission History in Hong Kong 
 

PUI YEE PONG 
 

Introduction 

Hong Kong is an international city and a well-developed trading port. Hong 
Kong labour force is educated and well trained. English language is commonly 
used in Hong Kong, which attracts foreign investment and tourism. Why are the 
education level and English language proficiency of Hong Kong people 
relatively high? One of the contributions was from Protestant mission works. 

During 19th to 20th century, it was the golden time of western mission work in 
China and Hong Kong. The mission works had significant contributions on 
education, social services and medication. This paper is to present Protestant 
mission work in China. The focus is on German mission work in Hong Kong and 
one of the influential German mission society – the United Evangelical Mission 
(UEM) Vereinte evangelische Mission (VEM).  

Mission Societies in China and Hong Kong 

According to the Directory of Protestant Mission Society in Modern China I & 
II ( ) ( ).from Institute of Modern History of the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS)1 , 
192 mission societies in China between 1807–1939 are recorded. These 192 
mission societies are from ten western countries. The largest group of mission 
societies were from the United States (40%), second largest was from England 
(16%) and the third largest was from Germany (8%). Twenty-six mission 
societies in Hong Kong between 1807–1939 are recorded. The largest group of 
mission societies in Hong Kong was from England (30%). The two second 
largest was from the United States (19%) and Germany (19%). 

Please see Table 1. 

 
1 The Institute of Modern History of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) is 
a state research institution. It mainly studies Chinese history from 1840 to 1949. It covers 
the political, economic, diplomatic, ideological, cultural, social and other fields of this 
period, including the history of Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan. 
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Table 1 Number of Missionary Societies in China and Hong Kong  
(1807–1939) 
 

Country Number of Mission 
Societies in China 

Number of Mission Societies 
in Hong Kong 

   Australia 1  
   Canada 7 1 
   Denmark 1  
   England 32 8 
   Finland 2  
   Germany 15 5 
   Netherlands 1  
   Norway 10  
   Sweden 11 1 
   The United States 82 5 
   *Others 24 6 
   Unknown 7  
           Total 192 26 

* Mission societies established by more than one country are classified into 
“Others”: (1) Canada and England; (2) England and Scotland; (3) Germany and 
Swiss; (4) Denmark, Norway and Sweden; (5) Norway and the United States; 
(6) Scandinavian and the United States; and (7) Sweden and the United States.  

Source: Institute of Modern History of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
(CASS) 

German Mission History in Hong Kong 

According to the Directory of Protestant Mission Society in Modern China I & 
II from Institute of Modern History of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
(CASS), fifteen German mission societies2 in China between 1807–1939 are 
recorded. The first German mission society arrived China was the United 
Evangelical Mission (UEM) Vereinte evangelische Mission (VEM). UEM was 

 
2 Two mission societies were under the cooperation between Germany and Swiss: (1) 
East Asia Mission; Deutsche Ostasienmission (DOAM). Former Name: Weimar 
Mission; General Evangelical Protestant Missionary Society; Allgemeiner Evangelisch-
Protestantischer Missionsverein. Year of establishment:1884. Year of arrival in China: 
1885. Status: Active. (2) Chrischona International; Pilger Mission auf St. Chrischona. 
Former name: Pilgrim’s Mission. Year of establishment: 1865. Year of arrival- China: 
1895. Status: Active. 
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established in 1828 in Wuppertal. In 1847, German missionaries of UEM arrived 
Hong Kong and started mission work in Mainland China.  

Among these fifteen German mission societies, only ten mission societies have 
record on the year of establishment and the year of arrival in China. One 
interesting fact we can found by the comparison of the year of establishment and 
the year of arrival in China. There were seven out of ten German mission 
societies, sent missionaries to China within two years after the mission societies 
were established.  

Five German mission societies sent missionaries to Hong Kong. Comparing the 
difference between the year of establishment and the year of arrival, four out of 
five German missionaries arrived Hong Kong and Mainland China in the same 
year. Only one out of five German missionaries arrived Hong Kong after six 
years arrived in Mainland China. 

Concerning the arrival year in Hong Kong, there were four out of five German 
missionaries arrived Hong Kong at the mid of 19th century between 1847 to 1851. 
Only one out of five German missionaries arrived Hong Kong at the end of 19th 
century. During 20th century, no German mission societies sent missionaries to 
Hong Kong, but Mainland China.  

According to my internet search in November 2018, seven out of fifteen German 

It is shown that these seven German mission societies are active nowadays. Eight 
out of fifteen German mission societ

 

accurate information about mission societies. For example, about the United 
Evangelical Mission (UEM) Vereinte evangelische Mission (VEM), I have found 
3 other names in English language and 3 names in German language. They are 
Barmen Mission; Rhenish Mission; Rhenish Missionary Society; Die Barmen 
Mission; Die Rheinische Mission; Rheinischen Mission(sgesellschaft). A more 
detail and larger scale research would be required to improve information 
accuracy. Please see Table 2. 

The five German mission societies in Hong Kong were, as follows:  

(1) Rhenish Missionary Society. Among these five mission societies, the 
Rhenish Missionary Society had the greatest impact to Hong Kong society. 

(2) Cassel Mission. Information about Cassel Mission is very limited.  

(3) Berlin Missionary Society. A missionary of the Berlin Missionary Society, 
Rev. Heinrich Cöcking, arrived in Hong Kong in 1855. He was a medical doctor 
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and opened a small dispensary and hospital in 1858, at the present site of 
Morrison Hill in Wanchai3. 

(4) Berlin Ladies Mission for China. The Missionaries of the Berlin Ladies 
Mission had been responded to the Rev. Charles Gutzlaff’s call for support for 
his mission work in China. A children home was founded at Morrison Hill, 
Wanchai. In 1861, the children home to a large building at No. 1 High Street in 
1861 and was named Bethesda. Services were held at the Bethesda Chapel.4  

(5) Hildesheim Mission. The Hildesheim Mission opened the Ebenezer Home 
for the Blind in 1896 on Hong Kong Island and Kowloon. During the First World 
War, they were allowed to continue to the children care service, under the 
supervision of the Church Missionary Society. Today, the Ebenezer Home and 
School for the Blind is located on Pokfulam Road5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Smith, 1994, p.7. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Smith, 1994, p.8. 
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Table 2: German Mission Organizations, China and Hong Kong (1807 1939) 

Name of Mission Society 
Year of 

Establish
ment 

Year of 
Arrival  
(China) 

Year of 
Arrival 
(Hong 
Kong) 

Activity 
Status* 

United Evangelisch Mission (UEM)6 1828 1847 1847 A 
Cassel Missionary Society U 1850 1850 U 
Berlin Mission Association for China 1840 1850 1850 U 

for China 
1849 1851 1851 U 

Berlin Missionary Society 1824 1882 N/A A 
Allianz-Mission7 1889 1890 N/A A 
Hildesheimer Blindenmission (HBM)8 1890 1890 1896 A 
Chrischona International9  1865 1895 N/A A 

 U 1896 N/A U 
Liebenzell Mission 1899 1900 N/A A 
Mission Help  1907 1907 N/A U 
Freidenshort Deaconess Mission 1912 1912 N/A U 
Schleswig-Holstein Evangelical 
Lutheran Mission 

1876 1921 N/A U 

 U 1922 N/A U 
Marburger Mission10 U 1929 N/A A 
German Students Volunteer 
Movement 

1905 U N/A U 

 

Source: Institute of Modern History of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) 
* A = Active, U = Unknown or Uncertain 

  

6 Former name: Barmen Mission; Rhenish Mission; Rhenish Missionary Society; Die 
Barmen Mission Rheinischen Mission(sgesellschaft); Die Rheinische Mission. 
7 Former Name: Allianz-China Mission; German China Alliance Mission; Deutsche 
China-Allianz-Mission. 
8 Former Name: Hildesheim Mission for the Blind; Hildesheimer Verein für die Deutsche 
Blinden Mission in China; Hildesheimer China Blinden Mission. 
9 . 
10 Former Name: Vandsburger Mission, Vandsburger Mission. 
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The History of the United Evangelical Mission and the Chinese Rhenish Church 
Hong Kong Synod  

With reference to the historical information from the United Evangelical Mission 
(UEM), Vereinte evangelische Mission (VEM), the Chinese Rhenish Church 
Hong Kong Synod , the Chinese Rhenish Church- Chai Wan 

 and the Chinese Rhenish Church- Tsuen Wan 
, the mission work and it influences on education are 

discussed.   
Mission Work  

In 1844, a missionary from the Netherlands Missionary Society, Rev. Karl 
Friedrich August Gutslaff, or another name called Rev. Charles Gutzlaff in his 
later life, organized a Chinese church named Chinese Union. The objectives of 
the Chinese Union were to recruit and train Chinese people for priesthood. He 
believed that Chinese people should spread the Christian message by themselves 
in China. 

As the member of the Chinese Union increased, Rev. Charles Gutzlaff realized 
that the Chinese Union need more support and closer supervision. He wrote 
letters to German missionary societies11 and asked for sending out missionaries 
China.  

The Rhenish Missionary Society, and the Basel Missionary Society responded 
the call from Rev. Charles Gutzlaff by sending missionaries to China. Rev. 
Heinrich Koester and Rev. Ferdinand Genahr from the Rhenish Missionary 
Society arrived Hong Kong on 19th March, 1847 by ship12. After they learned 
Chinese language in Hong Kong, they started mission work in the Pearl area in 
Mainland China. More than 20 churches, and several types of schools were 
founded: theological school, bible school, secondary school, primary school, 
teacher training school and nursing school13.  

At the early stage of mission work in China, the Rhenish Missionary Society had 
no plan to set up churches in Hong Kong. Due to the residential needs of 
missionaries in Hong Kong for medical treatment purpose, in 1899, the son of 

 
11 Three German mission societies received letter from Rev. Gutzlaff: Barman Mission, 

Basel Mission and Berliner Mission.  
12 Two missionaries, Rudolf Christian Friedrich Lechler and Theodor Hamberg from 

Basel mission were in the same ship to Hong Kong.  
13 Luo, 1968, pp.85–89  
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Rev. Ferdinand Genahr, Rev. Immanuel Genahr, and other Chinese evangelists 
purchased residential flats at the present site in the area of Sai Ying Pun. Sunday 
services were took place at the flats. Many Chinese Christians from Mainland 
China who worked and lived in Hong Kong attended services.  

As the number of attendants growing, in 1903, attendants suggested to build their 
own church. After eight years, the management committee was established and 
collected donations for church building expenses. In 1913, the church 
construction work started. Half of the construction fee was contributed by the 
Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod and the other half was contributed by the 
Rhenish Missionary Society.  

In 1914, the church construction work was completed. The church building 
dedication ceremony was on 1st August. The Chinese Rhenish Church Hong 
Kong Synod was officially founded. The First World War started at the same 
year. Due to the war, the Rhenish Missionary Society were not able to manage 
the Chinese Rhenish Church in Hong Kong. In 1918, Germany was failed in the 
First World War. Under the law of the Hong Kong colonial government, all 
churches established by German mission societies must be under the 
management of British churches. The Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong 
Synod was separated with the Rhenish Missionary Society temporary. Pastoral 
work was assigned to British pastors by the colonial government. Financial issue 
was managed by Chinese church members.  

In 1923, the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod became a self-managed 
church, and separated from the Rhenish Missionary Society officially. In 1951, 
the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod was officially registered 
according to the Hong Kong Law Article 1060. Today, the Chinese Rhenish 
Church Hong Kong Synod is an independent church. There are 19 member 
churches in Hong Kong.  

Mission Work on Education   

A German pastor, Rev. Immanuel Genahr observed that many children have no 
chance for schools. In 1910, he founded a school, employed a teacher and started 
free lessons for children. In 1919, the school was registered officially as a 
primary school at the education department of the Hong Kong Government, and 
named Hong Kong Rhenish Church Girl School.  

Girls have less chance to receive education in Hong Kong society at the early 
20th century. Hong Kong Rhenish Church Girl School aimed to recruit more 
female students so as to provide education opportunities for girls and to promote 
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gender equality. The school also recruited male students, and changed its school 
name to Hong Kong Rhenish Church School in 1960 until its closure in 1970. 

The education level in Hong Kong was increasing. In 1925, English language 
education was officially implemented in Hong Kong Rhenish Church Girl 
School. 

With the improvement of economic condition in Hong Kong, the needs on 
education in kindergarten was urged. In 1936, the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong 
Kong Synod established kindergarten and nursery to fulfill the society needs. In 
1969, the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod founded a secondary 
school. 

Today, the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod operated ten 
kindergartens and nurseries, one primary school, two secondary schools and one 
special school14. The educational objectives based on the Christianity, which aim 
to provide whole person education under the Christian learning environment.  

Conclusion 

The Rhenish Missionary Society and the Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong 
Synod faced different challenges during the two world wars with its German 
origin background. After the First World War, according to the rules of the Hong 
Kong colonial government, the churches founded by mission societies and their 
properties were taken over by the pastors in British churches until 1927. As a 
result, Chinese pastors and church members started to manage the affairs of the 
church in finance and administration. Besides, western volunteers, financial and 
intellectual support for Protestant mission declined steady. Many westerners 
have doubted on preaching good deeds and conquering land by western 
countries15. During the Second World War, German alliance, Japan occupied 
Hong Kong. The Rhenish church was allowed to continue not only the church 
services and meetings, but also a cooperative society, which provide food and 
daily necessities to church members.  

