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The Cold War has been defined as one of history’s great religious wars, as
a ‘global conflict between the god-fearing and the godless’.! During this
ideological battle, the rhetoric of the capitalist Christian world was pitted
against atheist communist dogma. President Truman, for example, ‘chose
to present US containment of the Soviet Union in terms of a crusade
against the forces of evil? — a use of words with an unhappy contemporary
ring to it. The West, fearing the power that Marxist ideology wielded in
many areas of the world, saw in Christianity a set of common beliefs
which could be used to counteract communist influence. Christianity was,
therefore, ‘appropriated by Western propagandists and policy-makers for
their anti-communist arsenal’.3

The manner in which Christianity was used as a political tool varied
over the four decades or so of the Cold War. During the 1950s, Christian-
based anti-communist rhetoric was at its most vehement. During the
1980s, the impact of religion on the Cold War conflict can probably be seen
most clearly in events in Poland, where the election of Karol Wojtyla as
Pope John Paul II has been credited with instigating ‘the public process
leading to the end of the Cold War and the break-up of the Soviet Union’.4
During the 1960s and the 1970s, however, the gulf between Christianity
and Marxism narrowed. This was a period during which the concept of
Christian-Marxist dialogue was espoused by leftward-leaning Christians
in East and West and by progressive liberal Marxists, or those posing as
such. This was also the period during which some of the frost was taken
out of the Cold War. Europe moved towards détente rather than confronta-
tion. This chapter will focus on the way in which the concept of Christian—
Marxist dialogue was used by political leaders in Britain and the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) in order to further their own goals. It will

1 Dianne Kirby, ‘Religion and the Cold War - An Introduction’, in: idem (ed.), Religion and
the Cold War (Basingstoke, 2003), p. 1.
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the Cold War’, in: idem, Religion, p. 93.

3 Kirby, ‘Introduction’, p. 2.

4 Peter C. Kent, ‘The Lonely Cold War of Pope Pius XII', in: Kirby, Religion, p. 67.
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demonstrate how, behind the scenes, leading British Christians were en-
couraged to act as channels of communication between two countries
which had no official diplomatic relations. It will show how leading West-
ern Christians pressured their East German brothers to find an accommo-
dation with the communist regime, this action being supported by both
British and East German political leaders.

Christian-Marxist Dialogue

During the 1960s, theologians and clergymen throughout Europe were
much exercised by the concept of Christian-Marxist dialogue. Based on
the belief that Christians and Marxists shared common humanistic values,
they expounded the view that the future lay in co-operation between
Christians and Marxists rather than conflict. One of the leading exponents
of Christian-Marxist dialogue in Britain was the German-born Anglican
priest Paul Oestreicher, who has described himself as being ‘a Christian, a
socialist and a pacifist’.> Oestreicher was a prolific speaker, broadcaster
and writer. Christian-Marxist dialogue will have reached its ‘proper con-
clusion” when it is recognised that the Kingdom of God and communism
are ‘very nearly the same thing’, he wrote in 1967;¢ ‘It is our business
[Christians and communists] to co-operate with true humanity in chang-
ing the world’. Others in Britain who sympathised with this view included
the Provost of Coventry Cathedral, Bill Williams, a charismatic man who
took upon himself the mantle of reconciler. Both Oestreicher and Williams
were active on the political stage and were particularly associated with the
GDR. Oestreicher, as associate secretary of the East-West Relations Advi-
sory Committee (EWRAC) of the British Council of Churches (BCC), was a
regular visitor to the GDR from around 1960 until the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989. His most important contact there was a senior Stasi agent,
Hans-Joachim Seidowsky, who was influential in GDR Church-state rela-
tions from the 1950s until the demise of the communist state.” Williams
was the public face of a project of reconciliation which took place in the
East German city of Dresden in 1965, and which involved the partial re-

5  Paul Oestreicher, ‘My Cold War Life in No Man’s Land’. (Address given to the Churches
East-West European Relations Network, Cewern), October 1999.

6  Paul Oestreicher, ‘Dialogue between Christianity and Marxism: From Co-existence to
Pro-existence’ in: Marxism Today, April 1967.

