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The Rheinisch-Westfälischer Jünglingsbund was one of the founding members of the 

World's Alliance of YMCAs in Paris 1855. International unity was one of the beliefs 

that were central to the German evangelical youth movement from its beginnings in 

the early nineteenth century. At the same time, the German Jünglingsbünde held 

dissenting opinions on organisational and ecclesiological questions and they differed 

also on some doctrinal questions. From the beginning, belief in and aspiration for unity 

set alongside emphasis on differences. 

In this paper, I analyse the relationship of the German ecumenical youth 

associations to the respective world federations: the Christlicher Verein Junger 

Männer (CVJM = YMCA; the successor organisation of the Jünglingsbünde) to the 

World's Alliance of YMCAs, the Deutsche Christliche Studenten-Vereinigung (DCSV 

= German Christian Student Association) and the Deutsche Christliche Vereinigung 

Studierender Frauen (DCVSF = German Christian Association of Female Students) 

to the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). I will focus on the time shortly 

before, during and after World War I when relationships were rather turbulent.  

I will ask how members of these associations negotiated between their aspirations 

for global unity of all Christians and their nationalist persuasions. To this end, I 

examine how they defined the idea of a Christian unity and what it meant to them – 

and how it interacted with their political convictions, nationalist views and the 

reactions to the war and its aftermath. I analyse their reasoning and, in particular, the 

religious arguments and their connection to political views. The Germans insisted, for 

one, that their reasoning was more or less purely religious and, for another, that they 

adhered to a different kind of belief than the – as they called it – America-dominated 

World's Alliance of YMCAs and the WSCF.  

This paper is based on sources from the German CVJM that are held by the 

archives of its headquarters in Kassel and those of its main branch, the CVJM 

Westbund in Wuppertal (the West German Association). I include sources from the 

DCSV and the rather small file that has been archived and transmitted from the 

DCVSF. These sources are complemented with material from the British SCM 

archives in Birmingham and from the WSCF archives, in particular files from the Ruth 

Rouse section. I have not yet been able to get hold of the French material and, I am 

sure, there must be more material on the subject in the YMCA International 

headquarters archives in Geneva and the WSCF archives in Yale. Hence, what I can 
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present here is the perspective of the German associations or rather, their officials and 

some other leading persons. 

After a delineation of the political and religious persuasions of most of the CVJM 

and DCSV/DCVSF members at the turn of the twentieth century until the late 1920s, 

I will analyse the argumentation of the three associations separately. The secretary of 

the female DCVSF, Hermine Baart de la Faille, corresponded with Ruth Rouse, travel 

secretary of the WSCF, before, during and after the war. In this correspondence, we 

see how she tried to maintain her friendly feelings and the friendship with a women 

who suddenly stood at the other side of war-made nationalist divisions.  

The male DCSV seems not to have had these close personal relationships to begin 

with. They had more difficulty and were more reluctant to return to a cordial 

relationship with the WSCF and other national associations after the war. But it was 

not only a question of personal friendships, it was also a question of beliefs, of the 

importance that Christians attached to unity or to national "honour" and nationalist 

ideas.  

The conflicts between the German CVJM and the World's Association of YMCAs 

were, compared to the other organisations, most difficult. There are several hundred 

pages of letters and (some) memoranda on the case extant. This was mostly due to an 

episode at a meeting of the YMCAs in January 1923 that brought about long debates 

and that did not affect the other associations in the same way. The comparison between 

CVJM and DCSV can also illuminate the impact of circumstances and constellation 

of personnel, besides theological persuasions, for not only in the international 

associations (cf. John Mott or Karl Fries) but also in the national associations many 

people who worked prominently in one association engaged also in the other (cf. Paul 

Humburg). The official of one association often had also been an official in the other 

or at least was a member of both organisations. The persons' line of argumentation was 

sometimes consistent; sometimes, however, it was not consistent but differed 

according to the circumstances.  

In a last step, I will draw conclusions as to the particular religious and theological 

convictions of the Germans, their connection to political views and the impact of 

historical circumstances.  

 

1. Religious and political persuasions in German Protestantism at the turn of the 

twentieth century 

This chapter can give only a very short and rough overview over the most important 

religious and political persuasions in those circles of German Protestantism that 

engaged in DCSV/DCVSF and WSCF. Of course, there were members or adherents 

of the Christian youth associations that held differing political or religious views.1 One 

                                                 
1 The large groups of liberal Protestants, Culture-Protestants and others usually did not belong to these 

associations. Most of them were National Protestants, too, and thus shared the political views 
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of the most prominent examples is Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze, a very strong 

ecumenist, very active in social work and in international work, much more so than 

most of his contemporaries. He held important and influential offices in the DCSV. At 

the same time, he was some kind of an outsider.2 Another example is Eberhard Arnold 

who in 1919 preached pacifism and thereby confused the DCSV so much that he had 

to leave the association.3 

Most of the members of CVJM and DCSV/DCVSF, however, were different. 