Missionaries established schools with provision of western style education and 
English language training. Children were able to learn at school and receive 
education. Adults were trained as teachers in teacher training schools, as nurses 
in nursing schools and evangelists in theological schools and bible schools. Some 
graduates from these schools worked as a merchant, a trader, a translator or a 

 
14 The special school provide primary and secondary education for moderately mentally 
handicapped persons.  
15 Lutz, 2015, p. 190. 
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clerk in business field. The mission work on education and training increased the 
quality and competitiveness of the labor force in China.  

Today, with the fast economic growth in China, it is obvious that the need of 
Chinese people in China and Hong Kong are no longer about education, social 
welfare and medicine. What is the appropriate strategy of mission work in China 
and Hong Kong nowadays? What is the position and relationship between the 
western mission societies and its member churches in China and Hong Kong? 
What should the Rhenish churches do to coherence the relationship with its 
overseas member church and further develop mission work and spread the good 
news of Christ?  

The historical record of mission work in China are fragmented. It was difficult 
to keep information during war times. Changing the names of mission societies 
increased the difficulties to find the root of the mission work. It is hoped that 
more historians, scholars and researchers are interested in research in the field of 
mission history, so as to discover the valuable Christian work in the past.  
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The First World War and Its Impact                                             
on the Leipzig Mission Society in India 

JAYABALAN MURTHY 

Introduction 

As a German mission society operating in India under British colonial rule, the 
history of the Leipzig Mission Society during the time of First World War offers 
many important insights which I would like to share.  At the beginning, this paper 
will give a brief history of Lutheran Mission in India; from there it will move to 
study the Impact of the First World War on German mission and Leipzig Mission 
in India, and it will analyze how native Christians and Church of Sweden helped 
to overcome the crisis faced by Leipzig Mission society.  Finally, my paper will 
deal with the First World War as a great Turning Point for the Tamil Evangelical 
Lutheran Church. 

Lutheran Mission India  

On 29 November 1705, A.D., “We Henry Plütschau and Bartholomew 
Ziegenbalg, left Copenhagen for the East Indies, according to the will of God 
and on the command of His Majesty King Frederick IV of Denmark and Norway, 
in order to preach the Gospel of Christ to the Gentiles on the Choromandel 
coast”. Thus begins the first report about the first Lutheran Missionary enterprise 
in India, one of the first Evangelical Missions in Tamil Nadu. In the 17th 
centuries Denmark had obtained a number of small colonies in India and among 
them Tranquebar on the Coromandel Coast, founded in 1620 by the Danish East 
Indian Company. Until the beginning of the 18th century, however, nothing was 
done in order to preach the gospel to the Hindus in the colony. In 1699, Frederick 
IV. came to the Danish throne. Frederick IV. was a devoted man who wished to 
preach the gospel to the gentiles and he decided to send missionaries to India.1 
Rev. Bartholomew Ziegenbalg and Henry Plütschau having been ordained in 
Copenhagen sailed right away to Tranquebar, where they landed on July 9, 1706. 
This date was the birth of Protestant Missions in India and the Tamil Evangelical 
Lutheran Church.2  Almost two hundred years after Martin Luther had begun the 
Reformation of European Christianity in Germany they had come to be his 

 
1 Sigfrid Estborn. 1952. 'The Tranquebar Mission’ in: C.H. Swavely (ed.), Lutheran 
enterprises in India- 1706–1952,Madras: Federation of Evangelical Lutheran Churches 
in India, p. 1. 
2 Estborn, 'The Tranquebar Mission', p. 2. 
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Evangelical voice to Indians. 3  They did not get a cheerful welcome. King 
Frederick had furnished them with a royal warrant of legal representative and a 
letter of recommendation to the governor of the colony; but he had forgotten to 
consult with the mighty East Indian Company, which was absolutely against any 
Missionary enterprise in their colonies.4 Ziegenbalg and Plütschau had not come 
to Tranquebar to serve the Europeans or to study India.  Their main goal was to 
bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ among the Gentiles by words and 
deeds.  

 
Dark Period of Halle Mission in India 
 
After the death of Christian Friedrich Schwartz (in 1798) 5and August Friedrich 
Caemmerer (in 1837), the Tranquebar Mission, which had already been 
suffering, a decline almost became defunct.6 According to Arno Lehmann, this 
was because of developments in the home church. “When the Mother church no 
longer took the Bible seriously and the spiritual life in Europe became cold, the 
Tranquebar Mission was paralyzed.” The raise of rationalism was by no means 
favorable to Missions. The aim should be to improve morals through culture and 
education not by converting into Christianity or by Mission work. The leaders in 
Halle complained it has become more difficult to find young men who are ready 
to go out as missionaries. However, at the same time of the Great awakening, a 
new Missionary spirit in England emerged. Missionary Caemmerer, the last 
missionary at Tranquebar in 1820, temporarily handed over to the English 
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (S.P.C.K.) 1,300 Christians, 11 
catechists and 11 small churches along with their property, as these Christians 
were English subjects in the province of Tanjore. 7 Later S.P.C.K. gave them to 
the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (S.P.G.) By 1825, 
all stations outside Tranquebar became Anglican. Since during its last years, the 
Tranquebar Mission received great support from England, it was natural that 

 
3  Dennis Hudson. 2000. Protestant Origins in India: Tamil Evangelical Christians, 
1707–1835, Richmond, Surrey: B. Eerdmans Publishing & Co., p. 1. 
4 Estborn, 'The Tranquebar Mission',  p. 2. 
5 Christian Friedrich Schwartz was born in Poland in 1726. Ordained in Copenhagen in 
1749, he arrived in India in 1750 as a Lutheran Missionary. He worked in Tranquebar, 
Trichy and Tanjore for forty-eight years without returning to his home country. While in 
India, Schwartz learned Tamil, Telungu, Sanskrit, Persian, Hindustani, Marathi and 
Portuguese, and he assisted translation of the Tamil Bible. Cf. Jayabalan Murthy. 2017. 
Leipzig Mission and Dalit Christians in Pandur, Tamil Nadu, New Delhi: Christian 
World Imprints, p. 23. 
6 C.B Firth. 1961. An Introduction To Indian church History, Delhi: ISPCK, p.  162. 
7 Estborn, 'The Tranquebar Mission' , p. 13. 
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English societies sent English missionaries, and so the Anglican Missions largely 
reaped the fruits of the labors of the Danish-Halle missionaries.8  The following 
section will explore how Leipzig Mission came into Tamil Nadu India and 
recovered the Danish Halle Mission fields. 

Anglican Mission 

Those congregations which had been incorporated in the Anglican Church were 
afterwards shaken by the terrible cast-controversy. The Anglicans were much 
more radical concerning caste than the Tranquebar fathers- They stressed that 
caste, should be discarded immediately, decidedly and definitely. This 
extremism pricked the strong caste feelings of the old Lutheran shudra. Many 
went away from the Anglican Church and some went back to Hinduism. 
However, at that time another Mission stood ready to take care of the Lutheran 
heritage in India.9 

Leipzig Mission in India 

In Saxony, there had been a supporting association for the Basel Mission since 
1819. In 1832 a small mission school was built in Dresden, but when in 1834 
two of these students refused to go to Basel for further education because they 
feared a Calvinistic influence on their Lutheran faith, a distinctively Lutheran 
Saxon missionary society was founded in Dresden on August 17,1836. The 
society was relocated to Leipzig in 1848. 

The foremost task of the newly founded Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission  
was then to find the field for her activities.10 Even though they had begun work 
in Australia, they felt because of the Tranquebar Mission  they had a special 
obligation as a  Lutheran mission society and that it was a responsibility of love 
to respond to that obligation. I.H.C. Cordes was sent to India to investigate the 
situation. He arrived on December  27, 1840 in Madras and on March 20, 1841 
in Tranquebar. The Danish pastor Kundson in Tranquebar, who though ailing, 
sincerely tried to improve matters there, welcomed Cordes heartily. Both became 
friends soon and as early as 1842, he got permission from Danish governor to 

 
8 E. Arno Lehmann. 1956. It began at Tranquebar, Madras: CLS, pp. 171–176, Estborn, 
'The Tranquebar Mission', p. 13. L.B Wolf (ed.). 1911. Missionary Heroes of the 
Lutheran Church, Philadelphia: The Lutheran Publication Society, p. 64. 
9 Estborn, 'The Tranquebar Mission', p. 13.  
10 Estborn, 'The Tranquebar  Mission', p. 15. 
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found a Teachers Training school in Poryar.This training school played a vital 
role in Leipzig Mission while establishing schools in the Mission fields; the 
teachers trained and sent to different LELM stations. After Cordes, two other 
Missionaries arrived at Tamil Nadu from Leipzig namely C.E.C. Ochas in 1842 
and T.M.N. Schwartz in 1843. 11  Following them, many Missionaries from 
LELM came to India, especially to Tamil Nadu, and worked in different Mission 
stations. The Leipzig mission flourished well in Tamil Nadu. The Lutheran 
Christian community grew to about 18,000 nearly one fourth of the Tamil 
speaking Indian Protestants . The 1914 report showed 31 main stations managed 
by 24 foreign men missionaries and 9 single women. There were 259 schools 
with about 11,000 pupils. However, the First World War created a big setback 
for their mission work.12 

First World War and German Mission in India 

At the beginning of the war, the relationship between the British Government 
and German missionaries were friendly. Some British officials showed the 
missionaries extraordinary kindness. The Nilgris collector reassured a 
missionary, who asked him about a forthcoming expulsion, with the comforting 
words: “Keep working, we are glad you are here.” Even after the war broke out, 
the Governor of Madras, Lord Pentland, visited mission stations of the Basel 
Mission and, as always, spoke words of appreciation.13 During the initial stage 
of the war, the missionaries were asked to sign a document stating they do not 
take part in the war. They were under police supervision and they had to carry 
their passport while they were travelling.  The situation changed gradually at 
various stages.   

 
11 W. Hellinger 1952. 'The Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission'  in: C.H. Swavely 
(ed.), Lutheran enterprises in India- 1706–1952, Madras: Federation of Evangelical 
Lutheran Churches in India  pp. 15–16. 
12 J. H. Oldham. 1919. 'German Mission' in: International Review of Missions, Vol 8 
October 1919, Edinburgh:Humphrey Milford, Oxford University Press, p. 463. 
13   D. Paul Fleisch. 1936.  Hundert Jahre Lutherischer Mission, Leipzig: Offizin 
Poeschel & Trepte pp. 318–319. Leonhard Johannes Frohnmeyer. 1916 'Die Stellung der 
Britischen Regierung zur Mission in Indien. Ein geschichtlicher Überblick', in: 
Flugschriften der Deutsche Evang. Missionshilfe, Gütersloh: C. Bertelsmann, 1916, pp. 
39–42; Ulrich Gäbler. 2018. Ein Missionarsleben: Hermann Gäbler und die Leipziger 
Mission in Südindien (1891–1916), Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, pp. 331–332. 
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Emden and German Mission societies 

In the morning of September 2214, 1914, about 20 minutes past nine, the S.M.S. 
Emden bombarded Madras. This was a one of the main reasons which made 
German Missionaries suspicious to the British Government. This incident 
created a big obstacle for the missionaries. It also created fear among the Indians. 
To give an example:  A few days after the Emden incident, when the Leipzig 
missionary Brutzer was preaching a sermon on street, somebody in the crowd 
shouted in between his sermon and said, “Did not the Emden preach a sermon 
that was clear enough?" After the Emden incident, a strict control over German 
missionaries took place. Meanwhile, the English and Indian press also spread 
their routine hate and slander news. The consequence of this incitement was that 
the press now urged the internment of German missionaries. Benevolent British 
officials became anxious, withdrew from the Germans, and worried about their 
responsibilities; they too wanted to get rid of the annoying missionaries. 15 
German missionaries even had to get permission to go visit the communities in 
other districts. Without the permission of Government, they were not allowed to 
travel around the district.16    

First World War and Leipzig Mission 

On 21 September in 1914 Missionary Meyner sent a telegram to the Leipzig 
Mission “Missionaries Well, work Curtailed”. Like all German missions in 
India, Leipzig Mission also felt, the effects of the War very much in their mission 
field. Communication with German became impossible; monthly financial 
support for the mission work stopped. To manage the situation as soon as the 
war broke out, Missionaries had to cut down all their expenditure severely. Many 
schools closed, and many workers lost their job, the salaries of the missionaries 
and pastors had to be considerably reduced. The number of communicants 
decreased.  The number of admissions in hostels reduced and closed. The 
agricultural school in Pandur closed in 1918. Rural settlements became partly 
deserted. Almost all the free scholarships in the boarding schools had stopped. 
Every year the Leipzig mission had brought over three lakhs of Rupees from 
Germany to India for their mission work to maintain religious, educational and 
charitable institutions and activities; when the regular income stopped, the 

 
14 Official Naval  Despatches.1915. The Admiralty’s Story of the Part the Navy is taking 
in the War, London: TheGraphic, Tallis House, Whitefriars, E.C, 1915, p.  29. 
15 Frohnmeyer. 1916 'Die Stellung der Britischen Regierung', pp.  39–42. 
16  Carl Ihmels. 1936. Vom Weltkrieg bis zur Gegenwart, Leipzig: Verlag der 
Evangelisch-lutherischen Mission, p. 4. 
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missionaries in India faced severe financial difficulties.17 To handle the difficult 
situation, the mission council sent an appeal for help to neutral countries, 
especially to the USA, and the Government of Madras granted permission that 
money coming from such countries for mission work would be paid directly to 
the Leipzig missionaries in India. At the same time, the Native Lutheran 
Christians also contributed during this time. For example, the congregation in 
Madras took responsibility to pay the pastor’s and the, catechist’s salary, house 
rent, travelling expenditure and support the boy´s boarding school and also 
decided to handover the surplus of the church fund at the end of the year. 18 
Special offerings were collected to manage the financial crisis.  