7  For a full account of the activities of Seidowsky, see Merrilyn Thomas, Communing with
the Enemy: Covert Operations, Christianity and Cold War Politics in Britain and the GDR
(Bern/Oxford, 2004).
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building of a Church hospital. Although Williams claimed that the project
was purely a Christian affair, it was in fact supported by both the East
German and British governments and was controlled in the GDR by the
Stasi.

Both Oestreicher and Williams were in personal contact with leading
members of the East German regime, while at the same time being de-
briefed by representatives of the British Foreign Office. The purpose be-
hind SED leader Walter Ulbricht’s support for the concept of Christian—
Marxist dialogue was to subdue opposition to his regime from East Ger-
man Church leaders. The British agenda was the preservation of stability
in Europe. Despite public British commitment to the policy of non-
recognition of the GDR, political leaders, including Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan and Opposition Leader Hugh Gaitskell, had secretly advocated
a more flexible and pragmatic approach from the mid-1950s. Their atti-
tudes had been influenced by the abortive uprising in East Berlin in 1953
and failed revolts in Poland and Hungary in 1956. Far from wishing to
stimulate unrest in the GDR and other communist bloc countries, the Brit-
ish were anxious to control potential opposition groups. The aim was to
seek accommodation rather than confrontation. Thus political aspirations
mirrored the theological/ideological aims of the supporters of Christian—
Marxist dialogue.

The Strength of the Church in the GDR

There were two reasons why the British government and the Ulbricht re-
gime saw the Church as being vital to stability within the GDR. One was
its numerical strength. In 1945, about 80 per cent of the East German popu-
lation were members of the main Church in that part of Germany, the
Protestant Evangelische Kirche.8 Although numbers declined over the years,
nearly 70 per cent of GDR citizens still claimed Christian affiliation during
the 1960s.° The other reason was the Church’s potential as a source of op-
position. A British Foreign Office report of 1963 described the Protestant
Church as ‘the one organised element within East Germany which is fun-
damentally hostile to the philosophy of the regime and which, amid a wel-
ter of communist propaganda, keeps its members in touch with other aspi-

8 Robert Goeckel, The Lutheran Church and the East German State: Political Conflict and
Change under Ulbricht and Honecker (NY and London, 1990), p. 9.
9  Ibid.
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rations and other ways of life’.1° The Stasi also perceived the Church to be
a potent threat. Erich Mielke, Minister of State Security from 1957 to 1989,
described the Church as ‘this legal organisation of the enemy’.!! A Stasi
evaluation group set up to analyse the activities of the Church reported
that, by virtue of its international networks, there was probably no other
organisation so suited to secret service work.12

Ulbricht’s policy towards the Church varied over the years. In the
early days of the communist regime, he advocated a policy of obtaining
the Church’s co-operation, a policy which was helped by the fact that
communists and some Christians shared a common recent history, having
fought together against fascism.!® But the tone of Ulbricht’s Kirchenpolitik
changed during the 1950s as the regime began to flex its muscles and the
Church became conscious of its oppositional role. Major areas of conflict
included Jugendweihe, an atheist ceremony intended as an alternative to
Christian confirmation, and the military chaplain agreement which stated
that the Evangelische Kirche would provide chaplains for West German
forces. The 1950s, therefore, was largely a decade of confrontation between
Church and state.

By the beginning of the 1960s, it is evident that Ulbricht had decided
that new tactics were required. Having failed to defeat the Church through
oppressive measures, he moved towards a policy of attempting to harness
the largely Christian population to his vision of a socialist state. He was
looking for positive support, not just apathy. In October 1960, he delivered
a speech in which he spoke about the common aims of communism and
Christianity. ‘The old yearning of Christian people, who pray for peace on
earth and goodwill to all mankind in their gospel, can only find fulfilment
through the realisation of the high ideals of humanism and socialism’, he
said.” This speech marked the start of the change in Ulbricht’s Kirchen-
politik. His policy of support for Christian-Marxist dialogue continued into
the mid-1960s, in tune with a more general liberalisation of society and the
economy, as evidenced in Ulbricht's New Economic System introduced in

