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It was a totally unexpected turn of events in Budapest on the 23rd of 
October 1956 when a peaceful street demonstration by students turned 
into violent armed confrontation and a full scale revolution. This could 
not have been foreseen by anyone, though the ground was prepared by 
the increasingly bold groups of intellectuals, such as those belonging to 
the Petofi circle, who were taking advantage of the inner turmoil of the 
ruling Communist party. The denunciation of Stalin by his successor 
Nikita S. Khrushchev at the 20th Party Congress shook the hitherto solid 
edifice of Communist dogmas. This led to questioning the Party's immu-
nity of any criticism whether that concerned its disastrous economic 
policies, or any other aspect of its all-encompassing totalitarian rule of the 
country. With the iron discipline slackened there was a chance that the 
pent up desire for radical change, especially among the young university 
students inspired by recent events in neighbouring Poland, would manifest 
itself in mass street demonstrations as it came to pass on the afternoon of 
October 23rd. 

It has to be stated right at the outset that the Churches as institu-
tions had no role either in the intellectual discussions or group formations, 
nor in the actual demonstrations leading to the uprising, or in the 
political-military events that followed. 

Years of Repression 1948-1956 

The reason for this passivity was very simple. In the past the established 
or "historic" Churches in Hungary — the Roman Catholic to which two-



thirds of the population belonged, the Reformed or Calvinist Church and 
the Evangelical or Lutheran Church — all played an important role in 
society and in the political life of the country.1 However, after the Se-
cond World War, the Communist Party, abetted and mightily aided by the 
Soviet occupation forces, waged a relentless ideological war against all 
dissenters, but especially against religion and the Churches, not refraining 
from brute force if necessary, until by 1950 they had achieved total 
control of the country, including the Churches. 

It does not seem to be necessary to recount here the already oft 
described and by now well-known facts of the ruthless confiscation of 
church property, seizure of denominational schools, dissolution of reli-
gious associations, dispersing the members of religious orders, forbidding 
them to work in schools, hospitals and in various charitable institutions, 
persecuting, even imprisoning and in many instances murdering believers, 
both clergy and lay people, for their faithfulness to God and to their 
Church. Equally disastrous was, however, the subversion, the fostering of 
internal corruption and division within the churches, using intimidation, 
physical/mental torture, blackmail, to achieve this end.2 

Needless to say, all this did not go unchallenged. There was fierce 
resistance. The most notable fighter for the freedom of religion and of the 
Churches was Joseph Cardinal Mindszenty, archbishop of Esztergom, 
Prince-Primate of Hungary.3 This man of steel stood unbendingly by his 
principles, denouncing all abuses of power in frequently issued pastoral 
letters and at mass rallies that attracted hundreds of thousands. For many 
Hungarians, I would dare to say, for the majority of the population, he 
became a national hero, the symbol of resistance to Soviet domination, to 
Communist ideology and politics. Naturally, for the Communists he 
became their bete noir, their arch-enemy. In the government media they 
depicted him as the most vicious foe of the working people, accusing him 
of espionage and treason on behalf of the Vatican and the Western 
"imperialists". The communist-led trade unions brought the workers to the 
street clamouring for the head of Mindszenty. In spite of all the attacks 
the cardinal stood his ground. His fate was sealed: he was to be silenced, 
eliminated. Arrested on Christmas 1948, he was condemned on trumped 
up charges for life imprisonment in February 1949. Similar fate awaited 
many other priests and religious individuals who refused to be silenced 
but spoke up in defense of faith and justice and continued to give reli-
gious instruction to children and youth even after this had been forbidden. 



The Reining in of the Protestant Churches 

To establish control over the Protestant Churches was made easier by two 
factors. Firstly, unlike the Papacy for the Catholics, the Protestants lacked 
a central authority residing abroad, thus outside of the reach of the Com-
munists, and secondly, the large number of lay people in important 
positions of the governing bodies could be easier influenced and manipu-
lated, because of their family, jobs, etc., than the celibate clerical leaders 
of the Catholics. This is not to say that the Protestant Churches submitted 
willingly. In fact, there was much resistance on their part too when the 
Communist seized their schools, their press and dissolved their associa-
tions and interfered with their internal affairs, such as the elections of 
their clerical and lay officials. However, the regime was determined to 
ruthlessly remove any obstacle in the way of its goal of establishing total 
domination over society as a whole, that included the Churches as 
primary targets. 

On April 28, 1948, the most prominent Protestant leader in 
Hungary, Bishop Laszlo Ravasz, chairman of the Ecumenical Council and 
of the National Synod, was forced to retire and Mr. Andor Lazar, Head 
Curator of the Reformed Ecclesiastical District of Budapest was arrested 
by the political police and forced to resign. Intimidation and brute forced 
was used to effect many similar resignations of the "old guard" who were 
replaced with people more willing to collaborate. The ground having been 
thus prepared, on October 7, 1948 the Government announced that 
agreements were signed with the Reformed Church and also with the 
much smaller Unitarian Church. The agreement with the Evangelical 
Church was concluded somewhat later, on December 16, 1948, after 
Bishop Lajos Ordass and Baron Albert Radvanszky, Supervisor General 
of the Evangelical Church, had been arrested. Both were sentenced to 
prison terms under the pretence of black marketing on October 1, 1948. 
In these "agreements" the leaders of the Protestant Churches pledged 
faithful allegiance to the government, full support of its policies, espe-
cially the collectivization of agriculture, and took upon themselves to 
punish those who would oppose or try to sabotage them. In return the 
state offered financial subsidies for the clergy.4 