The Internment and Repatriation of Leipzig Missionaries 

About the middle of August 1914, the German missionaries received notice that 
those over forty-five years of age would be repatriated to Germany; and those 
under forty-five years of age, who were subject to military duty, interned as 
prisoners of war.19 This decision of the Government affected the Leipzig Mission 
most seriously, In October 1914, the Leipzig missionaries Richard Otto 
Handmann and Johannes Ruckdäschel had to travel to fort St. George in Madras 
for internment in Ahmednagar. 20  At the end of January 1915, internment 
increased21 and Missionary Georg Hammitzsch wrote, “I unexpectedly became 
a prisoner of war. At midnight they took me from my house separation of my 
beloved wife and both of my children was very hard….” Hammitzsch was 
initially transported to St George where he remained for two-and-half-days but 

 
17 Among the Mission : Church of Sweden, in Gospel witness, November, 1914 Vol 10, 
No 3 (Guntur: A.E.L. Mission Press, 1914), p. 67.  
18 Robert, Grenfell and Methuen (eds). 1915. Leipzig Mission, The Harvest Field, Vol 
XXXV September 1915, No. IX, Madras: Addison & co ., Mount Road, p. 436.  
19  LMW II-31.11.10 I Indische Mission während der Krieges 1914–1916 (bis zur 
Heimkehr der Missionare). 
20 LMW.II-.31.11.23, Das Indische Missionsgebiet, see also Panikos Panayi. 2017. The 
Germans in India: Elite  European Migrant in the British Empire, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2017, p. 202. 
21 Albrecht Oepke. 1918, Ahmednagar und Golconda: Ein Beitrag zur Erörterung der 
Missionsprobleme des Weltkrieges,Leipzig:, p. 12. 
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later he was transported to Ahmednagar.22 Missionary Gäbler of Villuppuram 
had taken over the responsibility of the mission field.23 

Golconda ship 

In November 1915, the deportation order was issued for all missionaries and 
sisters of German nationality. On 24 November 1915, the German missionaries 
repatriated from India. 137 missionaries, 36 missionary sisters, 116 missionary 
women and 177 children were expelled from India. Twice the “Golconda 
“brought missionaries together with other Germans to England, from where they 
transported to the German border in Goch.24 On December 8, Missionary Brutzer 
telegraphed: "23 adults, 17 children departed with Golconda 40 have to travel 
but missionary Gustav Heydenreich didn’t travel during this first trip he travelled 
in a second trip”. 25 So during this first time, 39 Leipzig Missionaries were 
deported – eight men, eight women, six sister and seventeen children. 26 Only 25 
missionaries of non-German nationality remained at the German mission stations 
in India, while nine non-governmental mission workers remained in the prison 
camps.27 On April 1, 1916, the Golconda left Bombay for the second time.28 In 
that the remaining Leipzig Missionaries returned to Germany, especially 
missionaries who had been in prison. Gustav Hermann Gäbler, Otto Richard 
Handmann, Heller Karl, Zacharias, John Martin Zeilein, Christian Wagner, 
Richard Petermann, Johannes Ruckdäschel and Otto Thermann also departed 
from India. Thermann had worked  as a missionary in Africa but he was brought 
to India and interned in Ahmednagar.29 

 
22  LMW. II.31.11.10.I Letter from Georg Hammitzsch, 12 April 1915 in: Indische 
Mission während des Krieges 1914–1916.  
23  Ulrich Gäbler. 2018. Ein Missionarsleben: Hermann Gäbler und die Leipziger 
Mission in Südindien (1891–1916), Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2018, p. 332. 
24 Leonhard Johannes Frohnmeyer. 1916. Die Stellung der Britischen Regierung zur 
Mission in Indien. Ein geschichtlicher Überblick in Flugschriften der Deutsche Evang. 
Missionshilfe, Gütersloh: C. Bertelsmann,  pp. 39–42. 
25 D. Paul Fleisch. 1936. Hundert Jahre Lutherischer Mission, Leipzig: Offizin Poeschel 
& Trepte, 1936, pp. 318–319. 
26  Carl. Paul. 1916. Vom Missionsfeld vertrieben: Ein Kriegserlebnis der Leipziger 
Mission, Leipzig: Evangelisch Lutherische  Mission, 1916, p. 19. 
27 Leonhard Johannes Frohmeyer,  Die Stellung der Britischen Regierung, pp. 39–42 
28 D. Paul Fleisch, Hundert Jahre Lutherischer Mission, pp. 318–319. 
29 LMW II-31.11.10 I Indische Mission Während der Krieges 1914–1916. 
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Crisis and contributions of Native Pastors 

So many missionaries had to leave the mission field, so the mission field needed 
workers. Before the war broke out , Dr S. Zehme, with the help of missionaries 
like Dr R. Fröhlich and Indian pastors like the Rev. N. Samuel and the Rev. Paul 
Arulappen, a resident at Tranquebar, had trained two consecutive classes of 
pastors in Divinity School at Tranquebar. When the war broke out, one class of 
theological students finished their 4 years course and were ready to step in and 
to fill the positions in the vacant mission field, but they had to take over a work, 
which previously had been managed by two or three missionaries. Especially the 
services rendered by the pastors in the northern field were vital. Their 
contributions during the time of war helped to retain the Lutheran faith in Tamil 
Land.30  At the same time, the contributions of the Swedish mission society are 
commendable.31  My further section will briefly introduce Swedish mission in 
India and their support for Leipzig Mission during the time Great War crisis. 

Swedish Mission in India 

The first Swedish Lutheran missionary in India was John Zacharias Kiernander 
(1711–1799). He stepped his foot into Indian soil in 1740.  Since Swedish 
missionaries and German missionaries were both rooted in the Lutheran 
Confessions a fellowship was established hat lasted until the time of the Second 
World War. In many ways, it has proved to be a real blessing to the Lutheran 
Mission work in the Tamil country. However, the cooperation between the two 
Missions was not always easy and could not have been preserved without mutual 
sacrifices. Swedish Lutheranism is of a type different from the German, less 
exclusive and more open and sympathetic to Evangelical Missions and churches 
of other confessions. Even then, the Church of Sweden Mission continued to 
carry on its administration of the former L.E.L.M properties under the control 

 
30  J.D. Asirvatham. 1938.The Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church, in: International 
Missionary Council (ed.) The Growing Church, International Missionary  council 
Meeting at Tambaram Madras, December 12th to 29th 1938, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1938, pp.  205–206.  C. H. Swavely, The Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission 
in India, in Lutheran  Mission societies in India, (Madras: Federation of Evangelical 
Lutheran Churches) 1952, 26. Billager Till Svenskakyrkans Missions Styreleses 
Protokoll 1917:2 S.K.M. Arkiv. Treinmial Report of 11th Tamil Synod at Madura 26th 
June 1917 by the secretary of C.S.M. 
31 C. H. Swavely. 1952. The Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission in India, in Lutheran 
Mission societies in India,  Madras: Federation of Evangelical Lutheran Churches 1952, 
p. 26. 
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and supervisions of the Mission Trust of Madras. 32  The L.E.L.M later co-
operated with the C.S.M in Tamil Nadu, which in 1919 resulted in the 
establishment of the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran church. Because of the World 
War , in 1916, the work and properties of the L.E..L.M. in Tamil Nadu were 
transferred to the C.S.M. Later, under the orders of the Government of India, 
through a notification, No. 3550 dated 22 May 1919, the properties of the 
L.E.L.M. hitherto administered by the C.S.M were transferred by the custodian 
of the enemy properties, Madras, through a transfer deed to the mission Trust of 
Madras.33 

Swedish Missionaries Suspected as German Spies 

Since Sweden was considered a neutral country, the British Government allowed 
the Church of Sweden Mission to manage the German mission fields during the 
absence of Leipzig Missionaries. However, they were sceptic of a few Swedish 
missionaries. Missionaries like David Bexell (Second Bishop of T.E.L.C, from 
1927 to 1934), Johannes Sandegren (Third Bishop of T.E.L.C. 1934–1956), were 
considered spies for Germans because their pro-German attitude and their 
relationship with Germany created suspicious by British officials. Bexell had 
studied in Leipzig and he was a member of Lutheran Mission Council;  his wife 
was from Germany. In 1916, the Madras government objected and did not  allow 
him to be a leader of the council, and to work as a missionary34and that he should 
not live in northern field.35 The second person who was considered pro-German 
was Johannes Sandegren whose mother was a daughter of German Missionary 
Rev. C.F. Kremmer. It was because of this connection they travelled to Germany 
whenever they went for a vacation to Sweden. Due to these connections, he was 
denied to become a member of the church council for long time.  But through the 
intervention of J. D Oldham, the British Government became convinced that 

 
32 Kenneth Scott Latourette. 1958. Christianity in a Revolutionary Age, New York: 
Harper, p.186. Estborn, The Church of Sweden  Mission in India   p. 123. N.  Samuel 
Iyyer. 1955, History of the Tranquebar Mission in Tamil A.D. 1706–1955, Vepery: The 
Tranquebar Printing & Publishing House, 1955, p. 184. 
33  Estborn, The Church of Sweden Mission in India, p.  123; N.Samuel Iyyer. 1955 
History of the Tranquebar Mission in Tamil A.D. 1706–1955, Vepery: The Tranquebar 
Printing & Publishing House, 1955, p. 184. D. Arthur Jeyakumar. 2009. Christians and 
the National Movement: The Memoranda of 1919 and the National Movement with 
Special reference to Protestant christians in Tamil Nadu 1919–1939, Bangalore: Center 
of Contemporary Christianity, p. 39. 
34 The Gospel Witness, Vol: XXXIV No. 3 (Guntur: A.E.L. Mission Press, 1938) 1914 
No.3, No 40. 
35  D. Paul Fleisch, Hundert Jahre Lutherischer Mission, pp. 320–321. 
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Johannes Sandegren was not a spy. His older brother Carl Sandegren also faced 
restrictions due to the war. The brothers  not allowed working in the former 
German mission stations from 1916 onwards. The British Government in India 
was a factor in the decision processes who could  be a member of the  Mission 
Board. 36 

First World War was a Turning Point for Native Tamil Lutherans 

The First World War was the greatest turning point for Tamil Evangelical 
Lutheran Church37. As we saw above, the properties of the Leipzig Mission were 
transferred to the Swedish mission. The Church of Sweden Mission has given a 
promise that the whole property soon will handed over to the Tamil Lutheran 
Church. The Church of Sweden mission immediately handed over the church 
fund, the poor fund, the General pastoral Fund, the Evangelistic fund, the 
Tranquebar Bible Society Fund and all buildings and other properties needed for 
the pastoral, evangelistic, and elementary educational work all this came under 
the sole direction of the Tamil Lutheran church. 38 but not the whole 
administration and properties was handed over to native Tamil Lutheran 
Christians. 

The Enemy Trading Act (Act X of 1916), proposed by the Government of India, 
on 1st June 1918 applied to the property of the Leipzig Mission, which made it 
inevitable that the properties, which had been registered in the name of Leipzig 
Mission, would be taken away or had to be handed over to or registered in the 
name of some other mission or church body. Shortly before Christmas in 1918, 
the church committee assembled and passed a resolution asking the British 
Government to hand over the property to Tamil Lutheran church. A special 
session of the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Mission Synod was held in 14.1.1919. 
on this date T. E. L. C. has become Independent church, so every year January 
14th celebrated as a T.E.L.C Day. The first resolution of this synod meeting a 
unanimous expression of loyalty to British Government. The second resolution 
was a memorial addressed in regard to the Leipzig property handed over to 
Swedish mission; this should eventually belong to the Tamil Lutheran Church. 
The synod finally elected a new Tamil Church Council and resolved that the 

 
36  J.D. Asirvatham. 1962. Johannes Sandegren: The Third Bishop of Tranquebar, 
Madras: The Christian Literature  Society, p. 18. 
37 From here after it will be mentioned as T.E.L.C. 
38 Inkom d. 26/9 1916, Bil.233 till Styrelsens Protokoll d. 5/10, 1916, Letter written by 
Rev. David Bexell to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Madras as on 31st March 
1916. 
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Tamil church Council should as soon as possible register itself as a charitable 
Societies.39 This Church got her constitution in 1921 and in addition a Bishop as 
her head.40 Even though the church became an independent body officially but it 
was administered by European missionaries specially Swedish missionaries. 
And although it became independent in 1919, the first Indian bishop was 
consecrated in 1956. Even though native Tamil pastors like Samuel Arluappen, 
Devasagayam were eligible, the Swedish mission was not willing to consecrate 
them as a Bishop. But it has also to be mentioned that when episcopacy was 
introduced by a Church of Sweden under Nathan Söderblom, this was strongly 
opposed by the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Christians. Especially native Tamil 
pastor Rev. Samuel had strongly opposed the implementation of episcopacy. He 
faced a lot of a problems due to his opposition on episcopacy and finally, he left 
TELC and joined the Missouri Synod. Because of the opposition, the lifetime 
Bishop idea was put aside. 