10 PRO, FO 371/169324 CG1781/8, British Foreign Office report on Church-State Relations
in the DDR, 10 August 1963.

11 Klaus Schroeder, Der SED-Staat. Partei, Staat und Gesellschaft 1949-1990 (Munich, 1998),
p. 474.

12 Stasi evaluation of the activities of the Church within the GDR, 15 January 1962, in: BStU,
MIS HA XX/4 301. ‘

13 On Ulbricht's early attitude towards the Church., see Wolfgang Leonard, Child of the
Revolution (London, 1957).

14 Ulbricht’s speech to the Volkskammer on the relationship between state and Church,
4.10.1960, in: SAPMO-BArch, DO4 2526.
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1963. By the latter part of the decade, however, Ulbricht found himself in a
losing battle for power with his colleague Erich Honecker, as a result of
which there was a return to more hardline and orthodox communist
dogma.

Church leaders in the GDR were divided on the subject of Christian—
Marxist dialogue. The most vocal exponent of the argument that Chris-
tians and Marxists could indeed work together was the Bishop of Thurin-
gia, Moritz Mitzenheim. In 1964, in a publicised discussion with Ulbricht
known as the Wartburg Gesprich, Mitzenheim gave his support to Ul-
bricht’s policy of co-operation between Church and state.’s Colleagues
such as the Bishop of Greifswald, Friedrich-Wilhelm Krummacher, and the
Bishop of Saxony, Gottfried Noth, were more sceptical. The fact that Ul-
bricht himself claimed to be a supporter of Christian-Marxist dialogue
probably did as much as anything to arouse the suspicions of GDR Chris-
tians. The majority hung back, fearing that nothing had changed and that
the new Christian-friendly Ulbricht was merely a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
Ulbricht took advantage of this split in the Church. His Kirchenpolitik took
the form of trying to divide Church leaders, favouring those clergy, such
as Mitzenheim, who were prepared to preach in favour of the Church's co-
operation with the state.

GDR Church leaders opposed to Ulbricht’'s support for Christian—
Marxist dialogue suspected that the real aim of the regime was to destroy
the power of the Church by enlisting the support of ordinary Christians
for the building of a socialist state. They feared that Ulbricht was merely
enticing them into his lair in order to devour them. Churchgoers were
confused as to whether their loyalties lay with the Church or the state and
whether one conflicted with the other. It was within this context that the
GDR'’s senior bishops, led by Krummacher and Noth, drew up a set of
guidelines to advise clergymen and their flocks as to where their Christian
duty lay. These guidelines, known as the Ten Articles (Zehn Artikel), were
published in 1963 and were seen by some as provocative and hostile to the
regime. Shortly afterwards, Church-State relations deteriorated still fur-
ther when, under the guidance of Noth, the diocese of Saxony passed a
resolution known as the Order for Silence. This order advised Christians
that they should not be drawn into making political statements which

15 For more on Mitzenheim, see Robert Goeckel, “Von der Mitzenheimpolitik bis zur An-
erkennung des Kirchenbundes — Das Verhilinis von Staat und Kirche in den sechziger
Jahren’ in: Joachim Heise (ed.), Staatliche Kirchenpolitik im ‘real existierenden Sozialismus’ in
der DDR (Berlin, 1993).
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could be used for propaganda purposes. The Ulbricht regime described
the Order for Silence as a hostile act, in contradiction to the state’s policy
of winning support for its ‘humanistic policies’.’6 The regime mounted a
campaign in Saxony to discredit Noth and force the synod to water down
its resolution.

