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Since the release of Communism’s stranglehold on Eastern Europe, the Czech Republic has slowly but resiliently swelled in national pride and newfound freedom, a phenomenon matched only by its embrace of capitalism and democratic idealism.  In its race to catch up with the rest of Europe, however, the once-esteemed religious fervor that pervaded the historic Czech persona has been all but swallowed up by a culture now suffused with relativism and materiality.  Catholicism and the few scattered Protestant churches face a formidable adversary in postmodern individualism, and evangelical missionary efforts during the past fifteen years have fought an uphill battle against a reactionary and uniform (though largely misinformed) rejection of Christianity and all that it has meant in the past centuries of Czech identity-theft and oppression, despite a marked rise in spiritual interest and this-worldly dissatisfaction.  In view of this situational and ideological tension, this essay will examine the cultural, social, and religious responses to the burden of post-Communist sentiment and the impact of postmodernity in the minds and lives of the Czech people, looking especially toward the vitality of evangelical missions efforts in the Czech Republic and the task of continuing efforts in light of these responses.

The Crush of Communism


Wielding incredible cultural, social, and spiritual baggage from decades of withering Communist imposition, the Czech Republic is only now beginning to come to terms with the full repercussions of its wounded and fractured society.  As missionaries, and bearers of the redemptive grace of Jesus, it is imperative that we, too, come to terms with the attitudes, emotions, and latent hopelessness that still pervade the country.  Initiated during the Eastern European takeover by Hitler, the subsequent transition to Communism systematically and uniformly engendered an environment of de-personalization, social equality, and civic ignorance.  Squelching notions of spirituality for the sake of the regime’s ideological autocracy, Marx dismissed religion as the ‘opiate of the masses,’ a pronouncement that legitimated the government’s swelling hostility toward religion both in practice and formal inquiry.

In response to its presumed absurdity, a reborn spirit of humanism sought out the theoretical foundations of religion with the specific purpose of unveiling its illusionary character and its denial of real knowledge.
  Little more than an existential fraud, religion was painted as “a consciously fashioned instrument of the ruling class, which structured the meaning of human life by creating a system of illusions that kept the masses in a subordinate position.”
  The implications of this subordinate label stealthily crept into the resiliency of the Christian identity, for a gradual loss of civil responsibility coupled with the political ostracism to isolate and extinguish personal accountability.  Even years after the extinction of Communism and the restoration of personal freedom one man comments, 
Who is responsible for my well-being? Who is responsible for the education of my children? Who is responsible for the education of my children?  Answer: The state and its institutions.  Because I can do nothing!  I am an insignificant small wheel in a big machine.  And politics, education, economics, etc. are not my business anyway.
  

Shouldering a yoke of ridicule and hostility, Christians were dealt with as second-class citizens whose opportunities were severely limited.  As a result, few Christians ever learned to assume responsibility among the churches or practice outreach to those around them, fearing the certain persecution or suffering under a wearisome inferiority complex.  For those Christians who did persist to carry the responsibilities of the church, however, many ministers “often adopted an attitude of over-responsibility for their parishioners, in the sense of being responsible for their personal decisions, their relationships, the quality of their lives, etc.”
  Without these spiritual overseers, many believers fell under the illusion that no decision could be made without them.  A religious reality that confessed a transcendent freedom stood in direct contrast with a social reality that stifled creativity and personal liberty, and the inconceivable coexistence of the two worlds left many Czechs in a chronic and unhealed flux of confusion and doubt.

The assailed morale of individual Christians had repercussions on a much larger scale, and many church clergymen found themselves not only fighting to sustain belief in their flock but also fighting amongst one another over issues aggravated by the ideological pressure.  “An effective policy of the Communist governments was to purposefully create mistrust and divisions between denominations and within the Christian congregations by spreading rumors and creating fear.”
  Poorly equipped to manage the persistent conflicts, many Czech Christians retreated to a privatized faith, leaving the prominent cathedrals conspicuously uninhabited.  In doing so, Communism reinforced a systemic dichotomy between public and private, exerting sometimes quite rigorous pressure to keep faith and religion in the private sphere.
  “[God] was so far beyond the grasp of modern science that he was gradually pushed into a sphere of privacy of sorts… The existence of a higher authority than man himself simply began to get in the way of human aspirations.”
  This self-gratifying humanism shared a natural border with the simultaneous prevalence of modernistic individuality, which saluted personal independence from such restraining institutions.  