The "Agreement" of 1950 with the Catholic Bishops 

It was now the time of the majority Catholic Church "to fall into line". 
The bishops continued to resist, claiming that they could not sign any 
agreement without the consent of the Holy See, i.e. Pope Pius XII. In 
response the government ordered the arrest of all monks and nuns, some 
13,000 in number, many of whom were deported under the cover of night 
to selected monasteries. This was followed by not-so-subtle hints that 
their final destination was to be Siberian forced-labour camps. The 
bishops were faced, on the one hand, with this threat to the most faithful 
sons and daughters of the Church, while on the other hand a vociferous 
group of dissident priests, organized by the Communists in opposition to 
the legitimate hierarchy as "Priests for Peace" demanded that the bishops 
come to the negotiating table in order to achieve peace and harmony in 
church-state relations. Under such pressures the bishops finally gave in 
and concluded an "agreement" with the government on August 30, 1950. 
Just as in the agreements signed previously by the Protestant Churches, 
the Catholic bishops too pledged support for the government and its 
policies and promised punishment for the disobedient. As a reward for 
their good behaviour they were given back eight schools, 6 for boys and 
2 for girls from among the several thousands that the Communist confis-
cated in 1948. Also the state promised to grant financial aid in the form 
of subsidies complementing the lower clergy's salary.5 These agreements 
served as the points of reference for the state authorities in their subjuga-
tion of the churches until the very end of the Communist era in 1989. 
However, when the Churches complained of decrees or actions contrary to 
the texts of the agreements, their grievances were ignored. 

After the Agreements 

Contrary to expectations, the signing of the agreements did little to 
improve the situation. The campaign against the Churches continued. 
While the pressure was on also on the Protestant Churches, several of 
their most prominent leaders and a number of their pastors being replaced 
by government favourites, it was the Catholic Church that was the 
primary target. Four bishops, together with an auxiliary bishop, were 
placed under house arrest. Archbishop Jozsef Grosz of Kalocsa, president 
of the Bishops' Conference at the time and signatory of the Agreement, 
was tried as the leader of an "armed group of conspirators" and sentenced 
to fifteen years imprisonment for "counterrevolutionary activities". Indeed, 



the following years, 1951-1953, marked the nadir in the spoliation and 
debasement of the Churches. The Catholic bishops, under the leadership 
of the more malleable Gyula Czapik, archbishop of Eger, were forced to 
issue a condemnation of Grosz and his high-ranking clerical "accompli-
ces". Then on July 21, 1951, all bishops, diocesan vicars, and the superi-
ors of the remaining religious orders had to repair to the presidential hall 
of Parliament, where in the presence of the highest state dignitaries and 
the clicking cameras, they had to swear an oath on the constitution of the 
People's Republic. Instead of a genuine separation between church and 
state that was proclaimed in the 1949 Constitution, the Churches were 
placed under strict government control. To this end a special department, 
the State Office of Church Affairs was created. Government officials 
(nicknamed "mustached bishops") were placed in every chancery. They 
opened the bishop's mail, checked his visitors and were in possession of 
the diocesan seal. In a decree issued on July 3, 1951, appointments to 
bishoprics and all other church offices of importance was made subject to 
government approval. The bishops were forced to assign members of the 
Priests for Peace movement as their chancellors and to fill all other 
influential positions in their diocese from among the ranks of these 
priests. Moreover the government ordered all minor seminaries, together 
with seven of the thirteen major seminaries, disbanded. 

The regime did not stop with crippling the authority of the duly 
constituted church hierarchy, neither was it satisfied with having reduced 
the activities of the Churches within the confines of the church buildings. 
As soon as it succeeded in silencing the Church as a voice of opposition, 
it applied new pressure to turn the Churches into instruments in the 
service of the Communist cause. Prelates, priests, ministers — with the 
threat of all kinds of harassments, prison and torture hanging over their 
heads — were forced to support the Soviet sponsored peace campaign 
with its anti-Western slogans, while the pastoral letters issued by the 
bishops' chancery, instead of teaching the Gospel, praised the govern-
ment's domestic and foreign policies, pleading for the fulfilment of the 
production quotas in industry and giving instruction to the farmers on 
how best to perform the agricultural tasks of the season. The people 
dubbed these the "manuring pastoral letters" (ganajozo pasztorlevelek").6 



Temporary Respite under Imre Nagy 

This pitiful degradation of all that was sacred in the eyes of the believers 
was somewhat alleviated with the death of Stalin in 1953 and the New 
Course of collective leadership that was imposed by his successors. On 
Soviet orders Hungary's dictatorial ruler, the rigid Stalinist Matyas Rakosi 
too had to share power with a more moderate Communist, Imre Nagy 
who dismantled some of the concentration camps, released many prisoners 
and introduced much needed economic reforms. The gravely ill Cardinal 
Mindszenty was transferred from prison to a less severe confinement 
where he was joined by Archbishop Grosz. The latter, however, was soon 
permitted to move to a parish in his archdiocese and, when Archbishop 
Czapik died in May 1956, Grosz was allowed to return to his see of 
Kalocsa and to resume the presidency of the Bishops' Conference, all this 
while his criminal conviction remained standing. 

Unfortunately, Nagy's tenure as Prime Minister was short lived. 
Due to his heart ailment and the constant intrigues of Rakosi who re-
mained the chief of the Party, and also the changes in the Soviet leader-
ship where his patron Malenkov lost out to Khrushchev, Nagy was forced 
within a year to step down as Prime Minister and was expelled from the 
Party. Rakosi triumphed once again, liberalization ended, the screw was 
tightened over an increasingly desperate and restless population. By June 
1956, seeing the discontent and intellectual fermentation in Budapest that 
affected even the Party, the Soviet leadership decided to remove Rakosi. 
However, his replacement by his crony, Erno Gero — who was even 
more hated, if that was possible, than Rakosi — did not improve the 
situation at all. This was then the situation in October 1956. In the tense 
atmosphere only a spark was needed to ignite the fire. The spark was 
provided by the exciting news coming from neighbouring Poland where 
the leaders of the Party in open defiance of Soviet orders and threats of 
military intervention elected the formerly disgraced Gomulka as their First 
Secretary. 

