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Dawson and Communism:
How Much Did He Get Right?
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s recent scholarship has shown, Christopher Dawson wrote

much about communism and Nazism, two forces he regarded
as grave threats to Western Civilization.! Dawson lived to see the
end of the fascist specter and had the chance, if he wished to take
it, to assess the validity of his theories on Nazism. Indeed, large
amounts of captured German documents were available to scholars
almost at once following the end of the Second World War.?
However, Dawson died when the Soviet Union was still a super-
power, and Communist archives were largely closed to historians
not loyal to the various regimes that controlled them.®> While the
West was not completely ignorant of conditions inside the Soviet
empire, Dawson left the world stage without having had the ability
to test his hypotheses on communism in a systematic way.* Though
unfortunately not all archival materials from 1917-1991 have been
released, the vast amount of information acquired since the fall of
the Iron Curtain and the Soviet Union has placed us in a position
to make certain judgments on the accuracy of Dawson’s conten-
tions and predictions about communism.’

During his career as a historian, Dawson approached Marxism-
Leninism from a number of different perspectives.® Assessing the
veracity of each of Dawson’s claims in this wide area is beyond the
scope of this article. There are, however, several themes in
Dawson’s scholarship that lend themselves particularly well to
analysis employing the recently released archival documents.
These include Dawson’s belief in the absolute conflict between
Christianity and communism, his thoughts on unity in the Western
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and communist worlds, and his prescription for how responsible
citizens ought to respond to the totalitarian menace.”

An inquiry into the evidence indicates that Dawson certainly
did not have a perfect record in his quest to understand Marxism-
Leninism. For example, Dawson averred that

Totalitarianism, at least in its Communist form, is a united
force, while the forces of justice are weak and divided. We
must face the fact that we have failed to put across the
ideology of Natural Law which is the only possible basis of
unity, whereas the totalitarians, both Communist and
Fascist, have been the masters of all the arts of propaganda
and psychological warfare.®

In The Gods of Revolution, published posthumously, Dawson
made a similar claim: “[TThe communist world ... forms a single
totalitarian power system and it also forms a united area for tech-
nological and industrial planning. The western world, on the other
hand, is essentially pluralist and multiform in political power, in
ideology, and in industrial and technological planning.”
Undoubtedly, there were instances of disunity among both noncom-
munist and anticommunist countries.!” However, the period of the
Cold War also witnessed the formation of a number of important
military and economic agreements and alliances between and
among Western and noncommunist countries.!! Moreover, far
from being completely unified, the various communist states had at
times far more serious divisions among each other than anything
seen among Western nations.'>

However, in his treatment of communism and religion Dawson
has been substantially vindicated by the historical record. This arti-
cle will focus on that relationship and Dawson’s analysis of it.
Among other reasons, this is appropriate because Dawson concen-
trated more of his efforts on the interplay between Marxism-
Leninism and Christianity than on any other single aspect of the
communist phenomenon.
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Christianity and Communism

For Dawson, Christianity and communism were antithetical. '3 This
concept, and its related issues, is perhaps the most prominent
strand in Dawson’s writings on Marxism-Leninism and the world
situation.' According to him, communism “demand[ed] every-
thing—absolute loyalty, absolute obedience to the state and the
utter subordination of the individual to the community.”!> The
ascendancy of communism in a country constituted a grave threat
to Christianity and Dawson worried that the faith in such lands
would not weather a century of communist indoctrination.' From
the vantage point of current historical knowledge, this is the area
where Dawson got the most right in his investigation of
communism.

In 1935, Dawson offered a central statement of his views on
Christianity and Marxism-Leninism in Religion and the Modern
State. This book expanded on articles that Dawson had published
the previous year on the topic.!” Dawson began his treatment with
the qualification that a believer may still possess spiritual freedom
even if he is denied economic and political freedom: “[T]here is no
fundamental reason why the passing of parliamentary democracy
and economic individualism should be opposed to Christian prin-
ciples.... It is at least theoretically possible that the limitation of
political and economic freedom by the extension of social control
should be actually favourable to the cause of spiritual freedom.”’®
In the abstract, therefore, Lenin’s curtailment of political and
private property rights in the Soviet Union did not necessarily chal-
lenge Christianity.!

