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D ivided Loyalties
American and German Seventh-day Adventists and the Second World War

By Roland Blaich

A denomination that embraces the principle of 
separation o f church and state as one of its funda­
mentals, the Seventh-day Adventist world church has 

been characterized by remarkable uniformity in method and message, 
and by a sense of global solidarity of mission. One notable exception 
occurred during the Second World War, when nationalism and Nazi pressure 
changed the Church’s relations with the state and disrupted the solidarity of mission 
between the American and the German Adventist Churches. 1
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During the 1920s, Adventist 
publications in the United 
States and Germany read like 
mirror images of each other.
Among the most recurrent 
themes was the looming threat 
of another world war, and with 
it the final battle in earth’s 
history, Armageddon. Authors 
in both countries lay much of 
the blame on the Treaty of 
Versailles, which ended World
War I and in their view created more grievances than 
solutions. Some authors predicted that in the end 
controversy over the Polish Corridor would plunge the 
world into war. There seemed little hope of saving the 
peace; the only question was how long it could last. 
Neither the peace euphoria occasioned by the Locarno 
Treaty (1925), nor disarmament talks and the Kellogg- 
Briand Pact (1928), which signaled cooperation and 
outlawed war, dissuaded Adventist authors from their 
prediction that a major war was coming.2 German and 
American Adventists agreed: history was nearing its 
climactic end.

American Adventists Anticipate War

After the Nazi revolution, American public opinion in 
general turned increasingly against Germany. Remark­
ably, however, American Adventist publications remained 
largely impartial. Consistent with their earlier assess­
ment of the legacy left by the Treaty of Versailles, 
American Adventist authors blamed Hitler’s initial 
provocative moves on unrealistic Allied policies of the 
past. ‘A much more rational and merciful attitude toward 
Berlin at the conclusion of the World War,” one author 
observed, “would not have presented us with the German 
fear we have today.” In the spirit of solidarity, American 
Adventist leaders sought to avoid anything that might 
compromise German brethren. After several articles 
critical of Nazi policies caused trouble for Adventist 
leaders in Germany, the General Conference adopted 
and enforced a policy that prevented publication of 
commentaries overtly critical of the Nazi regime.3

More cautiously perhaps, yet nevertheless

The covers of Watchman Magazine, July 1944 and July 1945.

unmistakable, American Adventist authors continued 
to monitor the drift toward war. None placed hope in 
the 1938 Munich settlement. Rather than guaranteeing 
peace, they believed, it only postponed war. There 
would be “plenty of ‘nexts’ after Czechoslovakia,” 
asserted the Signs o f the Times,, among them Silesia and 
the Polish Corridor.4 Consistently skeptical in outlook, 
American Adventist periodicals maintained that war 
would soon come to Europe.

Thus, war did not take American Adventists by 
surprise. The major question then became whether the 
United States should allow itself to be drawn into 
another European conflict. Joining Protestant leaders in 
other churches, Adventists at first advocated neutrality. 
As the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt prepared 
to reinstate conscription, one writer endorsed a “Decla­
ration Against Conscription” by civic leaders who had 
argued that the draft was “undemocratic because it 
provides equality without liberty, making the equality 
that of ‘galley slaves,’ not free men,” and because it 
“embraces the worst features of the totalitarian regime.” 
The writer recalled a time when the “silver tongue” of 
early American statesman Daniel Webster had caused 
the young nation to reject a similar plan:

He insisted from a study of the rise and decline of 
democratic governments that many of their ills 
were traceable to conscription and to large armies, 
that it was not consonant with liberty to require 
compulsory military service, that such service 
constituted “involuntary servitude which is not a 
penalty for a crime,” against which the Constitution 
of the United States guaranteed them.6



WAR ALSO OFFERED OPPORTUNITY TO PROMOTE THE UIIUROIl’ s OWN AGENDA.

O p p o sitio n  to  c o n sc rip tio n  d id  n o t  m ean , how ever, 
th a t  A dven tis ts  refused to  serve  in th e  m ilitary. O rig i­
nally ten d in g  tow ard  conscientious objection, A dventists 
assum ed  a p o sitio n  th a t  th ey  defined as “consc ien tious 
cooperation.” W aging  w ar was a legitim ate function o f 
th e  s ta te  as o rd a in ed  by G od, th e y  believed, and  it w as 
th e  d u ty  o f  th e  C h ris tian  to  assist. R em em bering  the  
difficulties m any A dventists had experienced d u rin g  the 
F ir s t  W o rld  W a r because th ey  in sisted  on  keep ing  the  
S abbath  w hile  in th e  m ilitary , th e  C hurch  so u g h t to  
p repare  its young  m en for the  com ing  w ar by c re a tin g  
th e  M edical C adet C orps (M C C ).6

In  effect, an A dventist R O T C  p ro g ram  ru n  in close 
cooperation w ith the military, the  M C C  prepared  
A d v en tis ts  to  se rv e  th e ir  c o u n try  in n o n co m b a tan t 
ro les, p rim a rily  as m edics. T h e  p ro g ra m  w as m ean t to  
help  y o u n g  m en  avoid p rob lem s o f  conscience and, as 
an in te rn a l m em o o f the  C hurch  states, at the  sam e tim e 
place  th e  C hurch  “in a v e ry  favorable lig h t before the  
governm ent.” T h e  head o f the  C hurch’s N ational Service 
C om m ission, C arlyle B. Haynes, s tressed  th a t A dventists 
did n o t oppose w ar and  m ade  “no p ro te s t  ag a in st w ar,” 
b u t w ere  p ro u d  to  serve. As one h is to ria n  has s ta ted , 
A m erican  A dventists had found a “unique solution by 
v iew ing the  ethical p rob lem s raised  by w ar in stric tly  
individualistic te rm s”: collaboration in the  w ar m achine 
by its e lf  posed  no p rob lem s “so lo n g  as th e  acts th a t 
they  perform ed w ith in  th a t estab lishm ent w ere  in 
them selves e th ica lly  p ro p e r .”7