The Days of the Armed Uprising 

By the time of the outbreak of the revolution the Churches, both the 
Catholic and the Protestant, were in a state of amnesia, totally subjugated, 
their voices effectively silenced. To be sure, the clergy and the faithful 



had felt the pain, the oppression and the discontent even more than the 
religiously indifferent, but by 1956 they were disorganized, atomized, 
isolated, thoroughly intimidated, fearful to voice any opinion. They did 
support the revolution, as the great majority of Hungarians did, but not as 
distinct, organized group or groups. 

Still, there were some remarkable deeds of active involvement of 
the charitable kind, such as by the Piarist fathers in Budapest who gave 
shelter in their college not only to the freedom fighters, but also to the 50 
or 60 captive AVO policemen who were brought over from the nearby 
building of the radio station in the wake of the fierce siege during the 
first night of the Revolt. It was the wise and benign intervention of the 
fathers that prevented a possible ugly massacre. At daybreak both the 
armed revolutionaries and also the prisoners were given some breakfast 
while the rector of the college exhorted both sides to practice Christian 
reconciliation and sent them all home in peace.7 Similarly, the kitchen of 
the Central Theological Seminary in downtown Budapest provided food 
for days to a large group of student freedom fighters who held out in the 
adjacent building of the Faculty of Law. When the building was sur-
rounded by Soviet troops, the seminarians cut an opening in a wall so that 
the students could climb over to the seminary. They were even given 
clerical garb to facilitate their escape through some side doors.8 The 
greatest service that the Churches provided was their pastoral care and 
support of those in need during those infernal days. Catholic priests, 
Protestant ministers, seminarians, members of the disbanded religious 
orders, individually, but also in an organized fashion visited the battle-
fields, the hospitals, caring for the wounded, giving solace to the dying. 
According to their unanimous testimony they were well received every-
where, even though many of the young fighters had never been exposed 
to religion before. 

Just as practically everyone, the leaders of the Churches were 
caught by surprise, totally unprepared how to face the gunfire. Individual 
bishops appealed to their diocesan flock to remain calm, to work for 
reconciliation and the restoration of order. On behalf of the government 
the Minister of the Interior, Laszlo Piros phoned archbishop Grosz, the 
president of the Bishops' Conference, to come to Budapest and help to 
restore order. Grosz did not go, but spoke in a short radio address, asking 
the insurgents to lay down their arms and cease fire. This appeal was 
broadcast on the second day of the revolution, on October 24, 7:17 pm. 
Amidst the embittered fight against the Soviet tanks and the machine guns 



of the hated AVO (the Communist Security Forces) such calls remained 
futile.9 

The Churches' inactivity, seemingly passive behaviour underwent 
a radical change with the arrival on the scene of Cardinal Mindszenty. 
Actually, given his stature and enormous popularity just a few years 
before, it is surprising that during the initial days of the revolution there 
was scant mention of him in the various demands and petitions drawn up 
by the insurgents.10 All that time he was still kept in captivity in a se-
cluded mansion in Felsopeteny, a relatively short distance north of 
Budapest. As he later described in his Memoirs, first he was kept in 
darkness about the goings-on in the outside, but on the 29lh his jailers 
tried to take him to an undisclosed destination, presumably across the 
nearby border to Czechoslovakia. The Cardinal physically resisted their 
efforts, just as he refused the pleas of the head of the State Office of 
Church Affairs who arrived from Budapest to arrange for his transport. 
By late afternoon the villagers of Peteny penetrated the mansion, setting 
him free, while from a nearby base a detachment of the Hungarian army 
offered him their services and on the morning of the 30th they accompa-
nied him on his triumphant return to Budapest. On their way he was 
stopped at every village and town by jubilant crowds, asking for his 
blessing.11 

There was joy in Budapest too, but also some anxiety as to what 
would his message be, into what direction would he influence the still 
fluid political situation. Remembering his uncompromising character, 
there was real fear that Mindszenty would oppose the new government of 
Imre Nagy, a longtime Communist, thus undermining the precarious calm 
and stability that had been achieved after days of fierce fighting.12 To a 
great sigh of relief, while not giving his unconditional approval and 
loyalty to Nagy, he did praise the heroism of the Hungarian people rising 
in revolt. At the same time, he did ask in dignified and measured voice 
for the Church's freedom and for the restoration of its forcibly seized 
institutions.13 

Actually by the time he had the chance to address the nation via 
the radio on Saturday night November 3rd, it was too late to have any 
impact on the course of events. A few hours later, in the early morning of 
November 4th, the Red Army attacked Budapest with overwhelming force. 
Cardinal Mindszenty was forced to flee and took refuge in the sanctuary 
of the U.S. embassy. 



The Soviets then arrested Imre Nagy and his loyal entourage, in 
spite of the safe conduct promised them, and installed their obedient 
puppet Janos Kadar as prime minister of Hungary. 

