CATHOLICS AND TRUTH

A central responsibility of  every true Christian is seeking and obeying the truth. Early during the formative years of the Roman Catholic Church, the search for truth was officially relegated to Monks and other church leaders. The quest for truth was declared to be "off limits” for common man. Any questioning of church teachings became punishable by torture and death.  Later on, only Church Councils were permitted to deal with the matter of "truth”. But since already accepted truth was not to be questioned, the councils devoted their energies to the task of pronouncing judgment upon its opponents or by adding new "truths” (dogmas such as the making and veneration of saints or the immaculate conception of Mary).  

Today, truth is no longer pertinent or important to most Catholics. The merging forces of legalistic, traditional Catholicism and humanistic nihilism have produced a new brand of Catholics.  

CATHOLICS AND TOLERANCE

Catholicism was for centuries absolute and intolerant of any teaching or person who dared to question its absolute authority. The modern Catholic Church, however, has in this regard become extremely tolerant. As late as 1968, a Roman Catholic Clergyman, Robert Campbell, wrote a book entitled Spectrum of Protestant Beliefs.  With contributions from many well known Protestant clergymen and leaders, the book showed convincingly that there was a wide spectrum of religious belief and theological positions within Protestant churches.  The author was firmly convinced that the Roman Catholic Church was preferable, because only one uniform faith was accepted.  

Within thirty years, however, the same could be said of the Roman Catholic Church. Not only laity may believe or live any way they please without fear of  church reprisal, but even priests need fear no reprimand for expressing doubts about official church dogmas. Within the church, there is a great spectrum of toleration and only nominal loyalty to the church seems to be sacred. The Roman Church has also begun to show tolerance for other major religious bodies which agree to ecumenical dialogue and refrain from public criticism of the church.  Although official church dogmas have remained largely unchanged, authoritarian statements and absolute truth are no longer the norm. Today, tolerance reigns supreme. (See my separate article on the subject of tolerance)

HOW DID THIS DRAMATIC CHANGE COME ABOUT?

The industrial revolution, a widespread increase in learning and new humanistic philosophies which developed mainly in Europe, paved the way for a total departure from traditional Catholicism. Catholics, who were forbidden by their church to read the Bible, began reading a wealth of printed material that was rapidly flooding Europe. Catholics and Protestants alike, consumed the teachings of Hegel, Kant and other philosophers. These claimed that good and evil could live in harmony; truth and error need not be embarrassed to be seen publicly in warm embrace. The Catholic Church stood helplessly by while millions of Europeans celebrated the common-law marriage of atheistic philosophical thought and traditional religious practices. 

The Roman Church itself paved the way for this development. For centuries, church leaders were known to follow their own sinful lusts and to bask in luxury while the general populace was expected to lead pure lives, work hard and live in poverty.  The common people were often sympathetic to the victims of church persecution (Waldensians and Anabaptists), whose lives were above reproach and testimonies based upon scripture. 

Today, it is the European Catholic laity, which view money, influence, recognition and indulgence as the primary goals of life. Mother, like daughter!

CATHOLICISM IN EUROPE TODAY

Reacting to the new situation as it has in the past, (by adapting and conforming), the Church has survived this dramatic change relatively well. Although the church’s control over people and governments has weakened noticeably, a strong majority of Europeans have remained nominally true to their church. Still, the Church is gradually losing members. In 1975, 92.3% of Austrians were Catholic and 95.6% of babies born were baptized into the Catholic faith. Between 1975 and 1996, 93,000 people left the R.C. Church, bringing the percentage figure down to 75,3%.  Around 30% more Catholics left the church in 1998 than in 1996, so the problem is not improving. Similar statistics could likely be shown for other countries in which GMU missionaries serve in Europe. Incidentally, the news media speaks of  “believers” leaving the church. To the average Austrian, “believer” is simply another word for a Catholic!