In  the  late  1930s, especially after H itle r  launched  the  
Second W orld  W ar, A dven tis t jo u rn a ls  in the  U n ited  
S tates becam e m ore  openly critical o f the  N azi regim e. 
H. L. Rudy, for instance, exam ined  H itle r’s an ti-C h ris­
tian  agenda as revealed in Mein Kampf In  a som ew hat 
belated  1941 artic le  R udy quo ted  at len g th  from  a 1935 
le tte r  th a t the  P rov isional A dm in istra tion  o f  the 
G erm an  E vangelical C hurch  had addressed  to  H itle r  in 
w hich it p ro te s ted  coercion o f  conscience and th e  fact 
th a t H itle r  w as revered  in a fo rm  due only  to  G o d .8

A lth o u g h  vo ic ing  sy m p ath y  for th e  v ic tim s o f 
ty ra n n y  and  a g g ress io n , A d v e n tis t a u th o rs  still 
q u estio n ed  th e  w isdom  o f  A m erican  involvem ent. 
Watchman Magazine ex.p ressed  cynicism  abou t g e n e ra ­
tio n s  th a t had  d ied in vain  and  w ould  be com pelled  to  
do so ag a in .9 Som e a u th o rs  rem in d ed  re ad e rs  o f  th e

C h u rc h ’s un ique p ro p h e tic  ca llin g  in tim es o f  conflict.
In  1940, L ouis H. C h ris tian , a vice p re s id e n t o f  the  

G en era l C onference, q u o ted  B ishop T h eo p h il W u rm  o f 
G erm any, w ho  sh o r tly  a fte r th e  o u tb re a k  o f  w a r had  
called his co n g re g a tio n  to  penance  and  renew ed  
c o m m itm en t “to  H im  w ho th ro u g h  his afflictions calls 
us to  H im self;” and  to  B ishop G e o rg e  Bell o f  
C hichester, E n g lan d , w ho  deem ed it a ca lam ity  if  th e  
church , as well, w en t to  war. Bell saw  th e  ch u rch  as “a 
un iversa l soc ie ty” th a t “binds its  m em b ers  in a u n ity  
w hich includes th e  m em b ers  o f  th e  n a tio n  w ith  w hich 
w e are  a t w ar,” and cau tioned  ag a in s t “th e  insid ious 
effect o f  p ro p ag an d a .” L. H. C h ris tian  called  on believ­
e rs  to  be “on  g u a rd  le s t th ey  im bibe th e  sp ir it o f  h a tred  
and rev en g e  th a t is d e s tro y in g  m a n k in d .”10

E ven  th o u g h  H itle r ’s early  v ic to ries  m ade him  
appear unstoppab le , indeed, bound  for w o rld  d o m in a­
tion , A d v e n tis t w rite rs  in th e  U n ited  S ta tes  w ere  
c e rta in  th a t he w ould  u ltim ate ly  fail. B iblical p ro p h ecy  
as found in th e  second  c h a p te r  o f  D an iel, th e y  arg u ed , 
fo re to ld  th a t no  one w ould  be able to  re u n ite  E urope . 
“W e are  g o in g  to  say ex ac tly  w h a t w e have said in th e  
p a s t,” w ro te  A r th u r  S. M axw ell, ed ito r  o f  Signs o f the 
Times. “W e refuse  to  re tr a c t  one jo t  o r one tittle . W e 
believe th a t th e  p ro p h ecy  in q u es tio n  is n o t on ly  th e  
m o st rem ark ab le  and  the  m o st sig n ifican t to  be found 
in all the  S crip tu res, b u t th a t it is ab so lu te ly  au th e n tic  
and  reliable. F u r th e rm o re , we believe th a t  its in te rp re ­
ta tio n  w ill never be o v e rth ro w n  by any  sequence o f  
even ts th a t m ay occu r.”11

American Adventists and America’s Cause

A fter the  w ar s ta rted , the  scope o f  topics covered in the  
A m erican A dven tis t p ress changed  little , excep t th a t the  
w ar itse lf  in c reasin g ly  took  c e n te r  stage. H ow ever, 
w hereas th e  co m in g  w ar had  o ften  been  cast in th e  
1930s as A rm ag ed d o n , w hich  w ould  u sh e r in the  
Second C om ing , a rtic les  d u r in g  th e  conflic t ten d ed  to
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focus on its more temporal meaning and purpose. 12 

Some writers portrayed it as a new version of the age- 
old controversy between good and evil. None expressed 
this view more clearly than Charles S. Longacre, 
religious liberty secretary of the General Conference:

Never in the history of the world has the precious 
heritage of liberty been placed in greater jeopardy 
by its foes than at the present hour. The world 
struggle now in progress is a conflict between two 
philosophies of life, and these two philosophies are 
as opposite each other as night is to day. They are 
as irreconcilable as unrighteousness is to righ­
teousness, and as injustice is to justice, and as 
tyranny is to liberty. This conflict is the agelong 
struggle between totalitarianism and individual­
ism, between bondage and liberty. 13

Longacre saw totalitarianism as a revival of the 
“ancient order of a few men ruling all men in all things.”
It had a long tradition that throughout history had 
appeared in many forms, ranging from the authoritarian

state to the authoritar­
ian church. Individual­
ism, on the other 
hand, was “the new 
order of things as set 
forth in the Declara­
tion of Independence 
and the Federal 
Constitution of the 
United States, 
limiting the powers 
and functions of the 
civil government, and 
making all public 
officials subject to the

According to Longacre, the American system 
guaranteed natural and God-given rights, and the 
conscience of the individual was “supreme above all 
governmental functions and authority.” These “inalien­
able rights of man no government on earth” had a right 
to abridge or invade. Unless Americans became active 
citizens, the “blood-bought liberties” were “destined to