Thanks to the modern ways of communication, especially the 
television, the events in Hungary were watched by the whole world with 
admiration mixed with horror. There were sympathy demonstrations with 
the Hungarians in Western Europe and the Americas and condemnation of 
Soviet brutality by the United Nations. Pope Pius XII expressed his joy at 
the time of Cardinal Mindszenty's liberation. The joy turned into sorrow 
in his subsequent encyclicals in which he addressed the people of 
Hungary and the world, pleading for freedom and peace for the oppressed 
everywhere.14 

The Impact of the Revolution on the Churches 

As already stated, the Churches as institutions played no active role in the 
armed revolt.15 One can still ask the questions, how did the revolution 
affect them, and in what way did the sudden political changes influence 
their policies. Their first reaction, quite naturally, was to throw off the 
shackles imposed on them by the Communist rulers. Regaining their 
freedom meant first of all an opportunity to put their house in order, to 
cleanse their leadership of the collaborators, the so-called "peace priests" 
who were installed in all churches by the civil, i.e. Communist, authorities 
with no respect for the churches' canonical constitution. One of the first 
acts of Cardinal Mindszenty was the suspension of 11 prominent "peace 
priests" from all their priestly functions, ordering them to take leave of 
Budapest immediately. Even from his subsequent asylum in the U.S. 
embassy, he was still able through instructions to his Episcopal vicar Imre 
Szabo as late as early 1957 to transfer a number of peace priests to 
faraway village parishes. The other diocesan bishops followed the Pri-
mate's example and cleansed their diocese of known collaborators. 
Almost simultaneously Rome also stepped into action and moved against 
the illegally appointed clerics. Thus in January 1957 a further 21 persons 
were removed from their offices of vicar general, or chancellor. In 
another decree in July 1957, the Vatican forbade priests to accept political 
office and ordered those already sitting in parliament to resign within a 
month. In response the Kadar regime suppressed the publication and 
execution of Rome's order, invoking the ancient royal privilege of i'us 



placetum. Upon this Rome excommunicated the three disobedient priest 
deputies of parliament. 

Similar cleansing process was also initiated in the Protestant 
Churches, both in the larger Reformed (Calvinist) Church and in the 
smaller Evangelical (Lutheran) Church there was wholesale resignation, 
voluntary or forced, of the leadership, making place for the return of the 
pre-Communist leaders, or some newly elected ones who had the confi-
dence of the congregations. Thus Bishop Laszlo Ravasz, the leading 
personality of the Reformed Church during the interwar and early post-
war years — but was forced out of office in 1948 and by 1953 had to 
retire into complete silence — was now recalled to reoccupy his formal 
position as the presiding bishop of his church. Similarly Bishop Lajos 
Ordass of the Evangelical Church whose imprisonment in 1950 caused 
world-wide protest, had emerged from isolation and assumed the leader-
ship of his Church again. 

The Aftermath 

One has to remember that while the revolution was effectively crushed by 
the second Soviet attack on Budapest on Sunday, November 4th, after 
which there were only sporadic flare-ups of fighting here and there in the 
capital and in the countryside, still the political situation remained ex-
tremely fluid for weeks. Janos Kadar himself proclaimed to lead a 
government of workers and peasants, different from the previous Rakosi 
regime, and was willing to negotiate with the representatives of the 
Revolutionary Workers' Councils, promising them certain democratic 
reforms in the hope of inducing the striking populace to return to work. 
To placate the Churches and receive their cooperation in the restoration of 
order and stability, certain concessions seemed in order. Thus at the end 
of the year the universally hated State Office of Church Affairs was 
abolished, or rather its functions transferred to a section of the Ministry of 
Education. 

The Churches continued their internal housecleaning and restruc-
turing. The bishops reasserted their rights to govern their dioceses without 
outside interference, the "peace priests" were assigned to jobs where they 
could do no more harm. When on December 18th the President of the 
State Office of Church Affairs, Janos Horvath, visited Archbishop Grosz 
in Kalocsa telling the prelate that his office considers the removal of the 



peace priests "illegal", Grosz explained to him that from the Church's 
point of view their appointments by the civil authority was illegal and that 
they have to obey their bishops. Horvath suggested new negotiations 
between representatives of the Conference of Bishops and delegates from 
the government's side. The archbishop did not object to that, however 
already the next day he informed his fellow bishops about his talk with 
Horvath and set down in eleven paragraphs those demands that the 
Church should insist on should such negotiations take place. These 
included, among others, the freedom of bishops to exercise their authority 
in church governance, unhindered communication with the Holy See, 
restoration of the Catholic press and publishing houses, permission for the 
members of the dispersed religious orders to reassemble and work accord-
ing to their vocation, freedom for religious instruction of children and 
youth, freedom to form religious associations and movements.16 

In the Reformed Church where practically all bishops were 
removed or resigned under the threat of the Revolution, the temporary 
leadership was assumed by a three member team of National Administra-
tive Committee with Bishop Ravasz, Janos Kardos, former Superinten-
dent, and Laszlo Pap, the dean of the reformed theological academy in 
Budapest and the only leading personality of the Church of those years 
who was not tainted with collaboration with the Communists. This 
Committee on November 13th sent a circular letter signed by Ravasz to all 
the congregations nationwide asking them to decide by democratic vote 
whether they wanted to join the Movement of Renewal that was launched 
by the thoroughly cleansed leadership of the Church.17 This Movement 
aimed at reasserting the true mission of evangelization of the Church, to 
that end they demanded the freedom from any kind of political interfer-
ence. Within a short time the great majority of the congregations, more 
than 900 in number indicated their approval of the goals and their enthu-
siastic adherence to the Movement of Renewal. 