T.E.L.C. congregation and Great War 

The Tamil Lutheran Synod which was held in Tanjore on 14th January 1919 
indicates that TELC congregations contributed men and money for the Great 
War: 

 “The whole community tried its best to contribute men and money, as much 
as it lay in its power, for the victorious termination of the war; the humble 
memorialists are proud to record that two of their men are still serving His 
Majesty’s as commissioned officers in the Indian Medical service; several 
of them have served in the Indian Defence Force.; several again have been 
in the front as combatants, of whom two are non-commissioned officers of 
the Indian rank and several of them are of noncommissioned rank and a 
large number of its members have done  non-combatant war service in and 
out of India.” 41  

 
 
 

 
39Ibid., J.D. Asirvatham, The Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church, in Gospel Witness, 
Vol 51, January 1956; Guntur: A.E.L. Mission Press, 1956; 124–135,  Dietrich Winkler, 
The Making of the Indian Constitution of the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church 1919 
observation on Devolution, in Indian Church History Review, December 1969, 151–163. 
40 W. Hellinger, “The Leipzig Evangelical Lutheran Mission” in C.H. Swavely, The 
Lutheran Enterprise, p. 21. 
41 Inkom d. 26/9 1916, Bil.233 till Styrelsens Protokoll d. 5/10, 1916, Letter written by 
Rev. David Bexell to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Madras as on 31st March 
1916. 
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Conclusion 

The First World War was  a big setback for the Leipzig Mission Society in India. 
The properties of the Leipzig Mission were transferred to the Swedish mission. 
Eventually, however, the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church took over, and the 
impact of the war can be seen as the beginning of a long emancipation process.  
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Konservative Kontinuitäten und Innovationen 

Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg und die Folgewirkungen des 
Ersten Weltkriegs1 

 
GUNTHER SCHENDEL 

 

1. “Dunkel und sorgenvoll”: Erste Hermannsburger Reaktionen auf den 
Kriegsausgang 

Im November 1918 überschlugen sich die Nachrichten. Das zeigte damals auch 
ein Blick in die Cellesche Zeitung, die Tageszeitung in der niedersächsischen 
Kreisstadt Celle. Am 9. November kam die Zeitung mit der Schlagzeile heraus: 
“Der Friede vor der Tür”. Mindestens ebenso aufregend war die Eilmeldung, die 
am selben Tag noch unter den “letzten Nachrichten” ihren Platz fand: “Der 
Kaiser hat abgedankt”.2 In den nächsten Tagen folgen dann Schlagzeilen über 
den Waffenstillstand (“Waffenstillstandsbedingungen angenommen”) und über 
“Verbrüderungsszenen an der Westfront”.3 Der Krieg war zu Ende, und das Blatt 
wagte eine erste Bilanz der “deutschen Verluste im Weltkriege”,4 informierte 
aber auch über die französische “Besetzung von Elsass-Lothringen”.5 

Auch die innenpolitische Lage geriet in diesen atemlosen Tagen immer wieder 
neu in Blick. In der Sonntags-Sonderausgabe, die nach dem Rücktritt des Kaisers 
herauskam, war von einer politischen “Neuordnung im Reiche” die Rede.6 Die 
Schlagzeilen der nächsten Tage kündeten von der Ausrufung der “Republik”,7 
von “Drei Tage[n] Revolution” in Berlin und von der “Bildung der neuen 
sozialdemokratischen Regierung”. Dazu prangte auf der Titelseite das Bild von 
Friedrich Ebert, dem Mehrheitssozialdemokraten und künftigen 
Reichspräsidenten.8 

 
1  Dieser Beitrag ist die erweiterte Fassung des Vortrags, den der Verfasser zur 
Hermannsburger Tagung “Wendezeit Weltkrieg /The First World War as a Turning 
Point” beisteuerte. 
2 Cellesche Zeitung (= CZ) 9.11.1918. 
3 CZ 11.11.1918 und 12.11.1918. 
4 CZ 21.11.1918. 
5 CZ 16.11.1918. 
6 CZ 10.11.1918. 
7 CZ 11.11.1918. 
8 CZ 12.11.1918. 
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Aufregend war auch die Entwicklung in Celle selbst. Hier hatte sich bereits am 
7. November ein Arbeiter- und Soldatenrat formiert,9 der freilich schnell zur 
Zusammenarbeit mit den städtischen Behörden fand. Schon am 10. November 
1918 kam die beruhigende Bekanntmachung heraus, “dass die 
Lebensmittelversorgung in dem bisherigen Rahmen sichergestellt ist”. 
Außerdem wurde “Gerüchten” entgegengetreten, dass der “ungehemmte 
Zahlungsverkehr” der Banken in Gefahr sei.10 

Es lässt sich vermuten, dass alle diese Nachrichten in der Hermannsburger 
Missionszentrale besonders genau gelesen wurden. Hier, im kleinen Heideort 
Hermannsburg mit seinen damals knapp 2.000 Einwohnern,11 liefen die Fäden 
einer umfassenden Missionsarbeit zusammen. Das galt jedenfalls für die Zeit vor 
dem Weltkrieg. Jetzt waren die meisten Missionsseminaristen im Kriegsdienst, 
im Missionshaus befand sich ein Reservelazarett,12 und auch die Arbeitszweige 
in Übersee waren vom Krieg betroffen: In Südafrika waren einige Missionare 
interniert bzw. an der Arbeit auf den Stationen gehindert.13 Die Indienarbeit 
hatten die Hermannsburger einer US-amerikanischen Missionsgesellschaft 
überlassen,14 und die kurz vor dem Krieg geplante Kolonialmission in Deutsch-
Ostafrika stand nach der britischen Eroberung dieser Kolonie auf dem Spiel.15 
Umso drängender war die Frage, was das Kriegsende bringen würde. 

Der erste Kommentar, den der damalige Missionsdirektor Georg Haccius (1847–
1926) zur aktuellen Lage gab, klang düster und erschüttert. Die Lage sei “dunkel 
und sorgenvoll”, schrieb er im Dezember 1918 im Hermannsburger 
Missionsblatt: “Sie verdunkelt uns den Blick und beschwert uns das Herz.”16 In 
einem mehrseitigen Artikel zählt er gleich mehrere Sorgen und Probleme auf. 
Als erstes nennt er den Ausgang des Krieges, ohne konkret auf die Folgen des 

 
9  Mijndert Bertram. 1992. Celle – Eine deutsche Stadt vom Kaiserreich zur 
Bundesrepublik, 1. Band, Celle: Eigenverlag der Stadt Celle, S. 53–55. 
10 CZ 11.11.1918. 
11 1900 hatte Hermannsburg genau 1792 Einwohner (Art. Hermannsburg, in: Brockhaus‘ 
Kleines Konversations-Lexikon, Leipzig 51911, S. 792). 
12 Hermannsburger Missionsblatt (= HMB) 1919, S. 183. 
13 HMB 1918, S. 200f. 
14 Hugald Grafe. 2000. Die Arbeit in Indien, in: Ernst-August LÜDEMANN u. a. 2000. 
(Hrsg.). Vision: Gemeinde weltweit. 150 Jahre Hermannsburger Mission und Ev.-luth. 
Missionswerk in Niedersachsen, Hermannsburg: Verlag der Missionshandlung, S. 401–
405. 
15  HMB 1918, S. 203. Dieses Missionsprojekt wurde nach dem Ende des Ersten 
Weltkriegs letztlich nicht weitergeführt (Martin Tamcke: Die Missionsanstalt 
Hermannsburg in Deutschland bis 1959, in: Lüdemann u. a. (s. o.), S. 78f. 
16 HMB 1918, S. 197.  
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Waffenstillstands zu sprechen zu kommen. Vielmehr versucht sich der Missions-
direktor an einer weltanschaulich-theologischen Deutung der von ihm bitter 
empfundenen Niederlage. Das Kernproblem ist für ihn die “Verzagtheit und 
Verbitterung” in der Heimat und die “Verbreitung revolutionärer Strömungen 
[…] besonders von Osten her”.17 Dieser Geist hätte den “Geist von 1914”, also 
die Euphorie des Kriegsbeginns, überlagert und die deutschen Truppen 
geschwächt. Den Grund des Scheiterns sieht er nicht in militärischen 
Fehlentscheidungen, sondern in der Abkehr von “Vaterlandsliebe”, 
“monarchische[m] Sinn”, “Pflichttreue und Lebenskraft”, letztlich in “Unglaube 
und Unsittlichkeit”. Damit sieht er das Volk vor der Alternative: entweder ein 
Leben unter dem geistig-politischen Einfluss “Russland[s]” – oder die “Buße”, 
die Umkehr zu Gott.18  

Man tut dem Hermannsburger Missionsdirektor bestimmt nicht Unrecht, wenn 
man konstatiert: Hier meldet sich ein politisch konservativer Theologe, der in 
monarchischen Vorstellungen zuhause ist und für den die Zäsur vom November 
1918 eine tiefe Krise darstellt. Umso spannender ist die Frage, ob die 
Missionsanstalt dann auch in der neuen Weimarer Republik ein Zuhause finden 
konnte – und wie sie mit ihrer Arbeit auf die neue gesellschaftliche Situation 
reagierte.19  

2. In einem konservativen Milieu verwurzelt 

Die Hermannsburger Mission war tief in jenem konservativen Milieu verwurzelt, 
das Frank Bösch am Beispiel des Landkreises Celle so eindrucksvoll beschrieben 
hat.20 Als Kennzeichen für eine konservative Haltung und Lebenspraxis lässt 
sich mit Bösch das Zusammenspiel von drei “Deutungsmustern” ansehen. Bösch 

 
17 HMB 1918, S. 197f. 
18 HMB 1918, S. 198. 
19  Die folgenden Ausführungen konzentrieren sich auf die Verbindung der 
Missionsanstalt zum konservativen Milieu und auf die konservativen Innovationen, die 
die Mission im Gefolge des Weltkriegsendes initiierte. Zur Haltung der Missionsanstalt 
zur außenpolitischen Situation nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg und zum Vertrag von 
Versailles s. Gunther Schendel. 2009. Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg und der 
Nationalsozialismus. Der Weg einer lutherischen Milieuinstitution zwischen Weimarer 
Republik und Nachkriegszeit, (Quellen und Beiträge zur Geschichte der Hermannsburger 
Mission und des Ev.-luth. Missionswerkes in Niedersachsen, Bd. 16), Münster: Lit, S. 
76–78. 
20 Frank Bösch (unter Mitarbeit von Helge Matthiesen). 2002. Das konservative Milieu. 
Vereinskultur und lokale Sammlungspolitik in ost- und westdeutschen Regionen (1900–
1960), Göttingen: Wallstein. 
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nennt hier die “Hochschätzung christlich geprägter Werte und Bräuche”, die 
“Verbundenheit mit der engeren und weiteren Heimat” (kombiniert mit der 
Verstellung von der “Überlegenheit der eigenen Gruppe”) sowie die 
Orientierung an einem “Gesellschaftsentwurf, der eine harmonisch 
berufsständische und eher elitär geführte Gemeinschaft bevorzugt”.21 

Mit dieser Definition lässt sich das konservative Milieu von den anderen großen 
Milieus unterscheiden, die die Gesellschaft der Kaiserzeit und der Weimarer 
Republik prägten: vom katholischen, sozialistischen und liberalen Milieu.22 Eine 
lutherische Grundierung, ein emphatischer Heimatbegriff und eine intensive 
Vernetzung durch Vereine und Verbände zeichnete dieses konservative Milieu 
auch im Landkreis Celle aus.  