Nevertheless, Dawson made the following overall judgment of
communism:

Consequently it is in Communism that the latent opposi-
tion between the new state and the Christian religion
attains its full realization in the social consciousness of our
age. For the first time in the world’s history the Kingdom
of Antichrist has acquired political form and social
substance and stands over against the Christian Church as
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a counter-church with its own dogmas and its own moral
standards, ruled by a centralized hierarchy and inspired by

an intense will to world conquest.?

Dawson did not reach this conclusion because of any particu-
larly anti-religious statement by Marx or Lenin, although such
statements undoubtedly existed and were known before the
collapse of the Soviet Union.?! In fact, Dawson contended that, to
Marx, Catholicism was a dying force that did not possess the vitality
to seriously compete with communism. “The real enemy in Marx’s
eyes was not Catholicism or Christianity, but the power that had, so
Marx believed, already dethroned God and set up a purely secular
culture and new secular standards of value—the power of
Capitalism.” However, even if Marx did not identify the coming
rivalry, Dawson saw the contest between Christianity and commu-
nism as hugely important:

The conflict between Christianity and Marxism—between
the Catholic Church and the Communist Party—is the
vital issue of our time. It is not a conflict of rival economic
systems like the conflict between Socialism and Capitalism,
or of rival political ideals—as with Parliamentarianism and
Fascism. It is a conflict of rival philosophies and of rival
doctrines regarding the very nature of man and society.?

For Dawson, the battleground of the twentieth century
included not only the forces of Christianity and communism but
also those of capitalism. Dawson stressed that a natural alliance did
not exist between Catholicism and capitalism: “It is not a straight
fight between communism and Catholicism or between commu-
nism and capitalism. It is a fight of each against all.”** However,
while both communism and Christianity took issue with pure capi-
talism, the chasm that existed between the two ideologies was
precisely illustrated in their respective critiques: “Marxism
condemns in Liberalism just the element that we can approve,
namely, its partial acceptance of Christian moral standards; and it
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approves just what we condemn, that is to say, the secularization of
life and the entire subordination of man to economic ends.”?

If Marx did not regard Christianity as a significant rival, whence
the total conflict between Catholicism and communism? Dawson’s
answer was two-fold. The first reason had to do with Christianity’s
role as an impediment to the realization of Marxism-Leninism’s
designs. In Dawson’s understanding, the “vital issue” of commu-
nism was “the subordination of man, body and soul, to the
economic machine of the secular State.” To illustrate this point,
Dawson pointed to the rural terror that took place in the Soviet
Union in the late 1920s and early 1930s, where we now know as
many as fourteen million peasants died from state-enforced deku-
lakization and the artificial famine that accompanied the collectivi-
zation campaign.’” Dawson averred that “the greatest obstacle to
the fulfillment of [Communism’s] end is not Capitalism, nor the
bourgeois culture, but the Christian faith.”

The second reason for the clash was found in the makeup of
Marxism-Leninism. Dawson argued that Soviet communism, while
vigorously atheistic, shared important characteristics with religion:

Its attitude to the Marxian doctrines is not the attitude of
an economist or an historian towards a scientific theorys; it
is the attitude of a believer to the gospel of salvation; Lenin
is more than a political hero, he is the canonized saint of
Communism with a highly developed cultus of his own;
and the Communist ethic is religious in its absoluteness
and its unlimited claims to the spiritual allegiance of its
followers.?

Consequently, Marxism-Leninism could not tolerate Christianity
because, with its sweeping universalism and declarations of histori-
cal inevitability, it could not tolerate any rival faiths** In 1956,
Dawson went so far as to submit that communism had “a creed and
a dogma ... an ideology and a social philosophy, and a code of ethics
and moral values. [It forms] a secular church, a community of
believers with its own very highly organized hierarchy of institutions
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and authorities.” Its “opposition to Christianity is clear, consistent
and complete.”!

