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Introduction 

As a representative from the Protestant Church in Germany I would like to thank the Anglican-

Lutheran Society for inviting me to its Annual Meeting and to speak about the discussion on peace 

ethics in the Protestant Church in Germany (EKD) since the war against Ukraine began.  This is a very 

special and remarkable place.  Coventry is for us the place of brutal war, started by Germany, and of 

reconciliation – reminding me of the partnership between Coventry and Dresden and the work of the 

International Community of the Cross of Nails. 

 

What I propose to do 

How I would like to proceed: After some 

few introductory remarks, I would like to 

remind us of the development of the 

peace ethics in the EKD after 1945 and its 

main reasoning and argumentation. 

Without this reminder it will be difficult 

to understand the intense discussion on 

peace ethics after the aggressive war 

against Ukraine in the EKD, which shall 

be the main point of our deliberations. 

Finally, I would like to inform you about a 

decision of the EKD how to work on and 

make progress in this crucial debate. 

 

The EKD and the Regional Churches 

First of all I would like to remind you that 

the EKD is a corpus permixtum or as we 

say: it’s a unity in diversity:  It consists of 

20 Landeskirchen – regional Churches 

that are Lutheran, United, Reformed 

tradition and confession – independent, 

but combined or federated to one 

Church, the EKD.  And the EKD takes up 
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some duties for all these regional churches: like the German speaking churches abroad, like the 

Parish Ministry Law, and, of course it has become most important for the dialogue with politics on 

the national level and to the national public. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The EKD is led by the Synod with delegates from all regional Churches.  The President of the Synod is 

student Anna-Nicole Heinrich (photo – middle).  As President of the Synod she is member of the 

Council of the EKD and that is chaired by the Rev Annette Kurschus (left) who is Präses of the 

Protestant Church of Westphalia, the region around Munster.  The Council nominates special 

representatives for important topics, like Bishop Friedrich Kramer (right), Bishop of the Protestant 

Church in Central Germany, as representative for peace. 

 

How the EKD is already engaged 

Before introducing you into the main discussion on peace ethics in Germany I would like to highlight 

that in the EKD – as well as in other German and European Churches – there exists a high 

engagement for peace and support of Ukrainian people all over the Church. 

 

Many churches, many parishes, invite people 

regularly to pray for peace at least once a 

week.  A special invitation was issued for the 

24th of February to be a day for ecumenical 

prayer services all over Germany. 

 

EKD started a project for planting flowers in 

an action called “sowing hope”.  The flowers 

in the colours of Ukraine are to show that we 

do not give up hope that this country has a 

future in freedom and peace.  The nationwide campaign included a prayer on the First Sunday of 

Passiontide, 26th of February 2023, and a request for 

donations to partner organisations for humanitarian aid 

on the ground.  For the moment no more seed bags can 

be ordered because one million of them were 

delivered. 

 

And I would like to add that many parishes in Germany 

and church members are contributing by donations to 

church related aid organisations or by giving room and a roof to refugees from Ukraine to support 

Ukrainians and to give a sign of solidarity and hope. 
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Development of the peace ethics in the EKD after 1945 

The starting point for the then new founded EKD after the Second World War in 1945 was the total 

catastrophe and the inhumanity with which the German military and the German society waged the 

war, and the confession of the German responsibility and guilt, and the recognition of the inhuman 

character of war. 

 

In the so-called Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis – the Stuttgart confession of guilt – from 1945 

protestant church leaders declared:  

 

“Through us, infinite suffering has been brought upon many peoples and countries”. 

 

At the first Conference of the Regional Churches of the EKD in 1948 the church leaders solemnly 

rejected war as a means of politics:  

 

"There is no blessing in violence, and wars only lead deeper into bitterness, hatred, 

misery and neglect.  The world needs love, not violence.  It needs peace, not war." 

 

“According to God's will, war should not be”, proclaimed the 1st Assembly of the World Council of 

Churches in Amsterdam in 1948, in which the Protestant Church in Germany was reintegrated into 

the ecumenical movement. 