The British Agenda

Foreign Office reports show that the British government took a keen inter-
est in Church-state relations in the GDR. It was common practice for Lon-
don to receive regular reports from Foreign Office representatives in West
Berlin and Bonn on East German Church matters.” Some of these reports
were also sent to the Information Research Department (IRD) which
served as a ‘secret anti-Communist propaganda organization’’8, suggesting
that the Church in the GDR was considered to be ripe for propaganda
activities. Indeed, around the time that the IRD was established, the then
Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, said that a ‘rival ideology to Communism’
must be established, ‘remembering the strength of Christian sentiment in
Europe’.”? In August 1963, the General Officer Commanding of the British
Sector in West Berlin, Major-General D Peel Yates, sent a lengthy report on
GDR Church developments between 1958 and 1963 to the Foreign Office.
In this, he noted that the regime was leaving it to ‘pliant Mitzenheim’ and
‘stooge CDU members’ to do their work for them in encouraging Chris-
tians to work with the mass organisations in order to achieve ‘peace and
socialism’.0 Further reports informed the Foreign Office of the action be-
ing taken by GDR Church leaders opposed to Ulbricht's interpretation of
Christian-Marxist dialogue. The Order for Silence was seen as ‘a con-

16 Report on the Order for Silence, 1963, in: SAPMO-BArch, DO4 369.

17  For reports on Church and State in the GDR for 1961, 1962 and 1963 respectively, see, for
example, PRO, FO 371/160655. FO 371/163700 and FO 371/172203, In addition, there are
reports on particular incidents such as a meeting between a leading West German cleric
and the Soviet leader Khrushchev in East Berlin to discuss East German Church issues in
July 1963, a report on the Berlin-Brandenburg Synod of 1963, and a report on the GDR
regime’s campaign against the Church in Dresden, see ibid FO 371/169324.

18 Paul Lashmar and James Oliver, Britain’s Secret Propaganda War (Sutton, 1998), p. xiv.

19 Cited in Frances Saunders, Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and the Cultural Cold War (Lon-
don, 1999), p. 58.

20 British Foreign Office Report on Church-State Relations in the DDR, 10 August 1963, in:
PRO, FO 371/169324 CG1781/8.
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sciously political decision on the part of Noth and his colleagues’.?! Both it
and the Ten Articles were ‘measures of self-defence’ by the Church. Much
of the Ten Articles was ‘obviously extremely distasteful to the communist
authorities’.22

It is evident that the Foreign Office was well versed on the politics of
Christian-Marxist dialogue and that the support it gave to British clergy
who advocated this concept was given in the knowledge that this was not
a purely theological matter but also a political matter. The fact that this
support came from a very high level can be seen in an incident which took
place in 1964. In this year, Oestreicher attended a meeting of the Christian
Peace Conference (CPC) in Prague in his role as chairman of the British
regional committee of the CPC. He took with him a message of greeting
from the British Prime Minister Sir Alec Douglas-Home. This fact was
recorded by Oestreicher’s Stasi contact, Seidowsky, who was also in Pra-
gue for the conference, posing as a journalist,? and has been confirmed by
Oestreicher.? The CPC had been set up in 1958 by the Czech theologian Dr
Josef Hromadka in order to promote East-West dialogue. Its members,
drawn from countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain, were for the most
part advocates of Christian-Marxist dialogue. The stated aim of the CPC
was to making a practical and recognisably Christian contribution towards
peace and justice, but Western governments suspected it of being a com-
munist front propaganda organisation ‘designed to co-opt compliant pas-
tors to support the state’s official peace policies’.?> As a result it was boy-
cotted by some GDR Church leaders. The fact that the British Prime Minis-
ter chose to associate himself with this organisation contrasts with official

21 Report to the Foreign Office on the Order for Silence, 24 June 1963, in: ibid, FO
371/169324 CG1781/6.

22 British Foreign Office report on Church-State Relations in the DDR, 10 August 1963, in:
ibid FO 371/169324 CG1781/8.

23 Seidowsky’s report on a meeting with Oestreicher, 4.7.1964, in: BStU, MfS AIM 3654/71
Teil I Band IX.

24 In an interview with the author, Oestreicher gave his account of this incident: “Noel
Salter [a former diplomat and British Council of Churches official] thought it would be a
good thing if the British delegation to the Christian Peace Conference in Prague brought
a message of goodwill from the British Prime Minister. And so - I don't think I wrote the
letter but at my suggestion it was probably written — a letter was written to Downing
Street saying this important conference was going to happen. Would you send a mes-
sage of goodwill. Well, I was probably surprised that he actually did because the Chris-
tian Peace Conference was not looked at with great approval’. Oestreicher interview,
11.2.2003.

