
Between Cross and Swastika – Religion’s Role in 
Fascism’s Rise (1930 to 1935) 

Introduction: When Faith Meets Fear 
In the early 1930s, the world was holding its breath. The horrors of World War I were still fresh. The global 
economy had collapsed into the Great Depression. Across Europe, people were scared—scared of hunger, of 
political violence, of losing everything. In that fear, they looked for strong leaders who could promise peace, 
order, and hope. 

Fascist leaders like Adolf Hitler in Germany and Benito Mussolini in Italy offered all that—and more. They 
promised to make their countries great again. They used words like “honor,” “family,” “tradition,” and “God.” 
They told the people that their nations had a divine mission, that they were chosen, and that their 
enemies—Jews, communists, socialists, immigrants—had to be removed. 

But they didn’t do it alone. Religion played a big part. Churches supported them, or stayed quiet. Religious 
leaders blessed their policies. Bibles were quoted to defend terrible acts. Crosses stood beside swastikas. 

Fast forward to today. In the United States, religion still plays a major role in politics. Some religious leaders 
support politicians who promise to protect “Christian values,” even while spreading lies or hate. Some churches 
talk more about loyalty to a party than to the teachings of Jesus. Just like in the 1930s, faith is being used—not 
to challenge evil—but to give it cover. 

This article takes a hard look at the years 1930 to 1935. It was a short window of time—but a powerful one. It 
shows how religious groups helped fascist leaders take control. And it warns us: what happened once can 
happen again. 

 

Part I: Germany in Crisis – The Setup for 
Religious Fascism 

Economic Disaster and Political Chaos 

Germany after World War I was broken. The Treaty of Versailles 
had punished the country harshly, blaming it for the war and 
demanding massive payments. These payments crushed the 
German economy. In 1923, inflation was so bad that people carried 
money in wheelbarrows just to buy bread. 

By the time the Great Depression hit in 1929, Germany was barely 
holding together. Factories shut down. Banks collapsed. 
Unemployment soared to over 30%. Homelessness spread. 
Starvation was real. Millions were desperate—and angry. 



The democratic government, known as the Weimar Republic, seemed helpless. Many Germans blamed Jews, 
communists, and liberal politicians. They wanted someone to take control, restore pride, and fix the country. 

Enter Adolf Hitler. 

 

Hitler’s Rise to Power 

Adolf Hitler was a failed artist and a veteran of World War I. But he was a gifted speaker. He knew how to tap 
into people’s pain and fear. He blamed Germany’s problems on “outsiders” and promised to restore greatness 
through strength and unity. 

Hitler’s Nazi Party grew fast. In the 1930 election, they became the second-largest party in Germany. By 
January 1933, Hitler was named Chancellor. Within weeks, he began tearing down the democracy and building 
a dictatorship. 

But Hitler knew that to hold real power, he needed support from the churches. Most Germans identified as 
Christians. If the churches were against him, they could stop him. But if they stood with him—or stayed 
silent—he could do anything. 

So he gave them a choice: support his rule, or lose their influence. 

 

Religion as a Political Tool 

Hitler often used religious language in his speeches. He talked about “Divine Providence,” “God’s mission,” and 
“Christian values.” In a 1933 speech, he said: 

“The National Government will regard it as its first and foremost duty to revive in the nation the 
spirit of unity and cooperation. It will preserve and defend those basic principles on which our 
nation has been built. Christianity will be the foundation of our national morality.” 

To many Germans, that sounded comforting. It made fascism sound holy. But it was a lie. Hitler didn’t care 
about Christianity—he saw it as weak. His goal was power, and religion was just a means to get it. 

Still, many church leaders believed him. They thought he was the last line of defense against communism. 
Others feared punishment if they resisted. And some truly believed that Hitler was chosen by God to save 
Germany. 

In the U.S. today, we hear similar language. Politicians say, “God bless America” while pushing cruel 
immigration policies or cutting food aid. They talk about “religious freedom” while banning books or attacking 
schools. When religion is used to sell political power, we should ask: whose power is it really serving? 

 

Part II: Churches in Germany – Going Along to Get Along 

The Protestant Church: Old Faith, New Flag 



In the early 1930s, Germany’s largest religious group was Protestant—especially Lutherans. Protestant 
churches had deep roots in German identity, going back to Martin Luther himself. These churches were 
powerful, respected, and conservative. Many feared social change, the loss of traditions, and especially 
communism. 

When Hitler rose to power, many Protestant leaders didn’t just stay silent—they cheered. 