 

This acknowledgment was first tested in the 1950s with the discussions and decisions about the 

rearmament and the nuclear weapons deployment in Germany.  The Protestant Church and its Synod 

were deeply divided in this question.  A fundamental difference within the Protestant Church 

became obvious.  The unity of the Church was kept by approving the so-called Heidelberger Thesen 

(theses from Heidelberg) in 1959.  They were based on the model of complementary action, which 

was derived from physics.  It meant that for the moment nuclear arms in Germany provided a certain 

space for those who were against rearmament and nuclear weapons.  Those opponents of  

rearmament were asked to keep the room open – a kind of spiritual room open – for other decisions 

seeking for a more stable peace.  Both parties were taking risks: the person who refused the use of 

weapons symbolised a world which does not yet exist, and the soldier had to face up to using 

weapons which are not justified, especially nuclear weapons.  

 

But the renunciation of weapons and holding nuclear weapons are not of equal rank: they are 

asymmetrical moments in a historical process; so the renunciation of violence was affirmed as the 

Christian way to behave. 

 

In the years following this sort of compromise the ecclesiastical consensus grew that the use of 

nuclear weapons is irresponsible.  At that time the EKD engaged and invested to promote the 

protection of conscientious objectors to military service, the promotion of peace research, the civil 

peace services, and the development cooperation. 

 

The German Protestant Churches of the East 

In the Regional Churches of the former GDR (German Democratic Republic), which was forced by 

government to leave the EKD in 1969, their decision to totally refuse to do armed service resulted in 

people facing tremendous consequences from the state.  However, their decision was considered a 

much clearer Christian sign for peace.  
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I make this point because part of the discussion today in Germany and in the EKD has to do with 

these experiences of the Church and Christians in the GDR in those earlier times, when fundamental 

opposition to the state policy and had severe personal consequences. 

 

In December 1979 the NATO double-track decision was taken and the fear of a war of nuclear 

annihilation on European soil mobilised a strong and huge peace movement in East and West 

Germany.  This movement had strong backing in German Protestantism, including Synods and church 

leaders.  At this time, 1981, the EKD published its Denkschrift – memorandum: “Preserving, 

Promoting and Renewing Peace”.  It highlighted the priority of a comprehensive political 

safeguarding of peace over military armament and pleaded for an international peace order.  This 

term, “an international peace order”, included a multidimensional understanding of peace as it was 

unfolded later.   Peace meant renouncing violent resolution of interstate conflicts, ensuring human 

rights, freedom, and self-determination for all peoples and the protection of natural resources.  The 

memorandum described a concept of common security which aimed at a cooperation which would 

bridge the Eastern and Western blocks.  

 

In 1989 and 1990 the end of the so-called Cold War, and the end of the bloc confrontation in Europe 

released another step in the development of protestant peace ethics.  In 1994 the Council of the EKD 

published guidelines for peace ethics and peace policy under the title "Steps on the Path to Peace".   

This document unfolded the idea of an international peace order under these new geopolitical 

conditions and opportunities, and it aimed at integrating the Eastern German Protestant Regional 

Churches, which hold a more pacifistic tradition than the Western Regional Churches of the EKD. 

 

Therefore, its preferential option was for non-violence and it started to develop the doctrine of “just 

peace”.  The preferred option for non-violence was described as economic, social and cultural 

cooperation, the use of methods of diplomacy and – which was very much highlighted – the 

expanding ways for civil conflict transformation.  This proposal by the Churches was picked up by the 

German government in an action plan in 2004 about civil crisis prevention, conflict transformation 

and peace consolidation.  

 

Although the document advocates for an international peace order in which the option for non-

violence prevails it does relate this concept to the use of military force.  The criteria for the use of 

armed weapons are their function as self-defence and emergency aid.   

 

“The use of military force is all the more justifiable the more closely it remains related to the 

protection of threatened people, their lives, their freedom and the democratic constitutional 

structures of their community in the sense of self-defence or emergency aid, and the more 

targeted and limited it is in destroying only the military means of attack.” 

