THINKING GLOBALLY

With this and the following article Dialogue continues its special series on the
Mormon experience and identity outside the usual Anglo-American cultural
realm, under the supervision of guest editor Ethan Yorgason.

How Missionaries Entered
East Germany: The 1988

Monson-Honecker Meeting

Raymond M. Kuehne

On Thursday, March 30, 1989, eight missionaries and their new mis-
sion president, Wolfgang Paul, were driven from Hamburg, West Ger-
many, to the German Democratic Republic (GDR). They expected a delay
of several hours at the border but were amazed when the guards waved
them through without the usual search of the cars. President Paul said, “Af-
ter we crossed the border our joy was beyond description. President
Schiitze! could hardly contain himself. He honked the horn, blinked the
headlights, shouted and cried for joy because after fifty years missionaries
were again in his country."2 Two of the missionaries were left that day in
East Berlin, two in Leipzig, two in Dresden, and two in Zwickau. They were
the first of twenty to enter the GDR over the next month. Prior to their en-
try, local members had served full-time or parttime missions, but the
scope of their activities had been severely restricted, and only a few convert
baptisms had taken place each year. The new missionaries began immedi-
ately to meet with members’ friends. Three convert baptisms were per-
formed in Dresden on Sunday, and a total of 569 took place in the last
nine months of 1989.

Two months later, on May 26, ten young men from the GDR were
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driven to the West German border where a long line of cars awaited the
usual inspection. A guard noted the occupants’ special passports and mo-
tioned for them to proceed directly to the gate. Passports were quickly
stamped, the gate opened, and the group proceeded toward Frankfurt,
from which they would fly to the Missionary Training Center in Provo,
Utah.?

Why did the border open so smoothly for those two groups! The an-
swer is found in a historic meeting in East Berlin on October 28, 1988,
when Erich Honecker, chairman of the GDR’s State Council (Staatsrat)
and General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party (SUD), said to Presi-
dent Thomas S. Monson, “Your requests are approved.” In that one sen-
tence, Chairman Honecker agreed to several requests that the Church
had conveyed in earlier conversations and letters. President Schiitze de-
scribed them, “Missionaries in, missionaries out, more buildings, and
more youth activities. [They] were the main four points. We didn’t want
much, and missionaries were the most important.”*

This article details the events of 1988 that led to that meeting. How-
ever, some prior history is necessary. East Germany’s ruling party was pre-
dominantly a Communist party with a different name. Based on Marx-
ist-Leninist ideology, it viewed churches as former collaborators with gov-
ernments that had suppressed Communism and oppressed the common
man (workers and farmers). The party’s goal was the creation of a future
Communist society without churches. Since this goal could not be imple-
mented immediately, the GDR'’s constitution provided (at least on paper)
for religious freedom, the equality of all religious organizations and the
separation of church and state, principles intended to eliminate church
influence in political affairs until churches disappeared.

Faced with life under a totalitarian government, the LDS Church
emphasized the GDR’s Constitutional promise of religious freedom and
attempted, with limited success, to achieve the same legal status held by
the larger churches.” Later, the Church also began to emphasize its tradi-
tional noninvolvement in political affairs. Its position concerning the sep-
aration of church and state distinguished it from the predominant Lu-
theran (evangelisch) Church,6 which criticized the government on a broad
range of social and political issues.

While the GDR’s activities succeeded in reducing the number of
practicing Christians, party leaders eventually recognized that churches
would not disappear in their lifetime. In a meeting with Lutheran leaders
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on March 6, 1978, Honecker acknowledged that churches had a legiti-
mate role in a socialist state. Among other concessions, he approved the
construction of ten new Lutheran churches in localities where none had
previously existed.” Given the principle of equality of all churches, that de-
cision became a factor in the government’s suggestion the same year that
the LDS Church build a temple in the GDR. Construction of new
meetinghouses followed shortly thereafter.

Until 1969, the 5,000 LDS members in the GDR had been the re-
sponsibility of mission presidents who resided in West Berlin or Ham-
burg. In 1969, the Church established a separate Dresden Mission to over-
see activities in the GDR. Its president, Henry Burkhardt, had served as a
counselor to the previous mission presidents since 1952. In 1972, he was
permitted for the first time to leave the GDR to attend general conference
in Salt Lake City. During each subsequent annual visit, President Spencer
W. Kimball told him that political solutions to problems such as those he
faced in the GDR were generally ineffective—that the world changed only
when individuals changed. President Kimball said, “If you want to see a
change in East Germany, it must begin with you personally because you
are the leader of the Saints there. You must befriend the Communists,
which means you must have a change of heart. You must change your
whole outlook and attitude. You cannot hold any grudges against them.”
Burkhardt, who had been harassed and jailed by his government, said, “It
took a long time, from 1973 until 1976, before I came to realize that Com-
munists were also children of our Heavenly Father, and that I should deal
with them accordingly, in a friendly manner. From that time forth, mira-
cle after miracle occurred in the history of the Church in this country.
They became friendlier and more receptive to me, as a representative of
the Church.”®

In 1975 Elder Monson dedicated the country and prayed for divine
intervention in governmental affairs: “Cause that Thy Holy Spirit may
dwell with those who preside, that their hearts may be touched and that
they may make those decisions which would help in the advancement of
thy work.”® Three years later, the government suggested that a temple be
built. It was officially announced in October 1982 and dedicated in June
1985.1 Stakes were organized in Freiberg (1982) and Leipzig (1984). The
Church’s next priority was to obtain permission for missionaries to enter
the GDR and for its young members to serve missions abroad. Those am-
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bitious goals could be achieved only with the full support of Chairman
Honecker.

On February 2, 1988, almost nine months prior to the October
meeting with the chairman, President Monson wrote in his journal, “I am
happy that a breakthrough seems to be in the offing pertaining to having a
limited number of full-time young elders from the West serve as mission-
aries in [the GDR].”"! His journal entry did not give a reason for that opti-
mism, and political developments within the GDR at that time could be
seen more as a reason for pessimism. However, the plan that led to the
meeting with Honecker appears to have been built upon the events of late
1987 and early 1988 summarized below.