Among many other factors, the chief contribution of modernism to the erosion of Czech social well-being lay specifically in its strengthened civic disengagement and familial focality, the result of “a person’s limiting their association to a select group or a private community, with the public sphere left out.”
  In a learned process of social withdrawal, individuals instinctively segregate themselves from all but a microscopic circle of association where only those values that prove essential and functional within the tight knit group are emphasized and cultivated, creating resistance to external civic matters and distancing individuals from a larger picture of society.  In the case of the Czechs, the bleak prospects of political sponsorship blurred by social leveling, coerced nationalism and ideological uniformity, and the imminent ramifications of resistance to Communist ideology inculcated an atmosphere of apathy and fear that suffused and effectively choked out lingering willingness to interact in the public community.  
We learned not to believe in anything, to ignore one another, to care only about ourselves.  Concepts such as love, friendship, compassion, humility, or forgiveness lost their depth and dimension, and for many of us they represented only psychological peculiarities, or they resembled gone-astray greetings from ancient times, a little ridiculous in the era of computers and spaceships.


As a result, resigned submission to Communism accelerated systematic privatization, in which every aspect of life was categorically labeled and compartmentalized.  This privatization resolutely withered away common interest in and influence over the operations of the state, politics, economy, and social structures in the minds of the Czechs, a success observable in statistics that suggest only 7% of current Czechs are members of any political party and 9% are members of professional organizations.
  But while it is impossible to overstate its effect on the social consciousness, Communism is not solely responsible for the deterioration of civic integration.  The traditional hierarchical and authoritarian composition of the Catholic Church further manifested private communities and family bonds by fostering “vertical bands of authority,” a kind of “amoral familism” which separated people into smaller private networks and in turn disconnected them from community values.
  The product of centuries of shaping and structuring for the care and guidance of Christianity, the polity of the Catholic Church ironically only perpetuated the aims of Communism in a horizon of modernism.  In retrospect, “forty years of Communism did not make the country an atheist country.  It only revealed what had already been there.”
  
A New Sensibility but a New Hope?

The dawn of postmodernism did little to solve these problems.  Much has been written and debated in efforts to flesh out the phenomenon of postmodernism, but its contrast to and paradoxical conspiracy with modernistic Communism weighs significantly on the current religious climate in the country.  Following the evaporation of the Communist bloc in 1989, the preexisting methods and patterns proved no longer sufficient to contain and stabilize the chain reactions that would soon ignite a cultural explosion.  Former president Havel comments that “the relationship to the world that modern science fostered and shaped now appears to have exhausted its potential… It fails to connect with the most intrinsic nature of reality and with natural human experience.”
  Concepts such as tolerance, diversity, and openness entered into a vocabulary no longer regulated by government or socialistic status quo, and the exploration of every available opportunity and alternative characterized the new world, “where everything is possible and almost nothing is certain.”


The current culture is defined by an intense self-expression, where every article of clothing, every strand of hair, and stroke of a spray-can serves as an instrument for an almost desperate plea for identity, answering a deep seated need to be seen and respected.  With the emphatic swing of the pendulum in the opposite direction, the reactions to historical social leveling are easily detectable, and the Czech quest for individuality flies in the face of the much-needed cultural regrouping.   The struggle for identity is compounded by the “clash of modernism and postmodernism, as well as globalization and anti-globalization, especially among the youth.”
  The social modus operandi suddenly undercut in 1989 toppled the familiar support structures for cultural maintenance and, though the gears have shifted without too much resistance, a patchwork of ideological allegiance still defines Czech culture.  There are those who regrettably still lament the collapse of Communism, preferring its parity and anonymity, and then there are those who, never knowing communism in their lifetimes, embrace the hedonism available in the postmodern and capitalistic recoil.

