
“Strength and violence is the only 
way forward, including creating a 
perfect Aryan racially pure state, 
there is no room for the weak. 
Hitler is Godlike in every way”

“Tolerance, love, peace, 
forgiveness and respect for all 
people is the way forward. We 

must always help the weak as our 
one true God has asked”

Why is this a problem for the Nazi 
Party?
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Neither Catholic nor Protestant has any 
future left. At least not for the 

Germans… Nothing will stop me 
stamping out Christianity in Germany, 

root and branch. One is either a 
Christian or a German. You can’t be 

both…

What did Hitler say about the Church?



Catholic Church

1/3 of all Germans are Catholic.

Believe that the Pope is above the German 
government.

Had their own (not Nazi controlled) schools

More resistant to the Nazis

Protestant Church

2/3 of all Germans are Protestant.

Many supported the Nazis

Much more closely linked to the German 
government.

Easier for Hitler to control



Catholic Control

Catholic Opposition

Protestant Control

Protestant Opposition



Catholic Control
Concordat (agreement), July 1933 

In 1933 Hitler made a concordat with the Pope, 
they agreed not to interfere with each other.

• Hitler confirmed freedom of worship for 
Catholics and he would not interfere with 
Catholic schools 

• The Catholic Church agreed that its priests 
would not interfere in politics and ordered 
German bishops to swear loyalty to the Nazis

However, Hitler did not keep his promises. In the 1930s:

• Catholic priests were harassed and arrested – many ended up in concentration camps 

• Catholic schools were brought in line with state schools or closed

• The Catholic Youth League (Youth group) and other similar groups were banned

• Monasteries were closed down



Protestant Control

The Reich Church, 1936: 

• Led by Ludwig Muller, who was made Reich Bishop of 
Germany

• Pastors supported Hitler’s views in church
• Some even allowed swastikas to be displayed 
• Jews were not allowed to be baptised into the Reich Church 

and Jewish teachings from the Old Testament were removed
from services

Many Protestants supported the Nazis and were glad that they 
were elected. They were happy to go along with the Nazi idea for 
religion. These supportive churches combined to create the 
Reich Church in 1936.



Catholic Opposition
• Some Catholic priests spoke out against the 

Nazi regime and faced harsh punishment.

• 400 Catholic priests were imprisoned in the 
“Priests Block” at Dachau concentration Camp

• The Pope Pius XI wrote a furious statement that 
criticised the Nazis called “With Burning 
Anxiety”, but it failed to have any effect on the 
Nazi regime. 

Overall there was little the Catholic Church could 
do. 

Few people were brave or stupid enough to 
publicly criticise the Nazis so opposition was 
often limited to simply continuing to attend 
Catholic church ceremonies.



Protestant Opposition

• Martin Niemoller was an ex-submarine commander who 
became a Protestant priest

• He initially supported the Nazis and voted for Hitler.

• He began to oppose the Nazis after they took more 
control over the Protestant Church.

• He rejected their control of the church and disagreed with 
their rule that Jews couldn’t convert to Christianity.

• He spoke out publicly against the Nazis more and more. 

• His phone was bugged by the Gestapo and in 1937 he was 
arrested and imprisoned in solitary confinement for 
“Treasonable Statements”

• He was later sent to Dachau where he remained until the 
end of the war.



Protestant 
Opposition

The Pastor’s Emergency League and the Confessing Church

• Niemoller set up the Pastor’s Emergency League (PEL) in 1933 which 
was a group of Protestant priests who opposed the Reich Church. 
These priests then started their own new church in 1934, which they 
called the Confessing Church.

• This meant there were two Protestant churches in Germany: The 
Reich Church (which supported Hitler) and the Confessing Church 
(which didn’t). 

• Around 2,000 Protestant priests remained in the Reich Church, but 
6,000 left and joined the Confessing Church under Niemoller.

• In response to this the Nazis sent 800 priests to concentration camps.



How successful was Hitler at controlling the church?

• He had tried to work with the Christian churches, but ended up in conflict with both. 

• He tried to make them both conform to Nazi ideas. 

• Like the police and law courts, the churches became ‘Nazified’ 

1933 – Concordat with the Roman Catholic Church – Nazis will stay out of religion, Church will stay out of 
politics 

1934 – Confessional Church formed – led by Niemoller and Bonhoeffer 

1935 – Nazis set up Department of Church Affairs – shows they were trying to extend their control 

1936 – Reich Church formed – Protestants under Nazi control 

1936 –Nazi led campaigns against Church schools and youth groups 

1937 – Christmas carols and nativity plays banned in schools. Pope issued a bull (announcement) called ‘With 
Burning Anxiety’, criticising Nazi policies 

1941 – Cardinal Galen criticised the Nazi policy of euthanasia (killing mentally and physically handicapped 
people). He was so popular that the Nazis were too scared to take any action against him.



Source A:

A poem written by Martin Niemoller to 
protest the Nazis.

First they came for the socialists, and I did 
not speak out—because I was not a 
socialist.

Then they came for the trade unionists, 
and I did not speak out— because I was 
not a trade unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not 
speak out—because I was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—and there was no 
one left to speak for me.

GCSE FOCUS – 8 mark 
question

How useful is this poem to a historian 
studying Nazi control and opposition in the 
period 1933-1939?

Remember: 

Content (how does it answer the question)

Provenance (Nature, origin, purpose)

Own Knowledge (linked to the enquiry)
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How successful was Hitler at controlling the church?

• He had tried to work with the Christian churches, but ended up in conflict with both. 

• He tried to make them both conform to Nazi ideas. 

• Like the police and law courts, the churches became ‘Nazified’ 

1933 – Concordat with the Roman Catholic Church – Nazis will stay out of religion, Church 
will stay out of politics 

1934 – Confessional Church formed – led by Niemoller and Bonhoeffer 

1935 – Nazis set up Department of Church Affairs – shows they were trying to extend their 
control 

1936 – Reich Church formed – Protestants under Nazi control 

1936 –Nazi led campaigns against Church schools and youth groups 

1937 – Christmas carols and nativity plays banned in schools. Pope issued a bull 
(announcement) called ‘With Burning Anxiety’, criticising Nazi policies 

1941 – Cardinal Galen criticised the Nazi policy of euthanasia (killing mentally and physically 
handicapped people). He was so popular that the Nazis were too scared to take any action 
against him.
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