 

In this sense the use of military violence is ultima ratio, not in a timely understanding, but in the 

reaction to violence.  In this respect the policy on humanitarian intervention, which was developed at 

this time is supported and legitimised by the United Nations.  

 

The terrorist attack on 9/11 on the Twin Towers in New York and the war of the US with a coalition of 

willing states against Iraq marked again a change of the geopolitical framework.  Reflecting this new 

situation, the EKD published a new memorandum in 2007 with the title: “Living Out of God's Peace - 

Ensuring Just Peace”.  In this document the EKD unfolded the topic of “just peace” in a systematic 
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way and as the guiding principle.  Based on the biblical notion of shalom, peace is understood as a 

process, which is characterised by 4 dimensions:  

• the protection from violence,  

• the promotion of freedom,  

• the reduction of hardship and  

• the recognition of cultural diversity.  

 

In all these dimensions “just peace” assumes the respect of human rights and serves human life, 

development, and security.  “Just peace” has to be unfolded in a rights-based peace order, which is a 

model of a cooperatively constituted world order.  This world order will and should secure and 

develop the four dimensions of a “just peace”:  

• the protection from violence by the realisation of an effective system of collective 

peacekeeping as is described in the United Nations Charter; 

• the promotion of freedom by the guarantee of the universal and indivisible human rights;  

• the reduction of hardship by the implementation of the right for development; and 

• the recognition of cultural diversity by the protection of all plural forms of human life.  

 

It is also part of this concept of a “just peace” to define criteria for the compulsory enforcement of 

international law.  The document rejects the concept of a “just war” but argues for an ethic of 

compulsory enforcement.  If military means are used to enforce the law, they have to be legitimised 

by the rules of the United Nations Charter.  And these rules and the rights and policies of the United 

Nations have to be strengthened and revised.  For Christians, the taking up of arms, also in this 

context, always means to assume guilt.1 

 

In November 2019 the Synod of the EKD met in Dresden with the main item: “Towards a Church of 

justice and peace”.  In its final statement the Synod explained this title in five main short chapters 

and the very first had the topic: “The path of non-violence”.  Here the Synod stated:  

 

“Experience shows that people, communities, and states can deal with problems and conflicts in all 

areas of social and political life in a constructive and non-violent way.  There are proven concepts 

and instruments for finding ways out of violence and guilt, protecting each other from violence and 

shaping reconciliation processes - in times of peace as well as in situations of crisis and war.  On 

the path of justice and peace, we hear God's call to non-violence.  We follow Jesus, who meets 

violence neither with passive indifference nor with violent aggression, but with active renunciation 

of violence.  This path transforms enmity and overcomes violence, and it respects the dignity of all 

human beings, including opponents.”   

And it goes on:  

 

“The guiding principle of Just Peace puts non-violence first. …  We call on those in positions of 

political responsibility to overcome military violence and warlike means.”
2 

 

You can probably imagine how intensely this proposition was discussed, but it was passed by a 

majority. 

                                                           
1
 This summary owes itself to the publication for the EKD Synod in 2019: “Auf dem Weg zu einer Kirche der 

Gerechtigkeit und des Friedens, Ein friedenstheologisches Lesebuch“, Leipzig 2019, and especially the article, 

Hans-Richard Reuter, „Auf der Gewalt ruht kein Segen“, Sechs Jahrzehnte Friedensethik der EKD im Rückblick, 

p. 67-80. 
2
 Vgl. https://www.ekd.de/kundgebung-ekd-synode-frieden-2019-51648.htm (eigene Übersetzung) 
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How does doctrine stand up to Russia’s aggression? 

Now, dear ladies and gentlemen, what does this doctrinal development mean since Russia, since 

Putin’s regime, started its war against the Ukraine on 24th February last year? 

 

As you might know, in German society and among the German public, there is an ongoing debate 

about how to react to the war.  We should remember that Chancellor Olaf Scholz gave a remarkable 

speech on 27th February last year, three days after the war started, in which he defined the situation 

as a Zeitenwende – a turning point; a turn of an era – which would have many consequences,  such as 

a significant increase in the military budget and a turning away from the commandment not to 

supply weapons to war zones.   