During the night of November 24-25, 1987, the GDR's secret po-
lice entered and searched the Zionskirche, a Lutheran church in East
Berlin, confiscated papers and copying machines, and imprisoned a few
individuals. The Zionskirche had allowed some of its members to use a
basement room for a library, seminars, and other activities related to “en-
vironmental and peace” issues with financial support from a small West
German political party. The group also distributed a newspaper critical of
government policies. Following the raid, the government took action
against a few lay members of Lutheran organizations and warned all
churches to control their political activities. An official in the Secretariat
for Religious Affairs later described the atmosphere of that time as a re-
turn to the 1950s and said that “a new style in party directives left no
room for negotiation and conversation.” Honecker told the Secretary for
Religious Affairs, Klaus Gysi, to “solve the problem” by ending discus-
sions with churches and, instead, “instruct, forbid and threaten” them. i

As events following the Zionskirche raid unfolded, Jiirgen Warnke,
legal counsel to the Church’s Frankfurt regional office, consulted with
Manfred Wiinsche, a private GDR lawyer who assisted the Church on le-
gal matters. Warnke then wrote to President Hans B. Ringger, a Swiss citi-
zen and counselor in the Europe Area Presidency on January 4, 1988.
Warnke said that a degree of euphoria had been growing within the
churches in the GDR over the possibility of social reforms, but the govern-
ment was now sending strong signals that the limits of acceptable activity
by churches and their organizations had been breached and must be re-
stored. Warnke said, “Secretary Gysi has reconfirmed the government’s
basic church policy, but has emphasized that church organizations were
expected to operate within those bounds in order to avoid serious conse-
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quences.” He agreed with Wiinsche “that we must be more disciplined
and not allow our own euphoria over our accomplishments to lead to vio-
lation of the limits placed upon us by the state.”

A Strategy to Approach Chairman Honecker

It appears that Church leaders came to see the crackdown against
other churches as an opportune time to bring their requests to Chairman
Honecker. The strategy was to emphasize the Church’s traditional policy
of noninvolvement in internal political affairs and to distinguish itself
from the churches involved in political dissent. This strategy was coordi-
nated with the Church’s two major contacts within the GDR, attorney
Manfred Wiinsche and Giinther Behncke, a division leader in the Secre-
tariat for Religious Affairs. The secretariat was attached to the Council of
Ministers and coordinated church issues. It had no operating authority
and could only make recommendations, but it had considerable influ-
ence because everyone knew that important decisions regarding religious
matters were made by the Chairman of the State Council, Erich
Honecker. Therefore, in a matter as unprecedented as allowing missionar-
ies from the West to enter the GDR, or for GDR youth to leave for mis-
sions abroad, the chairman’s agreement was essential and had to be
obtained before other officials raised objections.

Five weeks after Warnke's letter to Ringger, Burkhardt met with
Behncke in the latter’s office. During a discussion about an information
brochure that the Church had submitted for approval several months ear-
lier, Burkhardt told Behncke that the Church “operated in accordance
with distinct principles concerning the relationship between church and
state and required its members to do the same. Anything that was not con-
sistent with these principles and teachings of the gospel has no place in
the Church.” In response, Behncke said, “Secretary Gysi would find it ap-
propriate and helpful if the Church would express its position on this
matter and how the members understand their rights and opportunities
as citizens.” He suggested that this information be conveyed personally to
the secretary in a birthday greeting and added to the proposed informa-
tion brochure.

The suggested new text became the last three pages of a 26-page bro-
chure published that year as Die Kirche Jesu Christi der Heiligen der Letzten
Tage stellt sich vor (“The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints Intro-
duces Itself”). Similar text would appear later in the official Erklarung der
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Présidentschaft der Kirche Jesu Christi der Heiligen der Letzten Tage in der DDR
(“Statement of the Presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints in the GDR”), which was sent to Honecker prior to the October
meeting. The drafting of the Erklirung, hereafter referred to as the “State-
ment,” will be discussed below. '

The birthday greeting to Secretary Gysi began with expressions of
appreciation for “improvements in the relationship between state and
church” and for the “church building program, so visibly presented in the
beautiful Freiberg Temple and the completed or soon to be completed
meeting houses in Freiberg, Leipzig, Dresden, and Zwickau.” Regarding
the Church'’s relationship to the state, the letter to Gysi stated:

The position of the Church in relationship to secular authority always
has been clear and distinct, . . . to respect and support that government,
which secures to us the right of religious freedom and freedom of con-
science. The members of the Church [in the GDR] understand very well
that they have the opportunity to practice their religion, develop their indi-
vidual personalities enjoy the blessings of the gospel, and live in accor-
dance with Christian principles. . . . We do not support a connection
between church authority and political influence. Therefore, we do not
routinely take positions on current political events. Instead, the Church
teaches and challenges its members in the GDR and throughout the world
to become engaged in public affairs, to stand for freedom and right and to
encourage the good in every form. We see significant similarities in your
and our view of the absolute separation between state and church and in
the equal treatment of all churches and religious organizations.

I have found no written record of Gysi’s response. Instead, on April
18, 1988, Burkhardt wrote directly to Honecker and requested an oppor-
tunity for President Monson, Elder Russell M. Nelson, and local leaders
to meet with him in October.” The short letter did not include any of the
specific church-state issues contained in the letter to the Secretary. The
meeting’s only stated purpose was to thank Honecker “for the benefits as-
sociated with the implementation of the church building program, for the
freedom to practice our religion according to the principles of our faith,
and to discuss current problems of our time.” The chairman responded
five weeks later. He said he was “pleased to have an exchange of opinions
with you and the other named gentlemen, which will give us the opportu-
nity to discuss citizens’ requests and other current problems.”!

President Schiitze emphasized the importance of approaching
Honecker directly. He said, “We were told later by government officials,
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that if we had gone through normal government channels, we would
never have been successful.”' In the course of several interviews,
Giinther Behncke described how the Church managed to reach
Honecker directly, without going through “normal channels.” Manfred
Wiinsche had worked previously with Hans Ringger on legal matters. At
the request of President Monson, Ringger now urged Wiinsche to find
ways to allow missionaries to enter and leave the GDR. Wiinsche brought
this request to Behncke’s attention in early January, 1988. The two of
them discussed informally how this could be done. “Unofficially, we con-
sidered if it was possible or even thinkable, and we discussed how we
could present it in a manner that Honecker would be agreeable.” Al-
though neither man had direct ties to Honecker, Wiinsche’s previous le-
gal work for highly placed GDR officials, including sensitive family mat-
ters, provided him with options that might be used to bring ideas to
Honecker without alerting officials who could raise obstacles to the pro-
posals. Behncke said that Wiinsche soon reported, “I have found a way to
reach Honecker.” While he did not ask to know the details, Behncke con-
cluded that Wiinsche made contact with Honecker’s wife, Margot, be-
cause he had previously handled issues involving Honecker's divorce from
his first wife. (Margot Honecker was also the GDR’s secretary of public ed-
ucation [Volksbildung] at this time.) In any event, Behncke and Wiinsche
consulted with Church officials and arranged for their requests to reach
Honecker directly but unofficiaﬂy.20

As noted above, the formal letter from President Burkhardt to Erich
Honecker was very brief. In a 1991 interview, Behncke added further de-
tails:

Of course, the [GDR] Presidency, Manfred Wiinsche, and I knew that
the purpose of the meeting concerned specific issues: continuation of the
building of meeting houses and the sending and receiving of missionaries.
But we couldn’t jump into that immediately. We had to proceed in a politi-
cal-tactical manner, and this was handled excellently by the Presidency, in
that they first asked to meet with the Chairman to thank him for the fact
that Mormons in this country could operate with the same rights as the
Catholic and Lutheran churches. And that was an honest expression of
thanks, because it was not the case in all countries that the Mormons had
equal rights with other churches.?!