40

Adventist chaplains visit a patient, 

sovereign will of the people. ” 14

Desmond Doss, a Seventh-day Adventist medical cadet who 
received the Congressional Medal of Honor for his service 
during World War II.

perish from the earth.” Analyzing the process that had 
led to erosion of the constitutional principle in Europe, 
Longacre warned fellow Americans what would happen 
if “the spirit of the constitution” was lost. 15

The only security of a republic lies in the love and 
devotion its people have in their hearts for the 
constitution that preserves and safeguards their 
liberties and their right of sovereignty Whenever a 
people are willing to surrender their constitutional 
liberties and right of sovereignty for governmental 
subsidies and patronage, and prefer to enjoy 
material comforts and a well-provisioned bread 
basket rather than to be freemen in a republic, 
they are writing Ichabod over the temple of their 
freedom, and resigning their sovereignty to 
dictators. That is what the oppressed people of 
Europe did when they chose to be slaves of dicta­
tors rather than sovereigns in their own right. 16

Thus, American Adventists took their position on 
the war and in doing so joined the Protestant main­
stream. Like other American Protestants, Adventist 
writers argued that Protestantism was the foundation 
of democracy, necessary to its survival. Protestantism 
affirmed the sacredness of the individual, liberty of 
conscience, individual responsibility, and public virtue. 17 

In short, it was the essence of Americanism. Thus, The
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R e a d e r s  of  G e r m a n  A d v e n t i s t  j o u r n a l s  could  t a k e  c o m f o r t  in  t h e

KNOWLEDGE THAT IT WAS (»OD IIlMSELF WHO WAS LEADING IN THIS WAR.

Americanism became a synonym for Protestantism, 
democracy, freedom, and even civilization. To strengthen 
Protestantism and resist the temptations of totalitari­
anism and Catholicism was a patriotic duty.

As war started in Europe, Adventists found one 
more reason to warn against the perils of Rome. 
Recalling France’s shameful collapse in 1940, L. H. 
Christian counseled:

It is well to give attention to the forces which 
undermine democracy. . . .  A true democracy is 
possible only in countries with a strong Protes­
tant Christianity. It cannot exist in a Roman 
Catholic country. We see how it failed in France. 
The great cause of the complete debacle of 
France in June a year ago was the insidious, 
undermining influence of the papacy. It was the 
priests, not the generals, that caused France to 
lose the war. Democracy cannot exist in an 
atheistic country, for atheism weakens individual 
character. Democracy cannot exist among a 
pagan people. This is evidenced by the very fact 
that in those parts of Europe where the totalitar­
ian state is strongest, the state has, as its source, 
a new paganism. Democracy is the fruit of 
Protestantism; and when Protestantism decays, 
there will be a moral collapse which will pull 
down democratic government.18

Thus, America’s cause in the Second World War was 
bound up with the cause of the Church. This war was a 
just war, a war to defend the refuge for the oppressed that 
God had raised up in the time of the Pilgrim fathers. The 
Church must join in the struggle and mobilize the power 
of prayer.19 Sounding a note later heard from the 
Christian Coalition, L. H. Christian argued,

The present challenge of democracy is really a 
challenge to the church. It is a challenge to 
Protestant preachers everywhere. It is the challenge 
of the world to the gospel. . . . The challenge of 
a failing democracy is the challenge to every true 
child of God to build a strong character for Christ, 
to stand for honesty and self-reliance. . . . Democ­
racy cannot be saved merely by civil law. It has its

roots in the Protestant religion, that is, in the true 
gospel, and it will prosper only when and where 
the gospel is followed.20

History, said Christian, “teaches that liberty has been the 
exception and intolerance the rule,” and he called for 
commitment to “the divine principles of free government 
as set forth so forcefully in our American constitution.”21 

Adventists in the United States joined their 
country’s war effort with conviction. J. L. McElhany, 
president of the General Conference, wrote to President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt pledging Adventist support. 
Adventists presented themselves as model citizens and 
bought liberty bonds. The Church adopted self­
censorship and avoided alarming subjects such as 
apocalyptic prophecies, and journals displayed patriotic 
symbols and pictures of soldiers in uniform, of weapons, 
and of battle scenes.22

Watchman Magazine in particularly was noteworthy 
for its support of the American cause. After January 
1941, it consistently displayed patriotic symbols on its 
covers. In 1942, it opened its pages to J. Edgar Hoover, 
director of the FBI, who wrote a series on the subject of 
Americanism. In a rambling jingoistic style, Hoover’s 
propaganda encouraged suspicion toward all except those 
whose ‘Americanism” was thoroughly established.23

Hoover called for a patriotic “national wall which will 
encircle Americanism,” for uniformity, and for intolerance 
toward anyone who questioned America’s purpose.

Today is the time for an intensification of the 
teachings of Americanism to the rising genera­
tions. We have neglected too long the thrilling 
lessons found in the histories of Washington, of 
Jefferson, and of Lincoln, while we have a 
disgustingly large number of propaganda- 
purveyors who would educate our youth along 
dictatorial or communistic lines. Too many of 
these are today in our schools and colleges, 
maintained by public funds, while they attempt 
to pervert the teachings of democracy.24
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A special “freedom number” of Watchman Magazine 
in July 1944 showed Old Glory, the U.S. flag, on its 
front cover with the Statue of Liberty and a uniformed 
officer with his family against the backdrop of a 
church. An inset poem, entitled “My Country’s Flag,” 
by George Clarence Hoskin, proclaimed: “long may it 
wave, Bathed in the lifeblood of our hallowed dead, In 
glory made, the ensign of the brave”