They were no pacifists, they were convinced that social activism had to follow 

Christian conversion and not precede it and they were more or less thoroughly 

nationalist.  

Let us begin with their approach to and conception of nationalism. The connection 

between Protestantism and political authorities was strengthened during the nineteenth 

century. With the establishment of the German Empire in 1871 and the following 

Kulturkampf Imperial Chancellor Otto von Bismarck tied the Protestant Church even 

more to the state. "Being German" was adopting the meaning of "being Protestant". 

The Church began to see itself even more as supportive of the state, and so did many 

Protestants. With the beginning of World War I, conservative and liberal Protestants 

alike aligned themselves with the German government. They were convinced that 

Germany had been threatened by the other countries and that the war was a purely 

defensive war, that Germany was forced into it – and, therefore, not guilty.  

While German Protestants had quarrelled amongst each other before the war they 

now closed ranks. Particularly in 1914, the war was interpreted as a promotor of 

national unity and it could even be seen as bringing freedom. This prevailing sense of 

hope and excitement about a new national future was interpreted by many as a gift 

from God, God intervening in history for the sake of the German people.4 

During the war, the male associations, CVJM and DCSV, tried to keep contact to 

their members that were dispersed in all directions. They collected stories from the 

front, diary entries about the war but also about Christian faith in the war. And, from 

very early on, they began social work, support for soldiers, relief work. This was 

complemented by work for prisoners of war. And here, the international associations 

became important again. Both the Geneva based international committees (in 

particular of the YMCA) and some of the national associations (esp. from neutral 

countries) tended to prisoners of war. They did this work for POWs of all nationalities, 

                                                 
described below but their religious and theological convictions differed widely from those of the 

CVJM/DCSV/DCVSF members. 
2 There is much material from and on Siegmund-Schultze in the DCSV archives. For decades, he 

reported on and engaged in social questions, including the support for foreign students. EZA 51. 
3 EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 68, letter from Eberhard Arnold to F. Siegmund-Schultze, 2/8/1919. 

Arnold left the DCSV of his own accord after several members had left the association because of 

him. 
4 This is particularly true for the beginning of the war and for the big cities, cf. Martin Greschat, Der 

Erste Weltkrieg und die Christenheit. Ein globaler Überblick, Stuttgart 2014. Still, the leading 

personnel of CVJM and DCSV/DCVSF were members of these city-based circles. 
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including the Germans. It was one way of keeping international relations alive. After 

the war, it was one of the arguments used to emphasise the continuing unity and to 

build up new trust. 

When the war was over, the overwhelming majority of German Protestantism 

remained staunchly National Protestant. They were politically conservative, they 

opposed the Treaty of Versailles, and many of them were monarchists.  

Before and after the war, missions were one of the topics that connected politics 

and religion. German foreign missions were much older than German colonialism but 

after the establishment of German colonies in Africa and Asia, new missionary 

societies were founded that were directly connected to the colonial idea. And in the 

older and long-established mission societies, too, colonialist views became more 

prominent.5 Furthermore, missions that had long struggled to be recognised by the 

Church as an important feature of Christian life were now increasingly seen as 

religiously important by broad circles within the Protestant Church. By the time of 

WWI, missions were firmly established in the Church and in society. 

The belief that missions were a fundamental manifestation of Christian life had 

been maintained in Pietistic and Evangelical circles for a long time. Those who 

perceived themselves as "real Christians" were convinced that they had to evangelise 

others, both within their neighbourhood and beyond. Their three most important 

motives were: a gratefulness towards God that had to be lived in spreading the "good 

news", the furthering of the kingdom of God and, with increasing importance, the 

Great Commission.6 To these Christians, missions therefore were not negotiable. They 

were perceived as a fundamental aspect of Christian life without which people would 

not be able to live their faith according to God's will. 

The fundament for this were two more aspects of the classical definition of 

Evangelism: Conversionism and Biblicism.7 While both CVJM and DCSV/DCVSF 

explicitly addressed young people outside their religious circles and invited non-

Christians to attend their meetings and benefit from amenities such as their foyers or 

just their company they still wanted to spread "real" Christianity. In short, they wanted 

to missionize. Moreover, they insisted on placing the Bible in the centre of all activity. 

This is particularly true for the CVJM. Meetings that did not focus on the Bible (but 

rather on sports, for instance) were not regarded as aiming at the right outcome.  

In addition to these aspects, unity was another important feature of "real" faith in 

these circles. At least in theory, the unity of all "real" Christians had always featured 

prominently. Germans were among the founding members of all major international 

ecumenical youth associations and they had cooperated internationally in missions 

long before the first ecumenical youth associations were founded. Structurally, 

                                                 
5 Most notoriously in the Rheinische Missionsgesellschaft (RMG = Rhenish Missionary Society). 

Their inspector, Friedrich Fabri, eventually had to leave the RMG because of his colonialist agitation. 
6 Matth. 28. 
7 David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s, 

London 1989, 3. 
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international unity had been there for a very long time. Theologically and with regard 

to religiosity, Christian unity was an important feature, too. If it was a central aspect 

of their belief could be tested during and after World War I. 