However, while the letter was brief, Honecker already had been in-
formed about the Church’s wishes and had signaled his agreement, not
only to the meeting but to the requests. Otherwise, Wiinsche would never
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have recommended that a letter be sent. As Behncke put it, “Why would
Honecker meet with them if he couldn’t say yes to their requests!” But
Behncke and Wiinsche not only kept their informal contact with
Honecker confidential, they also handled the formal letter in a compara-
ble manner. Not even Gysi, Behnke’s superior, was aware that the letter
had been sent. When the request became known, some officials said that
Honecker shouldn’t meet directly with Monson. According to Behncke,
they “felt the meeting should be with the third ranking man, the president
of the Volkskammer [the lower house of Parliament], Horst Sindermann,
a man of integrity. But he couldn’t make decisions concerning the wishes
of the Mormons.” At that point, Behncke briefed Gysi on the matter and
advised him to ignore the complaints, since Honecker had already writ-
ten, “Agreed, EH” on the letter. Behncke said Gysi just grinned when he
learned what had been accomplished without his l(nowledge.22

The Official Statement and the Church’s Requests

Two important documents were prepared in advance of the October
meeting: the official “Statement” from the GDR Presidency about the
Church’s relationship to the state, which was published in newspapers the
day after the meeting, and a list of the Church’s specific requests, which
Honecker approved at the meeting but which were not made public in the
GDR. The form and content of those documents evolved between June
and August 1988.

On June 22, 1988, the GDR Presidency reviewed a draft statement
prepared by Manfred Wiinsche, which focused on positive examples of
the Church’s relationship with the state. The presidency modified that
draft to say that the present good relationship did not exclude the exis-
tence of problems that could and should be resolved, specifically in the ar-
eas of missionary and youth activities and public affairs. Care was taken to
attribute the problems to local officials who prevented Church members
from enjoying the benefits of the positive relationship that existed with
the central government. The presidency also drafted a supplemental list
of requests, which could be addressed at the meeting if the opportunity
arose. The list included:

1. Missionary Work: Young GDR Church members should be able
to go on missions abroad and missionaries from outside should be able to
come to the GDR.

2. Youth activities: Church groups should be able to hold activities
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outside of their meeting houses, including the use of camping and sport
facilities and hostels.

3. Public affairs: Examples included a visitors’ center near the tem-
ple; the importing and/or printing of Church literature; and use of public
facilities for large Church meetings.

On June 27, 1988, the GDR Presidency reviewed additional
changes to the “Statement” suggested by Warnke and Wiinsche and
added more specificity to the Church’s requests. The “Statement” and re-
quests were then translated into English and approved by the First Presi-
dency. However, instead of being placed in a separate document, the
Church’s requests were added to two letters that officially transmitted the
“Statement” to Honecker and the new Secretary for Religious Affairs,
Kurt Loffler, on August 22, 1988.2* While Loffler and Behncke fully un-
derstood the details of the Church’s missionary proposal through infor-
mal communications, the description in the official transmittal letters
was somewhat vague and certainly more modest than what was approved
and implemented after the meeting. For example, the letter to Secretary
Loffler said: “We could suppose, for example, that young members from
Dresden would be assigned to Rostock or vice versa. Their time might also
be served abroad. In that case, it would be based on reciprocity, so that a
comparable young member from abroad would carry out his service here.
Of course, there are many details to be resolved. We would be pleased,
however, when a start could be made here.”*

The letter to Honecker said, “In our Statement, we have emphasized
that we fully support the church-state policy of our country and are thank-
ful for the assistance it affords us. If we were asked if we see opportunities
where the relationship between state and church in our country could be
further developed . . . there are certainly some things that would help our
members, especially our younger members, to identify themselves with
our country even more strongly than in the past.” Following that intro-
duction, the missionary request was described at greater length than in
the secretary’s letter, but within a very broad description of “missionary”
activities that sounded much more like humanitarian services:

Many have, for example, assisted in projects in Latin America that
have the goal of eliminating illiteracy, improving hygienic conditions, or
increasing understanding of the basic principles of proper human nutri-
tion. In European countries, the goal is to present the teachings and princi-
ples of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and to do so especially through the
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contribution of the missionaries to spiritual welfare and education by: a)
strengthening the capacity of individuals for responsible service through
high moral standards; b) maintaining health and the capacity to work by
observing a positive lifestyle and through proper nutrition and; c) support-
ing families and thereby strengthening the foundation of a good society.??

Regarding youth activities, the letter to Secretary Loffler said, “It has
not been easy in the past to carry out camping or sporting activities. In-
deed, a reservation for a camping place, youth hostel or sports place for ac-
tivities with 100-200 participants is out of the question.” The letter also
referred to an upcoming Church youth camp in West Germany with par-
ticipants from sixteen countries. “These gatherings serve world peace and
cooperation among nations through common experiences and mutual
understanding. It would be a positive experience for our youth if they
could participate in this church camp under the flag of our country.” The
letter to Honecker addressed youth activities in less detail but emphasized
that participation in youth gatherings abroad would “contribute to peace
and cooperation among nations through common experiences and mu-
tual understanding,” a favorite political slogan of the GDR govern-
ment.

The Statement

Since all of the Church’s requests had been added to the transmittal
letters, the “Statement” became solely a description of the Church'’s rela-
tionship to the state. Following are key sentences from that “Statement”:

We respect you as the representative of our homeland and our state
with which we identify ourselves, in which we live and work, in which we
find joy. . . . The position of the Church . . . has always been clear and dis-
tinct, namely to respect and support governments that protect our right to
exercise our beliefs.

The members of the Church recognize that they have been given the
opportunity in our country to exercise their religion, to develop themselves
as individuals, and to act in accordance with Christian ideals. . . . Generous
decisions have enabled us to carry out our religious services and spiritual
welfare activities at a high level in accordance with the basic principles of
our Church.

Separation of church and state is a reality in the GDR and fulfills a
longstanding goal of the Church. . . . It has been and continues to be a ba-
sic principle that we do not approve of ecclesiastical authority being used
for political influence. The Church is not a political or social organization.
It interacts with the surrounding society primarily through the experiences
and activities of its members.
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The Church is absolutely not open to anyone seeking to use it as a plat-
form or a cover for opposition, or to pursue “special or group goals” that
cannot be brought into harmony with the mission of the Church and its
stated goals. . . . Young men in the church also accept their responsibility
regarding military service.