25 Mary Fulbrook, Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR 1949-1989 (Oxford, 1995), p.
100.
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British policy at that time. Oestreicher himself has said that the CPC was
‘listed in Whitehall as a Soviet front organisation’.? The incident of the
Douglas-Home message is a graphic demonstration of the behind-the-
scenes encouragement given to the concept of Christian-Marxist dialogue
and, therefore, East-West dialogue by the British government.

Paul Oestreicher

Paul Oestreicher was a significant figure in Cold War politics for nearly 30
years. He was one of the most important unofficial contacts between Brit-
ain and the GDR. He established a close relationship with the Stasi agent
Seidowsky who operated in the field of international politics under both
Ulbricht and Honecker. The two men used each other as channels to those
in power. Oestreicher has described himself as operating in the Cold War
world of non-governmental diplomacy.?” In his work with the BCC, it was
his job to maintain and develop Christian links with Eastern Europe. In a
speech in the mid-1960s, he said:

... one of the most profound needs of our times, if the tremendous gulf between Com-
munism and religion is to be bridged - and it must be bridged because they are men and
we are men, and we must find ways to each other, is first of all for us to start from a po-
sition of penitence to find out how we can usefully still speak to our Communist brother
... Over the past few years it has been my job in one way or another to seek to create dia-
logue, to find out what possibilities there are for lessening tension, to find out what pos-
sibilities there are for helping the churches who themselves live within Communist so-
cieties ... we are all in a position to do away with the incredible prejudice that writes off
half of the human race as ‘'The Reds” with whom in the last resort you cannot talk, who
have been brain-washed out of humanity anyway ... together we should recognise that
we can build a common humanity ...

In 1965, he delivered two broadcasts on West German radio which were
directed at listeners in the GDR. They argued the case for Christians and
Marxists learning to live together. ‘... we [Christians and Marxists] have
the same basis — we care for people, for humanity. Marxists and Christians
both claim to represent true humanism’, he told his audience.? Original
copies of the scripts for these broadcasts, the property of the West German
radio station, were obtained by the GDR state department responsible for

26 Oestreicher, ‘My Cold War Life'.

27 Ibid.

28 Oestreicher speech, undated, circa 1964-1965, in: British Council of Churches Archive
(BCC), BCC/D1A/1/8/10.

29 Transcript of a broadcast by Oestreicher on West German radio, entitled ‘Living with
Atheists’, 1.9.1965, in: SAPMO-BArch, DO4 2658.
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Church affairs. They were marked for the attention of Central Committee
member Willi Barth, head of the Church affairs working group, an indica-
tion of the weight attached to them by the GDR.

In later years, Oestreicher admitted that he regretted some of the ac-
tions that he took during the Cold War in relation to the GDR. With hind-
sight, he has said that he was more conciliatory than he should have been,
particularly in relation to some aspects of his work with GDR dissidents
during the 1980s.% The Stasi suspected that he worked for the British intel-
ligence service MI6.%! In Britain, suspicions have been voiced that he was a
Stasi stooge, that he was ‘one of the most prominent British Stasi victims
and sources’.?? These accusations are denied by Oestreicher. He has stated
that he has never worked for any intelligence organisation but admits that:
‘I can deny it as much as I like and no-one is going to believe me’.33

However, there is no doubt that Oestreicher worked closely with rep-
resentatives of the British government. Although he did not have any offi-
cial link to Whitehall in his role with the BCC, it was a position of which
the Foreign Office would have been aware and, according to Oestreicher,
East Germans would have made the assumption that, because the Church
of England is the established Church, the BCC was a ‘sort of unofficial
department of state’ and that his job must have been ‘approved by the
British Foreign Minister’.3* When in Berlin in the 1970s and 1980s, after the
GDR had been granted diplomatic recognition, Oestreicher had meetings
with the British ambassador. Some of Oestreicher’s visits to the British
Embassy were recorded photographically and on tape by the Stasi.®

30 Oestreicher, ‘Cold War Life’. During the 1980s, the focus of Oestreicher’s work moved
from ‘church-based diplomacy’ to peace and human rights. He was instrumental in ena-
bling dissidents such as Bérbel Bohley, Werner Fischer and Vera Wollenberger to leave
the GDR for Britain. He, together with Seidowsky, also attempted to make a similar ar-
rangement for Gerd and Ulrike Poppe, which failed when the Poppes opted to remain in
the GDR where their protests would be more effective. The East German regime was in
favour of removing its leading dissidents. Interviews with the author, 30 May 2000 and
11 February 2003. See also Thomas, Communing with the Enemy.