If this downward trend continues, we can expect some dramatic changes to be forthcoming in the Roman Catholic Church. These changes will not likely be in the area of theology, but rather in the official position of the church towards women in ministry, divorce and remarriage, celibacy of the priesthood and homosexuality.  These issues are already being addressed by Bishop’s Conferences. In 1995, over 600,000 Catholics signed a petition asking the church to review its position on such matters. I expect the changes to come in the form of “toleration edicts” rather than official dogma changes.  The official position will likely remain intact, but exceptions will be allowed. 

CATHOLICISM AND POLITICS

The Upper Austrian daily newspaper of March 17, 1998 contains an article about an official Vatican “repudiation” of anti-Semitism. This document has been under discussion for more than ten years and is long overdue. Unfortunately, the article amounts to a flat denial of any wrong doing on the part of church officials. Pope Pious XII, who could have prevented the deaths of millions, had he made a clear statement condemning Nazi atrocities against Jews, was instead praised as a wise Pontiff! In fact, Pope Pious stopped considerations of his predecessors to condemn anti-Semitism. Leading church officials from the top down continued to make Jews responsible for the death of Christ. I photographed an official document of the Roman Catholic Church, signed by all Austrian Bishops and Cardinals, which was distributed throughout Austria in March of 1938. It encouraged Catholics to support Hitler’s annexation referendum and give full support to the Nazi regime.

One might think that refusing to confess past anti-Semitism would hurt the image of the Catholic Church, but  in Austria the opposite is true. There is a resurgence of anti-Semitism today and the fastest growing political party, the Freedom Party, is riding this wave. The party’s charismatic leader, Joerg Haider, shares much in common with Adolf Hitler. His parents were Nazis and his political rallies often take place in beer halls. On several occasions, he made favorable statements about Hitler and the Nazis. Haider makes no secret of the fact that he aspires to become the next Chancellor of Austria. If present trends continue, he will make it. 

A startling fact is that Joerg Haider is actively and openly seeking the endorsement and cooperation of the Catholic Church. This is no surprise, for Haider’s brand of dogmatic politics is little different from Catholic policy today. Roosevelt coined the statement, “Talk softly, but carry a big stick”.  Catholic leaders and Joerg Haider seem to have adopted the policy: “Talk tough to others, but be nice to your loyal followers”.  

Sex scandals and stories about political power struggles and intrigues of Catholic leaders in Austria make headlines almost daily, contributing to the disillusionment with the church. In 1998, the Austrian Cardinal Groer was forced to step down after it became public that he had sexually molested young boys in his charge.

STATE CHURCH

Austrian Catholics have been brainwashed by their church to believe that religious groups not recognized by the State are sects.  If the government gave evangelical groups recognition, Catholic leaders fear a mass exodus of dissatisfied members. It is understandable then, that the Roman Church has been doing all in its power to thwart such a move.  They have only been partially successful.

On December 10, 1997, the Austrian Parliament passed Western Europe's strictest law regarding religious minorities. The law, with regards to the status of state recognized religion, designated a new group of second-class faiths that may gain legal status as religious organizations, but which receive no tax exemption or privileges granted to the other recognized religions. Churches applying for recognition as “second class” religious groups must provide information about their activities to prove they are not a threat to the state or other existing religions. The only perceivable benefit over the present situation would be that ministers of second class churches may now visit their own members in jail, or who are sick in the hospital. And if the patient dies, they would no longer need to obtain legal permission to conduct the funeral!

The privileged status as a state recognized church gives certain advantages: the right to levy taxes on its membership (collected by the government along with income taxes), to hold religious classes in public schools, to receive subsidies for private schools and to air radio broadcasts. These are: 

The Roman Catholic Church (in its different rites)

The Lutheran Church (Augsburg and Helvetian confessions)

The Greek-Orthodox Church

The Old Catholic Church

The Methodist Church*

The Armenian Apostolic Church

The New Apostolic Church

The Syrian Orthodox Church

The Israeli Religious Society (Synagogues)

The Mormons*

The Islamic Religious Society

The Buddhist Religious Society

 Methodists received this privilege soon after a wealthy Austrian Methodist donated valuable property in downtown Vienna to an influential political party. The property became the party’s headquarters.  Mormons received State recognition as a religion during the occupation period following World War II. An influential American General, who was also a Mormon, orchestrated this feat, which has embarrassed Austrians ever since.