[The] prerequisites for the preservation of world peace and under-
standing among nations are being created through the policies of the
GDR. . .. [The Church] supports our government in its efforts toward co-
existence, peace, and good relations. . . . [It is our] goal to promote the
peaceful coexistence of mankind wherever God has placed us, especially
through Christian living and in accordance with the principles of the gos-
pel of Jesus Christ, and to contribute to the strengthening of our country
in order to preserve peace.’’

Two weeks prior to the October meeting, Monson wrote to
Honecker on behalf of the First Presidency. He said he was looking for-
ward to the meeting and expressed hope that Honecker would be able to
come to America and visit Utah in the future. He enclosed a short state-
ment from the First Presidency that was consistent with the “Statement”
of the Presidency in the GDR, but decidedly more reserved in tone and
detail. It said in part: “We live in a time when men and women should
stand together in peace and endeavor to protect the world around them.
Our Church has learned in your country that many of these basic goals are
commonly shared, which has led to trusting, constructive collaboration.
... We are not politically active as a church and refrain from exerting polit-
ical influence of any kind. Instead, we encourage our members to contrib-
ute to the improvement of the country in which they live and to foster
good community relations.”*®

The Briefing Document for Chairman Honecker

Secretary Loffler’s office prepared a briefing document with an as-
sessment of the “Statement” and the Church’s requests, which was sent to
Honecker’s personal secretary on October 11, 1988.2 Attachment 1 of
that document contained Loffler’s recommendations regarding the mis-
sionary and youth requests. Before preparing his recommendations,
Loffler had sent the requests to Eberhard Aurich, secretary of the Central
Council of the Free German Youth (FDJ). He told Aurich, “There cannot
be any special rules for the youth activities of this church. . . . However, in
the interest of a reasoned application of our state-church policy, it is neces-
sary to determine whether some of the wishes of the Mormons can be ac-
cepted within the framework of the varied activities of the FDJ."*°
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Aurich replied, “Sending individual persons abroad for missionary
work is acceptable. Sending an organized youth group is not acceptable
because that would demonstrate a political-organizational division of our
youth, which would harm the GDR and the FD]J politically.” His response
reflected the FDJ’s traditional insistence that all group activities involving
youth were the responsibility of the FDJ, while sending individuals abroad
was not relevant to the FDJ’s mission. Regarding the request to use gov-
ernment facilities, Aurich said, “Young Mormons can use youth hostels,
camping places, etc., [but] we cannot agree to reservations for group activi-
ties of a religious organization, since that would contradict the principle
of the unity of the youth.” He added that church-sponsored activities for
youth should be limited strictly to religious events and be conducted at
church facilities, while the youth should join FDJ for nonreligious activi-
ties. That instruction was also consistent with previous GDR policy. He
did not support the request to send a group of Mormon youth to a scout-
ing activity in West Germany, althou%h sending an FDJ group that in-
cluded Mormons might be acceptable. :

Secretary Loffler’s own recommendations in Attachment 1 of the
briefing document only partially followed Aurich’s comments. The three
issues he addressed were:

1. Hostels and campgrounds: Individuals can use these facilities and
their programs, but church-related group activities or other religious
practices such as common prayers, spiritual singing, or religious ser-
vices are not allowed.

2. Missionary work: Sending an organized group abroad cannot be al-
lowed . . . [but] sending individuals in the manner practiced by the
Mormons can be allowed. Missionary activity within the GDR by re-
tired persons, including retired persons from abroad, can be al-
lowed, but only on condition that it take place in the church, for ex-
ample, in caring for the elderly. Public missionary work (e.g., from
door to door) is absolutely not allowed.

3. Participation in an international camp: Since the participants are ex-
clusively Mormons, the operation of the camp is considered an in-
ternal matter. The particigation of a small group, including adult
leaders, can be permitted. .

Conspicuous by its absence was any reference in the briefing docu-
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ment or in Aurich’s letter to young missionaries from abroad entering the
GDR. While Loffler and Behnke knew this permission was the Church’s
primary goal, the written request had been vague, and the briefing docu-
ment did not address the issue at all. When asked about its absence,
Giinther Behncke said: “Allowing missionaries to enter the GDR was not
a significant problem, but letting young men leave the GDR to serve mis-

sions abroad was a very big problem since many people wanted to leave
the GDR."*

Attachment 2 addressed the “Statement”:

The comment that the Church is not a political or social organization,
although it interacts with its surrounding social environment, is an impor-
tant statement regarding state-church policy. . . . The “Statement,” which
was preceded by other politically descriptive statements in recent years,
such as its [the Church’s] position on the basing of the MX missile, reflects
a continuing process in which the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints has described its position within a socialist society.>4

Attachment 4 described the government’s view of the Church'’s rela-
tionship to the state:

In accordance with Church principles, members are taught to be loyal
to the state, to respect and adhere to socialistic laws, to perform the duties
of citizens and be diligent and honest workers. As a result, no politically rel-
evant problems in the state-church relationship exist at either the central or
local level. The leading representatives of the Mormon church in the GDR
have unambiguously declared themselves in favor of the socialistic peace
policy, including the necessity of military measures to protect our socialis-
tic accomplishments. Mormons to date have not avoided their military ob-
ligations or training and would not find support for such from the church
leadership.?”

Attachment 5 contained suggested responses that Honecker might
make during the meeting, including the following: “I agree with you that
real Socialism fulfills not only the ideals of Communists but also meets
Christian goals and values. . . . The challenges of the present and the fu-
ture require that we not be thrown back into confrontation.”®

The Meeting

President Monson wrote at length in his journal about the historic
meeting on October 28, 1988, including these brief concluding com-
ments: “[Honecker] proceeded to acknowledge our requests and said that
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in the future all of our young people could meet together in youth confer-
ences, using state facilities if necessary, for he trusted our young people
and admired them. This was a great compliment. He then reviewed my re-
quest for missionaries and simply said, ‘Permission gram'ced.”’g'7

When Honecker said, “Permission granted,” to what had he agreed
and what did the Church think had been approved?! Some of the docu-
ments cited above imply that the GDR’s response to the Church’s re-
quests were still being developed after Honecker had accepted the meet-
ing invitation, and the Church’s letters of August 22 assume that future
negotiations would be needed to address details. They simply said, “We
would be pleased, however, when a start could be made here.” A small
“start” is exactly what appears to have been anticipated in secretariat docu-
ments written prior to and immediately after the meeting. One internal
document written before the meeting said, “The exchange of young mem-
bers on the international level is conditionally possible, but a general deci-
sion is not appropriate at this time. In the absence of relevant experience,
the numbers should be limited at first to 3-5 persons.””® A second exam-
ple is Giinther Behncke’s own meeting summary, in which he wrote that
Honecker had approved the requested missionary activity. A handwritten
note on one copy of that summary states, “4-6 persons at first.”*® How-
ever, such a severe limitation on the number of missionaries was not
evident in the negotiations that took place a month after the meeting, as
described later.