 

 

2. DCVSF and WSCF – The correspondence between Hermine Baart de la Faille 

and Ruth Rouse: personal and spiritual friendship and national feelings 

Hermine Baart de la Faille was secretary of the DCVSF from 1907 to 1922, when she 

returned to the Netherlands.8 In the archives we find excerpts of the correspondence 

between Baart de la Faille and Rouse from 1910 to 1920 (mainly letters from Baart de 

la Faille).9 I concentrate on statements about and interpretations of their relationship 

and international topics.  

The first document is a report from the German students' conference 1910.10 In 

the second sentence, Baart de la Faille referred to the foreign students who attended 

the conference and remarked on their number, perceived devotedness, and Christian-

ness. Baart de la Faille instituted morning intercessions at this conference, and 

suggested as topics for the first day: female students, the WSCF and missions. Thus, 

all three topics that were central to her were united in this prayer session: women, 

international unity and missions. Furthermore, communal prayer was mentioned 

several times in this letter. Prayer – individual prayer, intercession and communal 

prayer – was fundamental to her belief and her spiritual practice.  

Aside from that, two central aspects of her relationship with Ruth Rouse came up 

in this letter: her confidence that Rouse understood the Germans, and her confidence 

in their good personal relationship. These two convictions were the basis on which 

Baart de la Faille communicated with Ruth Rouse.11 They were complemented by 

perpetual references to and requests for prayer and intercession.12 International unity 

of all Christians was central to her belief. 

In the following letters, she aimed to explain to Rouse standpoints and feelings of 

the Germans. Already in the early 1910s, she thought it important to explain national 

                                                 
8 Karl Kupisch, Studenten entdecken die Bibel. Die Geschichte der Deutschen Christlichen Studenten-

Vereinigung, Hamburg 1964, 69f., Hilpert-Fröhlich, "Vorwärts geht es, aber auf den Knien". Die 

Geschichte der christlichen Studentinnen- und Akademikerinnenbewegung in Deutschland 1905-

1938, Pfaffenweiler 1996, 21, 81. 
9 There are also a few letters from other German female officers. They are not included in this 

analysis. It is conspicuous that these letters (from 1913 and 1914) are more nationalistic and less 

unionistic than Baart de la Faille's letters while the authors are still very interested in the international 

federation. Still, these letters come closer to the male correspondence than Baart de la Faille's. Cf. e.g. 

WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 15, 16, 26. 

University of Birmingham, Cadbury Research Library, SCM W7 Baart de la Faille. In the file, there 

are some copies of the WSCF Archives 213.50.06, part 6 correspondence. 
10 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 1, Baart de la 

Faille, 11/8/1910. 
11 From the few letters from Rouse to Baart de la Faille that I have seen it seems that Rouse returned 

these feelings, albeit a bit more carefully, but that she did not transfer them to all Germans alike.  
12 Cf. e.g. WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 2, Baart 

de la Faille, 1911?. 
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viewpoints, particular Christian beliefs and sensitivities. She described German 

nationalism, wooed for Rouse's understanding and, at the same time, expressed her 

hope of future international unity. 

After the beginning of the war in August 1914, the DCVSF work collapsed rather 

quickly. Officials retired, priorities were changed. Still, Baart de la Faille continued to 

work not only for German students but also for international unity and she believed 

that God would eventually grant it.13  

In October 1914, John Mott visited the German associations, and Hermine Baart 

de la Faille reported happily to Ruth Rouse that they had spent the time "in full truth 

and full love". Most importantly, however, she wrote about her own relationship to 

Rouse:  

"I trust you fully; there is not one shadow between you and me, and I believe fully in the 

personal sincerity and goodwill of all my English friends, children of God. [...] My 

conscience does not allow me to be neutral. I do believe in the German Government and 

its cause. I cannot help it. I feel as if every bit of generosity in me has been roused in 

defence of the people in whose character I trust. I feel as I would do if a very dear friend 

of mine, say you, as if you had been ill-treated and moreover were being calumniated and 

misunderstood everywhere – every drop of blood in me would raise to defend you. This 

is my case now. But I see clearly the subjective truthfulness of my friends' other 

standpoints. [...] I do pray our God for a quick, noble peace."14 

 

We see here how she tried to negotiate between her feelings of patriotism to the 

point of nationalism and her conviction of the union of all Christians and of the 

friendship and closeness that should reign between them. Her solution was to entrust 

the war and all dissociative feelings and thoughts to God and to turn to prayer. Thus, 

for her, the unity that did not exist on earth and that, despite all efforts, she could not 

really evoke by writing about hopeful signs of unity between single members of the 

German and other SCMs, this unity would be brought about in a different sphere, by 

God.  