While the Church thus sought to serve America’s 
interests, the war also offered it an opportunity to 
promote the Church’s own agenda. Watchman Magazine 
of August 1942 argued that Pearl Harbor, where “the 
boys in blue” were caught napping, should serve as a 
warning not to be unprepared for the Second Coming. 
Other articles promoted vegetarianism and justified a 
patriotic call for temperance by citing America’s need 
for healthy youth to serve their country. America could 
ill afford addiction to alcohol and tobacco while nations 
like Nazi Germany worked to eschew both.25

What would be the war’s outcome? American 
Adventists never left any doubt that they believed in 
the eventual triumph of America and democracy. In 
November 1940, well before America had entered the 
war, the editor of Signs o f the Times,; Arthur S. Maxwell, 
published an article entitled, “America’s Amazing Future.” 
Summarizing recent tumultuous events in Europe, the 
author turned to the ongoing arming of the United 
States, which, he contended, “may be of greater 
significance than them all.” Given its resources and 
production capacity, “none can doubt that it will soon 
outbuild all possible rivals on land and sea.” Maxwell 
believed America was launched “upon the highway to 
world power and a destiny it never dreamed.”26 

Maxwell’s article reveals tension between tradi­
tional Adventist interpretation of prophecy and 
American patriotism. According to the Adventist 
reading of Revelation 13, America will play a leading 
role in the persecution of God’s remnant church. 
Maxwell predicted that “When all the armament plans 
have come to fruition . . . [America]] will speak with all 
the fierceness and authority of imperial Rome.” 

President Roosevelt’s appointment in December 
1939 of Myron C. Taylor as his personal representative 
to the Vatican also gave the November 1940 issue of the 
Signs o f the Times occasion to harp on fears that the

Hospital staff stationed on New Caledonia, May 1945.

“United States and political Protestantism are to play a 
prominent part in the restoration of the papacy to its 
former possessions and power.” The same issue also 
published a letter of protest to President Roosevelt.27 
America’s rise to world power and growing ties to the 
papacy appeared once again to be signs of the impending 
fulfillment of prophecy and the Second Coming.

Still, American Adventists served their country with 
undivided commitment during the Second World War. 
Watchman Magazine of July 1945 proudly summed up the 
Church’s policy: “On this broad platform of twofold 
allegiance—to God and to country—Seventh-day 
Adventists have gone to all the battlefronts of earth.. .. 
They are soldiers, soldiers of mercy, soldiers of human­
ity, soldiers of Christ.” Some 12,000 American Adventists 
served as noncombatants in the armed forces.28

Many won recognition for their bravery under fire. 
Among them was Duane Kinman, who made national 
headlines as the “foxhole surgeon” and was thrice 
recipient of the purple heart medal. A few volunteered 
for combat service. Although some of these service­
men resigned their church membership, convinced that 
their personal commitment to unrestricted service 
conflicted with the traditional Adventist stance on 
military service, the Church proudly compiled records 
of patriotic service among its members and used it to 
promote its own cause for decades after the war.29

Adventists in Nazi Germany

In Germany, the Nazi Revolution placed Seventh-day 
Adventists in a perilous predicament. A foreign sect that 
in many ways resembled Judaism, Adventists could 
expect little tolerance in a society based on racist- 
cultural nationalist principles. On November 26, 1933, 
the Gestapo banned the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
Though the ban was rescinded two weeks later, on 
December 6, the Church continued to exist on the edge 
of legality for the duration of the Nazi regime.30

German Adventist leaders took great pains to
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F r o m  t h e  s t a r t , G e r m a n  A d v e n t i s t s  e c h o e d  t h e  N a z i  l i n e

THAT TIIE WAR HAD BEEN FORCED ON GERMANY BY JEALOUS NEIGHBORS

convince authorities of their loyalty, understanding that 
the new regime demanded a clear decision for or against 
it. Borrowing a phrase from the Nazi party platform, 
church leaders called on their members to manifest 
“positive Christianity,” which was interpreted as support 
for the Nazi state. Church leaders at all levels, including 
lay members, were expected to demonstrate the 
“correct” stance toward the state before they were 
allowed to serve. Likewise, before a candidate could be 
received into church membership his or her position on 
the Nazi state had to be “clearly established.” Although 
Adventists as a rule had previously abstained from 
political involvement, leaders now called on church 
members to vote for Hitler.31

The new course was also evident in the German 
Adventist press. Adventist writers openly endorsed the 
National Socialist state and praised its many achieve­
ments. An article entitled “ Folk and State,” 
which appeared in the December 1933 issue 
of Gegenwartsfragen (Contemporary Issues,, the 
German equivalent of Signs o f the Times), 
described the volkisch racial state as in 
keeping with biblical principles.32

In marked contrast to American Adventist 
journals, which portrayed a continuing drift 
toward war, the German Adventist press 
described Hitler’s foreign policy as one of 
peace and reconciliation to which he devoted 
himself “with all his strength and with 
genuine passion.” No matter how controver­
sial Hitler’s foreign policy moves appeared 
abroad or how much they threatened to 
provoke international conflict, German 
Adventists endorsed every major one.
G erm an y ’s w ithdraw al from  the League o f 
N ations and from  d isarm am ent talks, the  
invasion  o f  th e  R h ine land , th e  A nsch luss  o f  A ustria , 
th e  Sudeten  Crisis, and the  invasion o f Czechoslovakia—  
all m e t w ith  A d v e n tis t app lau se .33

When Germany introduced the draft on March 16, 
1935, Adventist leaders called on their young men to 
serve, “as genuine Christians and loyal citizens” ought 
to do. Perhaps the most radical endorsement of 
military service came from Hulda Jost, head of 
Adventist welfare: “He who refuses to render this
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serv ice  to  th e  s ta te  acts d ish o n o rab ly  and  places 
h im se lf  o u ts id e  th e  co m m u n ity  o f  h is p eo p le .”34

T h e  C hurch  com piled  a n u m b er o f  a u th o rita tiv e  
s ta te m e n ts  th a t ra n g e d  from  E llen  G. W h ite  to  th e  
h isto ric  G land  R eso lu tion  o f  1920, w hich had so u g h t to  
se ttle  a d en o m in a tio n a l d isp u te  on m ilita ry  serv ice  by 
leav ing  th e  decision  up to  th e  in d iv id u a l’s conscience. 
T h e  re so lu tio n  d iffe ren tia ted  be tw een  m ilita ry  serv ice  
in tim e o f  peace and  in w a rtim e  w ith o u t c la rify in g  th e  
d ifference .35 L ater, th is  re so lu tio n  w ould  allow  for 
flex ib ility  in app ly ing  th e  T e n  C o m m an d m en ts  d u r in g  
war, especially  re g a rd in g  S abbath  keeping.