Reaction of Church Members

The evening television news on October 28 included a long report
about the meeting. Since very few Church members knew that the meet-
ing was scheduled, the news was a total surprise. One member said, “It
went through the ranks of the members like a wildfire. It was amazing. For
more than twelve minutes that evening, the news was just about our
Church.” While the news coverage was extensive, it was also incomplete.
It included photographs of the participants, Monson's presentation of a
gift to Honecker, and references to the “Statement,” which was printed in
full in newspapers the next day; but there was no mention of the Church’s
requests or any indication that requests had been approved. Members
learned about the new opportunities for missionary and youth activities
gradually as details were resolved.

Matthew Heiss and Jeff Anderson, representatives of the LDS
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Church History Department, conducted oral history interviews in 1991
and 1993. They asked members about their reaction to the news of the
meeting. I have summarized representative comments from fifteen inter-
viewees in the following three paragraphs:

A sigh of relief went through our ranks. . . . I fought to hold back the
tears when I heard about it for the first time, tears of joy. . . . We felt recog-
nized, something that was withheld from us all those years. . . . It filled me
with pride. Finally, we could appear in the daylight. . .. I felt that [ was rec-
ognized as a Christian and no longer restricted to a backyard church in a
former factory building. . . . Normally, one would not sit together at the
same table with such a man. But I thought that the time had come and it
will be good for us. . . . Many things were not totally clear to me, but I try to
be obedient. | have come to understand that it was right.

I ran into a wave of rejection from my colleagues who had always re-
spected me. . . . Many outside the Church said, “Now you are crawling to
the Communists. You made some kind of compromise with them.” . . .
There were many members who didn’t understand that a leader of the
Church would appear with the Chairman. . . . We had some problems, es-
pecially with the young people. . . . I could not call it good. It was not the
right time.

People came to the temple grounds, especially from the Lutheran
Church, and said, “You say you are Christians, but you don’t do anything.
You know that we have to fight for our freedom.” It was hard for us to ex-
plain that freedom was actually something different from what they were
trying to do. . . . President Monson acted under inspiration, otherwise he
would not have done that. But it left the image that we had knelt down be-
fore a socialistic government.

Each member of the Church Presidency in the GDR commented on
the reaction to the meeting during interviews in 1991:

President Burkhardt: I often received threatening phone calls and was
asked how we, as a church, could fraternize with the Communists like that.
[ had to put up with that for a while. I received letters that were not written
with the nicest tone, because people believed that I was the one who had
initiated or was desirous of this contact. But I had the inner satisfaction
that President Monson wanted this connection. And it was good. There
were some members among us who did not agree. But they were not the
most active members. Among the active ones, there were only a few who
were not convinced that such an association was good. Many took the posi-
tion, “We will wait and see what comes out of this meeting, whether it was
worth it."40

President Apel: Some members asked us after the [fall of the regime],
“Why were you with Erich? You sold yourselves.” I see it entirely differ-



122 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, VOL. 39, NO. 4

ently. There were hardly any government leaders in any Western country
that did not have contact with Erich Honecker, who didn’t visit him, shake
his hand, or sit at banquets with him. And so we said to ourselves, “We
must try to obtain as much as possible without denying our faith.”#!

President Schiitze: Naturally, there was some criticism. . . . Some mem-
bers were disturbed and asked why we should associate with the Commu-
nists now and seek their help. Many members and nonmembers also had a
problem with the fact that Western money was being used to build meeting
houses in East Germany, in other words, that the Church was giving
money to the Communists. But we had another goal, or better said, the
Lord was pursuing a different and very specific goal, namely, that people
would become interested in the gospel. In the dedicatory prayer that Presi-
dent Monson spoke in the Dresden area, he said, in my own words, “Lord,
let the people develop an interest in the gospel.” That is exactly what hap-
pened. It brought a great amount of publicity. The Church leaders pre-
sented their standpoint very officially and our wishes were answered. The
Church did not compromise or sell itself. There were no other agreements
made, in any form.*?

Did the Church Compromise Itself?

Although President Schiitze said that “the Church did not compro-
mise or sell itself,” his comment reflects the fact that many people outside
the Church, and a few within it, saw Monson’s meeting with Honecker as
having done exactly that. The meeting with Honecker was generally
viewed as giving support to the regime, which it undoubtedly did; but
most members, even those who had some doubt about the wisdom of the
meeting, expressed hope that it would result in improved conditions for
the Church.

The LDS Church History Department interviewers in 1991 and
1993 did not specifically ask about the “Statement.” However, in my own
interviews and informal conversations with members, their description of
the media coverage of the meeting often included expressions of personal
embarrassment or anger over the content of the “Statement” and other
Church publications of that period. Examples of specific text that trou-
bled them included the expressions of loyalty to the government and the
description of GDR policies as contributing to “world peace,” “under-
standing among nations,” and “peaceful coexistence.” Those specific
words often appeared in traditional Communist propaganda and were
used by all Soviet-dominated countries engaged in furthering Commu-
nism worldwide. Therefore, members were accused by colleagues who
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read the “Statement” of having made common cause with the
Communists.

The meeting with Erich Honecker surprised and concerned mem-
bers who had grown accustomed to frequent and strong anti-Communist
statements by Elder Ezra Taft Benson and other Church leaders during
the administration of President David O. McKay (1951-70). However, a
new tone and approach to Communism emerged shortly thereafter dur-
ing President Kimball’s administration, as he placed more emphasis on
developing personal and friendly relations with socialist governments.
His repeated counsel to President Burkhardt is one such example. In
1977, after visiting Poland, he came to Dresden and spoke to 1,400 mem-
bers on the Twelfth Article of Faith. President Burkhardt recalled that the
talk impressed a government official who had been invited to attend the
memeting.43 Finally, in 1979, President Kimball ended previous efforts to
bring members to the Swiss Temple and accepted the GDR’s unexpected
offer to build a temple there. In short, while the president of the United
States was demanding that the Communists tear down the wall, the
president of the Church was finding ways to open doors through the wall.