Kennzeichnend für die Art und Weise, wie die Missionsanstalt in diesem Milieu 
verwurzelt war, ist die personelle Zusammensetzung des Missionsausschusse.23 
Ende 1918 dominierten in diesem Leitungsgremium der Missionsanstalt zwei 
Gruppen: Die eine Hälfte der ordentlichen Mitglieder rekrutierte sich aus 
regionalen Hofbesitzern und anderen Vertretern der ländlichen Mittelschicht 
(Mühlenbesitzer, Hauswirt); alle stammten aus Hermannsburg und Umgebung. 
Die andere Hälfte bestand aus Pastoren und leitenden Geistlichen aus 
Landeskirche und lutherischer Freikirche; zwei dieser Kirchenmänner 
repräsentierten die Unterstützerkreise der Mission außerhalb der Lüneburger 
Heide. Unter den leitenden Geistlichen befand sich auch Generalsuperintendent 
Johannes Schwerdtmann (1861–1922), der als Konsistorialrat zugleich Mitglied 
der Kirchenleitung in Hannover war.24 Juristischen Sachverstand und politische 
Erfahrung konnte Erhard Graf von Wedel (1861–1931) beisteuern, der bis zu 

 
21  Bösch. Das konservative Milieu (wie Anm. 20), S. 15. Vgl. die ähnliche 
Konservatismusdefinition von Sven-Uwe Schmitz. 2009. Konservativismus. Lehrbuch, 
Wiesbaden: Springer, S. 12–16. 
22 Das sind die Milieus, die Bösch: Das konservative Milieu (wie Anm. 20), S. 12, unter 
Rekurs auf den klassischen Aufsatz von M. Rainer Lepsius nennt: Parteiensystem und 
Sozialstruktur. Zum Problem der Demokratisierung der deutschen Gesellschaft, in: 
Wilhelm Abel u. a. (Hrsg.). 1966. Wirtschaft, Geschichte und Wirtschaftsgeschichte 
(Festschrift Friedrich Lütge), Stuttgart: G. Fischer S. 371–393. – Milieus lassen sich mit 
Bösch definieren als “soziale Gruppen, die nicht allein ähnliche materielle Interessen 
aufweisen, sondern sich durch eine gemeinsame, kulturell verbundene Lebensweise 
auszeichnen” und durch ein mehr oder weniger dichtes “Organisationsnetz” verbunden 
sind (Bösch, S. 11). 
23 Zusammensetzung nach Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg 1919. Bericht über das Jahr 
1918, Hermannsburg 1919, S. 22f. 
24 Ernst Schering: Johannes Schwerdtmann. Ein bedeutender Mann der Kirche und der 
Diakonie zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts, in: Hannoversche Geschichtsblätter, NF 
43/1989, S. 128–177. 
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dessen Auflösung im November 1918 dem Preußischen Herrenhaus angehört 
hatte.25 

Damit signalisierte die Zusammensetzung des Missionsausschusses einerseits 
die enge Verbindung zu den Unterstützerkirchen, andererseits aber auch die 
Verwurzelung im ländlich-konservativen Milieu der Lüneburger Heide: Die 
Missionsanstalt verstand sich dezidiert als “Bauernmission”, als “Mission des 
‚geringen‘ Volkes” 26  wobei die nichtbäuerliche Unterschicht im Leitungs-
gremium der Mission nicht vertreten war. 

3. Pragmatische Reaktionen auf die neue Republik 

Ein wichtiges Signal für die Sammlung des Celler konservativen Milieus nach 
Kriegsende war der Aufruf der Deutsch-hannoverschen Partei (DHP) für die 
Wahl zur Nationalversammlung am 19. Januar 1919. Der Wahlaufruf, den diese 
konservative Regionalpartei in der Woche vor der Wahl in der Celleschen 
Zeitung erscheinen ließ, 27  trug auch den Namen zweier Hermannsburger 
Missionsvertreter: Neben Missionsdirektor Haccius unterzeichnete Pastor 
Maximilian Harms (1863–1919) den Aufruf; Harms war “Hausvater” am 
Missionsseminar und Mitglied im Missionsausschuss, dem Leitungsgremium 
der Missionsanstalt.28  

Von Haccius ist seine lebenslange Nähe zum ehemaligen hannoverschen 
Königshaus bekannt: Er stand zu den Welfen schon seit Beginn seiner 
Pfarramtstätigkeit in persönlichem Kontakt und hatte der im Exil lebenden 
Königin z. B. 1894 ausdrücklich versichert, für die Rückkehr des Königshauses 
zu beten.29 Außerdem war die Verbundenheit zwischen dem Welfenhaus und der 

 
25  Art. Erhard von Wedel, in: Wikipedia, online: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Erhard_von_Wedel (Stand: 18.12.2018). 
26 Christoph Schomerus: Die Heidenmission in der Heide, in: Julius Richter (Hrsg.). 
1935. Das Buch der deutschen Weltmission, Gotha: Leopold Kloß Verlag, S. 214. 
27 CZ 7.1.1919. 
28  Zu Max(imilian) Harms vgl.: Hartwig F. Harms. 2015. Profilierte Lehrer am 
Missionsseminar um die Jahrhundertwende: Alwin Wagner und Friedrich Raeder, in 
Jobst Reller (Hrsg.): Ausbildung für Mission. Das Missionsseminar Hermannsburg von 
1849 bis 2012, Berlin: Lit, S. 186, Anm. 23. – Zu seiner Mitgliedschaft im 
Missionsausschuss siehe: Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg: Bericht über das Jahr 1918, 
Hermannsburg 1919, S. 22f. 
29 Ernst Schering. 1990. Tradition – Krise – Erneuerung. Wirken und Persönlichkeit des 
Missionsdirektors D. Georg Haccius, in: Reinhart Müller (Bearbeiter). 1990. Georg 
Haccius. Leben und Werk. Referate des Ludwig-Harms-Symposion 1990 (QBGHM 5), 
Hermannsburg: Missionshandlung, S. 30–48, S. 35 und 37. 
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Missionsanstalt eng.30 Trotzdem ist es bemerkenswert, wie schnell Haccius und 
Harms sich jetzt auf die neue Situation nach der Revolution einstellten. 

Ihre Unterschrift unter dem DHP-Aufruf zeigt, dass sie die politische 
Entwicklung nach dem Ende der Hohenzollernherrschaft an einer Wegscheide 
sahen. Worum es Haccius ging, unterstrich er mit einem Artikel, den er kurz vor 
der Wahl im Missionsblatt erscheinen ließ. Das regionalistische Anliegen (im 
DHP-Aufruf hieß es: “Ein freies Hannover im neuen Deutschland”)31 setzte er 
bei seiner Leserschaft “in Hannoverland” als selbstverständlich voraus und 
sprach von der Hoffnung auf “Befreiung von der Vergewaltigung Preußens und 
von dem verderblichen Einfluss Berlins”.32 Offenbar sah er (genauso wie viele 
andere aus der Missionsgemeinde) jetzt die Chance, die Annexion von 1866 und 
den ungeliebten preußischen Einfluss durch eine Föderalisierung des Reichs zu 
korrigieren.33 Diese Hoffnung auf der Etablierung eines selbständigen Teilstaats 
Hannover erfüllte sich 1924 bei der entsprechenden Volksabstimmung nicht.34 
Trotzdem gehörte gerade Hermannsburg auch nach 1924 zu den Hochburgen der 
welfentreuen DHP35, und als das welfische Herzogspaar die Missionsanstalt kurz 
vor deren 75. Gründungtag besuchte und von Haccius öffentlich willkommen 
geheißen wurde, war “eine Menge wie beim Missionsfest […] von nah und fern 
herbeigekommen.”36  

Dringender als die politische Unabhängigkeit von Preußen war für Haccius 
jedoch die Frage, wie die in der Luft liegende “Trennung von Staat und Kirche” 
vonstatten gehen würde.37 Er äußerte die Hoffnung auf eine “selbständige freie 
evangelisch-lutherische Kirche Hannovers” 38  bzw. eine “vom Staat freie 

 
30 U. a. hatte Princess Mary von Hannover 1902 mit einer Großspende den Bau der 
Christianschule gefördert (HMB 1902, S. 205). 
31 CZ 7.1.1919. 
32 HMB 1919, S. 6. 
33 So die Forderung im Aufruf (CZ 7.1.1919). 
34 Zum Scheitern der Vorabstimmung s. Wolfram Pyta.1996. Dorfgemeinschaft und 
Parteipolitik 1918–1933. Die Verschränkung von Milieu und Parteien in den 
protestantischen Landgebieten Deutschlands in der Weimarer Republik (Beiträge zur 
Geschichte des Parlamentarismus und der politischen Parteien, Bd. 106), Düsseldorf: 
Droste, S. 321. Celle-Land und Bremervörde waren die einzigen Landkreise, in denen 
die Volksabstimmung eine Mehrheit erbrachte (Günther Franz. 1953. Die politischen 
Wahlen in Niedersachsen 1867 bis 1949, Bremen-Horn: W. Dorn, S. 106). 
35 Zu den Wahlergebnissen der DHP in Hermannsburg und im Landkreis Celle-Land s. 
Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 19), S. 101. 
36 HMB 1924, S. 142. 
37 HMB 1919, S. 5. 
38 HMB 1919, S. 6. 
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Bekenntniskirche”.39 Damit sah er die Gelegenheit gekommen, die (gerade in 
Hermannsburg stark vertretenen) lutherischen “Freikirchen” und die bisher 
“unfreie Staatskirche” in einer Kirche zu vereinigen.40  

Trotz dieser pragmatischen Bereitschaft, die Chancen der neuen politischen 
Situation zu nutzen, warnte er allerdings davor, dass die “Trennung von Staat 
und Kirche gewaltsam überstürzt wird.” Seine Sorge galt einer 
“widerchristlich[en]” Regierung.41  Darum warb er auch im Missionsblatt so 
intensiv für die Teilnahme an der Wahl zur Nationalversammlung; seine Ziele 
waren eine “Obrigkeit und ein Staatswesen […], in dem das Recht und die 
Ordnung, christliche Zucht und Sitte herrschen, und in dem man unsere höchsten 
und unsere besten Schätze uns nicht nehmen kann.”42 

Hier zog Haccius eine klare Trennlinie zu Konzepten, nach denen das 
Christentum zur Privatsache erklärt werden sollte. Die neue preußische 
Regierung hatte sich ausdrücklich die “Trennung von Kirche und Staat” auf die 
Fahne geschrieben.43 Für Konfliktstoff sorgte damals in konservativen und in 
katholischen Kreisen die neue Schulpolitik, die mit der Beseitigung der 
kirchlichen Schulaufsicht und der Abschaffung des Schulgebets auf eine schnelle 
Trennung von Schule und Kirche hinarbeitete. 44  Auf diesen neuen 
schulpolitischen Kurs bezog sich auch der von Haccius und Harms 
unterzeichnete Wahlaufruf der DHP, wenn er die “ungehinderte Einpflanzung 
des Christentums in die Herzen unserer Kinder” forderte.45 In der kirchennahen 
Elternbewegung, die sich in den folgenden Jahren für den Fortbestand der 
Bekenntnisschulen einsetzte, spielte übrigens ein leitender Mitarbeiter der 
Missionsanstalt eine führende Rolle: Karl Habenicht (1873–1955), der Leiter der 
missionseigenen Christianschule in Hermannsburg, war Vorsitzender des ev.-
luth. Landesschulvereins für Hannover (gegründet 1921).46 Sein Ziel war die 

 
39 HMB 1919, S. 178. 
40 HMB 1919, S. 6. 
41 HMB 1919, S. 5. 
42 HMB 1919, S. 5f. 
43 Vgl. den Aufruf der neuen preußischen Regierung “An das preußische Volk” vom 
13.11.1918 (Hermann Giesecke: Zur Schulpolitik der Sozialdemokraten in Preußen und 
im Reich 1918/19, in: Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 13/1965, S. 165). 
44 Verordnung über den Religionsunterricht vom 29.11.1918. Vgl. Giesecke: Zur 
Schulpolitik [wie Anm. 43], S. 164). 
45 CZ 7.1.1919. 
46 Archiv des Ev.-luth. Missionswerks in Niedersachsen (=Ar.ELM) SiH 1 u. SiH sowie 
HMB 1922, S. 216. – Daneben gab es noch den Landeselternbund (Hans-Walter 
Krumwiede.1996. Kirchengeschichte Niedersachsens, Bd. 2: 19. Jahrhundert–1948, 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, S. 435). 
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Einflussnahme auf die Schulpolitik der Ev.-luth. Landeskirche Hannovers,47 
aber auch die Mobilisierung bewusst lutherischer Eltern für die Wahl der von der 
Regierung neu eingeführten Elternbeiräte.48  

Diese politischen Äußerungen und Positionierungen zeigen ein Doppeltes: Sie 
belegen die konfessionell-konservative Grundrichtung der Missionsanstalt. Sie 
offenbaren aber auch die pragmatische Bereitschaft leitender Missionsvertreter, 
sich in der Gründungsphase der Weimarer Republik der neuen demokratischen 
Möglichkeiten zu bedienen, um die Weichen doch noch im eigenen Sinne zu 
stellen. Auch wenn Haccius 1924 nach dem triumphalen Empfang des 
Herzogspaars in Hermannsburg ostentativ eine unpolitische Haltung zur Schau 
stellte (“Es hatte mit der Politik nichts zu tun […]”), zeigt das Agieren leitender 
Missionsvertreter in der Anfangsphase der Weimarer Republik ein bewusstes 
politisches Vorgehen, das auch eine parteipolitische Positionierung beinhaltete. 
Das wesentliche Grundmotiv für dieses Agieren war die Sorge vor einer 
voranschreitenden Säkularisierung, daneben auch die Sympathie für die 
Selbständigkeit Hannovers. 

In den kritischen Augen der Hermannsburger Missionsvertreter war die 
Säkularisierung jedoch nur schwer aufzuhalten. Das war jedenfalls das 
skeptische Fazit, das Christoph Schomerus (1871–1944), Haccius´ Nachfolger 
im Amt des Missionsdirektors, in den letzten Jahren der Weimarer Republik zog. 
1931 kritisierte er die religiöse Neutralität des Staates und der gesellschaftlichen 
Öffentlichkeit und sprach davon, dass “ein Gebiet des öffentlichen Lebens nach 
dem anderen […] dem Einfluss des Christentums und der Kirche entzogen” 
werde. Als Beispiele nannte er “die Schule, die völlig dem Einflussbereich der 
Kirche entzogen ist”, “die christliche Liebestätigkeit, der eine staatliche und 
kommunale Wohlfahrtspflege immer mehr das Wasser abzugrabensucht”, sowie 
die Bereiche von “Kunst, Wissenschaft, Presse, Politik”.49 Hier wird nicht nur 
ein düsteres Bild der Trennung von Staat und Kirche gezeichnet (das den 
Kompromissen und Zugeständnissen der Weimarer Reichsverfassung kaum 
gerecht wird). Sondern es fehlt hier auch die Perspektive der politischen 
Mitwirkung, die Haccius und andere in den ersten Jahren der Weimarer Republik 
durchaus gesehen und artikuliert hatten.  