A lth o u g h  it reco g n ized  th e  conscience o f  the  
ind iv idual, th e  s ta te m e n t w as on ly  in ten d ed  for use 
by d en o m in a tio n a l officers and  w as n ev er p laced  in 
th e  han d s o f  p a s to rs  o r ch u rch  m em bers, w h ere  it 
m ig h t have served  as a basis for d iscussion  and  helped

ind iv iduals m ake up th e ir  ow n m inds. Such d iscussion  
m ig h t have on ly  exposed  d iv e rg e n t view s, w h ich  could  
have e n d a n g e red  th e  C hurch . T h u s , a card  th a t  th e  
den o m in a tio n  issued  to  its  d ra ftees  m ade no reference  
to  th e  conscience clause and  th e y  w ere  dep riv ed  o f  th e  
C h u rc h ’s su p p o rt in m a tte rs  o f  conscience.
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Medical cadets line up in Monterey, California.
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Instead, Adventist leaders gave draftees advice on 
how to obtain permission to attend church services on 
the Sabbath and counsel to join the Red Cross as 
preparation to serve as medics. Some local congregations 
offered training courses in first aid. After President 
Paul von Hindenburg’s death in 1934, German soldiers 
were required to take the loyalty oath to Adolf Hitler.
A circular to Adventist draftees sought to remove any 
apprehensions about this oath by arguing that it was 
“constituted such that it does not bind our conscience 
regarding our duties toward God, and refers only to 
the duties within the armed forces.” The circular 
ignored the possibility that such duties might contradict 
God’s commandments.36

Church leaders were mindful of controversy over 
military service during the First World War that had 
led to schism and creation of the Reformed Adventist 
Church in 1923, and they took pains to prevent a 
recurrence. “Be on guard against extremist elements 
and fanatics,” a circular to ministers cautioned, “so that 
they can do no damage among us. Do not let them 
speak in the churches, but try to persuade them to a 
reasonable biblically based attitude toward the authori­
ties.” Church leaders understood that the Nazi state 
would not tolerate draft evasion and carefully distanced 
themselves from the reformers, who refused conscrip­
tion. After Reform Adventists were banned on April 29, 
1936, Adventist leaders issued directives to prevent the 
reformers from joining the Adventist Church.37

German Adventists and the Second World W ar

On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland and 
the Second World War began. From the start of the 
war the German Adventist press supported its nation’s 
cause. “The dice have been cast,” began one editorial by 
Kurt Sinz in Der Adventboteof November 15, 1939.
God had “caused his world clock to strike,” and with it 
“the end of the order representing the past age,” the 
“age of the spirit,” had come. Germany had been given 
an opportunity to prove itself.38

Sinz, who evidently thought he understood the 
dialectical processes of history according to Hegel, 
explained that the “old and outdated must leave the

stage of history. Rejuvenated nations storm ahead and 
create a new order. It all goes according to eternal laws 
to fulfill the will of Providence, which is guiding 
history to the highest good and to a state of perfec­
tion.” God had not forgotten “His Germans,” as it had 
seemed to many in the dark years after the Treaty of 
Versailles and during the Weimar Republic. Now it was 
evident that the German God, the Lord of history, had 
been at work all along.39

Referring to Hitler’s revolution, Sinz wrote: “It was 
precisely in the darkest hour that the glow of dawn 
announced the coming of a glorious day. . . . And today, 
while the sun has not yet reached its zenith, we grasp 
the meaning of the dark times that we then could 
scarcely understand.”40 The reader of this article may 
well conclude that it was not Scripture, but war; not 
prophecy, but Hegel or Darwin, that revealed God’s 
Providence. In any case, Sinz seemed certain that “it 
was the will of the Lord of history” that the German 
people be saved from the abyss; thus he had sent “a 
redeemer,” “chosen” to lead the German people 
through their most difficult test.41

Readers of German Adventist journals could take 
comfort in knowledge that God himself was leading in 
this war. God had sent German forces “always just at the 
right time to protect and liberate” fellow Germans in 
foreign lands. While the war revealed God’s Providence, 
it also revealed the character and the “genius” of the 
German people. Reporting on Polish atrocities against 
Germans, one writer, noting that these had been commit­
ted against a defenseless people, observed: “This trait is 
entirely alien to our own national character. If we were to 
wage war like this we would have to deny everything that 
is German by definition.”42 Never was there any hint 
that Germans might have also committed excesses.

After the quick and spectacular victories in Poland, 
Scandinavia, and the West, German Adventist writers 
were elated. “We shall never forget the hour when the 
armistice with France was announced,” wrote Sinz in 
July of 1940.

And who would not have been thankful with all 
his heart in the face of a victory the likes of which 
has never been recorded in our history! We have 
exerted ourselves, we have labored and, when it 
became necessity, have fought like never before.. ..  
And God has inclined the scales of good fortune 
toward us... .That’s how it will be in the final 
phase of the struggle which will bring us peace 
with victory over our last opponent.

How beautiful is the hour of victory! We who
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once were cheated out of victory and a just peace 
have now tasted it in calm and profound joy without 
excess.. .. We have yet to fight and sacrifice.... We 
are in the world to labor and to fight. And those 
j^among usj who know of the struggle of faith 
know that our faith is our victory.43

Sinz’s dubious linkage of war with Christian faith in this 
allusion to 1 John 5:4, where faith is “the victory that has 
overcome the world,” is found in other articles, as well.

