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A Hungarian Marxist historian, Sandor Orban, in discussing the 
role of the Church in the Second World War , 1 assigns to the 
Vatican —in addition to the intrigues of American imperialism — 
the decisive role in the attack by Nazi Germany on the Soviet 
Union. From him we learn also that the Hungarian Catholic 
Church pursued the same policy as the Vatican and incited the 
fascist leadership of the country, goading it on to war against the 
Soviet Union. And following the declaration of war, "the 
organized propaganda of the Hungarian Catholic Church during 
the first phase of the predatory war against the Soviet Union 
vindicated and abetted the aggressors to the fullest extent ." 2 

The author then attempts to prove the complicity of the Church 
in the grave injuries inflicted on the Soviet Union by quoting 
priests exhorting the soldiers. According to Orban, during the 
entire course of the war the Church did nothing in the interest of 
peace. He wrote, "the leaders of the Hungarian Catholic Church 
were far removed from helping the country, even by one step, 
down from the road of war against the Soviet Union and from 
freeing her from the camp of the aggressors."3 And when he 
described the sufferings of the Hungarian people during the war 
and the deportations and mass executions under the German 
occupation and Arrow Cross rule, Orban emphasized that 

The leaders of the Church did not raise their voices 
against the domestic bloodshed either that accompan-
ied the continuation of the war Not only did the 
Church fail essentially to raise her voice against Hitler 
and his Hungarian accomplices, but she hastened to 
their aid. She saw her chief task in not allowing the 
war against the Soviet Union, in the service of which 
Hitler wanted to deploy all the resources of the 



country, to be abandoned. Herein lies the explanation 
for the fact also that she even cooperated with the 
supporters of National Leader Szalasi's band in the 
battle against the Soviet Union and against the 
liberation of the country 4 The Church joined 
forces in its entirety with the Arrow Cross, which was 
waging an all out struggle against the liberation of the 
country 5 The leaders of the Church hated their 
own people and the liberating Soviet Union so much 
that they would not make common cause with them in 
the interest of saving the country.6 

These are definitely grave accusations, and if they were based 
on facts then we would have to agree with their author that "the 
historical blame which the Hungarian Catholic Church must 
bear for the country's participation in the war and for its 
consequences is very significant and heavy." 7 However, this is 
not the way things were. When Hungary, following the bombing 
of the city of Kassa —the responsibility for which has not been 
established to this day8 —declared war against the Soviet Union 
without first requesting or obtaining the approval of Parliament 
as required by the Constitution,9 Prince Primate Jusztinian 
Seredi lodged a protest both with Regent Horthy and with Prime 
Minister Laszlo Bardossy. In his diary,10 Seredi noted that 

It is probable that Parliament, together with me, 
would have voted against a declaration of war even if it 
had been quite clearly established that Kassa had been 
bombed by Russian planes, a note of protest, 
demanding compensation, could have settled this 
incident far more practically than by entering into a 
war in which hundreds of thousands of our country's 
youth were bound to perish, immense damage be 
suffered and millions of money spent not to speak of 
the constant uncertainty and the tormenting, unspeak-
able suffering caused by the war to every Hungarian 
citizen.11 

This declaration of war on the Soviet Union was followed 
several months later, on December 6, 1941, by Great Britain's 
declaration of war on Hungary. In connection with this, 
Cardinal Seredi wrote: 

Through the Holy See I tried to prevent this 
declaration of war, but Cardinal Maglione, the 
Secretary of State, replied in a telegram that all 



intervention was now useless as this step had now been 
fully and irrevocably decided on. Yet I still hoped that 
it might not go beyond the breaking off of diplomatic 
relations that the conflict could be still avoided, and 
especially that air attacks on our country could be 
prevented.12 

About the circumstances surrounding Hungary's declaration of 
war on the United States, the Prince Primate wrote the following: 

After the British declaration of war the Bardossy 
government decided to forestall the United States by 
declaring war on America first. Again without 
obtaining the consent of Parliament. Perhaps the 
Government thought that America was far away and 
that therefore this declaration would have no practical 
consequences for us on the other hand, they were 
doing something to please their German ally. Since 
then often enough we have experienced the practical 
consequences in destructive air attacks 

Before the declaration of war I had two long 
conversations with the American Minister to Hungary. 
He told me that he had studied conscientiously the 
history and present situation of our country. And as he 
saw that many injustices had been done to Hungary, 
he considered it the purpose of his mission to try and 
support the just causes of Hungary. I quoted some 
instances (the question of Anglo-Italian sanctions, 
etc.) and pointed out that, in the outside manifesta-
tions of our political life and in judging these 
manifestations, the circumstances of heavy pressure 
must not be forgotten, for they had had a great 
influence on our decision. The Minister understood 
my allusion and when he called on Bardossy to be 
handed the declaration of war, he said himself that 
according to his knowledge the Hungarian Govern-
ment was acting under pressure, which had given him 
a certain reassurance. 