It is interesting to note that in the much smaller Evangelical 
Church the movement for greater freedom and independence from politi-
cal interference had predated the Revolution and achieved better results 
than in the larger Reformed Church. Already during the summer months 
of 1956 on various occasions of regional meetings there had been loud 
demands on the part of both the clergy and laity for reform. On October 
9th, i.e. two weeks before the actual outbreak of the Revolution, the senior 
bishop, Lajos Veto, announced that there would be far-reaching reforms 
introduced in the church governance. At about the same time Bishop 



Ordass, in 1948 condemned to prison and in 1950 deprived from his 
office by his Church, was now rehabilitated both by the state and by his 
Church's authorities.18 Ordass decided to resume his teaching at the 
Theological Academy and announced his first lecture for October 24lh. On 
that day gunfire prevented him from lecturing; instead, he was called 
upon to take over the leadership of his Church, since Bishops Veto and 
Laszlo Dezsery resigned in haste. On November 3rd Ordass presided over 
a wide reaching conference where decisions were made regarding the 
cleansing of the Church of the political appointees in the leadership, and 
on launching a new era of stricter adherence to the Church's mission. 
These resolutions were later presented to the congregations and won 
widespread acceptance. 

Revenge and Repression 

Kadar's promises of a new era of greater tolerance, "Socialism with a 
human face", did not last long. Within a few months of the Soviet 
suppression of the Revolution the smooth talk gave way to the policy of 
"iron fist". Waves of arrests, executions, struck terror into the hearts of 
the population, while the structures of the former dictatorship, dismantled 
during the Revolution, were rebuilt once again. Tens of thousands armed 
"Workers Guards" were given military training, while everybody was 
spied upon by the ubiquitous informers. 

The Churches were no exception. Those priests and religious 
persons who had been freed from prison by the "freedom fighters" and 
did not flee the country with the waves of refugees before the borders 
were sealed again, were now re-arrested and incarcerated, soon to be met 
with numerous newly arrested brothers and sisters. Then a most ominous 
Edict was issued in March 1957 which prescribed the need for permission 
from the Ministry of Education for staffing of all church offices, prelates, 
teachers of theology, pastors of parishes, etc., their appointment, transfer, 
removal, etc. This law had a retroactive clause to October 1st, 1956. In 
other words, all those who assumed office in the wake of the Revolution 
could be removed — and this was done during the spring of 1957 — 
while the Churches could not elect or appoint anybody without the 
political authorities who, in fact, were more often than not the initiators of 
the appointments, transfers, etc. 



Finally, in June 1959 the State Office for Church Affairs that was 
never really abolished, only its functions were transferred to another 
ministry, was now reinstituted with all its formal power.19 

Simultaneously with the imposition of control over church admi-
nistration and personnel, a vigorous indoctrination campaign was launched 
with the avowed aim to extirpate religion and inculcate atheism, espe-
cially in the youth. Registration for religious instruction, which in 1957 
embraced 80 and 90 per cent of the pupils in all elementary and high 
schools, was substantially reduced through administrative trickery, cou-
pled with intimidation of students and parents, to under 10 per cent. 
While religious belief was ceaselessly assaulted and the Churches perse-
cuted, the leaders of all religious denominations were called upon to 
praise the Government and thank it for its generosity towards the Chur-
ches — exactly as they were wont to do under the Stalinist regime of 
Maty as Rakosi before the 1956 revolution. The intimidated and by now 
thoroughly conditioned church leaders complied with abject servility. 
They gave public blessing to the forcible collectivization of the country-
side, took active part in the so-called peace campaign, praising the great 
Soviet Union as the defender of peace while denouncing the U.S.A. as an 
aggressive imperialist power. In short, by 1960 the pre-revolutionary 
status quo was fully restored, the Churches were reduced once again to 
impotence and subservience vis-a-vis the government. 

The Search for National Consensus. 

The initial phase of Kadar's attempt to rebuild the shattered Communist 
power structure in Hungary was accompanied by a vicious campaign 
against the "counter-revolutionaries" and "revisionists", culminating in the 
judicial murder of Imre Nagy and his associates in June 1958. This was 
followed by a thorough purge of Stalinist "dogmatists", as the loyal 
followers of the former party boss Rakosi were now labelled. The task of 
crushing both leftist and rightist "deviationists" thus accomplished, his 
enemies out of the way, the workers' councils suppressed, the peasants 
safely locked into the kolkhozes, Janos Kadar, secure in Khrushchev's 
unequivocal support, quite unexpectedly embarked on a new policy of 
national reconciliation, best expressed in his famous slogan first enunci-
ated in December 1961: "Whoever is not against us is with us." 



The "new" Kadar, who now became benignly tolerant toward his 
subjects' ideologically not always correct preferences in tastes and mores, 
was pursuing moderate "centrist" policies and visibly courted popular 
acceptance. The unprecedented freedom permitted artists and intellectuals, 
just as the daring economic innovations under the sign of "goulash 
communism", were designed to make his regime palatable and help 
people to forget its terrible birth amid treachery and blood. 

As an integral part of his policy of achieving a true "socialist 
national unity" Kadar made new peace overtures towards the Churches 
calling for improvement in church-state relations and the solution of all 
outstanding questions "in a mutually acceptable way, namely, with full 
respect for the laws and legal order of the State, but also taking into 
consideration the internal laws and order of the Church."20 A real depar-
ture from earlier practice became manifest when the Hungarian Govern-
ment approached the Vatican offering to negotiate. It should be recalled 
that the last Papal Nuncio to Hungary, Msgr. Angelo Rotta had to leave 
the country on Soviet orders in the spring of 1945, and that the "Agree-
ment of 1950" was forced upon the bishops without allowing them to 
consult the Pope and obtain his consent. Why then this dramatic turn-
around? 

It seems that the regime was prompted towards rapprochement 
with the Vatican by both domestic and foreign policy considerations. On 
the domestic scene Kadar must have realized that any genuine reconcilia-
tion with the Catholic clergy and faithful whose support he was now 
actively seeking would be impossible without papal approval. At the same 
time, parallel with his efforts of gaining popular endorsement for his 
policies at home, Kadar expended great effort to convince the interna-
tional community of his regime's legitimacy. Following the brutal sup-
pression of the 1956 revolution the "Hungarian question" was raised year 
after year in the United Nations, while the validity of the Hungarian U.N. 
delegation's credentials remained in dispute. Western and some Third 
World Governments ostentatiously shunned Hungary in their diplomatic 
dealings. 