Adolf Hitler, the German warlord, appeared in 
German Adventist journals as a man of true humanity 
and generosity, in contrast to leaders in other countries, 
especially those in “Christian” countries like Britain 
and America. “This is not how a dictator looks who is 
greedy for conquests, as the Jewish controlled world 
press would like to present him,” argued Sinz. Hitler’s 
compassion, he wrote, extended even to the women 
and children of the enemy. “We know this man well, 
and not for one moment can we doubt his intentions, 
because we are of the same soul.”44

Another writer, as he reviewed the amazing German 
victories over Poland, Norway, the Netherlands, and 
Belgium, and especially the “incomparable victory over 
France,” claimed to “sense the footfalls of God across 
the world. In quiet adulation we thank God who in his 
wise providence has given us the Ftihrer.”45

In spite of their loyal support for the Nazis, German 
Adventists witnessed a continuous erosion of their 
religious liberty. The war brought further difficulties 
for the Church as some members followed their own 
consciences and elected not to serve in the military or 
work on the Sabbath. Although Adventists had succeeded 
remarkably in winning Sabbath privileges during the early 
years of Nazi rule, with the coming of war the Gestapo 
took a very dim view of anyone unwilling to serve 
unconditionally, and it took the initiative to investigate.

Gestapo agents questioned pastors, conference 
presidents, and local elders to see if the Church 
censured or expelled members for working on the 
Sabbath. If that had been the case, such discipline 
would have been compelling grounds for action against 
the Church. In March 1940, Adolf Minck was called to 
Gestapo headquarters and told “in unmistakable terms

that such conduct will not be tolerated, and that the 
leaders of the churches, the conferences, and unions 
will be held accountable.”46

As a result, Church leaders instructed all pastors 
that “in total war there can only be total commitment 
and sacrifice.” Alluding to problems that certain mem­
bers had caused the Church, a circular of April 30, 1940, 
stressed the need for all ministers to “instruct our mem­
bers in the duties we owe according to the Scriptures, to 
our nation and fatherland, as well as to the authorities.” 
The document affirmed “on Biblical grounds” the 
legitimacy of service in the armed forces, and included 
instructions “that we perform all duties associated with 
it,” as God had commanded. “Submit yourselves, for the 
Lord’s sake, to every authority,” it quoted from 2 Peter. 
The more loyally Adventists performed their duty 
during war, the circular argued, the more they could 
expect respect for conscience afterward.47

After June 1941, when authorities banned the 
Church in several districts of the eastern territories, 
Minck sought to reassure authorities of unreserved 
support for the Nazis among Adventists. Church 
leaders, he wrote, consistently encouraged members in 
this basic attitude, and “church leadership deems this to 
be one of its most prominent duties.”48

In 1943, German forces suffered their first major 
reversals in Russia. Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels 
issued his proclamation of total war, and the Church’s 
leadership came forth with another circular. Performing 
one’s duty on the Sabbath, it said, did not represent 
disobedience to God’s law, but was actually a virtue. 
“Christian faith must be proven by Christian deed,” it 
asserted. The circular argued that Sabbath service was 
not apostasy because under the circumstances it 
represented an exigency, and only total investment—even 
on the Sabbath—could assure victory. “Adapt yourself to 
the times,” it quoted from Romans 12:11, a phrase from 
the Luther Bible not found in English versions. Church 
leaders sent copies of the document to Gestapo 
headquarters and the German Church Ministry “as 
proof that the [Adventist] leadership, pastors, and
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members stand in loyalty by Fuhrer and Reich.”49
Although early hopes of a short war were dashed, 

Adventist writers continued to express confidence in 
the final victory, in Providence, and in the Fuhrer. Sinz 
wrote that whenever the Fuhrer spoke of his faith in 
Providence and the task ordained for him it was “as if 
the veil that surrounds current events is drawn aside 
and we see the mighty arm of God who governs the 
destiny of nations.” Already Europe’s destiny was 
being shaped by “rejuvenated nations” who were 
building a more just new order.50

From the start, German Adventists echoed the Nazi 
line that jealous neighbors had forced the war on 
Germany; its enemies had sown the fruit of hatred. 
Never did the Adventist journals ask whether Germany 
might be waging a war of aggression. At the onset of 
the war they had blamed England, France, and the 
Treaty of Versailles, while commending Hitler on 
generous offers of peace.51 As the war progressed, the 
journals depicted the war as a product of two ideologies: 
the old and corrupt order of the “moneybags,” which 
was based on materialism, against the new order, based 
on idealism. Gute Gesundhed (GoodIlea ltd) echoed this 
line in December 1941:

Surely, every German has grasped the meaning of 
this conflict. . . . For this struggle is the wrestling 
of two world views to the bitter end. Idealism in 
the form of German socialism is opposed to the 
materialism of a world order which is about to 
fall. . . .  It is not the English moneybags, nor is it 
Bolshevism, conceived as it was by the Jews; it is 
the German who in the future will determine what 
Europe will be like. . . . The English Shylocks and 
bourse jobbers have ignited the fires of war 
against our German socialism. And it is for this 
ideal that we will commit ourselves to toil a new 
every day. . . . Each sacrifice reminds us of the 
community of the German Volk, and binds us to it 
anew. Our faith in its mission makes us strong.
And this faith will blaze a trail for the victorious 
flags of our soldiers.52

In 1941, the denominational press closed down, 
allegedly to conserve resources, and Adventist journalism

all but came to an end in Germany. The two notable 
exceptions were Gute Gesundheit and Gegenwartsfragen, 
which by this time had actually ceased being religious 
journals. Two articles from Gegenwartsfragen illustrate 
its version of the Adventist Christian message.