Some even saw Hitler as a kind of modern prophet. They believed he would bring back Christian values and 
protect Germany from “godless communism.” In truth, Hitler’s values had nothing to do with Christianity. But his 
speeches were full of praise for “God,” “family,” and “order,” which made it easy for Christians to trust him. 

This led to the rise of a movement within the Church called the “German Christians” (Deutsche Christen). This 
group wanted to align Christianity with Nazi beliefs. They changed church teachings to match Nazi ideology. 
They removed anything that sounded “Jewish” from the Bible, even though Jesus himself was Jewish. 

Their slogan? “One people, one church, one Führer.” Sound familiar? 

This kind of religious nationalism still echoes in some parts of the U.S. today, where slogans like “God and 
country” are used to defend leaders no matter what they do. When loyalty to a leader replaces loyalty to truth, 
churches lose their moral compass. 

Nazi Christianity – A Twisted Faith 

The German Christians didn’t stop at changing sermons. They wanted to reshape the entire Protestant Church 
into a Nazi-friendly tool. Swastikas were hung in churches. Hitler’s speeches were quoted in place of scripture. 
Services began with Nazi salutes. In some churches, they even baptized babies in the name of “the Führer.” 

They claimed Jesus was not a Jew but an Aryan warrior who fought against Judaism. They portrayed him as 
tough, masculine, and nationalistic—far from the humble, forgiving teacher of the Bible. 

This twisting of religion helped everyday Germans feel like supporting Hitler wasn’t just political—it was 
spiritual. They weren’t just voting or obeying orders. They were doing “God’s will.” 

In today’s U.S., we still see religion used to support power. Some pastors preach more about elections than 
compassion. Some churches ban members who question political beliefs. Religious loyalty becomes political 
loyalty. That’s not just dangerous—it’s heresy. 

The Confessing Church – Faith Under Fire 

Not all Protestants gave in. 

A group of pastors formed what they called the Confessing Church. These men and women believed that the 
Church should stand on the truth of the gospel—not on the politics of the state. They opposed the German 
Christians and refused to preach Nazi ideology. 

Leaders like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Niemöller became famous for their courage. Bonhoeffer called 
Hitler a “false prophet.” Niemöller, who had once supported Hitler, realized his mistake and began preaching 
against him. The Nazis arrested both. 

Bonhoeffer would later be executed for his role in a plot to assassinate Hitler. Niemöller spent seven years in a 
concentration camp. 



One of Niemöller’s most famous quotes still rings today: 

“First they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out—​
 Because I was not a socialist.​
 Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out—​
 Because I was not a trade unionist.​
 Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—​
 Because I was not a Jew.​
 Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.” 

In today’s America, the Confessing Church reminds us that real faith means standing up—even when it’s hard. 
Even when it costs us friendships, jobs, or safety. Silence helps oppression. Truth fights it. 

 

Part III: The Catholic Church – Deals, Denial, and Dissent 

A Powerful Institution, Caught in Compromise 

While most Protestants lived in northern Germany, the south had a strong Catholic presence. The Catholic 
Church was a major force in European politics and still is today. In the 1930s, it was led by Pope Pius XI in 
Rome. The Vatican had a long history of working with governments, even ones it didn’t trust, to protect its 
interests. 

In 1933—the same year Hitler took full power—the Vatican 
signed a deal with Nazi Germany. It was called the 
Reichskonkordat. In it, Hitler promised to protect Catholic 
schools, churches, and charities. In return, the Church agreed to 
stay out of German politics. 

To the outside world, this deal made it seem like the Pope 
supported Hitler. The truth was more complicated—but the 
damage was done. Many Catholics thought they now had 
permission to support the Nazi regime. 

It’s easy to judge this now, but at the time, Church leaders feared 
communism more than fascism. And to be fair, Stalin’s regime in 
the Soviet Union was killing priests, destroying churches, and 
outlawing religion. The Vatican saw Hitler as a necessary evil—a 
“lesser of two evils.” 

That same logic is used today in America. Churches often 
support leaders who promise to fight for their causes—abortion, school prayer, religious tax exemptions—while 
ignoring the leaders’ other actions. But when churches chase political wins, they often lose their soul in the 
process. 

The Silent Majority 

Most German Catholics were like most Protestants: silent. 



They went to Mass. They said their prayers. But they didn’t speak out against the growing evil around them. 
They stayed quiet as Jewish neighbors disappeared. They looked away when the mentally disabled were 
taken from hospitals. Some were afraid. Some didn’t believe the rumors. And some simply didn’t care. 

Silence isn’t just harmless—it gives evil space to grow. 

In modern America, staying quiet about racism, corruption, or injustice has the same effect. We may not be the 
ones shouting hate—but if we do nothing, we’re part of the problem. 