President Burkhardt’s implementation of President Kimball’s ad-
vice was not an easy task because government officials were well aware of
the Church’s earlier anti-Communism statements. Nevertheless, Burk-
hardt and his counselors attempted to speak the language of the GDR
when that could be done without violating the Church’s principles and
teachings. For example, the GDR’s propaganda campaigns frequently
complained about the West’s “militarism” and atomic weapons. In 1981,
the First Presidency, under President Kimball’s leadership, issued a state-
ment that opposed President Ronald Reagan’s MX missile-basing plan
and said, “We repeat our warnings against the terrifying arms race in
which the nations of the earth are presently engaged. We in particular de-
plore the building of vast arsenals of nuclear weaponry.”“ Church leaders
in the GDR quoted portions of that document during a meeting in which
Secretary Gysi had criticized representatives of all churches for not ac-
tively supporting the government’s international “peace initiatives.” After
the meeting, Gysi requested and was given the complete text. A favorable
article with quotations from President Kimball appeared thereafter in the
newspaper Neue Zeit headlined: “Our Fathers Proclaimed Peace—Mor-
mons Protest against Building the USA-ntercontinental MX."¥
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Ginther Behncke said that Erich Honecker was aware of and quite
impressed by the Church’s position on the “peace” issue.

Statements with the “peace” theme continued after the meeting
with Honecker. In 1989, the Church published a thirty-two-page pam-
phlet about its history in the city of Leipzig. A section entitled “Church
and Society” included quotations from Doctrine and Covenants 98, a rev-
elation that instructed the Saints to “renounce war and proclaim peace.”
GDR Church leaders also used quotations from President Kimball's 1976
Ensign article in which he wrote that a reliance on armaments for security
was a form of idolatry.‘IL6 Those teachings provided a firm basis for the
antiwar statements written by Church leaders in the GDR.

The GDR’s official state-church policy included two principles that
government officials emphasized but didn’t always practice: separation be-
tween church and state and equal treatment of all religious organizations.
It was in the Church’s interest to support those principles and they did so
in the “Statement” and in other documents over the years. Church lead-
ers also referred to related principles in Doctrine and Covenants 134 and
the Twelfth Article of Faith.

But did those principles apply to Communist governments and
Communist leaders, and should the Saints in the GDR respect the laws of
that land and the officials chosen under its laws? Most members answered
in the affirmative. One said that the Articles of Faith by James E. Talmage
“was in every home and branch, and it was applied as written. Regardless
of whether someone lived in a kingdom as a Swede, in a presidential de-
mocracy as an American, or in a socialistic state as we did, there were no
extra guidelines or directions.”"

Church leaders in the GDR often stated that members were taught
to be loyal citizens of the country in which they lived. This emphasis on
“responsible citizenship” is also found in President Monson’s correspon-
dence from this period. Following the October meeting, he invited Secre-
tary Loffler to visit Utah. In two letters to Loffler, he linked Church teach-
ings with good citizenship. In one he said he looked forward to hosting
Loffler and his wife so they could visit Church headquarters and see how
it was striving to “raise our members to be good citizens.” In the second,
he said the visit would enable the secretary to see how we encourage our
members “to be good citizens.”*®

It should be noted that the “Statement” had been translated into
English and sent to the First Presidency for approval. It is possible, but not
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likely, that the political significance of specific terms with special
implications in Communist literature such as “world peace,” “peaceful co-
existence,” and “understanding among nations” was not evident in the
English translation. It is more likely that their inclusion was intentional
or that they were not considered significantly more problematic than the
rest of the “Statement” or the meeting itself. Following the meeting, Presi-
dent Monson was quoted in the Church News as saying: “Obviously, there
are differences of belief that separate us, but there are many more things
that unite us.”*’ Those words echo similar language that appeared in
Honecker’s briefing document: that common goals “tie us together more
than our differences in philosophy of life or religious confession separate

us.”

Why Did Honecker Approve the Church’s Requests?

The most common explanation about why Honecker met with
Church leaders and approved their requests is that he wanted an invita-
tion to visit America. An official visit would enhance his international
prestige and help him obtain additional Western capital. Perhaps he
hoped that the Church’s influence might lead to such an invitation.
Church leaders in America probably were convinced that Honecker
wanted to visit America. In his report of the October meeting, Giinther
Behncke noted that Monson twice expressed his hope that Honecker
would soon visit the United States, assuring him that he would be a wel-
come guest in Utah as part of such a visit.?

The government’s perception of the Church’s influence in Amer-
ica, and thus its potential role in winning an invitation for Honecker to
visit the USA, is seen in the following 1993 interview with Gottfried Rich-
ter, a Church leader in the GDR:

Over the years, the attitude of state officials toward our church
changed, . . . which I saw in the file that the Stasi [secret police] kept on me.
At first, they wrote, “This church is closely tied to the USA. Some leaders
are in the service of the American government. . . ."” In later years, however,
they wrote that members of the Church in the GDR are loyal to their coun-
try. They said that members “clearly restrict themselves to the principles of
the church. There is no evidence that they engage in polemics against the
state, and the operative-political importance to us of this church and its
leaders has increased with the building of the temple in Freiberg.” A mem-
ber of the Secretariat once told me, “We don’t judge your church here
based on the number of its members, but according to the influence it has
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in the USA and increasingly in the world. . . .” They knew that the church
had influence—for example, its opposition to the MX proposal.’!

While he did not dispute the idea that the Church was influential in
America, Giinther Behncke did not share the belief that a visit to America
was Honecker’s primary or immediate goal. His view of Honecker’s mo-
tives deserves attention. He said:

Many people wanted to hear that these things only happened because
Honecker wanted to crack open the door to a visit to America. Of course,
he had been to all of the major powers of that time except America and
England. Certainly he would like to go there, too, for reasons of good rela-
tions between neighbors and in the interest of peace. But [was] that the de-
termining factor in this case! | would say almost 100 percent, no. In that
case, events would have proceeded in a quite different manner.>?

Behncke explained that Honecker was a realist in foreign policy mat-
ters. He knew that America and England would never invite the head of
the GDR for a state visit when relations between the two major Western
countries and the Soviet Union were improving, especially since, at that
moment, relations between the GDR and the Soviet Union were strained.
He knew that the GDR was a very small pawn in a much bigger chess game
between the major powers.

Nor was money a significant reason for receiving the Church lead-
ers. Behncke has been quoted as saying that anything paid for with West-
ern money was approved. However, that statement has been taken out of
context. Moreover, it was made in connection with the special construc-
tion program that already was bringing in Western money for the building
of churches, and every meetinghouse requested by the Church had al-
ready been built or planned by 1988. While many GDR agencies were
searching for projects that would bring more Western money into the
country, the possibility of a financial gain by approving the Church’s
youth and missionary requests does not appear in any known GDR
documents.