What was the nature of communism’s threat to Christianity?
Dawson presented it as follows:

The great danger that we have to meet is not the danger of
violent persecution but rather that of the crushing out of
religion from modern life by the sheer weight of a State-
inspired public opinion and by the mass organisation of
society on a purely secular basis. Such a state of things has
never occurred before because the State has never been
powerful enough to control every side of social life. It has
been a State with limited functions, not a Totalitarian State.
Moreover, in the past, public opinion recognised the valid-
ity of the religious category and the autonomy of the reli-
gious life, even when it opposed and persecuted particular
forms of religion. Today the conflict is a deeper and a wider
one. It goes to the very roots of life and affects every aspect
of human thought and action. One might even say that the
very existence of religion itself is at stake.?

While in this passage Dawson rejected the idea that Catholics
would suffer violent persecution in totalitarian lands, elsewhere he
acknowledged that if a state pursued a plan of complete and fanati-
cal secularism and went so far as to wage war on Christianity, the
sole viable solution for the faithful would be to retreat to the cata-
combs.® It should be noted that while Dawson frequently devoted
his scholarly attention to the particular phenomenon of commu-
nism, he included it in the general category of totalitarianism.** In
a 1933 letter to the Cambridge Review, Dawson contended that
“every moral or religious element that may conflict with the realiza-
tion of this aim is ruthlessly eliminated ... such a system [totalitari-
anism] is irreconcilable with religion in general and with Christianity
in particular.”® In sum, Dawson believed that communism, like the
other strands of totalitarianism, aimed at the absolute destruction
of Christianity.%
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The Fate of Christianity in the Communist World

The historical record indicates that Dawson was quite correct in his
judgment that communism was inimical to the Christian faith.>
Indeed, if anything, Dawson understated the matter.3® Not only did
Communist leaders advance atheistic and anti-religious theories,
but the history of communism in practice is replete with examples
of the government actively persecuting Christians.® This reality is
perhaps best illustrated by a survey of the Communist Party’s poli-
cies toward religion in the Soviet Union, which had the longest
history of Marxism-Leninism of the countries that have substan-
tially released archival materials.*’

The Communist regime showed its animosity toward
Christianity virtually from its outset.*’ Unlike other aspects of
Lenin’s life,** his disdain for, even hatred of, religion was not
hidden by Communist officials:

Every religious idea, every idea of God, even flirting with
the idea of God, is unutterable vileness ... vileness of the
most dangerous kind, “contagion” of the most abominable
kind. Millions of sins, filthy deeds, acts of violence and
physical contagions ... are far less dangerous than the
subtle, spiritual idea of a God decked out in the smartest
“ideological” costumes.... Every defence or justification of
the idea of God, even the most refined, the best inten-

tioned, is a justification of reaction.*3

Such an anti-religious outlook was shared by other prominent
Bolsheviks.** For example, Emelian Iaroslavskii, with whom
Trotsky apparently agreed, averred that religion was merely igno-
ble superstition utilized by the dominant class.*® Commissar of
Enlightenment Anatolii Lunacharskii, who perhaps had a more
nuanced understanding of religion than other atheists, neverthe-
less claimed: “Here one needs pliers. Religion must be grabbed,
squeezed from below: you do not beat it, but pull it out, pull it with
its roots. And this can be achieved only by scientific propaganda, by
the moral and artistic education of the masses.”®
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Though for tactical reasons the Bolsheviks waited until 1922 to
commence a full-scale attack upon religion, already in 1917-1918
the Communist government published decrees that formally sepa-
rated church and state, took all schools, including seminaries, away
from religious authorities, subjected all church property and lands
to nationalization, and effectively abolished the legal rights of reli-
gious bodies to protest assaults upon them.*” At the same time, the
regime also refused to recognize the legitimacy of baptisms,
marriages, and divorces carried out by the Russian Orthodox
Church.* The November 1917 Declaration on the Rights of the
Peoples of Russia, from the Communist Party, nominally did away
with all religious privileges.* In 1919, Communist leaders ordered
that those younger than eighteen could no longer receive religious
education.” The government also directed that atheism classes be
taught to all students, from kindergarteners to those in college.