Before the new legislation was passed, more than 20 applications for state recognition by religious groups were pending, some of them for decades and the Baptists for nearly a century!

GULLIVER AND THE LILLIPUTIANS

The Austrian law, passed amid a wave of hysteria across Europe about cults, has specialists concerned about the future of religious freedom on the continent. Russia recently passed a similar law, and other countries are considering limiting religious activities. Although Austria is the first member of the European Union to pass a law on minority faiths, several other member nations have established state-funded commissions to develop reports or lists of "dangerous sects." The lists include many religious organizations widely accepted in America, such as Pentecostals, Jehovah's Witnesses, Baptists, Salvation Army and YMCA. The European Union’s “Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights” prepared and presented a paper on "destructive sects" to the European Parliament in September, 1998.  Austria’s approach to this subject may become a model for the European community.

Critics of the trend attribute it to an increasingly secular and statist outlook in Europe, bolstered by fear of dangerous sects which could prove attractive to youth. The practice of the press and recognized churches in lumping all minority religious groups together with radical organizations such as the Solar Temple cult or Scientology has also played an important role. Austria's staunchly Catholic past is a major factor. The seat of the Holy Roman Empire from 1538 to 1806, Austria today remains 75 percent Catholic and nearly all lawmakers are Catholic.

A VISITOR FROM BROBDINGNAG (Land of the giants in Gulliver’s Travels)

The Boston Globe (February 28, 1998) reported on the new Austrian law, mentioning that the Baptists, who first applied for recognition in 1906, came close to having their application heard in 1979. “President Carter, then visiting Vienna, announced he wanted to attend Baptist church services. Embarrassed, the Austrian authorities debated legalizing the church overnight. But Carter ran out of time and the issue was then dropped, historians say.” 

I happen to know the inside story of this occurrence. After Carter’s election, the Austrian Baptist Union wrote him a letter of congratulations and added that, should he ever visit Austria, it would be of great benefit to the Baptists in gaining State recognition as a church, if he would simply attend a church service. When it became known that Carter was to meet with Leonid Brezhnev in Vienna, the Baptists repeated their request. A Baptist businessman from Vienna who was traveling in America, made a special trip to Washington and spoke with Carter’s Press Secretary. He pledged that the Baptists would cooperate in every way with authorities and the FBI, to assure the security of the President and his wife. 

Instead of attending a Baptist Church, however, President and Mrs. Carter attended a Catholic mass where the Vienna Choir Boys sang for them. The following day, Rosalyn Carter visited a monastery and raved about their delicious wines. Meanwhile, Jimmy Carter met with the Communist dictator responsible for the persecution of Baptists in Russia. After signing the SALT II pact on June 18, 1979, Carter gave Brezhnev a big hug and called him a “brother”!  The Baptists were understandably extremely upset about this direct affront. 

Carter was at the time deathly afraid of Ted Kennedy’s power in the Democratic Party and apparently hoped to keep Catholic support in his favor with such actions. 

DO EVANGELICALS PROVIDE A VIABLE ALTERNATIVE?

Unfortunately, the loss of members in the Catholic Church has not resulted in an appropriate number of new members in evangelical churches.  Evangelicals too, tend to view tolerance rather than truth as their “norm”. A noncommittal position is common among Christians in nearly all evangelical churches in Europe. The effect of this attitude can be seen in church growth statistics. 

There were 622 Baptist Churches in Romania in 1975 while the total membership of all Baptist Churches in Austria was only 635. In the following year, 1976, the number of Baptists in Western Europe decreased by 2944 members, but increased by 5600 members in Eastern Europe (this would also reflect the situation in Austria and Romania). The dismantling of the Iron Curtain and reunification of Germany in 1990 led to a net decline in religious attitudes. According to a survey for one of Germany's leading magazines, atheists and agnostics now outnumber those professing religious beliefs in Germany for the first time in recorded history. This trend can also be seen in Austria, although not quite so dramatic. The second largest religious bloc in the capitol city of Vienna is now those claiming no religious affiliation whatsoever. 