While theories about money and a visit to America may be relevant
to some of Honecker's policies, they are not relevant to the meeting with
President Monson or the approval of the Church’s requests in 1988. In-
stead, we should look more closely at internal developments in the GDR
at that time. Honecker faced a serious crisis in early 1988. Dissent was
growing, and his state-church policy was in danger of collapse following
the crackdown he had instigated over the Zionskirche affair. Moreover, a
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prolonged and visible battle with the Lutheran Church would generate
negative publicity abroad and threaten any foreign policy goals he enter-
tained. Soon, he would have to back off from the newly harsh policy,
which would inevitably be seen as a victory for the Lutheran Church and
the dissenters.

A meeting with President Monson offered several opportunities for
Chairman Honecker to enhance his image abroad and strengthen his
hand at home. Behncke said that if he was known abroad as a
Kirchenfresser (someone who eats churches) why not be seen discussing
“world peace” with representatives of a church from the most powerful
country in the world, whose leaders were known as anti-Communists,
even as Kommunistenfresser, who more recently had spoken out against the
arms race, and whose influence had ended the U.S. government’s plan to
station a system of nuclear missiles in Utah and Nevada? (The Russians
had stationed their own SS-20 missiles in the GDR, which did not please
Honecker since he did not want the GDR to be a potential target of a
Western attack.) Simultaneously, he could demonstrate to a meddling Lu-
theran Church that he could and would make significant concessions to a
church whose local leadership did not interfere in the GDRs internal af-
fairs and whose members lived exemplarg lives and practiced their reli-
gion without problems in a socialist state. #

In light of Honecker’s problems in 1988, the pre-meeting briefing
document prepared by people who knew his goals and concerns takes on
greater significance. Attachment 4 said that members of the Church “are
taught to be loyal to the state, to respect and adhere to socialistic laws. . . .
As a result, no politically relevant problems in the state-church relation-
ship exist at either the central or local level.” Attachment 2 said that the
“Statement” contained “politically unambiguous remarks concerning the
place of the Church and its members in a socialistic society [and] its iden-
tification with the state and state policies. [Moreover] the comment that
the Church is not a political or social organization, although it interacts
with its surrounding social environment, is an important statement re-
garding state-church policy.” And Attachment 5 suggested that Honecker
tell his visitors, “The challenges of the present and the future require that
we not be thrown back into confrontation.”

That last sentence is a key to Honecker’s motivation and to the
Church’s strategy, because he was being thrown into confrontation by the
Lutheran Church. In contrast, the LDS Church repeatedly emphasized
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that it followed strict principles concerning the relationship between
church and state and did not permit its members to use the Church as a
platform or cover for political opposition. That position was confirmed in
the “Statement.”

Moreover, we have direct evidence of Honecker’s personal reaction
to the “Statement.” On one copy found in government files, certain pas-
sages were underlined while other extant copies have no such underlin-
ing.55 Giinther Behncke explained the significance of the underlining:
“Honecker received fairly thick documents that we had prepared from
what the Church had sent to us. I don’t know if he read it all, but his State
Secretary [Loffler] was there in his office when he read it and had marked
all the passages where Honecker had said, ‘Donnerwetter, das ist schon.””®
We naturally underlined those passages.”’

The underlined passages included this sentence: “The Church is
not a political or social organization [and] the Church is not open to any-
one seeking to use it as a platform or a cover for opposition.”

Results of the Meeting

Obtaining permission for expanded missionary activity was the pri-
mary reason why LDS Church leaders pressed for the meeting with
Honecker. The arrival of missionaries from the West cannot be addressed
in detail here, but some of the subsequent events are summarized below:

President Monson (November 3, 1988): We will have to move with
care but also without delay in taking advantage of the opening that is now
before us. . . . We would begin missionary work on a small scale and then
hopefully move upward in number.8

President Burkhardt: We had our first follow-up meeting with Secre-
tary Loffler in November. President Ringger was, naturally, a bit sly. I prob-
ably would not have been so bold on this matter, but in that meeting we
came to speak not of 10 missionaries but rather of 10 pairs. We explained
to him that missionaries are never allowed to be alone, but always go in
pairs. So we remained with the number ten, which could be increased
later. Herr Loffler accepted that as quite understandable . . . but the 10
who would come in were 10 pairs.”

When we met with him again less than four weeks later, we again
spoke about the missionaries. Herr Loffler said, “Yes, 20 missionaries.”
Brother Ringger said, “Yes 20 pairs, since our missionaries always go out in
pairs.” Herr Loffler had always spoken to Erich Honecker about 20, but
not 20 pairs. But Brother Ringger spoke about 20 pairs, and that would be
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40 missionaries. . . . It was not long before we had more than 100 mission-
aries here.*

Guinther Behncke: Concerning the missionaries, that was a touchy
subject: “Let Americans into the GDR? They are our archenemy!” We had
agreed in advance to start with a relatively small number. We agreed that
ten missionaries from the GDR could go out and ten could come in. But
you know, the request of the presidency after the meeting was quite differ-
ent. We were together with Herr Loffler, Herr Ringger, and Henry
Burkhardt in Tabarz in Thiiringen. I can tell you that not just 10 mission-
aries entered but at least tenfold. And it went very well.5!

Behncke later elaborated on the negotiations in Tabarz. He said that
Honecker, as head of state, could not be and was not involved in details.
He had given his representatives considerable latitude over the numbers
of missionaries, and they exercised it. However, Behncke was especially
impressed by a new attitude evident during those negotiations. He said
that the Church’s representatives (Ringger and Burkhardt) exhibited in-
creased self-confidence after their meeting with Honecker. “I had the im-
pression,” he said, “that we were suddenly equal partners. We worked to-
gether in a very friendly manner to make the best decisions. I found it very
pleasan’c.”62

In summarizing the reaction of Church members to the
Monson-Honecker meeting, I have reserved one comment from a mem-
ber who still holds a very negative opinion of the meeting. He called the
meeting “completely incomprehensible! The government was already tip-
ping. There was opposition everywhere. People could see more and more
that it couldn’t go on further, and right then Church representatives came
and compromised themselves with those people. That was depressing for
us here. It severely damaged the Church. Our lowered reputation was ap-
parent in the missionary wor A

This comment raises an important point. Did negative reactions to
the meeting adversely affect the newly authorized missionary activity? It is
possible, but no data exist to show how many people refused to talk with
the missionaries because of their opposition to the meeting. However, the
following facts relevant to the meeting’s positive results are known.