Three months later, in January 1915, she again voiced her conviction that God 

could "also give 'trust' as a new gift" because he was a God "who can defend and 

protect love notwithstanding all".15 She clearly saw the impossibility of a real unity 

between Christians of different nationalities at the time. She did not change her support 

of German politics but rather hoped for the others to come round to understand the 

Germans and see the rightness of their opinions and deeds – and, she added (as she 

had already done in earlier letters), for the Germans to understand the others. She 

                                                 
13 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 21, Extract from a 

letter from Miss Baart de la Faille (translation), 26/9/1914: "the peace of God is stronger and love and 

faith will conquer yet". 
14 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 22, Extract from a 

letter from Miss Hermine Baart de la Faille, 17/10/1914, 1. 
15 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 24, Extract from a 

letter of Miss Hermine Baart de la Faille, 12/1/15, 2. 
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envisages a future for the World Federation in which it would "be necessary [...] that 

we take much more time for studying each other's national characters".16  

Then she introduced a topic that would become very important in the post-war 

period: "Truth is better than harmony and that truth creates harmony." The recurrence 

to truth, the reasoning that they had to leave the World's Alliance for the sake of the 

truth, would be one of the main arguments of the German CVJM in their quarrel with 

the World's Alliance in the early 1920s. Just as Hermine Baart de la Faille in this letter 

from January 1915, officials of the other German youth associations would again and 

again stress that they wanted unity but not at the expense of truth. Truth would have 

to be the fundament of any international union. The implicit definition of truth possibly 

here and certainly in the later CVJM corresopndence seems to have been the 

acknowledgement of German political opinions. 

Another four months later, in May 1915, she told Rouse about meetings with SCM 

members from "neutral" countries. She continued: "It is a joy too to correspond with 

Federation friends. That band cannot break; but you see, there's my deepest pain too!" 

She then wrote about Germans who had lost sons, brothers, friends in the war and who 

grieved for them, and continued: "I cannot help feeling that [...] our English friends do 

not see the situation as grave as it really is."17 In this letter, she combined expressions 

of a believed unity with accusations against her correspondence partner and their 

compatriots. What is more, she had spent many letters and years pleading for the others 

to understand the German viewpoint but she did not change the perspective to see that 

the "English friends" had lost kin in this war, too. The unity she wanted was based on 

the others understanding the Germans. Only from time to time (but at least from time 

to time) she explicitly wrote about the need for mutual understanding. In the early 

autumn of 1915, after the German student conference, she stated that God had 

strengthened her faith in him. The result of this was love: "I think I love better and 

deeper all nations and hate better, sin."18  

We see that Hermine Baart de la Faille alternated between dominant feelings of 

nationalism and predominant feelings of an international Christian unity. Or maybe 

rather: between feelings of nationalism and a conviction of an international Christian 

unity. She tried to conciliate the two opposing aspects. When her faith and her 

convictions were in the fore, she emphasised the unity, when her national feelings were 

predominant, she complained about the lack of understanding, just like the other 

German officials. 

The first letter after the war, from December 1918, Baart de la Faille commented 

on the times, interpreting them in an eschatological way. In the beginning of February 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 25, Extract from 

letter of Miss Baart de la Faille, 21/5/15. 
18 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 26, Fräulein Baart 

de la Faille, 21/9/1915. 
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1919, however, three months after the armistice, she wrote on the occasion of the 

international day of prayer: 

"Many loving greetings to you and all my friends in the Student Movement for our Day 

of Prayer! It seems to me that our first and foremost prayer must be that we may live to 

see the reality of the Communion of Saints we believe in. To me it seems the most critical 

question of Christianity, whether his Communion is a grand ideal or a real power in this 

world of ours."19  

 

She asked for intercession for the German Christian movement again, with a 

particular emphasis on the theological and modern tendencies she found in some of its 

members. These "wrong" beliefs had been a recurrent theme in her pre-war 

correspondence but had been eclipsed during the war, when she felt that belief and 

spirituality of the members of the German Christian movement became more and more 

what she considered "Christian", more centred on the Bible and conversion.  

A reply from Ruth Rouse expressed similar feelings and hopes for unity. Rouse 

combined her eschatological expectation with the ideas of unity:  

"It seems all making for a new world of righteousness and fellowship – preparing the way 

of the Lord! I do rejoice in all that you leaders are doing and saying in so beautiful a spirit 

to make drawing near together easy [...] I believe Christ is triumphing in our hearts over 

all difficulties and Himself rebuilding bridges".20 

 

Rouse, on the one hand, seemed to have similar hopes for an international 

Christian unity as Baart de la Faille. On the other hand, her theological and, in 

particular, her eschatological contextualisation was different: she believed Christian 

unity to be a necessary prerequisite for the coming of Christ. The question if the 

coming of Christ could be furthered by what Christians did was one of the main points 

of contention between the German and the Anglophone ecumenical youth associations 

and it became a major cause for split between the associations in the view of the 

German CVJM. In a December 1918 letter, Baart de la Faille had painted a picture of 

a growing separation between "light" and "darkness" which she interpreted as 

indicating the nearing end of the world.21 Rouse and Baart de la Faille adhered to two 

entirely different eschatological conceptions that generated two entirely different plans 

for action in the world, one in which action was central (Rouse) and the other in which 

God would bring about the end of the world without the assistance of Christians (Baart 

de la Faille).  