On December 4, 1920, the head of the Chekas Secret
Department, T. P. Samsonov, communicated the following in a top-
secret letter to Cheka (predecessor to the KGB) chairman Feliks
Dzerzhinskii:

Communism and Religion are mutually exclusive and ...
no other apparatus is capable of destroying religion apart
from the apparatus of the [Cheka].... Up till now the
[Cheka] has concerned itself only with the destruction of
the orthodox church as the largest and most powerful, but
this is not enough as there are on the territory of the
Republic a whole range more of no less powerful Religions,
like Islam etc., where we also have to bring the same
destruction step by step that was brought to the orthodox
church.... The work of dispelling the religious darkness is
extremely difficult and great and for this reason one must

not rely on speedy success.>

On the whole during the early Russian Revolution, rather than
harassing individual believers, the Soviet government placed its
emphasis on legally dividing church and state, undercutting the
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institutional structure of churches and weakening the economic
foundation of the various churches.”

Nevertheless, there is evidence of violence and hostility against
religious groups and clergy members from 1917 to 1921.5* Indeed,
as early as December 30, 1918, Metropolitan Platon of Odessa
reported to Randall Davidson, Archbishop of Canterbury, that
orthodox clergy members had undergone ordeals “before which
the persecutions of the Christians in the first three centuries ...
pale.” The Communists admitted that, between February and
May 1918, 687 believers died while taking part in religious proces-
sions or trying to defend church properties.” In 1919, for example,
the Communist authorities arrested and eventually deported
Archbishop de Ropp, leader of the Catholic Church in Russia.>”
During the Civil War (1918-1920), most of the higher clergy in the
Russian Orthodox Church openly allied themselves with the anti-
Bolshevik White armies. During the course of the war, the
Communists arrested and executed many clergy.® From 1918 to
1919, the Bolsheviks sacked and closed most of the monasteries
and cloisters in the areas they controlled.®

The regime’s all-out assault upon Christianity began in earnest
in March 1922. In 1921, a terrible famine hit Russia and the
Ukraine.®” Substantially caused by Communist policies toward
agriculture, the famine affected as many as 33.5 million people.
Between 1920 and 1922, approximately 5.1 million people in the
Soviet Union died from starvation and attendant diseases.®" In the
face of such horror, Lenin in fact viewed the famine as an opportu-
nity to wage a more effective war against Christianity.

In 1921, Patriarch Tikhon of the Russian Orthodox Church
offered to donate non-consecrated church items to be used for
famine relief. He did not include consecrated vessels in his
proposal. Tikhon’s reasoning had nothing to do with monetary
considerations because the non-consecrated vessels were mostly
made of valuable metals but was instead grounded in the fact that
Russian orthodoxy deemed the employment of consecrated items
for secular ends a sacrilege. For political, not humanitarian,
reasons, Lenin paid no attention to the Tikhon’s offer. Instead,
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Lenin attempted to compel the Church into an untenable position
in which it would look both uncharitable and defiant toward Soviet
authority by demanding that the Church give up consecrated items
for famine relief—something about which Lenin knew Tikhon
could not comply. In reality, Lenin and the Communist leadership
cared not about the plight of the starving peasants but rather about
the chance to finally crush the Russian Orthodox Church.%

Acting preemptively, Tikhon offered to pay the amount equiva-
lent to the consecrated vessels’ value but was refused by Bolshevik
officials.%® In February 1922, the regime ordered the confiscation
of all church treasure, including sacramental vessels.*

In multiple locations, believers put up determined resistance.®
Press accounts from the time point to approximately 1,400 violent
confrontations.*® Following one particularly bloody clash between
Christian faithful and Red Army troops in Shuia in March 1922,
the Politburo, with Lenin absent, decided to postpone further
seizures. Voiding the resolution in a top-secret letter, Lenin wrote
the following:

I think that here our enemy is committing an enormous
strategic mistake in trying to drag us into a decisive battle
at a time when it is ... particularly disadvantageous for him.
... [For us this moment is not only exceptionally favorable
but generally the only moment when we can, with ninety-
nine out of a hundred chances of total success, smash the
enemy and secure for ourselves an indispensable position
for many decades to come. It is precisely now and only
now, when in the starving regions people are eating human
flesh, and hundreds if not thousands of corpses are littering
the roads, that we can (and therefore must) carry out the
confiscation of church valuables with the most savage and
merciless energy, not stopping [short of] crushing any
resistance.%”

As to the specific incident in Shuia, Lenin added that “the trial
of the Shuia rebels resisting aid to the hungry [i.e., those defending
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the Church] [will] be conducted with the maximum of speed and
[will] end in execution by firing squad of a very large number ...
and to the extent possible ... also in Moscow and several other
clerical centers.”®

The following day, March 20, the Politburo adopted an appro-
priate protocol to match Lenin’s directions. It resolved to form
secret steering commissions that would be charged with the seizure
of church valuables. In the most significant regions, such confisca-
tions were to take place in the shortest periods of time. The
Politburo was determined to cover the regime’s actions in the cloak
of acting for the famine victims: “Everywhere it is possible, in
churches, at meetings, in barracks, etc. present representatives of
the starving demanding the speedy confiscation of valuables.” As
for clergy members, the Communist leadership advised: “Try not
to touch prominent priests until the end of the campaign, but
secretly warn them officially ... that in the case of any excesses they
will be the first to answer for them.”%°

The trials against clergy and other believers that Lenin referred
to in his letter commenced soon after the March 20 Politburo
meeting. The regime arrested clergy members throughout the
country.” Many of those detained were condemned to execution.™
Show trials against clergy members were held in Moscow, Petrograd,
Smolensk, Ivanovo, and Shuia.™ On April 13, death sentences were
handed down to three Shuia defendants.™ On May 8, the Politburo
voted 5-2 to let stand a Moscow court verdict sentencing eleven
people, including some laity, to death.™ From June 11 to July 5,
1922, 86 members of the Christian faithful were placed on trial in
Petrograd.™ Following the proceedings, the authorities secretly
executed Metropolitan Benjamin and three co-defendants.™ The
regime sent 77 priests from Petrograd and 148 priests and laypeo-
ple from Moscow to prison camps.” In May 1922, Tikhon himself
was placed under house arrest.”™

Lynchings and arrests by the secret police constituted the bulk
of the violence against the clergy during this time period.™
Communicating to the Politburo, Dzerzhinskii expressed the opin-
ion that “all priests resisting the confiscation of church goods
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should be designated enemies of the people and exiled to one of
the Volga regions most affected by the famine.”™ Leading church-
men were tortured and maimed before being killed. For example,
Archbishop Andronik of Perm suffered the horror of having his
cheeks hollowed, his eyes gashed, and his nose and ears severed.
To magnify the humiliation, the Bolsheviks drove him around Perm
before drowning Andronik in the river.’! Russian Orthodox Church
records indicate that the Communist authorities killed 2,691
priests, 3,447 nuns, and 1,962 monks in 1922 alone.* In 1925,
Tikhon estimated that 100 bishops and 10,000 priests were in jail
or in forced exile.® In the midst of such carnage, Lenin apparently
wished to be updated daily about the number of priests put to
death.®*

The Russian Orthodox were not the only Christians to suffer at
the hands of the Communist regime. In December 1922, the
Bolsheviks shut down every Catholic church in Petrograd except
one. The following March, the authorities brought the Catholic
clergy to trial, where they were pronounced guilty of an assortment
of crimes. The High Revolutionary Tribunal condemned to death
Bishop Cieplak and his assistant, Monsignor Budkiewicz. Thirteen
other Catholic clergy members received various punishments,
including imprisonment. While Cieplak’s sentence was ultimately
commuted to ten years confinement following international
protests, the Soviet government consummated the rest of the
court’s orders.®

