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The workshop, “Protestantism and the Superpowers: Mission, Spirit-
uality, and Prayer in the USA and USSR,” took place on September 27,
2014. Hosted by the University of Leicester, the event was organized by
Uta Balbier (King’s College), Miriam Dobson (University of Sheffield), and
Zoe Knox (University of Leicester). The British Association for Slavonic and
East European Studies and the Institute of North American Studies (King’s
College) provided additional funding support.

Academic interest in religion in the modern world, and in particular
religious culture and identity, has grown in recent decades, mirroring the
broader shift toward cultural history across the historical discipline.
Scholars have also begun to pay closer attention to religion’s global and
transnational dimensions. This workshop extends this new emphasis into
the study of the Cold War.

Panelists addressed shifting attitudes within the American evangeli-
cal community toward the so-called “Evil Empire.” For many evangelicals,
the Soviet Union and communist ideology represented an existential threat
that also had apocalyptic implications. Daniel L. Smith-Christopher chart-
ed how Protestants interpreted (and reinterpreted) New Testament imagery
of “swords” and “plowshares” in the context of American foreign policy ob-
jectives. Axel Schéfer discussed how conservative Protestants engaged with
both American foreign policy and their own missionary objectives in the
early Cold War. Uta Balbier and Emily Baran explored the critical im-
portance of Billy Graham in articulating an American evangelical perspec-
tive on the Cold War. Balbier highlighted his evolving attitude toward the

140


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Emily B. Baran. Cold War and Religion...

Soviet Union, while Baran spotlighted Graham’s controversial 1982 visit to
Moscow at the height of tensions between the United States and the USSR.

Workshop participants also considered the intersection of religion
and the pursuit of world peace. Indeed, Billy Graham’s 1982 visit included
a keynote address at an international conference of religious clergy in sup-
port of peace and against nuclear war. Dianne Kirby went beyond the
Protestant focus of the workshop to examine President Truman’s failed at-
tempt to harness the ecumenical movement for the promotion of his for-
eign policy. Riho Altnurme discussed theological support for the peace
movement within the Protestant churches of Soviet Estonia. His paper
suggests that scholars not dismiss the peace movement as a one-sided
manipulation of church policy by state authorities. In this regard, it invites
comparison to Kirby’s exploration of Truman, in particular Truman’s solici-
tations of support from religious authorities for his stated goal of
world peace.

As Altnurme’s paper suggests, the Cold War had a profound impact
on theology and religious practice on the other side of the Iron Curtain as
well. Two other panelists addressed this issue. Miriam Dobson analyzed
private and public attitudes toward Protestant minorities by Soviet author-
ities in the post-Stalin era. Lastly, Zoe Knox bridged the divide between the
Superpowers in her examination of how both sides demonized Jehovah’s
Witnesses as either Communists or Christians, transforming Witnesses
into a universal other within both societies.

The workshop affirmed the critical need to integrate religion into ac-
ademic scholarship on the Cold War, and suggests avenues for future re-
search. First, Samuel Moyn has suggested that the late 1970s marked the
dawn of a human rights moment in world history, one which challenged all
modern states by making universal demands. The greater prominence of
human rights talk threatened to upend established foreign policy and dip-
lomatic practices, and exposed countries to greater scrutiny of their do-
mestic human rights records. At the same time, both Superpowers har-
nessed human rights language to criticize their rivals’ practices and defend
their own. The role of religion in this dynamic remains underappreciated,
in particular in regard to how individuals, clergy, and religious organiza-
tions adopted and adapted human rights language to navigate the land-
scape of the Cold War. Second, while the workshop focused on the
Protestant dimensions of the Cold War, future scholars will want to con-
sider a comparative framework that looks for commonalties between Prot-
estantism and other religious communities. This workshop offers a viable
starting place for further exploration of these and other issues.
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