At the time when in the neighbouring Communist states the U.S. 
diplomatic missions were raised to the ambassadorial level, the United 
States legation in Budapest was headed by a mere charge d'affaires: a 
pointed reminder of Washington's displeasure with Kadar's Hungary. 
Under such circumstances to open up negotiations with the Church and 
win recognition from the Holy See must have seemed a good way for 



Kadar to show the world that the situation in Hungary had returned to 
normalcy and the regime was gaining international respectability. 

The timing for an attempt of rapprochement was propitious in that 
with the death of Pius XII in 1958 and the election of John XXIII there 
came a certain mellowing of attitudes toward Communism in the Vatican. 
His successor Pope Paul VI sent an emissary, Monsignor Agostino 
Casaroli to Budapest in 1963 to open talks. The negotiations that begun 
with hopeful expectations could proceed only after both sides agreed to 
side-step the issue of the fate of Cardinal Mindszenty who was still 
holding out at the Budapest U.S. embassy and refused to leave Hungary 
without certain conditions he set for the Government.21 In the end, after 
one year and a half of negotiations, a partial agreement was signed on 15 
September 1964, by Monsignor Agostino Casaroli, Under-Secretary of the 
Sacred Congregation of Special Ecclesiastical Affairs, and by Jozsef 
Prantner, Chairman of the State Office of Church Affairs in Hungary. 

This agreement was hailed as a historic breakthrough, since it was 
the first such document between the Vatican and a Communist-ruled state. 
By mutual consent only a part of the document was made public. This 
included, first of all, the appointment of new bishops — an all important 
matter, since at the time only three of the eleven dioceses had ordinaries 
(the rest were Governed by apostolic administrators). Secondly, a section 
of the Hungarian Academy in Rome, housing the Hungarian Papal 
Institute, was once again placed under the jurisdiction of the Hungarian 
Bishops to enable eight priests each year to continue their education in 
Rome. The unpublished part of the document contained a list of problems 
to be discussed in the future. Both sides agreed to meet twice a year, 
alternately in Rome and in Budapest. 

In the follow-up negotiations the Hungarian side continued to 
insist on giving priority to questions of personnel in the apparent hope 
that the new appointees selected jointly by Rome and Budapest would 
more willingly cooperate with the government than the older prelates. 
Between 1946 and 1980 twenty-six persons were appointed as bishops or 
auxiliary bishops. In spite of the fact that these appointments were the 
results of strong arm tactics from the state authorities leading to compro-
mise, the Vatican regarded the restoration of the hierarchical leadership in 
the Church as a step forward. Similarly, the participation of several 
Hungarian bishops in the closing session of the Second Vatican Council 
in 1965 was greeted as a sign of the reintegration of the Hungarian 
Catholic Church into the mainstream of the Universal Church. On the 



other hand, most of the pastoral problems were unresolved and remained 
on the agenda of the seemingly unending series of meetings, about which 
Msgr Casaroli — bishop from 1967, cardinal from 1979 — himself 
admitted that they produced only meagre results.22 He gave his autobi-
ographical account of the negotiations with the Communists states the 
title, The Martyrdom of Patience,23 

The Kadar regime went out of its way in publicizing the newly-
found good entente with the Vatican. Commentators praised the signifi-
cance of the event and pictures showed the papal emissary surrounded by 
happily smiling Government officials. While the Communists thus created 
the impression that the rapprochement with the Church corresponded to 
their most sincere wishes and expressed satisfaction over the successful 
signing of the agreement, that same policy unexpectedly landed them in a 
quandary as to the proper ideological 'line' that could be understood and 
followed by the rank and file of the Party. Apparently there was some 
confusion among the Party cadres, quite a number of whom, seeing the 
Government's friendly gestures toward the Vatican and the Churches, 
accepted the loud pronouncements about the freedom of religion at face 
value and concluded that religion had been 'rehabilitated'; everybody was 
now free to go to church and enroll his child for religious instruction at 
school. An editorial entitled "The Ideological Offensive of Marxism" in 
the monthly Tarsadalmi Szemle (Social Review) took up the cudgel 
against this erroneous view, reminding the readers of the party's contin-
ued commitment to the eradication of religion and to education along 
strictly atheistic lines. In the words of the editorial: 

Recently there has been confusion in some of the party organi-
zations regarding this question. This happened because in some 
places — where they can conceive the fight against religion 
only in a simplistic fashion — they misunderstand the normali-
sation of relations between the State and the Churches, certain 
changes in the Vatican's stand, the recently concluded agree-
ment between our State and the Vatican... This is why the 
conference on ideology deemed it necessary to recall to atten-
tion: religion remains a retrograde world-view also in our days, 
and the ideological fight against religion continues to be the 
daily task in our ideological work.24 

Actually, the regime's response to the challenge of ideological erosion 
was twofold: on the one hand, a stepped up ideological campaign, includ-



ing greater stress on atheistic materialism in all school curricula and, on 
the other hand, a return to terroristic methods against churchmen and 
believers who were bold enough to test the sincerity of the Government's 
policy of religious toleration. In the years following the signing of the 
partial agreement scores of priests were arrested at almost regular inter-
vals and charged with conspiracy. Their trials were invariably held in 
camera, but enough transpired to show that their true "crime" consisted of 
spreading religious views, distributing devotional literature, and having 
given religious instruction for the young "illegally", although this was 
often done at the explicit request and always with the consent of the 
parents. The house searches, arrests and various other harassments of 
priests, seminarians, former monks and nuns, were apparently designed to 
intimidate, to render harmless those who otherwise could become the 
most likely avant-garde of the Church Militant, who would zealously 
proselytize for God and combat atheism. It is significant that, unlike the 
show trials under Rakosi, these post-revolutionary acts of terror received 
but scant publicity. Kadar did not want to create martyrs. The man on the 
street knew only that the Churches supported the Government and in turn 
received money for their sustenance. All they could see was open collabo-
ration, while the moral courage of the persecuted remained behind the veil 
of silence. 

