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RICHARD STEIGMANN-GALL, The Holy Reich: Nazi Conceptions of
Christianity, 1919–1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), xvi + 294 pp. ISBN 0 521 82371 4. £25.00 ($30.00)

In view of the vast historical literature on the relationship between
religion and politics, church and state in Nazi Germany it would
seem sensible to mark the position of a new contribution on this
topic. The subtitle comes very close to expressing what the author
has in mind: an analysis of the Nazi élite’s views on Christianity. His
study is intended to be revisionist, even provocative, in the sense that
it questions the general assumption that Christianity and Nazism
were fundamentally incompatible. This is, indeed, the conclusion to
be drawn from the many books on the persecution of both churches
during the Third Reich.

Richard Steigmann-Gall’s approach is, strictly speaking, histori-
cist in that he holds that Nazi pronouncements on religion should be
taken literally. He dismisses all suggestions of opportunism and tac-
tical manœuvring (except when it became fashionable to leave the
church) in order to avoid giving offence to the population at large. In
one of his categorical statements he says: ‘Professions of Christian
feelings were not the product of Nazi mendacity’ (p. 262). Several
times he uses the image of the stage: declarations on the public stage
were the same as those after the curtain came down. This assump-
tion, which is bound to be disputed by many experts, is crucial for the
argument about the religious roots of anti-Semitism. Subjective per-
ceptions and professions concerning Christianity are the author’s
main source material. In addition he makes full use of the relevant
files of the Federal Archives in Berlin, especially regarding the quar-
rels among those leaders, such as Bormann, Rosenberg, Himmler,
Bouhler, and Kerrl, who were competing for the movement’s ideo-
logical high ground. 

The book’s striking leitmotiv is hinted at in the introduction
where the author parades Erich Koch, one of the regime’s worst war
criminals, as his star witness. On Luther’s 450th birthday in 1933,
Koch compared Hitler and the Reformer as true believers. Later Koch
became president of his provincial synod and after the war he was to
claim: ‘I held the view that the Nazi idea had to develop from a basic
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Prussian-Protestant attitude and from Luther’s unfinished Refor-
mation’ (p. 2).

In his first chapter the author deals with point 24 of the party pro-
gramme, its evolution and meaning for the faithful. It proclaims free-
dom for all religious confessions, and goes on to state: ‘The party as
such represents the standpoint of a positive Christianity, without
tying itself to a particular confession.’ Whereas most historians tend
to disregard the party programme as a politically binding canon,
Steigmann-Gall thinks that this pronouncement represents a wide-
spread opinion among party members, especially those who were
critical of the hierarchy of their church. This was ‘a new syncretism
that would bridge Germany’s confessional divide’ rather than ‘a cyn-
ical ploy for winning votes’ (p. 14). Nazi beliefs were derived from
the dualistic vision of the world promulgated by ‘war theology’ with
its emphasis on the fight of good against evil, which was then pro-
jected on to the political struggle in the Weimar period. Attention is
drawn to Dietrich Eckart, Hitler’s ideological mentor in the early
years, who coined the phrase ‘Jewish materialist spirit within us and
without us’. For him, Jesus himself, persecuted by the Jews, was the
leader to be followed: ‘In Christ, the embodiment of all manliness, we
find all that we need.’ Soon Jesus was transformed into an honorary
Ayrian for most of the leading Nazis, who did not wish to abandon
their traditional belief system. In a speech in 1922 Hitler referred to
Jesus as ‘our greatest Ayrian leader’. The author maintains that these
were honestly held views because in Mein Kampf Hitler gave no indi-
cation that he was an atheist or agnostic, or of believing ‘in any
remote rationalist divinity’ when, for instance, he implored ‘the cre-
ator of the universe’. By defending himself against the Jews, Hitler
claimed, he was ‘fighting for the work of the Lord’. Luther was, of
course, much appreciated for his vituperative anti-Semitism that,
according to Steigmann-Gall, ‘interwove racial and religious con-
cepts’ (p. 24). Another important ingredient of the Nazi interpreta-
tion of the gospel was the professed ethical socialism of Christianity
which permitted the rejection of ‘mammonism’ without falling for
the Marxist criticism of capitalism.

The second chapter, ‘Above the Confessions’, focuses on attitudes
to the two main churches. Because of its dogmatism and dependence
on a foreign power, that is, the Vatican, Catholicism was always
viewed with a certain hostility by Nazi leaders; the ‘church’ was
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almost by definition the Catholic church. The author is not concerned
with the Concordat between Berlin and Rome but he does describe in
some detail the unsuccessful attempts to unite the Lutheran church
under one organizational and politically acceptable roof. Only the
Protestants seemed to hold out the hope of a German state church on
the Anglican model with Hitler as the summus episcopus. The author
does not ignore the ‘paganists’, as he calls them, who are paraded in
the following chapters. Here he concerns himself with the religious
notions of Ludendorff, Rosenberg, Himmler, Darré, and others who
favoured a German conception of God based on the völkisch idea, on
blood and soil, or on the cult of the Germanic ancestors. He argues
that theirs was only a partial rejection of Christianity because they
acknowledged its impact on the mind and the disposition of the peo-
ple. Nor were their hopes for recognition by the party leadership ever
fulfilled, Ludendorff being the first to be ousted. Rosenberg’s ‘myth’
was not only vehemently rejected by both churches, but also viewed
with disbelief by Hitler and his entourage.