 

The German public is divided.  At the begin of February this year 44% of Germans said that support 

with weapons for the Ukraine by the German government is right, 15% declared that is not enough, 

but 35%, more than one-third, were adamant that it is going too far.  

 

Also, the Protestant Church in Germany and its church leaders are divided or making very different 

arguments. One indicator is how the doctrine of “Just peace” as it was developed, is now being 

perceived.  There are those who state that this doctrine has not to be changed and that the war 

against the Ukraine is not a new situation.  For a long time we have had wars, like in Syria, in Yemen, 

in Ethiopia and elsewhere.  The war against Ukraine is geographically closer to us but this does not 

change the rightness of what was laid down in the peace doctrine, which included an ethic of 

compulsory enforcement by military means as ultima ratio.  I quote Margot Käßmann, a former 

bishop and former chair of the Council of the EKD, who is today one of very few Church 

representatives who enjoy a high public profile without holding any office:  

 

“What is now perceived as different or even new 

is the brutality of the war of aggression and its proximity to our borders. 

But the ethical principles do not change because of this.”
3
 

 

Others are more critical of this judgment.  A former chair of the Commission on Theology of the EKD 

declares: “We were too naive and overestimated the civilising effect of the cruel history of the 20th 

century.”4  A Church leader underlines that the Protestant doctrine of the last decades did not 

imagine a “geo-imperialist war of aggression” (Bischof Stäblein).  Others argue that what is new is 

that the international order is threatened and ask: What does this new situation mean for the 

concept of an international order and its institutions?   How must this new world order be reflected 

in a protestant doctrine?  Another criticism is that the Protestant doctrine in the last decades did not 

anticipate such evil.   Even when we observed the atrocities in Syria we helped the refugees but “we 

have also stood idly by and watched the misery that Russia has vigorously promoted”.5  It is the 

prime duty of Christians to constrain evil and the first aim of the good commandments of God is to 

constrain the evil. 

 

                                                           
3
 Margot Käßmann, in Zeitzeichen 5/2022, Fragen zum Frieden, Prominente ProtestantInnen geben Antwort, 

p33. (Eigene Übersetzung) 
4
 Prof. Christoph Markschies, zitiert bei R. Leonhardt, R. Penssel, Bedingt erlaubt? Über die bleiben Bedeutung 

von „CA 16“ für die Friedensethik, in Zeitzeichen,5/2022, p 29. (Eigene Übersetzung) 
5
 Bishop Christian Stäblein, Ev. Kirche Berlin-Brandenburg-Schlesische Oberlausitz, https://www.meine-

kirchenzeitung.de/magdeburg/c-aktuell/sag-wie-haeltst-dus-mit-waffenlieferungen_a36911 (Eigene 

Übersetzung) 
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Nevertheless, starting to analyse the differences in the protestant discussion in Germany, I would like 

to highlight first the common understanding, on which all parties agree in their statements.  All who 

participate in the public discussion agree on the fundamental statement of the Assembly of the 

World Council of Churches in 1948:  

 

“According to God's will, war should not be”. 

 

This implies that war should not and cannot be sanctified and 

spiritualised by the Churches, as Patriarchate Kyrill, the Head of the 

Russian Orthodox Church, does.  But in the same way the self-defence 

of the Ukrainians should not be described as a battle of heroes.  “Ecce 

homo” – this quotation from the Gospel, the words of Pontius Pilate 

about Jesus, who is judged to be crucified -; “ecce homo” means that 

every single, suffering person has to be seen – the suffering Ukrainian 

family, the child, the soldier, but also the Russian soldier and the 

suffering of the Russian parents about the death of their son or their daughter.  This seems to be one 

of the specific aspects that Christians have to bring into the public German debate today – please, 

look what happens to each single individual person in all this misery!  