Austrian Baptists recently bragged in their publication that membership nearly doubled from 635 in 1975, to 1150 members today. But statistics can be misleading. The increase is largely due to an influx of foreigners. Five new Romanian Baptist Churches (totaling 240 refugees who settled in this country) and an English Baptist Church (70 members) have been formed since 1975. The number of Austrian Baptist Churches and national Pastors has remained relatively constant during the past 35 years.  Statistics for other evangelical denominations are similar. At this writing, only one of the six Mennonite Churches has a full time pastor (GMU missionary, Frank Wiebe). 

Clearly, there seems to be little about evangelical denominations to attract Catholics. 

MISSION STATISTICS IN EUROPE AND ELSEWHERE

The church in Nepal has experienced great growth in the 1990s, now numbering more than 300,000 believers among the 17 million inhabitants. This is a ratio of 1 to 57. Austria’s 20,000 believers (of all denominations) represent a ratio of about 1 to 300. The evangelical church in Ethiopia has doubled from 4 million to 8 million people since 1984, while evangelicals in Austria have remained much the same for decades. Albania is considered by many to be the neediest mission field in Europe, but there are 160 evangelical churches in Albania as opposed to 108 in Austria. And Austria has twice the population! 

The following figures from Austria (1996) are probably comparable to other primarily Roman Catholic countries of Europe.

 50 of 119 Political Districts in Austria have no evangelical church (42%)

 24 of 68 cities with more than 10,000 population have no evangelical church (35%)

 110 of 127 cities with 5,000 to 9,999 population have no evangelical church 

 2.564 of 2,575 towns with less than 5,000 citizens, but which have a Mayor have no evangelical church

 There are only 108 evangelical churches (many only house groups) in 72 localities of Austria, yet more than 150 Roman Catholic Churches in the city of Salzburg alone (150,000 pop.)!

The percentage of  evangelical Christians is less than 1.5% of the population of Europe. In Austria, Belgium, Italy and France, that figure is only about 0.5%. Much has been said about the “unreached people in the 10/40 window,” yet Europe is hardly mentioned as a mission field. Apparently there are those who assume that biological descendants of Christians who lived during reformation times, or even further back, are “reached peoples”.  Using the same logic, one could write off the entire world as a mission field, for we all descended from Adam and Eve or Noah! 

Western Europe is clearly a major mission field and can be placed in the same spiritual spectrum as Muslim countries of the Middle East.

NEW METHODS AND IDEAS

Missionaries serving in Europe have been experimenting with new ways to reach Europeans with the gospel. Traditional methods such as tent meetings and door to door tract distribution reinforce suspicions of belonging to a foreign religious cult. Today, we often use unconventional, less suspect methodology.  Multimedia shows on various subjects of interest with an evangelistic emphasis are generally well attended and often result in the establishment of weekly home Bible study groups. Public seminars on issues of common interest (health & physical fitness, biological gardening, family concerns, addiction, abortion etc.) can provide a non-threatening environment for sharing the gospel. Women’s breakfasts, book fairs with authors reading from their own publications, a wedding fair which includes displays and services from local businesses, special campaigns for charitable causes (like the Kosovo refugee situation), sporting events and weekend retreats are other ways of establishing relationships and  sharing the gospel. We and many Austrian Christians took advantage of the 1000th birthday celebration of Austria in 1996, to stage numerous evangelistic events. I have found that lectures on church history can offer good opportunities to share the gospel. 

We must use all and any methods and means at our disposal to propagate the gospel - IF they are biblically ethical. A book review in the July 1998 Evangelical Missions Quarterly caused me to raise my eyebrows. A book entitled Church Planting in the Catholic Church, by David Bjork, was reviewed by Paul Thompson, of World Team. He recommended the book to missionaries like ourselves.  I have not read the book, but wonder where missions in strongly Catholic countries is headed. Have we come to the place, where we feel we must seek tolerance, peaceful coexistence and cooperation with the very church which murdered thousands of  faithful Christians who lived and died for the truth? 