In a letter from November 1919, we get closer to understanding Baart de la Faille's 

postwar conception of Christian unity. She wrote to Rouse:  

                                                 
19 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 34, Extract from a 

letter from Mademoiselle Baart de la Faille, 4/2/1919. 
20 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 38, Copy of letter 

from Miss Rouse to Mademoiselle Baart de la Faille, 13/2/1919.  
21 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 32, Extract from a 

letter from Miss Baart de la Faille, 12/1918. 
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"I feel near to you all the time. [...]  

So, you are in Holland now. – Forward, my beloved Holland! I love both countries so 

dearly – indeed, I think I can say that I love all nations – and love them more the nearer I 

approach to Jesus. [...] 

We cannot pass over the question of guilt. Real fellowship can only be renewed upon a 

basis of truth, not on 'overlooking' things. That would not be Jesus' way. We need to do 

as we did at Nunspeet. Politically we did not get a hair's breadth nearer to teach other, but 

it was a great relief to speak out quite frankly, and to discover that our union in Christ and 

our personal confidence in each other were stronger than all else. Only humility can help 

us: 'Forgive us our trespasses'."22 

 

For one, there was the personal friendship that she felt with regard to Rouse but 

that she also expressed with regard to John Mott with whom she seems to have had 

little contact. It was a friendship that was based on a common belief and a common 

goal and, as all sides claimed, on mutual trust. 

For another, there was the love of "all nations" that was based on her strong 

personal relationship to Christ. She was certain that Christ reigns over the whole 

world23 and therefore she felt the closer to "the world" and therefore, to all nations the 

close she became to Christ.  

The third perspective was the question of guilt (meaning: war guilt) that was 

linked, again, to truth. Like the other German association leaders, Baart de la Faille 

insisted on "a basis of truth" and, therefore, on a political debate. She did not explicate 

what that meant but in the other German documents, it usually implied a statement by 

the other national associations or at least the international federation that Germany was 

not the only country guilty of beginning the war. In contrast to almost all of the extant 

documents from the male officials of DCSV and CVJM, Baart de la Faille transcended 

this when pleading for a religious confession of sin by all Christians. Her faith certainly 

was one reason to write thus, her felt friendship and unity with Ruth Rouse was 

another. 

 

 

3. The DCSV and its international relations: feelings of slight, spiritual distancing 

and talk of unity 

The archival files of the DCSV in the Evangelisches Zentralarchiv begin in 1904 with 

two files on student conferences. Then, there is a gap until 1910 from which time on 

correspondence, flyers and pamphlets were archived. In 1912, the first references to 

international topics were made.24 In 1913, the correspondence on international topics 

                                                 
22 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 37, Extract of a 

letter from Miss Hermine Baart de la Faille, 8/11/1919, 1f. 
23 WSCF Archives, 213.50.06: Ruth Rouse, Correspondence 1909-1946, part 6, No. 32, Extract from a 

letter from Miss Baart de la Faille, 12/1918, 1. 
24 EZA 51/4 – 1912 (DCSV), documents in this file are not numbered. 
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became numerous, but that stopped quickly after the war began in 1914. There are 

hardly any documents on international topics in the archival file on 1914/15 and none 

in the file on 1915-1917.25 Only after the war, documents relating to international 

topics were archived again.  

What is striking is that already in the autumn of 1914 and January 1915, the 

disenchantment with John Mott made its way into the archives although he was still 

officially regarded as neutral and connecting Christians of the different national 

associations. Mott had visited Germany in October 1914 and the Germans had 

perceived his reaction to the state (and suffering) of the Germans as "shock". They 

now wanted to publish a booklet on the meaning of the war for the inner life of the 

German students, to be sent to America. "The American students will not be able to 

imagine what this war means for us."26 The Germans were convinced that they were 

those who had to defend themselves, that they did not lead a war of aggression and 

besides, that they suffered most (or at least very much). This reminds us of Hermine 

Baart de la Faille's letters to Ruth Rouse, written at the same time. 

The topic of suffering was not specific to the student movement or to Protestant 

Christians, it was a very general feeling in Germany throughout the war. What was 

specific to the DCSV/DCVSF and the CVJM was that they interpreted their perceived 

suffering in theological terms, too. The students in particular tried to turn the war 

experience into a deeper conversion experience, more "inner life".  