31 Report on Oestreicher noting that he is suspected of being an agent of the British secret
services, 12.12.1984, in: BStU, MfS HA V1/3706.

32 Anthony Glees, The Stasi Files: East Germany'’s Secret Operations Against Britain (London,
2003), p. 335.

33 Telephone interview with Oestreicher, 21.11.2000.

34 Qestreicher interview, 11.2.2003.

35 Reports on Oestreicher’s activities, 1988, in: BStU, MfS HAII/16971.
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Bill Williams and the Coventry—Dresden Project

The 1960s was a decade during which the GDR regime set out to win the
hearts and minds of the largely Christian population of the communist
state. By the 1970s, the battle had been almost won, in that most Church
leaders were prepared to come to an accommodation with the regime. This
creed became known as Kirche im Sozialismus and has been described as a
situation in which the Church learned to live ‘within the socialist society,
not beside it, and not against it’.3 One of the reasons why GDR Church
leaders decided to adopt a policy of co-operation rather than confrontation
with the regime can be found in the events surrounding the project of rec-
onciliation organised by the Provost of Coventry Cathedral which took
place in Dresden in 1965. This project was used by the Ulbricht regime to
quell opposition from Bishop Noth of Saxony, the man responsible for the
Order for Silence and considered at that time to be the most troublesome
East German bishop. In a remarkable example of co-operation between the
GDR and Britain, the reconciliation project was quietly supported by the
British government. There is little written material relating to the project to
be found in the archives of either the British or East German governments
— a fact which is surprising in itself given that the project involved British
Christians crossing through the recently constructed Berlin Wall to live in
the GDR for several months. However, a letter in the slim Foreign Office
file on the subject suggests that an agreement was reached with the GDR
Secretary of State for Church Affairs, Hans Seigewasser, on the manner in
which the project should be handled in relation to the publicity it re-
ceived.¥” This raises several questions. Why should the GDR regime and
the British government both want to limit publicity about the reconcilia-
tion project? Why did the GDR not exploit it for propaganda purposes in
its campaign for international recognition? And why should the British
wish to restrict publicity for a project which, at the time of a fund-raising

36 John S. Conway, ‘Interpreting the German Church Struggles 1933-1990" in: GH 16:3
(1998), p. 390.

37 Confidential letter from M P Buxton to J L Bullard in Bonn, 27.9.1965, in: PRO, FO
371/183002 RG1016/34A. This letter notes that ‘... one can, therefore, I think fairly con-
clude that Seigewasser’s promise on this point (paragraph 4 of my letter) has been kept'.
The previous letter, to which this refers, is not contained within the National Archives.
The subject of this letter is the amount of media attention given to the Coventry-Dresden
project in the GDR. It states that nothing has been published in East German newspapers
and a brief clip of the Provost in Dresden shown on GDR television was a ‘technical
breach’ but was probably caused by the fact that ‘a ban was imposed on reporting this
visit and that the T.V. news editors slipped up’.
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appeal, had been presented as an act of reconciliation by the British people
for the 1945 air raid on Dresden?

Possible solutions, if not categorical answers, to these questions lie in
the fact that the reconciliation project was the secret brainchild of the La-
bour politician Richard Crossman. Although Williams was credited with
its initiation and organisation, the idea in fact came from Crossman who
had put the proposition to the British Foreign Office in June 1963.3
Crossman had a lifelong interest in Germany. He had first visited Berlin in
1931 where he became acquainted with leading German communists, in-
cluding Willi Miinzenberg, a propaganda expert and considered to be ‘the
grey eminence and invisible organiser of the anti-Fascist world crusade’.
During the Second World War, Crossman worked for the Political Warfare
Executive, where he was responsible for propaganda broadcasts aimed at
Germany. Later he became Assistant Chief of Psychological Warfare at
Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) under Eisen-
hower. During the 1950s and 1960s he was a frequent visitor to the GDR
and had regular meetings with senior members of the Ulbricht regime.
These visits came to an end when Crossman became a Cabinet Minister in
Harold Wilson’s government in 1964. Crossman left no record in his copi-
ous diaries of why he wanted the project to take place, other than to say
that he preferred that his involvement should not be known and that he
saw it as ‘a kind of fissionable material in the cold war’ .4