 

It is also agreed that the Ukraine has the right to self-defence.  And normally this statement is related 

to a quotation of the United Nations Charter, Article 51.  For both sides in the argument this raises 

the question of whether Germany or other states should provide weapons to the Ukraine.  But 

whichever side someone comes down on their answer to this question leads into a dilemma and to a 

personal conflict for a Christian.  The 

answer always makes one guilty!  If 

one answers that weapons should not 

be delivered, one prevents the 

necessary protection and one 

becomes responsible for the very 

probable advance of the Russian 

troops and the atrocities that will be 

assumed to accompany them.  If one 

delivers weapons, one cooperates 

actively in the killing of others.  There 

is no answer and no action without 

guilt, without sin. 

 

The argument against the supply of weapons 

Why do some of the protestant leading voices in Germany argue against the supply of weapons?  

This position argues that the supply of weapons escalates the war and leads to more and prolonged 

violence. The Ukraine will never win a war against Russia. The supply of weapons can lead to a 

stalemate lasting for years.  The concrete danger exists that such escalation will lead into a war 

between Russia and NATO.  Then a nuclear confrontation becomes a much more real possibility and 

moves closer, and this is something to be avoided at all costs.  Some point out that Germany has a  

specific responsibility because of its history.  Germany should not deliver tanks, for example, which 

will again be used against Russia – with all the memory of German atrocities in the Second World 

War in this region and against Russians.  To supply weapons also means following a purely military 

logic. But one has to step back from this logic to seek out other opportunities and to find a different 

The members were very attentive throughout the day 
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rationale, which might be in diplomacy and in all other possible kinds of dialogue.  The United 

Nations and the Europeans should start immediately all kinds of peace and ceasefire proposals.  

Peace is never achieved by violence and weapons.  Therefore, contacts with the Russian civil society, 

with the Russian Orthodox Church and other relationships, like existing town twinning, should be 

used and activated.  One should not forget that in the end peace and order in Europe cannot be 

achieved without Russia.  

 

This position is theologically underlaid by taking up the Sermon on the Mountain.  Friedrich Kramer, 

the EKD representative of peace, translated in a speech to the EKD Synod in November last year the 

Gospel of St. Matthew 5,9: “Blessed are the pacifists (for peacemakers), for they shall be called sons 

of God.”  The Church must stand on the side of the victims and follow Jesus on his way of an active 

non-violence resistance.  His life was no success from a political perspective.  He ended up on the 

cross.  But the Church must stand with and beside him, following his way, seeking peace, ceasefire, 

and the end of violence as soon as possible.  

 

The argument in favour of the supply of arms 

Those of the protestant church leaders in Germany who argue for the right to deliver arms – and at 

the moment this is the majority – describe the war not only as an aggressive violence and attack by 

Russia against the Ukraine and a breach of international law, but they highlight the brutality of 

warfare of the Russian army: the war crimes, the targeted attacks on the civilian population, the use 

of rape and torture, which is already well documented.  They underline the specific intent of Putin, 

which is directed against Ukrainian culture and freedom, and aimed at destroying the Ukrainian 

nation and culture.  This perception understands Putin’s war as finally directed against the Western, 

liberal, democratic, rights-based, pluralistic societies and the historic results of 1989/1990 in Europe.   

 

Facing this reality, the supply of weapons seems to be justified – and today that includes the supply 

of the most modern tank, the Leopold II – although, just to repeat it here again, it means to be guilty, 

to take sin upon oneself. 

 

Christian charity implies standing up for a person in greatest need, someone who is seriously and 

brutally attacked, for example, and offering shelter and organising protection and defence.  And this 

protection and defence has to be enabled for the Ukrainian individual person and for the sovereign 

Ukrainian state and society, which has chosen to defend its freedom.  

 

In this context some refer to the Barmer Theologischen Erklärung of 1934 – Barmer Theological 

Declaration – and its article V, which defines the task of a state like this: 

 

“The Scripture tells us that the state, by divine decree, has the task in the yet unredeemed world, 

in which the Church also stands, to provide for justice and peace according to the measure of 

human insight and human ability, under the threat and exercise of force.  The Church, in 

thanksgiving and reverence to God, recognises the beneficence of this order of His.  It recalls God's 

kingdom, God's command, and justice, and thus the responsibility of the government and the 

governed.  It trusts and obeys the power of the Word through which God sustains all things.”   