How the declaration of war actually took place I 
cannot elucidate. But it is the naked truth that we are 
in the war up to our neck and that all its terrors have 
been let loose upon our much-suffering nation. I told 
Bardossy and the Regent as well that it might not be 
difficult to enter the war, but it would be most difficult 
to get out of it unharmed. 1 3 

In spite of the lack of success that attended his attempts to 
prevent the declaration of war, Cardinal Seredi continued to 



work for the cause of peace. When in early March of 1942 the 
Regent appointed Miklos Kallay Prime Minister,14 giving him 
instructions to try to extricate the country f rom the German 
alliance and to restore peace with the Allied Powers,15 the 
Prince Primate, as well as all other ecclesiastical leaders, 
endorsed and supported this policy of the government directed 
toward peace.16 Cardinal Seredi assisted Kallay in drafting the 
memorandum which the latter submitted to Pope Pius XII in 
January of 1943 and in which he requested the intervention of His 
Holiness in the interest of the restoration of peace. 17 Kallay 
wrote in his memoirs, "the memorandum was a cry for help, a 
supplication from the eastern borders of Catholicism to the head 
of the Roman Catholic Church and through him to the Catholics 
and Christians of the whole world." 18 Unfortunately, although 
Pius XII received the memorandum with the greatest sympathy 
and discussed in person the matters contained therein with Kallay 
during the latter's visit to Rome in March, it could not bear 
results, since the Pope was himself powerless to do anything the 
belligerents did not want to hear of any peace mediation by the 
Holy See. From the description of Kallay's lengthy audience with 
the Pope, 19 it becomes clearly evident that Pius XII was 
tremendously moved by the horrible inhumanity of bolshevism, 
and even more of German Nazism, as well as by the suffering 
which the war caused all over the world. As a result, his most 
fervent wish and all his efforts were directed toward the 
achievement of a just and equitable peace at the earliest possible 
time, which would involve abandoning total war and the mad 
idea of unconditional surrender. The Pope did not, however, see 
much hope for this so long as the opposing Great Powers, namely 
the German Reich and the Soviet Union, languished under the 
terroristic rule of fanatical dictators. His Holiness nevertheless 
expressed his willingness to undertake an initiating step in the 
interest of peace, if Italy would request this of him. Kallay 
hastened to inform Mussolini of this. The latter listened with 
great attention, but made his answer conditional on the consent 
of Hitler.20 With this, Kallay's grandiose plan to induce 
Mussolini to break with Hitler, after which Hungary, Finland 
and possibly the other East European and Baltic states allied with 
Hitler would, under Italy's leadership, cease hostilities and 
conclude a separate peace with the Allied Powers, came to 
naught. 



To return to events in Hungary, we should mention that Prince 
Primate Seredi approved of the plan that the government 
entertained to declare Budapest an open city, but he desired to 
include also the holy places of Hungarian Catholicism, Esztergom 
and Pannonhalma.2 1 During the last days of the war, which 
inflicted the most devastation on Hungary, the Prince Primate, 
by then very seriously ill, joined in the demand which the bishops 
of the Dunantul addressed to the Arrow Cross government urging 
the abandonment of the hopeless struggle and the conclusion of 
an immediate ceasefire.22 And when the German high 
command ordered the evacuation of the city of Esztergom, which 
was the Primate's see, Cardinal Seredi bravely confronted the 
authorities and called upon the population to remain. 23 

The few facts enumerated above should be sufficient to refute 
the communist contention that the Church had incited the war 
and had been an enemy of peace. 24 The even more serious 
accusation, that the Church collaborated with the Nazis and the 
Arrow Cross and was their accomplice in the horrible crimes 
committed against humanity, has been answered elsewhere and 
need not be repeated here. 25 
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