While the missionaries were not officially allowed to go door to
door or initiate contact with persons on the street, they were not totally
limited to meeting with members’ friends. Despite occasional warnings
from the police, they employed a variety of methods to circumvent official
restrictions and initiate discussions with people on the street. An average
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of about seven convert baptisms had taken place annually in the years
prior to 1989. After the arrival of the missionaries from the West, 569
convert baptisms were recorded in the last nine months of 1989. While
baptisms continued at a high rate into 1990, Wolfgang Paul, the new mis-
sion president, said that, soon after the border between East and West
Germany opened, “we noticed that people were not so interested in the
missionaries, in the Book of Mormon, etc., because suddenly other things
were there that attracted them. Earlier, everything from the West was wor-
thy of g)ursuit and had great significance. But now they had more op-
tions.”%* Missionary activities also became more difficult after 1990 be-
cause the flood of goods and services from the West caused many factories
and businesses in the GDR to close, and people began to focus more on
finding or retaining employment.

Would the numerous converts baptized in 1989 or early 1990 have
joined the Church later if missionaries had not entered before the demise
of the GDR! It would have taken at least several months to find living
quarters and assign missionaries to work in the eastern cities. Since bap-
tisms declined soon after the border opened, it must be assumed that the
total number of converts would likely have been significantly lower if mis-
sionaries had not arrived when they did. It is true that some of the earliest
converts left the Church or became inactive and that some members were
disturbed by problems associated with the flood of new converts, who of-
ten joined within days or weeks of being exposed to the missionaries.
However, the converts also brought new life and rewarding challenges to
the wards and branches in the GDR.

Giinther Schulze, bishop of the Dresden Ward, who was called to
that position in December 1989, recalled in 1993 that about 250 converts
had joined his ward since the arrival of the missionaries, while almost 200
members (including some converts) had left for the West to find employ-
ment. Among the converts who remained in Dresden were many young
people who desired to fulfill a mission for the Church. In fact, six of the
converts had already returned from full-time missions by 1993 and four
more were currently serving missions. These young people had been well
integrated into the ward, but none had saved money for missions and
none had family support. While it was difficult to support so many mis-
sionaries financially, Bishop Schulze said, “I am very thankful that these
young people had the desire to serve a mission.”®> Every bishop in the for-
mer GDR would agree today with Bishop Schulze and would welcome
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both the challenge and the opportunity to prepare ten or more converts
for missions.

Conclusion

This article has presented the background and circumstances that
led to the meeting between President Thomas S. Monson and Chairman
Erich Honecker in October 1988. While a basis for the concessions ob-
tained from the government through that meeting can be traced back to
President Spencer W. Kimball's 1973 advice to President Henry
Burkhardt to befriend GDR officials, the specific plan to expand the
Church’s missionary activity appears to have developed after the Novem-
ber 1987 police raid on the Lutheran Zionskirche and the subsequent
crackdown on churches involved in political dissent. Although Jiirgen
Warnke's letter of January 4, 1988, advised that “we must be more disci-
plined and not allow our own euphoria over our accomplishments to lead
to violation of the limits placed upon us by the state,” a bold strategy was
developed and became evident only five weeks later when President
Burkhardt emphasized the Church’s policy of noninvolvement in the af-
fairs of state, and Giinther Behncke responded by asking Burkhardt to
convey that policy directly to Secretary Gysi. Subsequent Church corre-
spondence included frequent reference to scriptural passages from the
Doctrine and Covenants, the Twelfth Article of Faith, and related state-
ments by Church leaders that denounced war, promoted peace, and
emphasized respect for government.

Following the meeting, members developed several theories about
Honecker’s motives for meeting with Church leaders and approving their
requests. Many of those theories are represented by one member’s effort
to explain the meeting:

The price [for the entry and departure of missionaries] was to declare
that we Mormons could live with Socialism; but we had to live with Social-
ism. We had no alternative. The suspicion of our critics, that we entered
into a pact with the government is an overreach. . . . Did the [government
leaders] feel that they were so strong, or perhaps they were so weak, that
they couldn’t deny the requests of our leaders? Was it the decrepit status of
the old men in the party’s Central Committee that made them so unex-
pectedly reasonable? Or did Erich Honecker wish to receive an invitation
to the USA via the Mormon Church? Was this an opportunity for [the
GDR government] to prove to the ever-watching world that they were not
the bogeymen that they were judged to be?

One thing is sure, we did not present a political threat to them, at least
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not directly. Mormonism would never grow into a mass movement. This
Church simply demands too much self sacrifice, or at least a high degree of
self discipline, from its members. But the GDR's politicians saw the re-
sults, and that is what the Deputy State Secretary for Religious Affairs,
Herr Kalb, expressed at the dedication of the Freiberg Temple: “We have
seen that Mormons are not involved in property crimes. There is almost no
divorce among you. Your young men never drink alcohol during their
Army service, which is astounding to us. These are the kind of people we
want to produce. The fruits are good.” Was that what brought us a special
status in the last years and months of the GDR?®

The above questions and theories all have some validity, but they are
not a sufficient explanation of what happened. The evidence shows that
the Church’s support for the principle of separation of church and state
and noninvolvement in government affairs coincided with the govern-
ment’s need for a public relations event that would counteract the nega-
tive publicity associated with its crackdown against other churches. By
granting significant concessions to a small church that did not meddle in
affairs of state or permit anti-government activities within its buildings,
Chairman Honecker could poke a finger in the eye of the larger, openly
critical churches, especially the Lutheran Church, and simultaneously
show the outside world that his government was not antireligious.

The October 1988 meeting was a success for both parties. The
Church received immediate concessions regarding its missionary and
youth activities, while Honecker could show the world that a church could
function successfully within a socialist state and that its leaders shared his
goal of peaceful coexistence. The long-term results are difficult to evaluate
since Honecker’s government collapsed at the end of 1989 and the GDR
was brought into the Federal Republic of Germany the next year. How-
ever, the success of the Church’s missionary program in 1989-90 far out-
weighed any initial negative reactions to the meeting. I, therefore, find
Giinther Behncke’s conclusion useful. He said, very loosely translated,
that the Church received “something for nothing” (Leistungen ohne
Gegenleistungen)—that is, it received services or benefits without being obli-
gated to provide something in return. The Church simply stated the prin-
ciples of church-state relationships that it had always practiced, thanked
Honecker for what it had already received (the temple, new buildings,
etc.), reminded him that its members consistently fulfilled their obliga-
tions as citizens and Christians, and requested its rights under the GDR's
constitution (equality with other churches, freedom to worship, and the
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ability to share their religious convictions with others through missionary
activities).

As a final note, each of the ten young men who left the GDR in May
1988 for missions abroad were told that future mission calls would de-
pend on their nonpolitical conduct abroad and their return to the GDR
upon the completion of their service. Each promised, as a condition of his
selection, that he would return. All ten did return, but to a Germany that
neither they, those who called them, nor those who permitted their depar-
ture had anticipated.
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