And then somewhere within this confused historical tension and postmodern momentum dwells the church.  Political determination during Communism led many of the governments across the Eastern bloc to systematically deny economic sanction and foundation to religious practice and, although Albania proved to be the only country bold enough to outlaw religion altogether, the other countries shared the confidence and conviction that without this support religion, if only superficially tolerated, would wither away.
  It did not, but after over a decade of restored personal and religious freedom, Czech churches face a completely different set of challenges, aside from the fact that their steps are overgrown with weeds and their facades wither away in bad need of repair. 
After decades of governmental interference, the Catholic Church finally celebrated a kind of operational rebirth with the revolutionary events in 1989.  Immediately following the introduction of an act in1991 restoring much of its power and independence, the state abolished the supervisory State Office for Religious Affairs, and the Church received back the authority to administer its own affairs, establish new bodies, orders and church institutions, appoint new priests, run its own press and publishing houses, organize and oversee church schools, and provide services to the religious in military establishments.
  

Despite these victories, however, tension still remains between the Church and state, and the successive governments since 1989 have continually failed to reform the economic relationship between the two bodies.  Though functionally independent, the clerical offices are still regarded as civil servants and continue to receive their salaries from the state.
  Furthermore, a drafted bill in 1992 seeking to return all Communist-confiscated church property failed to pass in Parliament, and to this day the Church presses for its rightful restitution.  The repercussions of this economic dependence occur practically and symbolically.  Cleric salaries are still some of the smallest and fall well below the national average, limiting the abilities of priests and bishops to gain any kind of restorative momentum or pursue significant religious activities.  This consistent impediment to the Church’s recovery has taken its toll on the standing and relevance of Catholicism in the eyes of the Czechs.  But this is nothing new, for, historically suspect in Czech perception, Catholicism has suffered greatly under unfair association with and oppression from dominant political regimes.

After the insurgence of Jan Hus and the Protestant reformation, the Counter-Reformation of the 17th century re-Catholicized the nation with a gratuitous imposition of power, and many were forced to give allegiance to the Church under the threat and danger of persecution.
  The Austro-Hungarian Empire fostered and propagated a deep-seated anti-Catholicism, and Communism of course eclipsed any favor the Church might have rescued from the Czechs, issuing policy after policy restricting and making impotent its religious activities.
  In fact, the extent of governmental control on religious polity was exercised to such a great degree that on the eve of the Velvet Revolution only three bishops remained in office, all others having been long vetoed away.
  Fighting to garner sympathy among its Czech constituents and advance itself as a “defender of the nation,” though, a number of dissidents within the Church played a bold and outspoken role in speaking out against Communism, and they generated enormous respect among believers and non-believers alike.  Radio Free Europe even remarked in 1989 that

The Catholic Church could draw on a deep well of goodwill among Czechs and was in a strong position to re-establish itself immediately after the fall of Communism…. Many people expected a reconstituted Church to play a significant role in both political and social life.

Unfortunately, this glimmer of hope for the Church failed to reignite its dwindling candles, and in many ways Catholicism stumbled over itself during the following decade as it devoted more of its energies to physical refurbishment than to spiritual renewal.  In spite of the Pope’s insistence that the only will of the Church is “to participate in the life of society as a witness to the Gospel,”
 many who might take seriously religious matters cannot identify with the Catholic Church that greets them.  The vast majority of the clergy are over fifty years old, and many only know a pastoral model conditioned by Communism.  Theological inquiry suffered greatly during the era and scarcely few families and clergy are able to suitably pass along solid religious teaching, while liturgy and worship has been largely hollowed out to the mere performance of rituals and little else.
  One missionary comments that the Catholic Church simply “forgot its role as the church.”
  