Restoration of the status quo ante in the Protestant Churches 

The Protestant Churches did not fare better. In less than a year the leaders 
of both the Reformed and the Evangelical Churches who were elected 
during the 1956 Revolution were forced to resign and were replaced with 
their discredited predecessors, plus some newer regime favourites. 

The subservience of the Reformed Church to the Communists 
became especially evident in that their bishops played a prominent role in 
the political arena, in Parliament, the Presidential Council, Patriotic 
Peoples Front, National Peace Council, World Union of Hungarians, etc. 
Janos Peter, the leading bishop of the Church, resigned his ecclesiastical 
post and became the Minister of Foreign Affairs in Kadar's Hungary, The 
lower clergy and the congregations were reduced to mute spectators of the 
widely publicized political activities of their bishops. The theology taught 
and practiced has been reduced to the diakonia, i.e. that the Church is 
there to render service to the people in various forms of charitable works. 



No wonder that the post-1956 decades of the life, or rather the lack of 
life, in the Hungarian Reformed Church had been described by an 
observer as being in the state of "frozen immobility" (megdermedt egy-
haz).25 

For a while the much smaller Evangelical Church experienced less 
interference in its internal affairs. In the summer of 1957 they even 
received permission to send a six member strong delegation to the Fifth 
Lutheran World Conference in Minneapolis where Bishop Lajos Ordass 
was asked to give the opening address on August 16. He choose to preach 
about the seed that has to be buried in the earth in order to bear fruit. (Jn. 
12, 24). On the last day of the Conference Ordass was elected into the 
Executive Committee of this world-wide organization. This did not 
prevent the Communists to find ways to side-line Ordass and, after 
various devious manoeuvres, force him into complete retirement and 
silence.26 This happened in November 1958, two years after Soviet troops 
crushed the Revolution. The Gleichschaltung of the Christian Churches of 
Hungary was now complete. 

The End Years of the Babylonian Captivity 

The first signs of a subtle change in attitudes appeared only in the mid-
seventies. By then the Communists apparently discovered that religion is 
not only an annoying superstition of the elderly and ignorant — who, 
incidentally, can be quite decent people and good workers — but that 
religion might provide man with a code of ethics based on moral values 
that were sorely needed also in a supposedly "Socialist" society. In a 
widely distributed study State Secretary Imre Miklos, chairman of the 
State Office for Church Affairs, admitted that 

...the Church can also carry out a positive role within socialis-
tic society, such as the defence of peace, in the promotion and 
encouragement of national unity with socialist content — for 
which the development of trust is especially important — in 
defining societal and personal property, in spreading the ideas 
of humanism, in love for the people, in the fight against crime, 
in the promotion of the progressive traditions of the national 
inheritance and of cultural values... 



Moreover, according to Miklos, it would be wrong to underestimate the 
influence of religious faith "in the private life of individuals, in inter-
personal relations, in the defense of certain moral norms and critical view 
of other norms."27 

In a similar vein there was a remarkable dialogue in 1975-76 
between the Party's chief ideologue and cultural czar, Deputy Premier 
Gyorgy Aczel and the Bishop of Pecs, Msgr. Jozsef Cserhati. There is no 
place here to go into details of their widely publicized exchanges; suffice 
to say that to Aczel's invitation to the religious believers to join in the 
task of defending world peace and of building of socialism, Bishop 
Cserhati replied that if the regime wanted sincere cooperation it should 
stop offending the feelings of the believers by its constant attacks, and 
even ridicule, of their most sacred convictions. Why not, asked the 
bishop, end the deeply humiliating treatment of the believers as second 
class citizens subject to various kinds of harassment and discrimination. 
Instead the government should aim at restoring their pride and self-esteem 
that is so necessary for the good performance of any job, by openly 
acknowledging the positive value of ethics and morality that Christian 
believers contribute to society. This would, of course, necessitate also the 
granting of greater freedom to the Church in its mission to strengthen 
those values among the adults and inculcate them in the children in 
teaching them the catechism of Christian faith and morality.28 

Bishop Cserhati's challenge was not ignored or rejected outright, 
as it would have been in earlier years. There were some musings on the 
government side about the possibility of some positive role for religion 
and the Churches. For example, Professor Jozsef Lukacs, the foremost 
philosopher of atheism in Hungary, the editor of Vilagossag, lecturing on 
"Churches and Religiousness in Socialist Hungary" at the political 
Academy of the Hungarian Socialist Workers Party, conceded that reli-
gion could perform a useful social function. It is by no means a negligible 
social force that "preserves certain moral principles," especially in the 
realm of human and family relations.29 