Initial Foreign Office reaction to the reconciliation project was hostile
because it feared that the GDR would use it in its propaganda campaign
for recognition.*! British reaction was to distance itself while, at the same
time, attempting to manipulate events so that the GDR would refuse to
allow the project to take place. However, within seven months British atti-
tudes had changed. By the beginning of 1964, Williams had begun per-
sonal negotiations with Seigewasser in East Berlin and was being de-
briefed following these meetings by the Foreign Office representative in

38 Letter from Crossman to Edward Heath, Lord Privy Seal, 20.6.1963, in: PRO, FO
371/169329 CG1851/4.

39  Arthur Koestler, The Invisible Writing: the second volume of an autobiography 1932-1940
(London, 1954), p.242. Crossman married a German Jew called Erika Gluck, who worked
as a courier for Miinzenberg, but the marriage was short lived.

40 Unpublished diary entry dictated between 6.9.1963 and 19.12.1963, in: Modern Record
Centre Warwick University, Richard Crossman Papers, MSS.154/8/28.

41  File labelled Coventry-Dresden Project for correspondence relating to British attitudes
towards the project, in: PRO, FO 317/169329.



184 Merrilyn Thomas

West Berlin, Paul Holmer.#2 Further evidence of high level British interest
in the project is contained in a letter Williams wrote to the British Ambas-
sador in Bonn, Sir Frank Roberts, to brief him on the progress of the nego-
tiations. Williams sent a copy of this letter to the Foreign Secretary, R A
(Rab) Butler, who replied saying he was interested to see how far the plans
had progressed.®* The project began in March 1965 and continued until
September of that year. Around 30 young British volunteers went to Dres-
den to help with the rebuilding of the Diakonissenkrankenhaus. They were
assisted by about 100 young East German volunteers, most of whom took
part for a week or so at a time.* However, the British Foreign Office file on
the project ends in the summer of 1963. For more information, it is neces-
sary to turn to the archives of the GDR, particularly those of the Stasi.
Documents contained in the Stasi archive show that Ulbricht had de-
cided to use the project in order to put pressure on Bishop Noth and his
colleagues to adopt a more co-operative attitude towards the regime. Al-
though official negotiations relating to the project were conducted by Wil-
liams and Seigewasser, the project was actually in the hands of Seidowsky,
Oestreicher’s Stasi contact. Seidowsky had regular meetings with Lothar
Kreyssig, an influential East German Church leader who was also the
founder and head of a pan-German Christian organisation called Aktion
Siihnezeichen. This organisation had been chosen to be the organisational
partner of Coventry Cathedral in the running of the project in Dresden.
Stasi files show that Aktion Siihnezeichen was considered to be a subversive
organisation. It was suspected that it worked in co-operation with Western
intelligence services, creating Christian networks within Eastern bloc
countries which were hostile to the regimes.S Aktion Siihnezeichen was
chosen to work with Coventry Cathedral because the Stasi believed, cor-
rectly, that Kreyssig was sufficiently influential in Church circles to per-
suade Noth to be less hostile to the regime. Kreyssig, who did not know
that Seidowsky was a Stasi agent, hoped, in return for his co-operation, to
obtain more flexibility from the regime for Aktion Siihnezeichen activities in
Poland and Czechoslovakia. Kreyssig told Seidowsky in April 1964 that he