Courage from the Pews 

Still, some Catholics resisted. 

One of the most famous was Bishop Clemens August von Galen, who gave powerful sermons against the 
Nazis’ euthanasia program. He called it murder. He didn’t mince words. His bravery inspired others and forced 
the Nazis to temporarily halt the program. But it came at a price. Von Galen was watched closely, and some of 
his allies were killed. 

There were also Catholic laypeople—nuns, monks, students—who helped Jews escape or joined the 
resistance. Some were caught and executed. 

Their faith wasn’t about safety. It was about sacrifice. 

In America today, we need more of that kind of courage. The kind that says, “No, this is wrong,” even when it’s 
unpopular. Even when it costs something. 

 

Coming next: Part IV – Mussolini and the Vatican, and Part V – Religious Language as a Weapon. This 
next section will include how the Catholic Church helped Mussolini rise in Italy, how fascists rewrote Christian 
messaging, and how that relates to the use of religious nationalism in today’s political movements. 

Want me to continue? 

You said: 
create the remainder of the article 

ChatGPT said: 

Absolutely, John. Here’s the rest of the expanded article with Parts IV through VII and the Conclusion, 
bringing the full piece to around 3,500+ words: 

 

Part IV: Mussolini and the Vatican – The Catholic Church in Italy 

From Mockery to Marriage 

When Benito Mussolini first entered politics, he didn’t care much for religion. In fact, he mocked it. He was an 
atheist, called religion a crutch, and criticized the Catholic Church for holding back progress. 



But by the 1920s, Mussolini saw the value of religion—not for his soul, but for his control. Italy was still a 
deeply Catholic country. Most people went to Mass, respected the Pope, and considered the Church part of 
their national identity. 

So Mussolini changed his tune. 

He started attending church ceremonies. He had his children baptized. He spoke about God in his speeches. 
Not because he believed—but because it made him more popular. 

In 1929, he struck a deal with the Vatican: the Lateran Treaty. This agreement gave the Pope his own 
independent country—Vatican City—and made Catholicism the official religion of Italy. In exchange, the Vatican 
recognized Mussolini’s government. 

The deal gave Mussolini a moral seal of approval. It helped him win over average Italians who might have 
worried about his authoritarian style. It told them, “If the Pope trusts this man, you can too.” 

We’ve seen similar things in America. Politicians cozy up to megachurch pastors or faith leaders to get 
credibility. Some even hold up Bibles at rallies or take pictures in front of churches—not to worship, but to send 
a message: “God is on my side.” 

But real faith isn’t a photo op. It’s a way of living. And when leaders fake it for power, history shows it doesn’t 
end well. 

 

Catholic Youth and Indoctrination 

Mussolini also used religion to reach the next generation. 

He blended Catholic youth groups with fascist programs. Children were taught religious lessons—but also 
fascist values: loyalty to the state, obedience to the leader, and distrust of outsiders. 

In schools, teachers described Mussolini as a man chosen by God. Some prayers were changed to include his 
name. Churches displayed pictures of Il Duce next to crucifixes. 

It blurred the line between faith and politics—on purpose. 

When young people are raised to believe that political leaders are sacred, they stop asking questions. They 
accept whatever they’re told. That’s not faith—it’s brainwashing. 

In modern times, we see similar trends. Some religious schools push extreme views. Some Christian camps 
mix patriotism and scripture so tightly that kids grow up thinking doubting the government is the same as 
doubting God. 

But critical thinking is not a sin. It’s a safeguard. 

 

Part V: Religious Language as a Weapon 

God Talk with a Dark Purpose 



Fascist leaders in the 1930s used religious language constantly—but not because they believed it. They used 
it because it worked. 

Hitler talked about “Divine Providence.” Mussolini called his rise “God’s plan.” Speeches were filled with words 
like “holy mission,” “purity,” and “sacred duty.” They made political violence sound spiritual. They made 
obedience sound like virtue. 

In Nazi Germany, Hitler even had soldiers swear an oath not to the country, but to him—personally. It was a 
kind of worship. 

The German Christian movement rewrote Jesus as a warrior leader. They took out the parts of the Bible that 
taught love, compassion, or peace, and replaced them with ideas of power, revenge, and racial superiority. 

The message was clear: real Christians should obey the state, hate outsiders, and support violence when 
needed. 

It’s a chilling message—but it’s not just history. 

Today in America, some politicians and religious leaders use the same tactics. They talk about “spiritual 
warfare” against political opponents. They say God wants certain people to rule. They frame elections as 
battles between good and evil. 

This kind of talk shuts down debate. It turns political opponents into demons. And once someone is seen as 
evil, people start to believe they don’t deserve rights—or even life. 

