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The Church from Below was initiated in the 1970s by a breakaway 
faction of pastors and peace activists who sought to develop alterna-
tive forms of socialism within the East German state. Taking refuge 
in various churches in Berlin and Leipzig, the movement became a 
point of resistance within a growing community, including women’s 
liberation groups and environmental activists. The Environmental 
Library, in particular, formed a base from which to report on the 
conditions of life in East Germany, particularly human rights abuses 
and environmental pollution. The Library, taking refuge in the Zion-
skirche in Berlin, published a clandestine newspaper, and collected 
similar publications from around the Eastern Bloc. Printed using ink 
smuggled in from the West, and occupying a back room in a near-
by apartment building, printing took place behind closed doors and 
windows, the sounds of the machines being muffled through make-
shift forms of insulation. 

“... the more deeply I listen to myself, the more I am able to listen to others, to be open to their stories, 
their points of view, to craft together revolutions great and small.” (Jamie Heckert)



Miracle there is always 
church from below
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Martin Böttiger speaks before a crowd gathered in Jena for the peace workshop, “Hands for Peace”, 1982

Where the grass and the wind meet, and when it becomes imperative
To make a stand, and to stand for the earth and the uncounted
The withheld, and the held down
Those that collapse and that are resistant 
This we make today, like other days as we have seen and known
Here we give voice, with voices shared and gathered in the service of the green earth
The hollow land that we seek to replenish, as a common good and a common aim
That is what we may grasp, and that guides the principle thought and action
To work for the peace of the community, this community 
And those of despair and hope
Where the grass and the wind meet, and when it becomes essential
To stop and to demand and to listen, the listening out and for each other
Now that summer blooms and the headlines steal our tender project
To stop and to listen
And to gather, with words to resist the regime that builds only poverty
Of the fields turned dry, and the dry throats and dry ideals
This is why we paint, and we decorate, and we sing, and we join together
To form a coalition from the wounded and the empty
The strained voices, and the voices that spell out the possible, and that work
For the tattered dreams and the peace struggles, the theater actions and the readings, and for the libraries of 
environmental papers, these stained reports
The pages stacked against pages, one report over the other
And that speak of you and us, and those that we know disappear
This is what we organize today, the hands and the silent dignity 
And the papers and the pages that may travel undercover 
Of the hurting communities and the common breath
The haunted land, the haunted hands chapped with longing
What we’ve seen and what we’ve heard and that we know
Let us take note of what brings us together, if we can
To call it by a name, and that may open new directions
The streets that turn us toward this formation and gathering, the gathered
For you, for me, for the others, and even for them
Those that stand in the back whispering
You know what I speak of, even against the cold 
That voice against other voices, and the terrible listening that haunts and that captures, and that undermines the 
greater hearing
 They hear, they whisper, and they report
That which deepens the empty sensation, that empties our voices
 Which hollows the voice, this voice that speaks regardless, as it must
Of narratives, and of the missing, and the not knowing, but knowing as well
 Which I do know, and yet knowing does little until it is spoken
Spoken against, and through, spoken from the position of the wounded
 To speak over and above, under and below those that own the air, the walls, and the silence
To reshape the silence from the position of our own compassion, and the good of the common breath and the 
earthly green
 I am the green of the silence that speaks 
I take support from the dark and dreaming eyes I see around me, and the lyrics she sings, and the forest boys 
who hide in the trees, and that build with broken pieces
With nails stolen from the west, and the ink wells we dip our tongues into
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To print out in bursts of desire the sentences of deep veins and heart patterns
The broken inspiration, the conscience of the underground
Take back the city, take back the lost causes
Take back the campaigns, and the military resources and consciousness
Let us object to the invasive ponderings of the big no one
No one and the great nothing that listens without listening, the lie of the gun and that rips the skin, the idea of 
the new socialism, the green community and its workshops 
Let us object to the moral take over, and the take over of earthly possession
The dead trees and acid leaks that I know you have tasted, and that give way to this effort and the efforts of the 
few and the many, even those that cannot stand and that lie down for the good of the common good
The hungry generation, and those that try to construct the houses and the centers and  the schools, for the pov-
erty of all this
Can we speak of how such visions and such concerns may take root? 
Can we build from the haunted land the beginnings of the wish and the hand in hand?
Can we will the poverty of the voice with new sensations?
 And what of the vacancy, the loss, and the impossibility?
That which deepens the forgotten desire
 Which hollows the voice, this voice that speaks regardless
Of narratives, of the missing, and the not knowing
 Which I do know, and yet knowing does little
While we may hide in the dark, and shiver to the touch of even the smallest breath of hope, I know that in the 
corners of talk, and in the backrooms and the secret hours you have already imagined and given movement to 
the deep human community
To scrape the grey surfaces so as to gather the pigment
To collect the dusty cloths so as to tie together 
To bring the silence to life so as to voice the lyrical promise
Is this not why you have gathered today?
And which shivers the darkness with its bright touch



Sind so kleine Hände
winzge Finger dran.
Darf man nie drauf schlagen
die zerbrechen dann.

Sind so kleine Füße
mit so kleinen Zehn.
Darf man nie drauf treten
könn sie sonst nicht gehn.

Sind so kleine Ohren
scharf, und ihr erlaubt.
Darf man nie zerbrüllen
werden davon taub.

Sind so kleine Münder
sprechen alles aus.
Darf man nie verbieten
kommt sonst nichts mehr raus.

Sind so klare Augen
die noch alles sehn.
Darf man nie verbinden
könn sie nichts verstehn.

Sind so kleine Seelen
offen und ganz frei.
Darf man niemals quälen
gehn kaputt dabei.

Ist son kleines Rückrat
sieht man fast noch nicht.
Darf man niemals beugen
weil es sonst zerbricht.

Grade, klare Menschen
wärn ein schönes Ziel.
Leute ohne Rückrat
hab’n wir schon zuviel.

Bettina Wegner, East Berlin 1965 //// I sing from one side of the wall toward the 
other, I am myself divided, one side held by the other, and yet never touching . . . 
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Bettina Wegner, East Berlin 1965 //// I sing from one side of the wall toward the 
other, I am myself divided, one side held by the other, and yet never touching . . . 
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At the Wittenberg church congress on 
24 September 1983, Stefan Nau forged 
a sword into a ploughshare in front 
of four thousand spectators. The slo-
gan “swords to ploughshares” initially 
emerged mainly at church-run peace 
events. When it came to public attention 
as a patch sewn onto clothing in 1981, it 
became a protest symbol. The state took 
action against anyone caught wearing 
it.
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Shall we cross the border?
Or shall we hold still?