One piece appeared in the August/September 1943 
issue. Entitled, “Between the Nations,” it blamed “the 
Jew” for the sacrifices in property and blood brought 
about by the war. “Today no one can deny the control­
ling role that the Jew has played in the [First] World 
War, the revolt that followed it, and the economic woes 
of nations, all of which were designed to increase his 
wealth. The same goes for the corruption of our morals 
until the turnaround in 1933. Jewry and liberalism had 
united in a war against decency and peace.”

“The Jew” had also corrupted the German spirit. 
“Today almost everybody knows that the Jew has not 
only endangered external security, but has imperiled and 
harmed our soul, as well. While it happened it was hardly 
noticed, and yet we have suffered harm the longer the 
more.” Recalling the “corruption” of German culture 
during the Weimar Republic, the author observed:

What did those images look like that they called 
art! What did radio and film present us with; what 
strange concoctions did they serve us on stage; 
what screaming, distorted “music” was then 
adored! And what literature! The Jews, “the lords 
of culture,” were on their way to transform 
themselves from a Volk between nations into their 
masters. And the Jew, who is devoid of all morality, 
nearly succeeded in making world powers into 
Jewish strongholds. It was rather late when those 
who still had healthy [pure] blood were able to 
stop the pernicious Jewish flood.

The author called on readers “never to grow tired 
in the struggle against the enemy of our race who lives 
among the nations.53 This statement should not be 
taken as a measure of widespread anti-Semitism 
among German Adventists, yet it should be understood 
as arising from a climate in which the Church took 
steps to ensure banishment for Adventists of Jewish 
descent to guard against suspicions of disloyalty 
among Nazis. In some instances, church members were 
even forbidden from maintaining contact with those 
banished members. Although individual Adventists are 
known to have sheltered and assisted Jews, they acted 
as individuals who followed their own consciences 
against denominational policy.54

The other example from Gegenwartsfragen, entitled
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“Loving and Fighting,” appeared in the August/September 
1944 issue and discussed the proper motivation for war. 
The plutocrats, the writer argued, fought for wealth and 
power, whereas the Bolsheviks were “motivated by 
hatred for everything that is superior to their Asiatic 
ways.” In contrast, Germans fought for love of their 
Volk, whose life depended on “blood and space.”

In a peculiar dialectic, the writer sought to justify 
hatred of the enemy as a virtue. If, he argued, war was 
the father of all things, “then love shines as the mother 
of all things. Father and mother belong together for 
the sake of preservation and nurture of life. No life is 
imaginable without the eternal interaction between the 
masculine and the feminine, between war and love.” 
Love, the writer reasoned, was tied to hatred, for true 
love hated the enemy of the object of his love. Thus, 
hatred functioned as defense of one’s love. He who 
fought, yet “his fighting is not sustained by burning 
love, fights like a brute.”

According to the author, the measure of one’s love 
was the willingness to invest oneself to the point of 
self-sacrifice. In that case, a soldier’s “bitter death” was 
nevertheless “great and beautiful since it is the crown­
ing of his love.” For the sake of love “the soldier must 
fight mercilessly and, yes, must be able to hate with 
abysmal hatred everything that wants to destroy the 
object of his love.” Every German, the writer con­
cluded, ought to find the very thought “unbearable that 
this Folk, deprived of its liberty, would be enslaved and 
destroyed by foreign tyrants, and its soil in the claws 
of Jewish exploiters and Asiatic brutes.”55

German Adventists served loyally in the armed 
forces. A report of January 1944 listed 6,687 in the 
armed forces, with 871 killed or missing in action.56 
Although some served as medics and doctors (S 1!), 
most served in other capacities and many held ad­
vanced ranks. The report noted that many had won 
awards for bravery, among them 567 with the Iron 
Cross Second Class (EK-II), 79 with Iron Cross First 
Class (EK-I), and 2 with the coveted oak leaves for the 
Iron Cross. One Adventist was a member of a special 
SS unit that rescued Italian dictator Benito Mussolini.

Church leaders claimed this record offered evidence 
“that the pastors and members of our Church stand 
loyally by their Folk and fatherland as well at its leader­

ship, ready to sacrifice life and possessions.” Altogether, 
some 1,269 German Adventists lost their lives as a 
result of the war. As Adolf Minck wrote in a letter to 
the German Church Ministry, Adventists had “sacri­
ficed husbands and sons on the altar of the fatherland. 
Resignedly and with pride they accept their lot.”57

Assessment

Adventists in America and Germany resembled each 
other by backing their respective national causes 
during the Second World War, but there were several 
notable differences that can be explained largely in 
terms of political environment.

In the United States, Adventists resembled other 
Christians who opted for “a cautious patriotism,” one 
that transcended the conflict instead of yielding to 
hatred.58 Their interpretation of the war as part of the 
age-old conflict between God-given liberty and au­
thoritarian control was in keeping with their tradi­
tional view of America as a Protestant refuge. Depart­
ing from the pacifist principles, to which they had 
clung during the First World War, American 
Adventists became eager to prove their patriotism by 
active participation in the war effort.

The Church’s collaboration with the state through 
the MCC and the military chaplaincy also marked a 
departure from its traditional policy of separation of 
church and state.59 Ever since the Second World War, 
God-and-country patriotism has been a component of 
American Adventist culture—through the wars in 
Vietnam, the Persian Gulf, and Afghanistan.

While meeting the Nazi’s totalitarian demands, 
German Adventists not only collaborated with the 
state, but also sacrificed critical elements of the 
Adventist message, most notably belief in the Second 
Coming. However, the chief difference between Ameri­
can and German Adventists lay in the extent to which 
German leaders lent their support and their press not 
only to their national cause, but also to a spirit of 
hatred and to the war itself. One year into the First 
World War, Adventist leaders in Germany had urged
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caution lest nationalist hatred and war sentiments 
enter into the Church’s ministry.60 No such voice of 
caution was heard in German Adventism during the 
Second World War.