Lenin and his fellow Bolshevik leaders failed of course in their
attempt to use the famine to totally annihilate Christianity in the
Soviet Union.*® However, any believers who thought that their lot
might be substantially improved by Lenin’s death in January 1924
would be quickly disabused of such notions. Indeed, a top-secret
OGPU communication from the Ukraine issued a month after
Lenin’s death included the following persons as “Hidden Enemies
of Sov[iet] Power:” “All servants of religious cults: hierarchs,
[Orthodox] priests, [Catholic] priests, rabbis, deacons, church
elders, precentors, monks etc.... All belonging to religious sects
and communities (baptists are especially in mind).” The OGPU, a
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successor to the Cheka, issued these instructions “[w]ith the aim of
a universal settling of accounts, and [the establishment of] suitable
surveillance ... on politically unreliable and socially alien elements
of the population.””

In 1925, the Communist authorities launched the League of
the Militant Godless to advance their goal of atheism. The League’s
activities included protests, theatrical productions, “wall newspa-
pers” in public areas, speeches, “godless corners,” discussion
“circles,” “evenings,” radio broadcasts, and lectures. In Moscow,
the League’s Central Council ran a principal anti-religious museum.
Such museums were also seen in other parts of the country, some-
times set up by League councils in former houses of worship. At
various times during the 1920s, churches were subject to vandalism
by Komsomol activists.*® By 1928, the regime had closed approxi-
mately 15,000 Russian Orthodox churches.®

Stalin’s rise to power ushered in a new wave of particularly
severe measures against Christians.” On April 8, 1929, the Soviet
government issued “On Religious Associations,” a decree that
required religious groups consisting of twenty or more adults to
register with, and to receive approval from, the regime prior to
meeting. It also revoked the right to distribute propaganda of a
religious nature while retaining the prohibition on religious educa-
tion in state schools. In sum, the law made the spreading of the
faith outside the home a criminal offense, except when done in
government-approved classes.” The decree also provided that “any
use of the religious prejudices of the masses ... for destabilizing the
state [was punishable] by anything from a minimum three-year
sentence up to and including the death penalty.”* In August 1929,
the Communist authorities proscribed Sundays as days of worship
and mandated that they be treated as normal workdays.”

In the years leading up to the Second World War, the closure
of churches in the Soviet Union proceeded apace. As of April 1,
1936, only twenty-eight percent of pre-1917 Orthodox churches
remained in use.” By 1941, this number dropped to roughly eight
percent.” Government attempts to shut down churches frequently
met vigorous local opposition. For example, according to a
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top-secret communication by the OGPU, in August 1929 in the
Dyatkovsky district, the following scene transpired:

Department travelled to the site of the closure of the
church with the CID agent and head of the departmental
militia on the guard of the Dyatkovsky crystal factory. On
arrival it was envisaged that the churchwarden would give
them the keys of the church—the warden refused to hand
over the keys and the priest of the church, by then called,
appeared in a drunken state accompanied by hysterical
women. As a result, a heated dispute arose around the
handover of the church during which two of the crowd who
arrived with the priest ... climbed up the bell tower and
sounded the alarm. At the alarm call people ran in from the
fields with sickles and stakes, up to 300-350 women, who
drove away the representatives who had come to close the
church.”

Having already gone after the precious church vessels in 1922,
the Communists also sought to remove church bells and use the
metal for other purposes. A top-secret 1925 OGPU communica-
tion from the Ukraine explained the newest attack on Church
property as follows:

The defence of the Soviet state and the equipping of the
Red army ... demand a great quantity of non-ferrous
metals.... In connection with this the government ordered
and instructed the OGPU to collect the necessary informa-
tion on the number and weight of church bells and other
metal utensils of the churches.””

In the place of the true rationale for the confiscation of church
bells, the government offered the spurious justification that “the
sound of bells disturbs the right to peace of the vast majority of
atheists in the towns and the countryside.”™ In October 1929,
instructions were given for the commandeering of all church bells.
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In 1930, almost fourteen percent of disturbances and peasant
uprisings were triggered by bell removals or church closings.”

Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Savior, infamously blown up
by the regime in December 1931, was thoroughly pillaged for all
items of potential value to Soviet authorities before the final deto-
nation. Any clergy who protested the sacking faced execution.!®
Not surprisingly, clergy strength suffered enormously under the
Communist onslaught. Total registered priests fell from 112,629 in
1914 to 70,000 in 1928 to 17,857 in 1936.1! Whereas the Mogilev
Roman Catholc Archdiocese alone had 400 priests in 1921, by
1924 there remained only 116 active Catholic priests for all of the
Soviet Union.!"?

Christians suffered as a result of their faith during Stalin’s
dekulakization and collectivization campaigns as well as his Great
Terror.!® In carrying out dekulakization, Soviet authorities killed,
or sent to the far north with their families, millions of peasants.
While in theory these were the so-called rich peasants, in reality
they were most powerful and the most intractable to the
Communists” plans.!® In an OGPU order of February 1930 about
the dekulakization drive, Genrikh Yagoda, then deputy chairman of
the OGPU, said the following: “Above all the blow must be
directed at the active kulak elements of the first category [includ-
ing] Kulaks who are active members of church councils and all
kinds of religious and sectarian communities and groups actively
manifesting themselves.” Those kulaks in the “first category” were
to be “liquidat[ed],” not deported. Yagoda called for “the anti-
Soviet active kulak group of church-people and sectarians” to
be deported with their families “to the remote northern districts of
the USSR” and to have their property seized.'® Officially, the
Communist Party considered the church to be “the kulak’s
agitprop.”1%6

While the evidence is not totally clear on this point, it appears
that at least 13,000 priests suffered the fate of dekulakization in
1930.17 Tt is reported that, in 1931 near the closed Theological
Seminary in Maryupil, 4,000 priests were incarcerated and forced
to perform difficult manual tasks with woefully inadequate
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nutrition. Priests died every day from such miserable conditions.'"
Dukulakization and the Great Terror did particular damage to the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church. Between 1928 and 1938, thirteen of
its archbishops and bishops died as Communist captives. Only two
Ukrainian Orthodox bishops survived the Stalin era. Overall, 1,150
priests and approximately 20,000 believers serving on Ukrainian
church councils, at the district or parish level, met their end in
Soviet prison camps. Between 1934 and 1936, the regime laid
waste to roughly seventy-five to eighty percent of the churches in
the Ukraine not previously touched by the government. Such
devastation left only two churches still in operation in 1935 in Kiev,
which at one time had been home to hundreds of churches.'®

During Stalin’s Great Terror of the 1930s, the authorities
invariably suspected Christian priests of having committed capital
crimes, and trials of clergy were held throughout the country. At
one proceeding in Orel in 1937, the defendants were charged with,
among other offenses, “publishing prayers in Old Slavonic.” In
February 1938, three bishops were convicted of “agitat[ing] for the
opening of previously closed churches” and sabotage.!!! The
evidence against Mikhail Yedlinsky, who was executed in late 1937
and even had his passport destroyed for good measure, included
the following: “In 1931 he collected and passed on a range of mate-
rial on the closures of monasteries in Ukraine. ... He made use of
the church for slanderous sermons directed against Soviet
power.”H2

As with so many of Stalin’s other victims, Christians targeted by
the regime suffered through the horror of internment in the
Gulag.'"® For example, in 1930, one group of religious believers,
who out of principle refused utterly to cooperate with the
Communist authorities, were incarcerated in a prison camp at
Solovetsky. Because they would not deal with Soviet money or
passports, coming as the materials did from what they regarded to
be the “Anti-Christ,” the camp officials exiled the Christians to a
deserted island. The guards informed the believers that they would
not receive rations until they signed for them. The faithful rebuffed
and within two months all had died from starvation. An eyewitness
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recalled that the next mission to the island “found only corpses
which had been picked by the birds.”*