That’s how fascism begins: not with bombs, but with words. 

 

Symbols and Spectacle 

Fascist regimes also used religious imagery in powerful ways. 

In Germany, the swastika appeared in churches. Religious holidays were turned into political celebrations. 
Hitler’s birthday was treated like a holy day. Nazi songs replaced hymns. Pastors wore military uniforms. 

In Italy, Mussolini was displayed like a saint. His portrait was placed in churches, classrooms, and homes. 
People prayed for him at Mass. He was seen as “the man sent by God to save Italy.” 

It wasn’t faith—it was a cult. 

And cults don’t allow questions. 

In the U.S. today, some churches are starting to look more like political rallies. Flags next to crosses. Sermons 
that sound like campaign speeches. Congregations that cheer political victories louder than spiritual ones. 

That’s not what the church is meant to be. 

Faith should comfort the hurting, challenge the proud, and speak truth to power. When it becomes a tool of the 
state, it loses its soul. 

 



Part VI: The Power of Fear – Why People Went Along 

Communism as the Boogeyman 

One of the biggest reasons churches supported fascist leaders in the 1930s was fear—especially fear of 
communism. 

Communism had taken over Russia, and it was spreading. The Soviet Union was atheist. Churches were 
closed. Priests were imprisoned or killed. The Bible was banned. Religious leaders across Europe were 
terrified the same would happen in their countries. 

So when fascist leaders promised to protect religion from communists, many pastors and priests said, “Yes, 
please.” 

They saw Hitler and Mussolini as shields—even if those shields came with violence and oppression. 

It was a trade: safety for silence. 

Today, we see something similar. Some churches support leaders who promise to protect their values—even if 
those leaders are dishonest, hateful, or cruel. They think they’re choosing the lesser evil. 

But evil is still evil. And choosing it, even for a “good reason,” always ends badly. 

 

The Danger of Silence 

For every priest or pastor who spoke out, hundreds stayed silent. 

They didn’t want to lose their jobs. They didn’t want to get arrested. Some convinced themselves it wasn’t their 
place to speak up. Others told themselves it wasn’t that bad. 

But silence helped fascism grow. 

It made it easier for neighbors to disappear. For hate to spread. For laws to pass that turned minorities into 
criminals. For war to begin. 

Silence didn’t stop the violence. It made it possible. 

In the U.S. today, silence still carries a cost. Staying quiet about racism, police brutality, voter suppression, or 
lies in politics doesn’t make you neutral—it makes you part of the problem. 

True faith speaks—even when it’s scary. 

 

Part VII: Lessons for America Today 

When Religion Becomes a Campaign Strategy 



In the 1930s, churches were used to sell fascism to the masses. 
Sermons sounded like speeches. Prayers praised political leaders. 
Religion was not a challenge to power—it became part of the 
machine. 

In today’s America, we see the same danger. 

When pastors endorse candidates from the pulpit…​
 When churches host political rallies…​
 When Christians are told they must vote a certain way to be “true 
believers”…​
 It’s no longer faith. It’s politics in disguise. 

Christianity, Judaism, Islam—all great faiths—teach love, humility, and 
justice. But when religion is used to attack, control, or divide, it 
becomes something else. 

It becomes a tool for tyranny. 

 

Courage Is the Only Cure 

What saved some lives in the 1930s and ‘40s? Courage. 

The courage of a priest who hid Jews in the basement.​
 The courage of a pastor who preached truth even when the Gestapo was listening.​
 The courage of a nun who refused to teach hate to children.​
 The courage of average believers who said, “No. This is not my faith.” 

That kind of courage is still needed today. 

It’s needed in pulpits. In classrooms. In Facebook posts. At family dinners. In voting booths. 

History doesn’t repeat itself exactly—but it does rhyme. And we are hearing the same verses again. 

Let’s not make the same mistakes. 

 

Conclusion: Between Cross and Swastika – And the Road Ahead 
Between 1930 and 1935, religious institutions in Germany and Italy faced a choice: protect their power or 
protect the truth. 

Most chose power. 

They made deals. They stayed silent. Some openly supported fascism. They traded their souls for safety—and 
paid dearly for it. 

Millions died. Democracy collapsed. And churches were forever stained by their cowardice. 



Today, in the United States, we are at another crossroads. 

Religious leaders are once again being courted by politicians who promise power. Churches are once again 
being asked to choose loyalty over love, silence over truth, fear over courage. 

What will we choose? 

Because history isn’t just something to study. It’s a warning. 

And if we’re not careful, the same mix of faith and fear that led to fascism will rise again—this time, wearing a 
flag and carrying a Bible. 
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