42 Correspondence between Williams and Doris Krug, secretary of the Debrig, in: Coventry
Cathedral Archive (CCA).

43  Letter from Williams to Sir Frank Roberts, 8 September 1964 and reply from Butler, in:
CCA.

44 For a full account of the Coventry-Dresden project, see Thomas, Communing with the
Enemy.

45 Stasi analysis of Aktion Siihnezeichen, 15.2.1964, in: BStU, MfS HA XX/4 301; see also
Stasi analysis of Aktion Sithnezeichen, 3.9.1963, in: ibid, MfS HA XX/4 502.
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was prepared to use his influence to ‘bring Noth into line’. Otherwise he
feared that the reconciliation project would not be allowed to proceed
because of the poor relations between Noth and the Dresden civic authori-
ties.# The role that was to be played by Kreyssig and Williams in creating
more harmonious Church-state relations in the GDR was later made clear
in an interview between Kreyssig and officials from the SfK which was
recorded by the Stasi. Kreyssig was being interrogated about his relation-
ship with Seidowsky, whose Stasi activities were also not known to SfK
officials. They suspected that Seidowsky worked for the KGB. Kreyssig
told his questioners that he believed Seidowsky to be an ‘official figure'.
He had been told by Seidowsky that the regime was interested in ‘Wil-
liams’ role as a mediator between the Church leadership and the Dresden
Bezirk authority in order to establish better political relations’.+

The aim of neutralising Bishop Noth’s opposition to the regime was suc-
cessful. By the latter half of 1964, his status had changed from being per-
sona non grata, in the eyes of the regime, to being the officially recognised
contact of Coventry Cathedral in Dresden. Aktion Siihnezeichen and Kreys-
sig had completed the task for which they had been required and by Sep-
tember 1964 the process of sidelining both Kreyssig and the organisation
had begun.® In March 1964, the British group of volunteers was invited to
attend an official reception in East Berlin to mark the start of the project.
Guests included state officials and Church representatives. Neither Kreys-
sig nor any Aktion Siihnezeichen representative was on the guest list.** Sub-
sequently, an Aktion Siihnezeichen employee who telephoned the SfK was
told ‘you know of course that we do not want any more to do with you’
and was then cut off.50 Oestreicher, who was an observer of the progress of
the project, remarked at the time that it had been successful beyond expec-
tations in helping ‘to improve the atmosphere between Christians and
Communists in Dresden’ 5!

46 Ibid, MfS AIM 3654/71 Teil Il Band 9.

47 Seidowsky'’s report of a meeting with Kreyssig, 7.4.1964, in: ibid, MfS P 2968/70 Teil I
Band 2; Wilke's report of a meeting with Kreyssig, 17.7.1964, ibid.

48 Letter from Williams to Seigewasser, 19 October 1964, in: Aktion Siihnezeichen Archive
(ASA).

49 Report of a meeting between Church representatives and SfK officials, 4.3.1965, in: EZA,
102/329.

50 Letter from Kreyssig to the SfK, 31 March 1965, in: ASA.

51 Oestreicher’s report on the GDR to the EWRAC, 21.9.1965, in: BCC, BCC/DIA/1/1/20.
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Conclusion

The use of the concept of Christian-Marxist dialogue as a political tool by
both Britain and the GDR was an example of the way in which govern-
ments attempted to engineer change and shift attitudes, quietly and be-
hind the scenes. The events described in this chapter fall under the head-
ing of psychological warfare, the chief weapon of the Cold War. Those
who practised these tactics during the 1960s had honed their psychological
warfare skills during the 1930s and the Second World War. Two of those
who had done so and who were involved in the reconciliation project,
Crossman and Ulbricht, had learned the art of propaganda from the same
guru, Miinzenberg. The concept of Christian-Marxist dialogue was es-
poused by Church leaders and appropriated by politicians. Although po-
litical leaders on both sides of the Iron Curtain appeared to be holding out
a hand in the spirit of co-operation, if not friendship, in reality for both
sides the long-term goal remained the defeat of the perceived enemy. Both
GDR Church leaders and left-wing priests such as Oestreicher have been
criticised during the post-Cold War years for the manner in which they co-
operated with the communist regime. The evidence cited in this chapter
suggests that these accommodations were sought at the behest of, or with
the approval of, British leaders in the interests of a political agenda which
valued stability over revolt.
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