Following the Politburo’s July 2, 1937 telegram on Anti-Soviet
Elements, which instructed the NKVD at once to arrest and execute
or exile enemies of the government, the NKVD issued Operational
Prikaz 00447. This important directive included “Churchmen [and]
members of sects” in its list of “former kulaks, criminals and other
anti-Soviet elements” to be “repress[ed].” This Prikaz, and other
such operational orders, targeted segments of the Soviet population
simply for who they were or what they believed. Christians thus
suffered for the fact of their faith, not because they had committed
any particular crimes or political offenses. Prikaz 00447 provided
the number of victims to be immediately shot or incarcerated in
each administrative unit enumerated. Unfortunately, such figures
regularly increased, frequently upon Stalin’s instructions, over the
next fifteen months. The Soviet leadership had legal tribunals
provide the actual criminal charges after the victims had already
been selected. Wives of the arrested were also to be punished.!'
One historian, on the basis of archival data, estimates that during
the Stalin era the Communist regime killed approximately 700,000
Christian clergy and religious, mostly Russian Orthodox, because of
their beliefs.'16

Acknowledging that “the population wont fight for us
Communists, but they will fight for Mother Russia,” Stalin, among
other measures, relaxed the persecution of the Russian Orthodox
Church somewhat during the Second World War."" At the close of
hostilities, the Soviet people hoped that their tremendous sacrifices
on behalf of the government would be rewarded with, at the very
least, moderated behavior on the part of the Communist regime.''®
For the Christian faithful, the next forty years of Soviet history
showed that such hopes were substantially misplaced.!!?

Although strongly linked with de-Stalinization, during the
latter part of his reign Khrushchev in fact oversaw the worst attacks
on Christianity, and religion in general, since the 1930s.'2
The campaign would not be formally launched until 1959, but
as early as July 1954 a Central Committee resolution asserted that
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“[r]eligious prejudices and superstitions undermine the conscious-
ness of a part of the Soviet people and reduces their active partici-
pation in the building of communism.”?! Apparently, in Moscow in
the summer of 1957, the Communist Party held a secret meeting
where 350 activists and theorists conferred about religion’s contin-
uing influence in the Soviet Union and the party’s failures in athe-
istic and anti-religious propaganda and education.'?>

Once again, the closing of churches figured prominently in the
Communist authorities’ battle against the Christian faith. Of 17,500
open Russian Orthodox churches in 1958, only 7,500 remained in
1966.'** Armenian Orthodox worshipers saw sixteen of their forty-
eight churches closed between 1958 and 1964.'** Monasteries and
convents were also targeted. As with the previous anti-religious
initiatives of Lenin and Stalin, violence at times accompanied the
execution of party policy. For example, a secret July 1959 report for
the Central Committee described the following scene in connec-
tion with the attempt to close a monastery in Moldavia:

The nuns of the monastery ... announced to their relatives
and acquaintances in the nearby villages that they were
being oppressed, driven out of the monastery etc., and as a
result of this many inhabitants from villages surrounding the
monastery ... organised in the monastery church a round-
the-clock watch of 50 people armed with pitchforks, sticks
and stones.... After the explanatory work was conducted,
the majority of the population returned to their villages, but
in the following days right up to 2 July groups of 20-25
people continued to remain in the monastery church, and
they began to terrorise the representatives of power and
society. They brutally beat up an agronomist ... and bodily
injuries were sustained by several other people. On 1 July
militia lieutenant Dolgan suffered serious pitchfork wounds
in a murder attempt by one of the organisers of the assault
... and the lieutenant shot this bandit in self-defence. The
organisers of the disorder and hooliganism—eleven in
number—were arrested and an investigation is going on.
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By way of a coda, the author of the memorandum added that
“On 3 July it was reported from Moldavia that the Rechulsky
monastery has been liquidated, the church closed and the incident
brought to an end.”'*

The campaign against religion carried out during Khrushchev’s
leadership of the Communist Party took other forms as well.'2

Editor’s Note
The article manuscript leaves off at this point, left unfinished at the
time of the author’s death.
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