Lest we judge too harshly, let us remember that the 
Church in Germany faced a terrible choice. The ques­
tion of disloyalty to the Third Reich jeopardized not 
only the Church’s publishing work, but also most likely 
its existence as a corporate body. Moreover, Adventist 
support for the new regime was not entirely voluntary. 
Nazi editorial policy demanded that all issues with the 
potential to “disturb the peace” or undermine popular 
confidence in the government be avoided. Over time, 
Adventist publications in Germany became an exten­
sion of the Nazi press as editors were forced to accept 
articles from the Nazi press agency. In this way, the 
Adventist Church became an auxiliary to Nazi propa­
ganda, deceiving its members about the true nature of 
one of the most demonic systems in history.

After the war, Adolf Minck defended his church 
against charges of collaboration and apostasy, protesting 
that only a policy of flexibility could have saved the 
Church. Rather than apostatizing, he argued, the German 
Church had merely “detoured” around an obstacle. He 
believed God had given the Church wisdom to steer the 
right course to preserve it intact and protect its mem­
bers from persecution. “No widows and orphans accuse 
us today” because they lost husband or father, Minck 
asserted. “It would have not have been difficult to make 
martyrs of the 500 ministers and 43,000 members. . . . 
More than once, a mere shrug of the shoulder would 
have been enough and the entire denomination would 
have been outlawed and the work smashed.”61

Nor were German Adventists unique. Other small 
denominations in Germany, among them Methodists and 
Baptists, followed a similar course.62 By contrast, at least 
some leaders of the established churches, both Catholic 
and Protestant, found the courage to sound a prophetic 
voice. To be sure, leaders of the established churches had 
the advantage of speaking from a position of strength 
with little fear of placing their members in jeopardy.

However, the need for survival does not fully 
explain the Church’s endorsement of the Nazi state 
and Hitler’s war. Adventist support for the war as

expressed in the press was no mere show to impress 
Nazi authorities, for internal church documents reflect 
a similar spirit among several church leaders. “For us 
at home it is an exhilarating feeling to know that God 
has granted victory to German arms on all fronts,” 
wrote Michael Budnick, president of the East German 
Union and a member of the Nazi Party, to fellow 
gospel workers who served in the armed forces. “We 
are especially grateful to our Ftihrer.; but also to all 
combat soldiers and thus also to you, dear brethren.”63

The return of the Memel and other eastern territo­
ries to German jurisdiction caused jubilation among 
Adventist leaders in Berlin, who interrupted a commit­
tee meeting to celebrate. “By divine providence and the 
courageous acts of our Ftihrer and Reich Chancellor 
an old wrong has been righted,” wrote Budnick as he 
welcomed gospel workers in Posen and West Prussia 
and expressed appreciation for their past loyalty to 
Germany: “We thank you for your manly and loyal 
advocacy of German interests.”64

Adventist Church leaders voiced their support for 
German policy, prayed for German arms, and expressed 
pride in the contribution of Adventists in the armed 
forces. They systematically collected statistics on 
members and pastors who served in the armed forces, 
noting their ranks, promotions, awards for bravery, as 
well as war casualties. These statistics were “very 
valuable, especially in negotiations with authorities.”65 
From outrage over the injustices of the Treaty of 
Versailles to the victories of Nazi armies in the Second 
World War, their nationalist sentiments persisted 
undiminished, even under a criminal government.

It is surprising that events caught German 
Adventists utterly unprepared given their preoccupa­
tion with interpretation of prophecy, signs of the 
times, and constant warnings to be ready for the time 
of troubles. How was it that leaders of a church that 
had roots in the United States could thus fall prey to 
German nationalism?

Like other denominations that went to Germany from 
America, members of the Adventist Church had suffered 
much discrimination and had to prove their Germanness 
in an increasingly nationalistic society. The father of 
German Adventism, Ludwig R. Conradi, a U.S. immi­
grant who returned to his native country, sought to give 
the Church a German image by stressing the German 
roots of Adventism while de-emphasizing the writings 
of the Church’s prophet, Ellen G. White66 As their sense 
of German identity grew, so did their susceptibility to 
the normative forces of German society in general, and 
to nationalist sentiments in particular.
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effectiveness of these normative forces can be seen particu­
larly in articles that express virulent anti-Semitism, 
discuss the meaning of the war as a conflict between 
German ideology and materialism, or explore the subject 
of war as a revelation of God’s Providence in their 
nation’s history. The latter are reminiscent of the worst 
perversions of the gospel in the time of the First World 
War and reflect the thought of fashionable German 
Protestant theologians of the early twentieth century.67

“Christians in Germany will face the terrible alterna­
tive,” Dietrich Bonhoeffer had written to Reinhold 
Niebuhr in 1939, “of either willing the defeat of their 
nation in order that Christian civilization may survive, 
or willing the victory of their nation and thereby 
destroying our civilization.”68 It seems that German 
Adventists knew of no such choice. Otherworldly, 
politically illiterate, and naive, they nevertheless had 
been shaped by the normative forces of German 
culture. Except for a few individuals who paid with 
their lives for following conscience, ultimate sacrifice 
of Germany’s wartime Adventists was not for the 
heavenly kingdom, and not for the Church’s unique 
prophetic mission of reconciliation.

The Church’s collaboration with the state in 
Germany and the United States raises questions about 
the integrity and adequacy of the Church’s policy on 
relations with the state. In Germany, at least, it seemed 
appropriate simply to quote Romans 13:1, “be subject 
to all authority,” conclude that Hitler had been or­
dained of God, and abdicate all personal responsibility.

A recent survey of the Adventist Church’s relations 
with governments around the world suggests that 
conformity and collaboration have since become policy.69 
A policy that simply commits the Church to conformity 
with whatever regime is in power is unlikely to permit it 
to raise its prophetic voice and inspire resistance to evil.
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