 

Some add to this argument their reflections on Confessio Augustana XVI.  Others refer to the 

argument of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his very well-known words:  

 

“…not only to connect the victims under the wheel, but to fall into the spokes of the wheel itself”.  
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This reasoning recalls the parable of the good Samaritan.  One cannot leave the victims to the 

robbers and just pass them by and do nothing. 

 

The Chair of the Council of the EKD, Präses Annette Kurschus, argues in this way.  But she underlines 

that all Christian reflection on this matter has to be orientated towards Jesus' words about the 

kingdom of God and his vision of better justice.  Here she picks up a model of complementary action 

of the Heidelberger thesis: the aim of taking up arms, providing arms to the Ukrainians, is to create 

ceasefire and peace as soon as possible.  That arms have to be provided is a sign of the sinfulness of 

our world, the reality of mischief and malice.  Nevertheless, the aim is ceasefire, negotiations, peace.  

The warning in Jesus’ word must be taken very seriously:  

 

“For all who draw the sword will die by the sword. (Gospel of St. Matthew 26,52).  

 

One way of taking this warning seriously is to keep the proportionality as it was developed in the 

doctrine of just war: the use of weapons of mass destruction are forbidden, are a no-go for the 

Churches. 

 

Conclusions 

To close this chapter, I would like to finish with the indication that the leaders in the EKD are 

convinced that it would be counterproductive to cut the relations with the Russian Orthodox Church.  

Of course, the statements and the teaching of Patriarch Kyrill are rejected and totally contradicted.  

But although he is the Patriarch he doesn’t represent the whole Russian Orthodox Church and all the 

priests there, for instance.  The EKD doesn’t want to cut of relations with those in this Church who 

think differently and who might become important when times change – which is what we all hope 

for.  Therefore, the EKD together with other Churches was in favour of inviting the Russian Orthodox 

Church to the Assembly of the World Council of Churches last year in Karlsruhe and to keep in 

contact. 

 

And now a final word and a forecast of how the EKD now wants to work on this discussion. 

 

In September 2022 the Council of the EKD decided to start a process during the coming years, to 

begin deep reflection and discussion of the points that I have mentioned, to move questions of peace 

and just peace on, and also to deal with the other questions that are now on the table.  All the 

different parties in the Church will be invited along with other groups within society.  It envisages a 

participatory, three-stage process of understanding within the church towards the further 

development of Protestant peace ethics or, if necessary, the creation of a new foundation for 

Protestant peace ethics.  The spectrum in the EKD ranges from pacifist approaches to supporting the 

demand, also represented in the media and politics, to recognise military force as a means of politics 

again.   

 

The three stage process is as follows: 

 

1. A consultation process (approximately four consultation meetings) on currently pressing 

questions of peace ethics with broad participation of the most diverse peace ethics positions, 

interdisciplinary, intergenerational and ecumenical perspectives, accompanied by a team 

from the EKD for text drafting.  The peace memorandum of 2007 should remain the point of 

reference and reference text. 
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2. A consensus-oriented, citizens' council-analogue format for testing the developed draft text 

as to what extent this text helps to make well-founded decisions.  In doing so, the broad 

range of Protestant church members from different National Churches will be involved.  The 

results of this process should lead to a review and, if necessary, revision of the previous 

textual results. 

 

3. A further consultation process on questions of peace practice, through which it is to be 

determined to what extent the various actors in practical peace work find themselves 

reflected in the newly negotiated positions, what impulses they gain from it for their work 

and what suggestions they have that go beyond this. In particular, perspectives from the 

international ecumenical community should also be included. 

 

Due to the consistent reference of the entire concept and procedure to the EKD memorandum 

"Living out of God's Peace - Providing for Just Peace" of 2007, it is to be expected that its peace-

ethical and peace-political foundations will take on an updated significance. 

 

Thank you very much for your attention. 

 

 