Surveying the Catholic landscape, Opocensky remarks, “churches have lost their privileged position and for years have been unable to participate directly in shaping social and political life.”
  Ill-prepared to face the new challenges presented by the post-Communist paradigm, the rapid increase in secularization has marginalized, even crippled, the church but not destroyed it, for there is a heightened interest in religious matters, and those estranged from spiritual things are returning to the faith seeking a new alternative and a new orientation.
  How the Church responds to the imminent danger of secularization will determine its capacity to handle the spiritual needs of its flock.
But the Church has weathered such challenges before, and the contours of Czech history have consistently been shaped by the tension between religion and society.  Traditionally, churches have been instrumental and formative in the Czech culture, and seldom has religious determination been separated from the backbone of the country’s national spirit and identity.  During the century prior to the Reformation, the Czech Republic provided a tumultuous prologue to Luther and Calvin with such charismatic personalities as Matej of Janov, Milic of Kromeriz, and the pivotal Jan Hus.  His fearless and biting appraisals of the Church and consequent martyrdom by the Council of Constance provoked a nationwide movement, leading to the birth of the Hussite church.  During the age of pietism, persecuted Hussites from Bohemia and Moravia fled the country to the refuge of Nicolaus of Zinzendorf’s Austrian estate, from which they launched one of the pioneer missionary enterprises across the world.  Though pushed from collective memory at times, this deeply entrenched Christian heritage reveals a religious patriotism resilient enough to overcome numerous forms of political and moral repression, and in the post-Communist societies there is a distinct willfulness to discover and resuscitate these national and past identities.

The Current Czech Spirituality

So what does all this say to the contemporary conception of religion in the Czech Republic?  Is the historical and political baggage too burdensome for religion to carry with any endurance?  Against all optimism and hope that the prosperity of the new economy and cultural renaissance would usher in, the new era has failed in its expected promises of wealth, happiness, and love.  Postmodernism proposed a good diagnosis to the weaknesses of the modern sensibility, but it missed a clear direction for progress to be made and offered little advice about what actually to do.
  Without a fundamentally secure foothold, the new ideology in itself could only stand by and moderate the entrenched atheism and apathy of the Czech Republic.  This observation has not gone unnoticed by Czech leadership, and Havel remarks that, “yes, it is clearly necessary to invent organizational structures appropriate to the present multicultural age.  But such efforts are doomed to failure if they do not grow out of something deeper, out of generally held values.”
  

Many current Czech officials and leaders would never argue against the importance of ethics and morality in contemporary society, remembering those lofty ideals trumpeted so brazenly during the Velvet Revolution, but the nostalgia has since worn off and most of these leaders have again turned to the belief that the harsh realities of human existence can only be met through intelligence and craftiness.
  They have no idea how factors such as conscience and morality can tie into everyday, practical life.  Instead of acknowledging this circular logic, they run the risk of falling victim to it again.   Though the familiar paths are still there, recognition of the fall of one’s steps can help identify the misleading paths and reorient those steps in a new direction, for one can never fully extricate oneself from the pervasiveness of ideology, of a system and a method of thought which interprets our world and our place in it.  Existence has its own ideological domain, and this ideology either legitimates the status quo or initiates a process of change.  For the missionary seeking to initiate change, a Christian faith is also marked and colored by ideological factors, and interpretation of the biblical text stands as an interpretation of the current situation.
 

Likewise, reality is as evasive and infused a concept as ideology.  It is not something somewhere contained in a vacuum available for observation and indifferent consideration but within and without us, delineating our perspectives and conditioning our responses to the circumstances with which we interact.  In the Christian paradigm, the reality that we seek to impart to others

Is not ‘out there,’ reality is mediated by meaning, a meaning we give it in the context of our culture or our historical period, interpreted from our own particular horizon and in our own particular thought forms.  As our culture and historical content plays a part in the construction of reality in which we live, so our context influences our understanding of God and the expression of our faith.