Under the heading ‘Completing the Reformation’ attempts to cre-
ate a unified Reichskirche are explored in some depth based on ar-
chival material. The period of office of the Church Minister Hanns
Kerrl is, of course, well trodden ground. However, his failure is
depicted as a crucial watershed in the relationship between the
Protestant church and the Nazi state in that Hitler now lost all hope
of any solution other than the complete separation of church and
state as the long-term aim. The failure to arrive at a modus vivendi
between church and state led many leading Nazis to abandon their
link with the established religion. This chapter is entitled ‘Gottgläubig:
Assent of the anti-Christians?’ The question mark says it all. This
chapter furnishes the opportunity to stress the difference between
growing anti-clericalism and the last vestiges of Christian belief.
Believers in God cannot be compared, the author argues, to atheist
Bolsheviks or Nazi paganists. Moreover, Kirchenaustritt was not
imposed from above. Though it was most popular among the SS,
Himmler was concerned that his men might just be following a fash-
ion set by their leader’s decision to leave the church. To him it was
‘truly preferable if someone takes one, two or five years to leave the
Church, thus leaving it out of true conviction’ (p. 222). 

In the final confrontational phase a prominent role is attributed to
Martin Bormann, the well-known arch enemy of revealed religion.
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Yet the author tries to demonstrate that each step, each anti-Christian
measure, was opposed and frustrated by leading Nazis such as
Goebbels and Göring. Bormann’s motives are also questioned. He is
depicted as a power-hungry control freak, not at all motivated by a
committed ideological opposition to Christianity. His obsession with
the churches, we are told, ‘although very real, was as much about
asserting his position in the party as it was about a true ideological
commitment to Nazism’ (p. 251).

Towards the end, and reaching the climax of his study, Steig-
mann-Gall reverts to Hitler with a view to interpreting and qualify-
ing his most outrageous utterances about religion as manifested in
his table talks. First of all the latter are questioned as an authentic
source. Hitler takes exception only to certain aspects and his
remarks are ambivalent and inconsistent when, for instance, he
points to the wisdom of the Ten Commandments, or when he prais-
es Luther’s revolt against the Pope. Above all: ‘He never demoted
Jesus, regardless of his audience’ (p. 257). In short, Hitler’s furious
anti-clericalism should not be confused with his ideas about Christ
and his mission on earth. From Hitler’s testament the author draws
the most important conclusion for his main thesis. He quotes Hitler:
‘We speak of the Jewish race only as a linguistic convenience, for in
the true sense of the word, and from a genetic standpoint, there is no
Jewish race ... The Jewish race is above all a community of the spir-
it’ (p. 258).

What should one think about this book, which is intended as a
provocative revision of our understanding of Nazi anti-Semitism? In
the first place, and probably for most experts, it is a comprehensive
and useful survey of both positive and ambivalent statements and
attitudes expressed in the Third Reich vis-à-vis Christianity. In spite
of so many, often apologetic, books on the Kirchenkampf, this painful
chapter has been studiously overlooked. However, at the same time
there is a strong bias to which many historians might take exception.
This leads the author to his main conclusions, which have also served
him as his underlying assumptions. First, Nazi attitudes to Chris-
tianity, and Christ in particular, reveal that there is no fundamental
gulf between pre-modern religious and modern racial anti-Semitism.
Secondly, as a consequence, Christianity, that is, the sincere belief in
a ‘positive Christianity’ as espoused by the Nazi faithful, was no bar-
rier to barbarism and the Holocaust.
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Like Goldhagen, Steigmann-Gall tries to re-establish the link be-
tween religious and racial anti-Semitism which had been denied by
modern historiography. To the charge that he confuses Christianity
as such with the pronouncements of Christian belief by the faithful at
a given time he is likely to reply with some justification that as a his-
torian he is concerned only with the historical manifestations of
Christian thought and its application. Thus he would never refer to
pseudo-Christian ideas or argue that Nazism was a secular religion.
(This terminology and its literature are not employed at all.)
Occasionally, one feels uneasy about the zest with which the author
appears, as it were, to ‘save the soul’ of Nazism for Christianity in
order to expose the weakness of the latter in upholding its ethical
code. In the end, the conclusions of this book are perhaps less start-
ling than the author thinks. Christianity has never been a solid barri-
er to the abominations of mankind as, inter alia, the crusades, the
inquisition, and witch-hunts demonstrate. Besides, neither the
Catholic nor the Protestant church is known to have fortified the indi-
vidual conscience against the illiberal und inhuman forces of the
twentieth century. On the contrary, they helped to foster the cult of
the almighty, spiritual Führer. 

LOTHAR KETTENACKER is Deputy Director of the German
Historical Institute London. His most recent book is Germany since
1945 (1997).
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