In March 1918, the DCSV suspended their dealings with the WSCF.27 

Immediately after the war, and initiated by the British SCM, some national 

associations tentatively resumed their relationship with the DCSV. The British SCM 

asked the SCMs of the neutral countries to readopt relationships with the Germans and 

in January 1919, and the Dutch SCM invited the German, Swedish, Danish and 

American SCMs to join them for the world day of prayer.28 The Germans, however, 

were reluctant. Eventually, they decided that the invitation "was not about discussing 

questions of right and wrong but to regain lost trust".29 Still, they did not want to send 

official delegates. They would support "brothers" who travelled to the Netherlands as 

private persons and delegated three men to do so.  

Here, as in other documents, it becomes clear that it was the associations of 

countries that had been neutral during the war and the British SCM that pushed a 

resumption of connections with the Germans and with the WSCF. It is also obvious 

that the Germans were very reluctant to resume the relationships. For them, the only 

way to agree to have contacts was to differentiate between personal relations and 

political questions. However, before a resumption of full relationship with the WSCF, 

                                                 
25 EZA 51/7 – 1914-1915. There is another file covering 1915: EZA 51/8 – 1915-1917. 
26 EZA 51/7 – 1914-1915, No. 22, letter from Wini Schwarzkopff to F. Siegmund-Schultze 

(translation J.B.). 
27 EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, pp. 203-211, Minutes, 21.3.1918, here: 210. 
28 EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 143-153: Vorstands-Protokoll, 29./30.1.1919, here: 149 (7). 
29 Ibid., 150 (8).  
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they wanted political questions to be solved or at least a confession of sin to be spoken 

by the associations of all countries. In the weeks and months after the armistice, they 

would not really differentiate between faith and politics. 

Other national associations, such as the British, the Swedish, the Dutch (or at least 

their officials) did exactly this. They did not exonerate the Germans from war guilt but 

they tried to reassume the connections anyhow. They relied on the WSCF Basis that 

distinguished between belief and politics and explicitly excluded politics from the 

international federation.  

In the beginning of April 1919, a meeting of the steering committee of the DCSV 

took place. The agenda item on the WSCF was introduced by the general secretary, 

Gerhard Niedermeyer, who first reminded his colleagues of all the support WSCF 

members gave prisoners of war and led them to recognise that Germany had to thank 

the international communion. He thus set the tone for a conciliatory meeting. Then the 

delegates who had attended the prayer meeting in the Netherlands reported on it, and 

by this, a second positive report was given.30 That the DCSV's relationship to the 

WSCF was much better than then CVJM's to the World's Alliance of YMCAs was 

certainly not only due to the actions of the respective international committees and 

other national associations but also to the role that Niedermeyer played in the DCSV.31 

In the early summer of 1919, one of the officials met Mott, Rouse and Karl Fries 

in Geneva. The most important outcome was that the DCSV steering committee 

decided to draft a statement "that both on our and on the enemy side there is guilt and 

that the Christians have to recognise it mutually and, as a matter of course, condemn 

it, that is, an honest call for repentance of all Christians of all countries".32 This was 

the topic that was to be repeated again and again. The Germans were willing to make 

a statement of repentance (as was demanded in the Treaty of Versailles and by other 

ecumenical youth associations) but they wanted the others to do the same. In this way, 

they could make a political and a religious statement at the same time. Moreover, by 

referring to ecumenical unity and the sin that they believed all people to live in they 

could also circumvent the statements of the Treaty of Versailles on the sole guilt of 

Germany.  

In September 1919, Georg Michaelis sent a letter to Karl Fries, at the time 

president of the WSCF, declaring that the Germans wished "most urgently" that all 

students would be united again. However, they felt they could not agree to a union 

before an "honest" reconciliation had taken place and the presupposition for that was 

that "a strong spirit of repentance has gone through all countries". Again, the call for 

                                                 
30 Unfortunately the next two pages of the document are missing. EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 115-118, 

Protokoll der Vorstandssitzung, 4-6/4/1919, here: 117. 
31 He tried to reconcile the CVJM with the World's Alliance as well, but failed. His voice was not 

heard in that association where he did not hold an official office. But it is also true that Niedermeyer 

had to leave the steering committee of the DCSV later in 1919 after accusations of mismanagement, 

but also personal accusation (that are not given in detail in the minutes). He was admitted to a mental 

home. Cf. EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 88-91, Arbeitsausschußsitzung, 3/6/1919 and following minutes. 
32 EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 88-91, Arbeitsausschußsitzung, 3/6/1919, here: 90. 
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repentance by every young Christian from all countries was made a presupposition for 

reconciliation and for sending members to WSCF meetings.  

Furthermore, Michaelis pointed to differing views of the tasks of the WSCF. A 

reestablishment of the international federation must not be the only goal, wrote 

Michaelis. The main duty of the WSCF was "the propagation of the Gospel among 

students of all countries, and particularly of the heathen countries". Therefore, the 

question of missions had to be tackled, and thus, the Germans could come to one of 

their gravest complaints: the expulsion of German missionaries from their posts in 

foreign countries that was part of the Treaty of Versailles. This, Michaelis said, 

affected the kingdom of God and therefore prohibited a community in the WSCF.33 

Fries answered immediately, agreeing on the fundamental theological points but 

disagreeing that the "spirit of repentance in all countries" could be made a prerequisite. 