Therefore, if we wish to engage meaningful conversation and Christian witness we must confront the dimensions of the Czech reality and not simply find verbal equivalency but a dynamic equivalency between their horizon and our own.  “He must learn another language – that of the thought-forms of the people to whom he speaks.”
  Contextualization of an authentic Czech Christianity will not occur unless we have reconfigured the contours of our own Christ-centered reality (by no means an easy process) to fit the map of a post-Communist, postmodern zeitgeist.  The transformation of a life can only follow the creation of a desirable and attainable goal placed in appropriate contrast to the current one.  It is possible to retrace the lives of our hearers by overlaying the story of God onto their own, but this requires a great deal of care and empathy so as to avoid discarding the validity of their experiences or overwriting personal freedoms and the emotional truth found in pain, joy, sadness, etc.  In fact, the recognition of historical horrors and oppression need not be excused away but rather approached from the powerful relief that God, too, suffers with humanity.  This theological assurance, perhaps as strong as any other, will turn an attentive ear.  
For indeed, against all probability, the onset of postmodernism’s materialistic character has witnessed an unexpected but complementary rebirth in spirituality, although religion still catches a skeptical and even disdainful glance.  Despite the outward criticism of Christianity and general disassociation with real faith, longing for spiritual fulfillment deepens, a trend punctuated by the sale of books advertising mysticism, meditation, and prayer.  Far from the academic and intellectual faith it was, though, this spiritual quest takes on an experiential, personal, and practical nature, something people can participate in without having to deal with the baggage of the church.
  Czechs are deeply distrustful of any larger systems of thought that hint of leading or determining.  They tend to be free-spirited and chronically non-committal, and anything that requires cooperation toward a common goal breeds suspicion and unwillingness to participate.  

The thing that is difficult for me in terms of Christianity is the fact that what is God, what is the relation of God to man is dictated, taken for granted.  It can’t be changed.  In my opinion it’s too restrictive.  People can’t actually choose what to think about God.  They are told.  I see passivity here.

There is little wonder from where these suspicions arise, but the misgivings Czechs hold toward such a rigidly dogmatic view of Christianity appear to be in some part only superficially driven.  Facing these religious inhibitions, many Czechs are finally addressing the spiritual current of the age and asking, “Who is the God in whom they do not believe?”
  
This revelation echoes more than in apartment corridors but even in school hallways and out into the streets, for many students are growing up learning to question the atheistic inheritance they have received.  Many realize that they do not even know what the word ‘god’ really means.
   For the youth there is a newfound curiosity about and interest in religion and in a slightly ironic twist, grandparents and grandchildren are more likely to believe than the parents who grew up during the Communist generation.
  Some students, when introduced to the Bible for the first time, remarked that they were impressed by the text and found it to be remarkably relevant, even ‘modern.’
  Instead of a country full of atheists, one teacher, after discussing religion with his students during class, has decided that the Czech Republic is rather “a nation full of ‘believers without religion,’ of atheists by habit, and not of conviction.”
  He surmises that many are even in fact closet theists.


With great hope comes great caution, however, for on the other side of the postmodern boom one of the most demanding considerations for Eastern European mission is considering the sensitivity engendered from an incredibly abrupt shift out of Communism and into postmodernism, a shift referred to by Novak as “high-speed postmodernity.”
  Too many changes happened in too short of a time period and the church in particular has absorbed much of this impact, to the detriment of ecclesiological unity.  In the fallout of Communism, people flocked to the churches in great numbers.  However, this influx of newcomers created a palpable tension with those who had long attended services and the pressure to change the styles of worship and the organization of the churches often generated open conflict between the two ‘generations.’
  The ‘older’ and established generation grew up and matured in the environment of Communist oppression and saw the church as “holy ground” in which was the protection and preservation of trust and hope.  Consequently and unconsciously they grew attached to the forms.  The ‘younger’ generation came to church largely unburdened by the complications of the past  and viewed the world though a different set of lenses, ‘feeling’ things and valuing love and compassion above the truth elevated by the older generation.
  The challenge for the current church is to reconcile these two worlds into an empathetic congregation that holds mutual respect for the excitement of the one and the heritage of the other.  
The Uphill Struggle of Missions
But more than restoring relations within a single church, a more pressing urgency must be addressed concerning the overall incarnation of God’s kingdom in the Czech Republic and Eastern Europe beyond.  While congregational edification remains a vigilant part of church growth, the essential task of church planting has failed to accumulate much momentum, owing to the lack of a clear and unified vision.  For Catholicism in particular, a singular vision of the church is painfully lacking among the Czech clergy, a sickness present long before the decades of subtle and undermining governmental interference under Communism.  
But church planting “should not be made a single objective in and of itself, because then we mistake the essence of what the church is.”
  Rather, what is needed is a more concerted vision of mission in the Czech Republic, built upon a more intentional union of missionaries and their respective strategies.  Since 1989, the country has endured a ceaseless string of missionaries leaving behind little more than poor representation and a convoluted knot of religious impressionism.  Cavalier methods, complete lack of coordination, ignorance of existent evangelistic efforts, and imported theological priorities concerning divisions and previously nonexistent issues suddenly thrust to the forefront have cluttered the missional landscape and impaired an attainable and universal conception of the church.  For the most part, missionaries that have come to the Czech Republic have fallen into two main categories:  those who come with sincere hearts dedicated to working in humility and love, taking seriously the emotions and opinions of the Czechs; and those who come chasing their own agendas.