CAUSE FOR GREAT CONCERN
Although I cannot speak for all Catholic countries of Europe, Austria may soon be closed to North American missionaries.  Normally, the situation described above would indicate a need for more missionaries, yet Austria is rapidly becoming a closed field. Of six couples serving with GMU in Austria, one couple retired in 1998 and two others are over 60 years of age. A fourth couple recently moved to Germany (May, 1999) to serve with the Black Forest Academy. The remaining two couples are uncertain about their future ministry in Austria due to family concerns and other factors. 

Missionaries from North America can no longer obtain visas for Austria (we received permanent visas several years ago). Our last GMU short termer never received a visa. After two 6-month stays as a tourist, she was informed that her visa application had been denied (just before returning to Canada). Growing anti-foreign sentiment is behind much of this.

CONCLUSION
Many Americans know Austria only as a tourist paradise, with its majestic “Sound of Music” scenery and famous ski slopes. The picturesque towns with their predominant onion shaped church steeples and flowered balconies are indeed lovely to behold, but outward beauty can be misleading. Austria also has one of the world’s highest rates of suicide and out of wedlock childbirths. Few countries have more problems with alcoholism. Prostitution is legalized and the country is widely criticized as for its bank secrecy laws, which make money laundering easy.

In the history of Austria, this nation has repeatedly ridded itself of Christians, who faithfully sought to follow the teachings of Jesus Christ. Tens of thousands of Waldensians were brutally killed during the middle ages and many more were persecuted in a most horrible fashion. Anabaptists paid a similarly dear price for their faith in the 16th and 17th centuries. Over 80% of Austria was protestant at the height of the reformation, but the Habsburg regime and Catholic Church forced all to return to the church or leave their homeland. Many chose the latter and settled in northern Germany, Russia and Eastern Europe. There were so many German speaking Americans in 1776, that German nearly became the official language of the United States. It missed by just one vote, and one person who voted for English, was German-speaking!

Modern Austrians are the descendants of those who caved in to the demands of the Catholic Church rather than pay the consequences. I believe that this is one big reason why missionary endeavor is so difficult today. It is not surprising that Austria claims to be a neutral country. Austrians are famous for their constant complaining, but they seldom go on strike. They are highly opinionated but generally lack personal commitment. Austrian-born Adolf Hitler was welcomed with open arms by most citizens of this country while the minority showed little resistance. Even today, few Austrians are prepared to take a stand for truth and right. Among their favorite sayings are “Es nützt sowieso nichts.” (It wouldn’t do any good anyhow) and “Nur keine Wellen schlagen” (just don’t make waves or don’t cause a disturbance).  

Making leaders of Austrians is an extremely difficult task. GMU founded the Austrian Bible Institute in 1984 to train nationals. Although many Austrians and a number of  students from other nations have graduated, most of these returned to secular occupations. Nearly all who are involved in full time ministries serve in other countries. For the past three years, there have been only six students, including foreigners. The school must now be closed (as a boarding school) due to a lack of students.

REASON FOR HOPE
Although we have often been tempted to give up and return to America or to seek another field of service, where more visible fruit could be expected, God has repeatedly given us the assurance that this is where He wants us.  The prayers of His people have sustained us throughout our 35 years of missionary service. 

When Austrians do respond to the gospel and take God’s Word seriously, they can have a powerful testimony and influence. A number of new churches have been planted and we have been encouraged to see them pulling together to reach their own people. Many Austrian believers are faithful in witnessing, giving and praying. 

The church in Ampflwang, for instance, has weekly prayer meetings that last over two hours and half of those who attend on Sunday, also come to prayer meetings. After hearing of the present refugee crisis in Kosovo, Albania and Macedonia, the believers spontaneously decided to gather for an hour of prayer every night of the week! Three local churches which GMU missionaries planted, have given $7,000 already for Kosovo refugee aid. 

Please continue to pray for us, that we may experience much genuine fruit during this, our final term of service in Austria.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------

Report originally prepared for GMU-Europe Conference in Switzerland, August, 1998 by Ralph Harvey. 
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