"One has to ask: 'when can we say that this presupposition has been fulfilled?'" Fries 

wanted to rely on God to bring about this spirit. He also negated the strong connection 

between the work of the WSCF and the question of the German missions. He pointed 

to the fact that the treatment of the missions was a political question that could not be 

solved by ecumenical youth movements. The Germans insisted that the SCMs and 

YMCAs of all countries at least openly denounced the treatment of the missionaries. 

They were convinced that the German missions alone could work properly in the 

regions they had worked in before the war and that they alone could further the 

kingdom of God in these regions. 

In January 1920, the steering committee of the DCSV convened after a meeting 

of German officials with English delegates in the Netherlands. Although they 

described the communication as "brotherly" they complained about the differing 

approaches to the international federation by the Germans and the English. These were 

points that came up again and again: "The English wanted to talk about the future only, 

while we attached importance to talking about events of the past and the presence."34 

The Germans looked back and wanted justice done for what they felt had been injustice 

during the war and, even more, after the war. The English (and Americans) wanted to 

leave the past behind and concentrate on the future. That was not only a political view 

but it reflected differing eschatologies as well. The dissent was both political and 

theological.  

The Germans were convinced that the English simply did not know enough to 

understand all the wrongs that they felt had been done to them. They reported happily 

that the English had been shattered when they heard about those wrongs. They also 

reported that the English did not approve of the Treaty of Versailles. Indeed, they 

reported a consensus on many points.  

                                                 
33 EZA 51/10 – 1917-1920, 19-21, letter from G. Michaelis to K. Fries, 3/9/1919 and reply from K. 

Fries to G. Michaelis, 9/9/1919, here: 19. 
34 EZA 51/11 – 1917-1920, 29-37, Protokoll der Vorstandssitzung, 7-8/1/1920, here: 33.  
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Nevertheless, when the report was discussed in the DCSV steering committee all 

recorded statements expressed strongly nationalist views and they all advised 

reservation with regard to international connections. The agenda item ended with the 

words: "We have to be uncomfortable for the English. For really honest people, there 

remains a thorn in the conscience. We cannot send delegates to a conference before 

the sharp opposites with us are not solved."35  

The Germans insisted on looking at the differences, not the communalities, they 

insisted on separation, not union. This insistence was based on political and religious 

differences, on the Treaty of Versailles, the opposing sides during the war, and also on 

the question of the political system when democracy was forced upon Germany. But 

it was also based on different religious concepts, on different eschatologies, different 

conceptions of the relationship between God and humankind and on different notions 

of "conversion" and "real faith". 

 

 

4. The CVJM and the World's Alliance of YMCAs: fights, lack of comprehension 

and conditions for unity 

The relationship between the German CVJM and the World's Alliance of YMCAs fell 

to bits after the war. From 1917, the Germans had suspended their membership. After 

the war, negotiations similar to those between the DCSV and the WSCF began and 

they came to a similar result. But from January 1923, the relationship eroded until it 

broke down entirely and the Germans left the World's Alliance entirely.  

The CVJM Westbund archives, the most extensive of the German CVJM archives, 

are organised according to topics and, within that, chronologically. There is a gap in 

the files on correspondence with the World's Alliance for the time between 1913 and 

1919.36 The interruption of the relations is apparent in the archives. The files even end 

in mid-June 1913 and only resume in September 1919 – with one exception, a letter, 

dated from August 1917, in which the national committee of the German YMCA 

demanded a statement of the World's Alliance's executive committee if they were still 

neutral (implying that they were not). The background was the entry into war by the 

United States and the (purported) positioning of John Mott on the side of the Allies, 

Mott's travelling to Russia and the consequent assumption that Mott had left the neutral 

position he needed for his job.37 This was what the Germans perceived as the "fall" of 

the World's Alliance: the positioning on the side of the Allies, by the committee and 

by John Mott. For years, they would not forgive Mott this, as they saw it, "un-

Christian", disruptive and traitorous behaviour.  

                                                 
35 Ibid. 
36 CVJM Westbund Archives Wuppertal, 6-1-02.2: CVJM Weltbund. Korrespondenz, Rundschreiben, 

1901-1923.  
37 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, C. Rosenkranz an das Welt-Komité der christlichen Jünglingsvereine, 

6/8/1917. 
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In September 1919, the national assembly of the German CVJM adopted a 

resolution concerning the World's Alliance. They thanked the executive committee 

and their "brother associations in neutral countries" for the aid they gave German 

prisoners of war. In the same paragraph, they pointed out the "unfriendliness" they felt 

they had suffered from other "circles that are close to the World's Alliance". They 

declared that they would gladly join the international community again but that they 

had decided to keep the relationship to the World's Alliance suspended for four 

reasons: 

1. the treatment of German missionaries 

2. the memory of the "hunger blockade"38 

3. that not all prisoners of war had already been released 

4. "The situation that even today wide circles of the as yet hostile peoples are not 

disposed to separate our common Christian ideals from the controversial political 

questions of guilt."39 

 

The two topics that would become central in the debates over the next years were 

the treatment of the German missionaries and the question of war guilt. The Germans 

would mention the so-called hunger blockade (and later the occupation of the Ruhr) 

and then declare that they did not consider these unsurmountable problems and that 

they were happy not to talk about it (only to mention them in the next letter again). 