Zwar gibt es auch aus den letzten Jahren der Republik Beispiele für politisches 
Engagement – der Hermannsburger Volksmissionar Wilhelm Schmidt (1892-
1985) kandidierte 1929 bei den hannoverschen Provinziallandtagswahlen für die 

 
47 Vgl. Kirchliche Zeitschrift, Band 46, 1922, Seite 305. 
48 Vgl. z. B. Wolfgang Buhr. 2016. Chronik der Kirchengemeinde Eschede im “Dritten 
Reich”: “Deutsche Christen am Werk”, Norderstedt: Book on Demand, S. 143. 
49 Christoph Schomerus: Unser Recht zur Heidenmission, in AELKZ 1931, S. 104. 
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konfessionell-konservative Neugründung Christlich-sozialer Volksdienst 
(CSVD). 50 Was überwog, war jedoch die Distanz zur Parteipolitik. So kritisierte 
der damalige Kondirektor Winfried Wickert (1885–1963) im Jahr 1931 die 
politischen “Massenversammlungen” der Zeit; er sah es als klares 
Krisenzeichen, “dass ein Volk, um seine Geschicke zu leiten, die Leidenschaften 
aufpeitschen muss, sich der Masse ausliefern muss.”51 Und Missionsdirektor 
Schomerus warnte die Hermannsburger Volksmissionare im selben Jahr in 
einem internen Schreiben davor, sich “in das heutige parteipolitische Wesen” zu 
mischen, und nannte dabei nicht nur die faschistische NSDAP, sondern auch den 
CSVD.52  

Diese Distanz zur Parteipolitik fiel in die Endphase der Weimarer Republik, in 
der nicht nur die politische Polarisierung zunahm, sondern auch die bislang 
stärksten Parteien des niedersächsischen konservativen Milieus, die DHP und 
die DNVP, massiv an Stimmen verloren. 53  Das vom Missionsdirektor 
ausgesprochene Distanzgebot richtete sich vor allem gegen zwei Konkurrenz-
parteien dieser bisherigen Milieuparteien. 54  Offensichtlich bewegte die 
Missionsleitung die Sorge, in einem ohnehin schon polarisierten Milieu nicht 
noch weiter zu polarisieren bzw. einseitig einer Richtung zugerechnet zu werden. 
Solche Sorgen kannte Haccius zu Beginn der Weimarer Republik nicht, als die 
Sammlung des konservativen Milieus auf der Agenda stand und er sich offen an 
dieser “Sammlungspolitik”55 beteiligte. 

 
50 S. den Abdruck des Stimmzettels im Stader Tageblatt, 16.11.1929 (freundlich zur 
Verfügung gestellt durch das Nds. Landesarchiv/Staatsarchiv Stade). Vgl. Wilhelm 
Schmidt, Typoskript: “Zeitbilder und -schilderungen aus der Hermannsburger 
Volkmissionsarbeit in Brest-Reith”, S. 33, Ar.ELM HA 641 W. Schmidt, Bd. III. Zum 
CSVD s. die Monographie von Günter Opitz.1969. Der christlich-soziale Volksdienst 
(Beiträge zur Geschichte des Parlamentarismus und der politischen Parteien, Bd. 37), 
Düsseldorf: Droste, sowie Kurt Nowak. 1988. Evangelische Kirche und Weimarer 
Republik. Zum politischen Weg des deutschen Protestantismus zwischen 1918 und 1932, 
2. Auflage Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, S. 262–271. 
51 HMB 1931, S. 77. 
52  Schomerus an die Volks- und Heimatmissionare der Hermannsburger Mission, 
15.12.1931, Ar.ELM Dir. 68. Genauer gesagt warnte Schomerus vor einem Engagement 
bei dem “Christlichen Volksdienst”, der seit 1929 im CSVD aufgegangen war. 
53 Zu den Wahlergebnissen s. Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 
19), S. 103–106. 
54 Das Engagement in den bisherigen Milieuparteien DHP und DNVP wurde nicht eigens 
problematisiert. 
55 Terminus nach Bösch, Das konservative Milieu (wie Anm. 20), S. 3. 
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4. “Demokratisierung” und die Gründung der Volkshochschule 

Das interessanteste Beispiel für Haccius‛ zupackend-pragmatische Grundhal-
tung ist die Eröffnung der Hermannsburger Volkshochschule im Jahr 1919. Ihre 
Etablierung begründete der Missionsdirektor ein halbes Jahr nach der 
Novemberrevolution mit der Absicht, auf diese Weise einen Beitrag zur 
politischen Bildung und Partizipation zu leisten. “Die Jugend unserer ländlichen 
Bevölkerung”, so schrieb er im Frühjahr 1919, “bedarf in der heutigen Zeit mehr 
als je zuvor einer Bereicherung und Vertiefung ihrer Bildung und verlangt 
danach, damit sie den vermehrten Aufgaben der Zeit gewachsen ist und im 
Gemeindeleben, im Staatswesen und in der Kirche mitraten und mitarbeiten 
kann.” Dass Haccius hier speziell die Bildung des “Landvolk[s]” in den Blick 
nahm, begründete er mit dem großen Einfluss der “Städte” und der gut 
organisierten “Arbeiterbewegung”. Um hier nicht “zurückgedrängt” zu werden, 
sollten Angehörige des ländlich-konservativen Milieus für gesellschaftlich-
politisches Engagement geschult werden.56 Das politische Feld sollte nicht nur 
den Milieus überlassen werden, die ihre Stärke in der Revolution und beim Weg 
zur politischen Neuordnung gezeigt hatten. 

Damit steht hinter der Gründung der Volkshochschule ein doppeltes Ziel: die 
politische Mündigkeit der Landbevölkerung, aber auch die Sicherung ihres 
gesamtgesellschaftlichen Einflusses. Interessant ist nun, dass Haccius das Motiv 
der Erziehung zur Mündigkeit schon kurz vor der Epochenscheide der 
Novemberrevolution formuliert hatte; im Sommer 1918 schrieb er in 
bemerkenswerter Deutlichkeit: “Je mehr in Deutschland die Selbstverwaltung 
und die Demokratisierung zunimmt, desto wichtiger ist es, dass wir unsere 
ländliche Bevölkerung zur Mitarbeit heranbilden und erziehen. […] Nicht die 
Behörden allein, sondern das Volk, von dem sie ein Teil sind, soll die 
Entwicklung bestimmen, tragen und fördern. Vorstellungen von dem 
beschränkten Untertanenverstand, von dem allmächtigen Landrat, von der 
Pastorenkirche und dergleichen müssen verschwinden.”57  

Haccius präsentiert sich hier als ein aufmerksamer Zeitgenosse, der die damals 
absehbare Demokratisierung des politischen Lebens 58  nicht nur fatalistisch 

 
56 HMB 1919, S. 109. 
57  Georg Haccius: Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule für unser 
Landvolk in der Heide (Sommer 1918), als Manuskript gedruckt 1919. Zit. nach: 
Johannes Hasselhorn (Hrsg.). 1969. Bildung und Bindung. Festschrift zur 50-Jahrfeier 
der Niedersächsischen Lutherischen Volkshochschule Hermannsburg, Hermannsburg. 
Missionshandlung, S. 14f. 
58 Diese Demokratisierung war spätestens seit der Osterbotschaft des deutschen Kaisers 
vom 18.4.1917 absehbar, wenn auch auf die Nachkriegszeit verschoben (Ersetzung des 
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hinnimmt, sondern der die neue Gesellschaft auch mitgestalten will. Sehr 
deutlich formuliert er eine autoritätskritische Spitze gegen die Allmacht von 
Landrat und Pastor, die zu seiner konservativ-monarchistischen Gesinnung 
schlecht zu passen scheint. Freilich stand Haccius mit seinen Forderungen 
damals nicht alleine: Die Abgrenzung von der “Pastorenkirche” und das 
Plädoyer für die “Laienkirche” bzw. die “Volkskirche” war bereits vor 1918 in 
der Dorfkirchen- und in der Gemeindebewegung formuliert worden.59 Und mit 
der Kritik am “allmächtigen Landrat” markiert Haccius eine Position, die gerade 
in deutsch-hannoverschen Kreisen verbreitet gewesen sein dürfte: Der Landrat 
war im Kaiserreich ein “politischer Beamter” und “hatte als Verkörperung einer 
regierungstreuen – in Preußen konservativen – Politik darauf zu achten, dass in 
seinem Wahlkreis bei Wahlen die Interessen der Regierung begünstigt 
würden.“60 

Trotzdem ist es äußerst bemerkenswert, dass Haccius sich derart autoritätskri-
tisch positioniert; darum hat man sein Konzept als ein Konzept 
“emanzipatorische[r] Bildung” bezeichnet und sogar mit den fortgeschrittensten 
Erwachsenenbildungskonzepten seiner Zeit (Buber, Rosenstock-Huessy) 
verglichen.61 Haccius´ Stichwortgeber für die Begründung der Volkshochschule 
war ein führender Sympathisant der Dorfkirchenbewegung, nämlich der 
Fischerhuder Pastor Georg Holthusen (1874–1947), der sich intensiv mit dem 
Volkshochschulkonzept N.F.S. Grundtvigs (1783–1872) beschäftigte. 62  Im 
Januar 1918 hatte Holthusen in einem Schreiben an Haccius gefragt: “ […] wie 
kann unser Landvolk für die mit der Reform der inneren Politik verbundene 
Erweiterung der Rechte des Einzelnen und der zunehmenden Demokratisierung 

 
preußischen Dreiklassenwahlrechts durch allgemeine und gleiche Wahlen). Vgl. Hans-
Ulrich Wehler. 2009. Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte 1914–1949, Bonn: Bundeszen-
trale für politische Bildung, S. 136.  
59 Aufruf des Gemeindetags zum Reformationsjahr 1917 (nach Christian Möller.1987. 
Lehre vom Gemeindeaufbau, Band 1: Konzepte Programme Wege, 2. Auflage 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, S. 147), sowie: Paul Drews: Die Dorfkirche, in: 
Evangelische Freiheit 1908, S. 454 (nach Angela Treiber. 2004. Volkskunde und 
evangelische Theologie. Die Dorfkirchenbewegung 1907–1945, Köln u.a.: Böhlau, S. 
366). 
60 Ulrich Brohm. 2013. “König in seinem Kreise”. Die Tätigkeit des Landrates Gustav 
Albrecht im Landkreis Uelzen 1897–1929, Uelzen: Landkreis Uelzen, S. 28.  
61  Martin Müller: Die Idee der Volkshochschule bei D. Georg Haccius, in: Jürgen 
Schneider (Hrsg.). 1994. Bildung zum Leben. Das Buch zum 75jährigen Bestehen der 
Heimvolkshochschule Hermannsburg, Hermannsburg: Missionshandlung, S. 72f. 
62  Er war Vorsitzender der “Freunde der Volkskirche”, die 1916 eine Tagung zu 
Grundtvig bzw. zur Grundtvigrezeption veranstalteten (Müller: Die Idee [wie Anm. 61), 
S. 64). 
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reifer gemacht werden und befähigt[,] den mit Macht aufs Land strömenden 
Einflüssen zu widerstehen[?]”. 63  Das Stichwort von der zunehmenden 
Demokratisierung hat Haccius in seiner markanten Äußerung vom Sommer 1918 
direkt übernommen. Für wichtiger als die Abhaltung der von Holthusen 
genannten negativen “Einflüsse” hielt er jedoch die politische Stärkung der 
Landbevölkerung, damit diese von der Stadtbevölkerung nicht dominiert und 
“dienstbar” gemacht werde.64  

Damit kombinierte Haccius in seinem Modell der Volkshochschule einen 
befähigenden und aktivierenden Impuls (dem auch die dezidiert religiöse 
Ausrichtung dienen sollte)65 mit dem Gedanken politischer Selbstbehauptung. 
Der erste Schulleiter, Dr. Ernst Möller (1869–1948) brachte dieses Konzept auf 
dem Missionsfest 1919 wie folgt auf den Punkt: “Wir möchten Männer 
heranbilden, die geschult in unseres Volkes Geschichte und vertraut mit seiner 
Verfassung und seiner Lage die Gegenwart verstehen und imstande sind, 
mitanzufassen beim Aufbau unseres Volkes, zu Nutz und Frommen unserer 
bäuerlichen Länder. Das Bauerntum ist nun einmal der gesunde Boden allen 
Volkstums und muss deshalb in dem Leben des Staates seine angemessene 
Vertretung haben. Dazu bedarf es Männer, die aus ihm entsprossen sind und in 
ihm stehen und die Fähigkeiten dazu erworben haben. ”66  

