


Maybe there were other reasons for my leaving. Some ten years later, Just
before I came to America, I preached a sermon in a Dutch church dealing

with two sons. One was the somcalled prodigal son and the other a goody-
goody. With some manlpulataon on my part I made the drop-out son look
better than his goody brother. Instead of letting him share his meals with
the pigs as the story relates, I dressed him up as a long~haired modern
seeker of truth which he just couldn't find in his home community buried in
lethargy and hypcerisy. I was a little surprised when one of my friends
commented that I had put a lot of my own experiences into the sermon on the
so-called prodigal son. How did he know?.

Even though very few of you here in this auditorium have moved as far away
from home as T did, if you feel like it, why don't you play a little with
the 1ntr1guing question: why did you leave home and why are you here?
Maybe this is even a good Coffee House topic.

When I look back, I find that it was a daring thing to do, to spend my last
dime on a trip from Moscow to Berlin and to arrive in a completely strange
country with nothing but a desire to acquire an education. And yet let me
tell you that I think that each one of you, when you decided to come to
college, had to make a move not unrelated to mine.

In true European fashion I went from university to university to drink from
the fountains of knowledge and wisdom. In cafeteria style, I sampled
professors and suhgects, such as literature, languages, history, philosophy,
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The fountains of knowlndge were flowing richly and generously. On the other
hand, this was a time of a meager diet and a life of hard work. If this
would have been all, I would have considered my life a dream and the land

in whxch I lived a Palry land.

From the Frying Pan into the Fire

Germany had lost World War I and had to pay heavy reparations and suffered
under unemployment and inflation. It had lost its Kaiser and its markets.
The predominating Social Democrats were dlslntegratxng, extremes were
popular. On many billboards and walls the inscriptions "Heil Moscow!" or
"Heil Stalin!" could be found. There was, however, another billboard soon
growing in frequency and predominance. It‘had the slogan "Heil Hitlert®
Most of the intellectuals considered this a big joke, but soon this slogan
became as serious a threat as the one from the east. On the other hand, the
radical Communism of Russia which threatened to engulf defeated Germany
strengthened the growing front against this danger. Western Furope and
America did not seem to understand the potential of the danger that was
 threatening the rest of the world.

As a student in a free world, it was my fate to witness the emergence of a
dictatorship equal to that from which I had escaped. The common people and

those without work exposed to the propaganda of Hitler, Goebels, and Goering,

fell prey to the luring and promising voice of the Third Reich, Reluctantly
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In my second grade Russian reader there was & picture showmng an eagle, a
swan, and a horse all harnessed to the same wagon. The eagle was pulling

" up, the swan into the lake, and the horse in the direction of the road.

There was nmthlng wrong with the lofty ideals of the eagle, the clear lake
of the swan, and the common sense of the horse except that they had not
learned to pull the load together. In this situation on the pages of his
tory there was usually a whip in sight in the hand of the dictator. Have
we approached that crucial page in Amcrican history on larger or smaller
degrees? ‘

Moving from one danger Spot to another in‘myfstudent‘life,'I‘had an unusual
opportunity to observe and to draw conclusions. .But I did not escape the
danger of becoming disillusioned and bitter, I could rot get involved and
Jjoin the idealistic youth seeing a Marxian version of the kingdom around
the corner. Nor could I swallow the pill wrapped up in the idealism of
National Socialism. Desperation drove many into these camps. I was & man
without a country and without involvement. Knowledge, analysis and reflec-
tion in such situations are wonderful but not enough. I kept a diary in
those days which I have not looked at since. Basically, I had come to the
conclusion that the focal point of all life is self-centeredness.

- From Introspection to Involvaﬁent :

‘I was rescued irom this island of non-invelvement and introspection “"‘a‘

movement that resisted both extremes mentioned, Stalin and Hitler. This

was & re51stance born out of a deep conviction. I found my sustenance,
courage, and look into the future by joining some like-minded persons. Sunday
I often attended the services of Dr. Niemoeller of the Nikdlaikirche in

Berlin. He was a leader of the "Confessional Cburch.“ The members did not
just "confess" a Christ prescribed as a formula in worship, but a Christ

with whom they daily @mpoaed themselves to the greatest dangers of their
lives. As a consequence, Niemceller spent years in Hifler's concemtration

camp, but lived to tell the Bethel College family in 1956 during the lMenno

Simons Lectures how it feels to live day after day and night after night
next to the door leading to the gallows. (Just a few years ago I met him
again at the Czech border going to the Peace Conference in Prague. This
Conference was attended by a thousand Christians, some from the East and
others from the West. In the warm or heated debates on how to establish and
maintain peace, there was a considerable difference between these two groups.
Niemoeller was still like in the days of old stmnding at the border between
Fast and West as negotiator.) ‘

Cne of my professors in Berlin was Dietrich‘Bonhoeffer, who also belonged to
the "Confessional Church." Vividly I remember his stimulating and fearless
lectures at the umiversity located right next to Hitler's headquarters while
Berlin was undergoing radical changes. The testimony of a man who heard -
him pray before he mounted the gallows is touching, particularly for me who

~ knew and admired him. Niemoeller and Bonhceffer did. not merely resist ger-

tain political vlews on the basis of other Political views. They had a
deeper basis for their resistance. '‘Bishon Jell of England said about Bone.

“hoeffer's death on«theagallbws‘Gf‘Hitler's concéntration camp that it
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"incorporated two traditions in the noble fellowship of the martyrs. One

is the resistance of the believer in the name of God of all attacks of evil,:
and the other is the moral and political protest of the human conscience
against injustice and tyranny. He and hls frlends stand on the foundation
of the apostles and prophets,"

~In conclusion I would like to relate another personal experience in the

classroom of Karl Barth. One morning at the University of Bonn, he entered

the auditorium located right on the banks of the Rhine River and said, "As

you know, the traditional greetings 'How do you do,' 'How are you,' or

- 'CGruess Gott' are to be replaced by 'Heil Hitler.' There is to be no other

greeting. I do not know what you intend to do about it. However, I know

~what I will do. I'will never open a meeting in this auditorium with 'Heil

Hitler! nor will I ever close it with this greeting. We are here tostudy

‘the Christian Church, its teachings, and its life. At such an occasion and

place there is no gther lLord but Jemus Christ. I cannot and will not com-
promise by confessing and promoting two loyalties, one to Caesar and the

. Ather +o Christ, Tn the Ohareh, Christ is suvnreme and the nnlv one who is

Lord.* Soon after this Karl’ Barth was exnelled to his native Switzerland.

Under the influence encountered on my outward and inward journey related
here briefly, many changes have taken place in general and within me, My

vieus of the world and national problems and the church's mission and short-

comings have been altered since I left the little village church on the banks
of the Volga River. That church has nevertheless remained for me the
mustard seed that is to grow intc a spiritual and moral power against which
the gates of hell of our day and the days to come shall not prevail. This
faith, hope, and confidence gives us as believers--would-be-believers-~the
strength and vision to make our contribution toward this end.