The Ills of a Socialist Consumer Society 

One might suspect that this change in perception and attitudes toward 
religion might have been due, at least in part, to some cold statistics that 
were brought to light by the new breed of sociologists, growing bolder 



every year in their research,30 Their findings called attention to the 
shocking social ills that were in stark contrast to the picture of an ever 
more just and better life painted by the Communist propaganda. During 
the late 1960's and early '70-ies when Kadar's Hungary after many years 
of penury, helped by huge loans from the Western capitalist countries, 
entered a degree of prosperity, and when many of the shackles restricting 
the acquisition of private property were removed by the New Economic 
Mechanism (NEM), parallel with the decline of religion a vulgar material-
ism took hold of large segments of the populace whose chief goal in life 
became material possessions and la dolce vita. Few of them, however had 
striven to realize their dream by hard work. Popular belief, based on 
observation of easy-to-find notorious examples, says that there are better 
and quicker ways to success and riches. Corruption, greasing of palms, 
cheating on the job, embezzling, and stealing of public property had 
become so wide-spread that it was almost accepted as normal behaviour 
for "smart folk". At the same time those who couldn't make it, sunk into 
the stupor of alcohol, absented themselves from work, ended up on skid 
row, or committed suicide. The picture that the newly emancipated 
sociologist discovered and showed to the public in journals and even in 
daily newspapers, was truly shocking and certainly beyond anything the 
Party and the Government cared to admit even to themselves. After all, 
no country, and even less one that called itself socialist, would brag about 
such sorry records as having the lowest birthrate, but the highest rate of 
suicides in the world, and probably the worst problem of alcoholism: it 
was estimated that between half a million to a million men and women 
were severely affected by alcohol, while about 150,000 could be regarded 
as alcoholics proper, among whom the male-female ratio was 5:3. Work 
discipline was almost non-existent and productivity was abysmally low. 
These were symptoms of a seriously ill society, even if to the outside 
world Kadar's Hungary presented the show window of the Communist 
world, with its happy-go-lucky people, considerable degree of individual 
and artistic freedoms, and fully stacked magazine shelves, which even its 
critics described as "the merriest barracks in the Soviet camp". 

While the Party in the '70-s and '80-s relaxed somewhat the 
overall control on the population, and also made occasional conciliatory 
gestures toward the Churches — Janos Kadar was the first Communist 
Party and Government chief to visit the Vatican and received by the Pope 
in private audience in 197731 — the oppression of the Churches continued 
to the very end of the era, i.e. 1989. The biggest stumbling block in the 



way of true reconciliation between the Communist regime and the 
Churches was the claim made by both sides over the winning of the mind 
and the soul of the youth. There the Party's attitude had not changed at 
all: hands off the young people! Although Janos Kadar addressing the 12lh 

Congress of the Hungarian Socialist Workers party in 1980 himself 
complained about those young people who "have negative attitudes, such 
as indifference, in the case of some people even cynicism, and the ten-
dency to seek an easy life", there was no admission of failure, nor a call 
for help addressed to the Churches. The Communists stubbornly and 
desperately clung to their faith that it is they alone who should mould the 
young mind. If anything, the shackles on religious instruction were 
tightened even further while Communist indoctrination was intensified. 
Thus, in spite of the official assurances about the satisfactory church-state 
relations in Hungary, a muted tug-of-war for youth continued to the end. 

One can summarize the church policies in the last years of the 
Kadar regime by saying that even though the long-term goal of the Com-
munist to promote the disappearance of religion and eliminate the 
Churches from society remained valid, their methods toward achieving 
that goal were somewhat adjusted. Outright terror, creating martyrs, gave 
way to more subtle policies. There were no more waves of arrests and 
torture of priests, nuns and religion teachers. Compliance with the politi-
cal line by the clergy was now enforced by the State Office for Church 
Affairs through direct pressure on the bishops whose job it became to 
discipline the "disobedient" priests by transferring them to little obscure 
villages, forbidding them to preach, etc. As a result of these changed 
policies the public at large had no awareness of the true situation in 
which the Churches had to struggle for mere survival, how the bishops 
were constrained to temper, even silence the apostolic zeal of their best 
priests, how religious instruction was made nearly impossible by intimida-
tion and constant harassment of the parents and the instructors, etc. 

Repeated requests for permission to resume work by the surviving 
members of the banned religious orders were ignored, nor were the severe 
restrictions on religious publications lifted. 

The State Office of Church Affairs continued to function until the 
very end of the Communist era, and the media continued to publish 
reassuring statements from government and church authorities about the 
freedom of religion and the harmonious relationship between Church and 
State in Hungary. It was not just foreigners who were deceived by this 
insidious propaganda, but most, if not all, Hungarians too. Any visitor to 



Hungary in the '80-ies could meet many people who would show genuine 
surprise, if asked about oppression of religion or of the Churches. Oh, but 
that is the thing of the past, gone long time ago, would have been the 
likely answer. 

This general acceptance of the muzzling of the Churches and the 
resulting quasi-disappearance of religion as an integral part of people's 
life and interest, could be scored as one of the greatest successes of the 
Kadar regime. 

What was the True Significance of the Revolution for the Churches? 

In conclusion, one could say that while the radical changes that occurred 
during those heady days of the end of 1956 and the first months of 1957 
had been successfully reversed in the retribution that followed, so that in 
the following three decades Communist policies were fully restored, still 
the Revolution remained a sign that the Marxist-Communist system is not 
an inevitable destiny for mankind as its followers tried to force people to 
believe. There will be, eventually a chance to escape. While in Hungary, 
being a small satellite of the mighty Soviet Union, the 1956 Revolution 
was officially renamed counter-revolution and everything was done to 
erase its memory, the world at large did not escape the impact of that 
heroic event. The Communist parties of France and Italy which at that 
time were considered capable of seizing power, were fatally weakened by 
the bloodshed in Budapest, and even in the Soviet Union and in its 
satellites the events of 1956 could not be ignored. Thus the Hungarian 
Revolution definitely contributed to the final implosion of Communism 
and the disintegration of the Soviets' "evil empire". This way, by the end 
of 1989, with the dismantling of all the odious restrictions on their 
freedom, the Churches of Hungary could again enjoy the freedom they so 
sorely lacked for over four long decades. 
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