Möller setzt hier zwei bemerkenswerte Akzente. Zum einen streicht er die 
Bedeutung gebildeter Milieuvertreter heraus: Es ging also nicht nur um 
Breitenbildung, sondern um die Bildung einer Funktionselite, die die Interessen 
des Milieus nach außen vertreten kann. 67  Und zum anderen betont er die 
Bedeutung von “Bauerntum”, “Volkstum” – und “Heimat”. Gerade in der 
Rückbesinnung, in der Konversion zur gottgegebenen Heimat sieht er einen 
guten Weg, um wieder “neues Leben” für das “Volk” zu gewinnen.68 In dieser 

 
63 Holthusen an Haccius, 7.1.1918, Ar.ELM Akten Heimvolkshochschule, Akte Nr. 1. 
64 Haccius: Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule (wie Anm. 57), S. 14. 
65 Die Vermittlung religiöser Bildung sollte auch dem Engagement in der Kirche im 
Sinne der Gemeindebewegung dienen: “Wir wollen ihr [der Jugend] zeigen, was sie an 
ihrer Kirche hat, dass diese nicht tot ist, sondern dass sie lebt, und wollen sie zur 
Teilnahme an ihrem Leben im Gottesdienst, im Gemeindewesen und in der 
Liebestätigkeit erziehen.” (Haccius: Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule 
[wie Anm. 57], S. 17). 
66 HMB 1919, S. 173. 
67 Damit ging es um mehr als um die Ausbildung von “Milieumanager[n]” zum Dienst  
“in den Gemeinden” (Bösch: Das konservative Milieu [wie Anm. 20], S. 96). 
68 HMB 1919, S. 172. 
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Herausstellung der Heimat erinnert Möller an die entsprechenden Diskurse der 
Dorfkirchenbewegung.69  

Auch für Haccius spielte dieser Heimatbezug eine wesentliche Rolle, wobei er 
bei seinem Konzept einer “Niedersächsischen lutherischen Volkshochschule” 
bewusst die Verbindung von “gesunden ländlichen Verhältnissen” und 
“christliche[r] Sitte” herausstellte. 70  Diese Verbindung prägte auch seine 
Idealvorstellung von einer guten Gesellschaft. Aufschlussreich ist hier sein 
idealisierender Blick auf das gesellschaftliche Miteinander in Hermannsburg, 
das er im Wesentlichen vom Modus der Gemeinschaft geprägt sieht: “ […] der 
große Bauer übersieht nicht als stolzer Hofbesitzer den ‚kleinen Mann‘, sondern 
der eine ist dem anderen gleich; fast könnte es einem vorkommen, als seien die 
Zustände in Hermannsburg demokratisch, aber es ist die alte gute Sitte und Art, 
und diese ist veredelt durch den christlichen Geist der Glaubensgemeinschaft 
und der Bruderliebe.” 71  In dieser Äußerung, die noch aus der Zeit vor der 
Novemberrevolution stammt, wird das Bild einer harmonischen Dorfgemein-
schaft gezeichnet, in der es trotz aller sozialen Unterschiede eine bestimmte 
Form von Gleichheit gibt, die offenbar in der wechselseitigen Anerkennung 
bestehen soll; mögliche Interessengegensätze und Konflikte sind dabei nicht im 
Blick. Es ist ein sehr idyllisches Bild einer Dorfgesellschaft, das Haccius hier 
zeichnet. Aber gerade deshalb, weil Hermannsburg ein “echt niedersächsisches 
Bauerndorf geblieben” sei, hielt Haccius den Ort zur Ansiedlung einer 
Volkshochschule für besonders geeignet.72  

Damit zeigt das Konzept der Volkshochschule ein doppeltes Gesicht: Der 
Bildungsimpuls war u. a. auf die Mündigkeit und Politikfähigkeit der 
Landbevölkerung ausgerichtet und versprach damit einen bedeutenden 
kompensatorischen Beitrag. Zugleich war dieser Bildungsimpuls aber auch 
durch eine bestimmte Gemeinschaftsvorstellung geprägt, die einen 
“selbstzufriedenen Individualismus” ablehnte 73  und die Gemeinschaft 
ausdrücklich voranstellte. Damit lässt sich nur begrenzt von einem Konzept 
“emanzipatorische[r] Bildung” sprechen,74 auch wenn die Ausbildung an der 
Volkshochschule für die Schülerinnen und Schüler faktisch einen Emanzipa-
tionsgewinn bedeutet haben dürfte. Wichtiger waren den Gründern der Volks-

 
69 Treiber: Volkskunde (wie Anm. 59), S. 60–62 und 199f. 
70 Haccius: Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule (wie Anm. 57), S. 15f. 
71 A. a. O., 16. 
72 Ebd. 
73 Haccius: Eine niedersächsische lutherische Volkshochschule (wie Anm. 57), S. 17 
(hier zitiert er den späteren Reichskanzler Prinz Max von Baden). 
74 Müller: Die Idee [wie Anm. 61], S. 72. 
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hochschule in den Umbruchsjahren 1918 und 1919 aber die Selbstbehauptung 
des Milieus und die Revitalisierung von “Kirche” und “Volk”. 

Mit diesem konservativ unterlegten Programm machten die Gründer ganz 
offensichtlich ein attraktives Angebot: Das zeigte sich im regen Zulauf zur 
Volkshochschule (ab 1922 fanden auch Kurse für Frauen statt)75 und darin, dass 
in den zwanziger Jahren in Niedersachsen ein ganzes “Netz […] 
Hermannsburger Volkshochschulheime” entstand.76 Zustimmung für das von 
Haccius formulierte Programm kam auch vonseiten des Herzogshauses: Für die 
Errichtung der Volkshochschule spendeten sie in der Gründungsphase einen 
erheblichen Betrag.77  

5. Kulturkritik und Erschütterung: Die Gründung der Heimatmission 

Neben den politischen Machtverschiebungen, die mit der Revolution und der 
Etablierung der Weimarer Republik einhergingen, verfolgten die 
Hermannsburger Missionsvertreter auch die geistig-religiösen Veränderungen 
mit besonderer Aufmerksamkeit. Dabei kamen sie meist zu einer äußerst 
kritischen Einschätzung, die die Sprache der Bußpredigt mit Elementen 
konservativer Kulturkritik verband.78 Bereits im Dezember 1918 hatte Haccius 
dem deutschen Volk attestiert, während des Krieges immer tiefer in “Unglauben 
und Unsittlichkeit, in Sünden und Laster” versunken zu sein.79 Diese Tonart 
prägte viele Äußerungen aus der Zeit der Weimarer Republik. 1929 kritisierte 
Kondirektor Wickert die Gegenwart als eine “Zeit des Massenabfalls […]. der 
Kompromisse, des Synkretismus, der Religionsauflösung”80. Ein Jahr später 
sprach ein Mitglied des Missionsausschusses vom “Zerfall der Kultur”, vom 
Verlust von “Sitte und Ordnung”.81  

 
75 Martin Müller: Entwicklungen – Antworten auf Zeichen der Zeit 1918–1971, in: 
Schneider: Bildung zum Leben (wie Anm. 61), S. 204. 
76  Martin Müller / Jürgen Schneider: Hermannsburger Volkshochschulheime, in: 
Schneider: Bildung zum Leben (wie Anm. 61), S. 138. Zur Hermannsburger 
Volkshochschulgenossenschaft für Niedersachsen eGmbH gehörten schließlich acht 
Einrichtungen in Niedersachsen (ebd.).  
77 HMB 1920, S. 142.  
78 Zur Kulturkritik im Kontext der Dorfkirchenbewegung s. Treiber: Volkskunde (wie 
Anm. 59), S. 176f. 
79 HMB 1918, S. 198. 
80 HMB 1929, S. 133. 
81 HMB 1930, S. 145 (Frerich Schnuis). 
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Damit wurden markante konservative ‚Duftmarken‘ gesetzt, die modernitäts-
kritischen Impulsen des Milieus entsprochen haben dürfte.82  Bei den Missions-
vertretern stand hinter der Angst vor Säkularisierung und neuer Lehre aber auch 
die Sorge um die religiöse Vitalität der eigenen Spenderkreise, auf die die 
Missionsanstalt als spendenfinanzierte Privatanstalt 83  elementar angewiesen 
war. Mit dieser Sorge wurde dann auch der zweite Neuaufbruch in der 
Heimatarbeit begründet: die Etablierung einer Hermannsburger Heimat- bzw. 
Volksmission,84 die 1921 zunächst wie ein “Versuchsballon” gestartet wurde,85 
dann zu ihren erfolgreichsten Zeiten jedoch zehn Mitarbeiter in ganz 
Niedersachsen zählte.86  

Missionsdirektor Haccius begründete den Aufbau dieser Arbeit 1923 
ausdrücklich mit dem Hinweis auf das “Überhandnehmen falscher Lehren” und 
dem negativen Einfluss von “Sekten”: “Dadurch werden sie [sc. die 
Gemeindeglieder der lutherischen Kirchen] auch von unserer Mission 
abgezogen, der Kampf um unsere Kirche ist somit auch ein Kampf für unsere 
Mission.” 87  Die weitere Begründung zeigt aber, dass der Aufbau dieses 
Arbeitszweiges auch ein direktes Resultat der Nachkriegslage war.  Damals 
konnten – zunächst wegen der Arbeitsschwierigkeiten in den Missionsgebieten, 
dann wegen der Inflation – längst nicht alle ausgebildeten Missionare in die 
überseeischen Arbeitsgebiete entsandt werden. Darum ging es jetzt ganz 
pragmatisch darum, “neue Arbeit zu suchen”.88 Freilich war die Gründung der 
Volksmissio – die sich wahrscheinlich am Vorbild anderer Initiativen 
orientierte89 – längst nicht nur eine Verlegenheitslösung oder eine Maßnahme 

 
82 Vgl. Bösch: Das konservative Milieu (wie Anm. 20), S. 99. 
83  Statuten der Missionsanstalt von 1856, § 2 (abgedruckt bei Tamcke: Die 
Missionsanstalt [Anm. 15], S. 116). 
84 Zu ihrer Geschichte siehe Wilhelm Schmidt: 50 Jahre Hermannsburger Volksmission, 
in: HMB 1971, S. 105f. 
85 So Haccius nach Wilhelm Schmidt. 1980. ER legte seine Hand auf mich. Bericht eines 
Lebens zwischen Osnabrücker Land und Lüneburger Heide, zwischen Erstem und 
Zweitem Weltkrieg, zwischen Heimatmission und Pfarramt, Hermannsburg: 
Missionshandlung, S. 68. 
86 Christoph Schomerus. 1987. Die Mission – meine Freude (QBGHM, Bd. 1), Erlangen/ 
Hermannsburg: Verlag der Ev.-Luth. Mission, S. 97. 
87 HMB 1923, S. 86 f. 
88 Ebd. 
89 Entsprechende Initiativen gab es damals in der evangelischen Kirche an mehreren 
Stellen. Gerhard Hilbert hatte 1916 eine „kirchliche Volksmission“ gefordert (Heinrich 
Rendtorff: Art. Evangelisation und Volksmission, in: RGG3, Bd. 2, Tübingen 1958, S. 
772). 1917 brachte der Centralausschuss der Inneren Missions Richtlinien für 
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zur Stabilisierung der Spenderbasis. Vielmehr lässt sie sich am besten als eine 
Reaktion auf die existentielle Erschütterung durch den Weltkrieg charakterisie-
ren. Bezeichnend ist, dass die Anregung und Initiative dazu von Missionssemi-
naristen ausging, die den Weltkrieg selber an der Front erlebt hatten. Schon 
während Krieg und Kriegsgefangenschaft hatten Seminaristen auf die “innere 
Haltlosigkeit” und die “religiöse Notlage” des Volkes hingewiesen.90 Offenbar 
hatte die Kriegserfahrung – und damit die Begegnung mit anderen Milieus – den 
Seminaristen die Augen geöffnet, sodass sie jetzt den Relevanzverlust des 
christlichen Glaubens schärfer wahrnahmen.  