This disharmony in missionary cooperation has retarded the momentum of responsible and sustainable patterns of Christian growth, leaving the responsibilities of leadership cultivation and training, discipleship, and continued education of Christian workers in the hands of ill-advised or unstable fellowships.  A dearth of willing and properly trained leadership has stifled much of the growth in the country, for fear of failure, feelings of inadequacy, and critical spirits have overshadowed the more important agenda of practicing the Christian witness.
  Instruction about the family has also faltered in its ability to combat the country’s high divorce rate, sexual promiscuity, and alcoholism, and the absence of biblical teaching about relationships has done nothing to absolve the latent feelings of hopelessness that undermine stable familiar bonds.
A more recent problem has revealed the inadequacy of traditional Czech theological education.  “Students go out from the theological seminaries not knowing how to relate Christianity to the surrounding world view.  It is not that they do not know the answers.  My observation is that most of the students graduating…do not know the questions.”
  In order to provide sound and relevant theological education and training for these burgeoning Czech leaders, existing seminaries are expanding their programs and locations, namely the Evangelical (Reformed) Theological Seminary in Prague, the newly relocated International Baptist Theological Seminary in Prague, and the Institute for Christian Resources, a distributor of literature and publications to fill in gaps in Christian education.

White Fields and a Waiting Harvest
But despite the struggles the church has faced during the past decades, the Lord has thrown wide doors to incredible opportunities in the Czech Republic.  After years of religious oppression the Communist regime crumbled, and out of the cloud of dust it left behind God has breathed life into the souls of a spiritually starved people seeking a more profound definition in life.  The explosion of economy and commerce satisfied immediate desires and gave back a sense of ownership and achievement to all levels of society but left spiritual hollowness behind its glitter and gratification.  That Czechs are aware of this emptiness testifies to hearts made ready for the message of God’s love and the fullness of Christ carried by ambassadors of reconciliation.  
And though a daunting impediment in comparison to missionary zeal, it is perhaps a blessing in disguise that Czechs still harbor mistrust toward larger systems of thought or corporate ideologies.  Their built in suspicion and skepticism provides a natural filtering process to weed out whatever even hints of deception or human invention, making way for the incorruptible and transforming truth of God and salvation through Jesus Christ.  And that is what we must preach, nothing but Christ and him crucified.  We must be willing to place ownership of faith and the church in their hands, for them to build up within the byways of their own instinctive cultural matrix, or end up recreating the same denominational and dogmatic controversies that have hindered missionaries for the past fifteen years.  The way of Christianity is unity and humility, and we must trust that the kingdom of God is larger than our own strategies, broader than our own horizons, and right at our fingertips.  Sure, for Czechs the path toward conversion might wind a little more and encounter a few more obstacles, but the goal at the end will be a heartfelt decision to take on the cross of Christ made with the conviction strong enough to endure the rise and fall of government after government.
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