Wie tief die Kriegserfahrung den eigenen Glauben und die eigenen Überzeugun-
gen erschüttern konnte, zeigt am deutlichsten das Beispiel von Hermann Bahl-
burg, dem späteren Pionier der Hermannsburger Volksmission. Er kam 1919 als 
ein “innerlich Gelähmter” ins Missionsseminar zurück: “Mir ist während des 
Krieges vieles zerbrochen. Vaterland, Volk, worauf wir so stolz waren, verlor 
für mich ihren Glanz.” Und auch der Glaube war nicht unberührt geblieben. Der 
künftige Volksmissionar schwankte zwischen Glaubens-gewissheit (“ […] ich 
brauche einen Heiland, und Jesus ist mein Heiland”) und Glaubenszweifel (“Mit 
Jesus kann ich nichts mehr anfangen”). Erst nach einem Jahr voller innerer 
Kämpfe gewann die Gewissheit wieder die Oberhand. 91 

Eine solche Stimme ist deshalb so bemerkenswert, weil sie überraschende 
Zwischentöne erkennen lässt. Sie zeigt, wie tief die existentielle Erschütterung 
durch den Weltkrieg gehen konnte, so dass auch “Gott” und “Vaterland”, die 
Höchstwerte des konservativen Milieus, fraglich wurden. Damit zeigt diese 
Stimme, dass es neben den offiziellen Stellungnahmen der Mission auch 
alternative Perspektiven gab, die sich nicht nahtlos in den konservativen Diskurs 
einfügten. Die beiden Neuaufbrüche in der Heimatarbeit, die Gründung der 
Volkshochschule und der Volksmission, waren jedoch deshalb erfolgreich, weil 
sie sich als Innovationen im Interesse des konservativen Milieus präsentieren 
konnten. Hier konnte die Missionsanstalt offenbar als Symbol für eine Stabilität 
reüssieren,92 die für dieses Milieu in der Verunsicherung und den ökonomischen 

 
Volksmission heraus (Dirk Riesener. 2012. Volksmission zwischen Volkskirche und 
Republik, Hannover: Lutherhaus, S. 39). 
90 Schomerus, Die Mission – meine Freude (wie Anm. 96), 57f. 
91 Schmidt: 50 Jahre (wie Anm. 84), S. 105f.  
92  Indikator für die Identifizierung mit der Missionsanstalt ist – neben der 
Spendenbereitschaft – der Besuch des Hermannsburger Missionsfestes.  1932 konnte 
dieses Jahresfest der Missionsanstalt 10.000 Besucherinnen und Besucher verzeichnen 
(Maria Ruprecht an Günther Ruprecht, 29.6.1932, Ar.ELM HA 6001). 1924 wurde der 
ungeheure Andrang zum Jubiläumsmissionsfest nicht näher beziffert. – Zum 
Hermannsburger Missionsfest vgl. Gunther Schendel: Die “Heerschau der Mission”. Das 
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Krisen der Zeit nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg (erst Inflation, dann Agrarkrise) 
wichtig war.93  

6. Fazit und Ausblick: Konservative Innovationen und die ersten 
Reaktionen auf die Regierung Hitler 

Der deutsche Historiker Hagen Schulze hat schon vor dreißig Jahren 
geschrieben: “Niemand kann an die Republik von Weimar denken, ohne deren 
Scheitern mitzudenken.”94 In diesem Beitrag wurde versucht, einen anderen 
Blick auf die Zeit zwischen 1918 und 1933 zu werfen: nämlich einen Blick, der 
tatsächlich von 1918 ausgeht und die Orientierungskrisen, aber auch die 
konservativen Innovationen der Hermannsburger Missionsanstalt in den Blick 
nimmt. Mit dem Stickwort konservative Innovation” soll jene spannungsvolle 
Einheit zwischen konservativen Grundüberzeugungen und der Bereitschaft zur 
Neuerung bezeichnet werden, die in diesem Beitrag mehrfach deutlich wurde. 
Diese Beobachtung bestätigt eine Grundeinsicht der gegenwärtigen Konservati-
vismusforschung, nach der sich Konservativismus keineswegs nur als “Bewah-
rung des Status quo” beschreiben lässt.95 Dementsprechend reicht auch es auch 
nicht, die konservative Innovation lediglich als “eine auf das Erhalten und 
Bewahren ausgerichtete Neuerung”  zu bezeichnen.96 So besteht die Gefahr, 
solche Effekte zu übersehen, die vielleicht ungeplant oder sekundär sind, aber 
dennoch eine zukunftsweisende Bedeutung haben, die über das konkrete 
konservative Interesse hinausgehen. 

Um es am Beispiel der Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg zu sagen: Diese Einrich-
tung war in der Zeit nach 1918 ein wichtiger Akteur des norddeutschen protes-
tantisch-konservativen Milieus, und zugleich gelangen Innovationen, die eine 
gewisse Doppelgesichtigkeit zeigen: Einerseits entsprachen sie den Interessen 

 
Hermannsburger Missionsfest – ein erfolgreicher Hybrid des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts 
und seine Erosion, in: Gregor Betz (Hrsg.). 2017. Hybride Events. Zur Diskussion 
zeitgeistiger Veranstaltungen, Wiesbaden: Springer VS, S. 139–156.  
93 Vgl. Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte (wie Anm. 58), S. 334f. 
94 Hagen Schulze: Vom Scheitern einer Republik, in: Karl Dietrich Bracher / Manfred 
Funke / Hans-Adolf Jacobsen (Hrsg.). 1987. Die Weimarer Republik. Politik-Wirtschaft-
Gesellschaft (Schriftenreihe der Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, Bd. 251), Bonn 
21987, S. 617. 
95 Bösch: Das konservative Milieu (wie Anm. 20), S. 14. 
96  Gerhard H. Schlick. 1995. Innovationen von A – Z: Begriffe, Definitionen, 
Erläuterungen und Beispiele, Renningen-Malmsheim: expert, S. 60.  
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des Milieus, waren Selbstbehauptungsstrategien in einer veränderten Zeit. 97 
Andererseits legten sie die Saat für Neues: Die Volkshochschule hatte für die 
Schülerinnen und Schüler ganz gewiss einen emanzipativen Effekt; und als 
emanzipatorisch würde man es heute auch bezeichnen, wenn periphere ländliche 
Räume sich politisch artikulieren und die politischen Entscheidung nicht allein 
den urbanen Zentren überlassen wollen. Ähnlich innovativ war auch die 
Volksmission: Ihre Arbeit trug dazu bei, dass in den norddeutschen Landes-
kirchen die Gottesdienstgestaltung durch Nicht-Ordinierte breitere Anerkennung 
fand – auch wenn das hannoversche Landeskirchenamt den Volksmissionaren 
zunächst den Talar verwehrte.98  

Freilich ändert der Blick auf diese Innovationen nichts daran, dass zahlreiche 
Vertreter der Missionsanstalt im Frühjahr 1933 die Ernennung der Regierung 
Hitler begrüßten.99 In den Jahren zuvor war die Haltung der Missionsleitung zur 
“nationale[n] Bewegung” von deutlichen Ambivalenzen geprägt; neben der 
Hoffnung auf eine Abkehr vom “Materialismus” hatte die Sorge vor einer 
Relativierung des Christentums gestanden.100 Diese Ambivalenzen blieben bei 

 
97 “Loss – real social loss, of power and position, privilege and prestige – is the mustard 
seed of conservative innovation.” (Corey Robin nach: The Guardian, 05.11.2011, online: 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/nov/06/reactionary-mind-conservatism-
edmund-burke-review; Stand: 19.12.2018). 
98 Das Landeskirchenamt Hannover gestattete Hermannsburger Volksmissionaren zwar 
die Übernahme von Predigtgottesdiensten in ihrem Einsatz-Kirchenkreis, verwehrte 
ihnen aber lange den Talar (Beilage eines Schreibens von Sup. Lührs/Hittfeld an 
Volksmissionar Schmidt, 22.2.1933, Ar.ELM HA VI 640 Volksmission Allgemeines). 
Dies begründete Landesbischof Marahrens damit, dass die Volksmissionare keine 
akademisch gebildeten Theologen seien (Schmidt an Schomerus, 13.2.1933, Ar. ELM 
VM 64 641b  Personalia Missionar W. Schmidt [II]).  Volkmissionar Wilhelm Schmidt 
schreibt aber, dass er außerhalb des Kirchenkreises Hittfeld in den Zwanziger und 
Dreißiger Jahren im Talar gepredigt habe (Notiz 16.1.1970; HA VI 640 Volksmission 
Allgemeines 1921–1960). – Die Missionszöglinge erhielten mit Bestehen des Examens 
das Recht der freien Wortverkündigung und wurden im Normalfall kurz vor dem 
Auslandseinsatz ordiniert. Die Volksmissionare, die ja nicht ausreisten, waren also nicht 
ordiniert (Wilhelm Schmidt wurde erst 1947 ordiniert; vgl. Rudolf Gurland: Index zum 
Hermannsburger Missionsblatt, Jahrgänge 1854–1940, Band 1, Nr. 476, Ar.ELM). 
99 Zum Folgenden s. Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 19), S. 
110–164. 
100 Allerdings hatte Missionsdirektor Schomerus im demselben Schreiben, in dem er vor 
dem parteipolitischen Engagement für CSVD und NSDAP warnte, die damalige 
“nationale Bewegung” als “mögliche Brücke […] zum lebendigen Christentum” 
bezeichnet (Schomerus an die Volks- und Heimatmissionare der Hermannsburger 
Mission, 15.12.1931, Ar.ELM Dir. 68). Vgl. Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt 
Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 19), S. 115–118. 
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manchen Missionsvertretern auch im Frühjahr 1933 erhalten.101 Trotzdem setzte 
die Missionsanstalt am 21. März 1933, dem Tag der Einführung des 
neugewählten Reichstags, ein deutliches Zeichen: Am Abend dieses “Tags von 
Potsdam” nahmen das Missionsseminar und die damals missionseigene 
Christianschule in Hermannsburg an dem “großen Fackelzug” teil – zusammen 
mit zahlreichen Kriegerverbänden, Vereinen, Chören, aber auch mit Forma-
tionen von NSDAP und SA.102 Diese Teilnahme ist ohne die Zustimmung der 
Missionsleitung kaum denkbar. Diese Zustimmung fiel vermutlich umso 
leichter, als dass an diesem Abend auch welfennahe Verbände einträchtig neben 
den Nationalsozialisten marschierten.103 Damit beteiligte sich die Missionsan-
stalt am bewusst inszenierten Schulterschluss zwischen konservativem Milieu 
und Nationalsozialismus, auch wenn die Dynamik des “Frühlingssturms”, der 
den Worten der Missionsdirektoren zufolge durchs Land fegte, nicht nur mit 
Begeisterung, sondern auch mit einer gewissen Unsicherheit verfolgt wurde. 

Diese Unsicherheit wuchs im Sommer 1933, als die ersten kirchenpolitischen 
Eingriffe des NS-Regimes bekannt wurden und als schließlich sogar die 
Selbständigkeit der Missionsanstalt auf dem Spiel stand.104 In den weltanschau-
lichen Auseinandersetzungen, die die Missionsanstalt dann ab 1934 mit dem von 
NS-Ideologen propagierten Neuheidentum führte, spielten die Hermannsburger 
Volksmissionare niedersachsenweit eine wichtige Rolle.105 Damit bekam einer 

 
101  Beispielhaft dafür ist die ambivalente Äußerung des freikirchlichen 
Missionsausschuss-Mitglieds Sup. Friedrich Meyer, der die neue Regierung auffordert, 
die die bislang noch “abseits” stehenden Teile der Bevölkerung “nicht unnötig [zu] 
erbittern”, sondern sie zu “gewinnen” (Friedrich Meyer in: Hermannsburger Bote vom 
15.3.1933, S. 22f.; abgedruckt bei Hans Peter Mahlke. 1987. Die evangelisch-lutherische 
Hermannsburg-Hamburger Freikirche, in: Geschichte der lutherischen Freikirchen im 
Dritten Reich – mit Dokumentation, 6. Kirchensynode der SELK in Groß Oesingen, 
Berichte, Bd. II, Hannover: Selbstverlag SELK, S. 64f). 
102 CZ 22.3.1933.  
103 Hann. Kriegerverein und Großdeutscher Orden; zur Einordnung s. Schendel: Die 
Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 19), S. 132, Anm. 31. 
104  Im Zuge der Debatte um eine Reform der Deutschen Evangelischen Kirche ab 
Frühjahr 1933 drohte eine Eingliederung der Mission in die Kirche, die im Oktober 1933 
abgewendet werden konnte. Vgl. Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie 
Anm. 19), S. 203–242. 
105 Nachweise s. Schendel, Die Missionsanstalt Hermannsburg (wie Anm. 19), S. 315 
und 591–593. Dieses Engagement gegen den Neopaganismus geschah in enger 
Verbindung mit dem Bruderkreis für Volksmission um den nachmaligen 
Hermannsburger Missionsdirektor August Elfers, vgl. Gunther Schendel: “Aufbau der 
Kirche durch aggressive und werbende Verkündigung. Der Bruderkreis für 
Volksmission in der Landeskirche Hannover während der NS-Zeit und in der 
unmittelbaren Nachkriegszeit”, in: Jahrbuch der Gesellschaft für Niedersächsische 
Kirchengeschichte, Bd. 110, 2012, S. 123–168. 
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der Aufbrüche, die auf die Wendezeit von 1918 zurückgingen und die in diesem 
Beitrag im Mittelpunkt standen, noch einmal eine neue Bedeutung. 
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The First World War led to a fundamental reorganization of internati-
onal relations. This had a profound impact on churches and mission 
agencies and their ecumenical networks. European Christianity was 
increasingly questioned: In 1916, the Sierra Leone Weekly News cha-
racterized the war as “the greatest evidence afforded of the exceeding 
thinness of the Christianity of European Christendom in the Twentieth 
Century.” The shock was all the greater since the war alliances were 
formed without taking religious orientation into consideration. 
This volume - the outcome of a symposium held at Fachhochschule für 
Interkulturelle Theologie Hermannsburg (FIT) in 2018 – examines the 
impact of the war on church and mission in various regions, especially 
in Africa and Asia. The contributions provide a wide scope of historical 
analyses. Particular attention is given to the Hermannsburg Mission. 
The symposium was organized by the Ludwig-Harms-Kuratorium and 
the FIT.

Frieder Ludwig is Professor of Global Studies and Religion at VID  
Specialized University in Stavanger, Norway.
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The First World War 
as a Turning Point 
Wendezeit Weltkrieg

Frieder Ludwig (ed./Hg.)
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The impact of the years 1914 – 1918 on Church and 
Mission (with special focus on the Hermannsburg Mission) 

Die Auswirkungen der Jahre 1914 – 1918 auf Kirche 
und Mission (unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der 
Hermannsburger Mission)
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