That is what they called separation of religious questions from political questions. 

For several reasons, the expulsion of German missionaries from their mission 

stations was considered one of the problems that had to be solved before German 

Christians and those of other nationalities could unite again in an international 

community: 

One of the reasons was political. The situation of the missionaries was part of the 

Treaty of Versailles, and the treaty in itself was rejected. Furthermore, it was a visible 

sign for the end of German colonialism and the dream of a German empire. Moreover, 

the situation of the missionaries was an important topic in German Protestantism in 

general. Statements of the youth associations were always not only directed to the 

addressees outside Germany but also to their supporters within the country. They had 

to prove that they stood on the "right" side.  

Furthermore, German missionary Protestants felt offended in their honour that 

they would not be able to missionize anymore. In this document as in many others they 

insisted that the German missionaries had never been disloyal to the colonial powers. 

They also repeatedly referred to consent with other national associations on this topic. 

According to them, everyone was agreed on this point.  

                                                 
38 A famine in the winter of 1916/17, due to both the German war economy and the British naval 

blockade in the North Sea – the British government had issued an embargo against Germany from the 

beginning of the war. 
39 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Unsere Stellung zum Weltbunde, 22-23/9/1919 (translation J.B.). 
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Most important, however, was the religious rationale for this constant complaint. 

The members of these religious groups, Evangelicals, Neo-Pietists and others, had 

supported the missionary movement for many decades; many held memberships in a 

missionary society. The conviction that mission was a central duty of all "real" 

Christians was prevalent in these circles. Their instance on the question of the German 

missions was not only due to politics, strategies or felt honour, it also touched the 

centre of their belief system. The Great Commission had advanced to being regarded 

as one of the principles of "real" Protestant faith. 

In April 1920, the executive committee of the World's Alliance explained that they 

thought it their explicit duty not to discuss political questions.40 This was a statement 

that they would repeat again and again.41 In doing so, the executive committee could 

not only relate to the history of the World's Alliance but it also thought this the only 

way to keep cordial relationships with and between all national associations. With 

regard to the German CVJM, this strategy did not work out, among other things 

because the Germans felt that the executive committee did just the opposite of what 

they claimed. They thought the executive committee was not neutral. 

In the plenary meeting in Geneva 1920, the French national committee submitted 

a resolution stating that they would only agree to a renewal of connections with the 

German national association if the Germans, all members of the German CVJM, 

confessed guilt, atoned for their mistakes and disavowed those who were responsible 

for the war. "Under this condition they [the French] are willing to forgive the crime of 

a war that has violated and done the worst harm not only to France but to humanity as 

a whole."42 The stipulation that the Germans had to agree that they alone were guilty 

of the war was seen as an affront by the CVJM (as by nearly all Germans). The 

formulation that the Germans had "violated humanity as a whole" was perceived as an 

insult. This was one of the points that would be discussed for many years, after the 

French national committee repeated the stipulation with this very formulation in 

January 1923. 

In 1921, the Swede Karl Fries was elected as general secretary of the World's 

Alliance. The reason for this election and his explicit assignment was to bring about 

unity in the World's Alliance again, to reconcile the Germans with the other national 

associations. Coming from a country that had been neutral during the war and having 

lived in Germany as a young man, speaking several European languages fluently, Fries 

was seen as the person to resolve the problems that prevented unity. He was to write 

many letters, conduct conversations, travel, meet people again and again and try to 

persuade them to move away from maximum demands.  

                                                 
40 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, "Geehrter Herr", 4/1920. 
41 Cf. e.g. CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, C. Phildius to G. Rosenkranz, 10/3/1921. 
42 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Erklärung des französischen Nationalkommittees, 1920 (translation 

from the German: J.B.). 
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In one of his first letters to Erich Stange, chairman of the German national 

association, Fries gave as his objective that people would say: "We could not reach an 

agreement on any one point but we all knew that we love each other sincerely."43 That 

is exactly what Hermine Baart de la Faille wrote to Ruth Rouse. Based on a personal 

friendship, the two women managed to declare love for each other although they stood 

on opposing political sides and interpreted past and present very differently. The men 

who chaired CVJM were not able to do so. For them, political standpoints, questions 

of honour and nationality were more important during these years than the idea of 

Christian unity. People like Gerhard Niedermeyer thought differently, but he could not 

make his voice heard within the CVJM as he did not hold an office.  

 In April 1922, Fries copied an excerpt from the minutes of the meeting of YMCA 

secretaries in Geneva: he gladly reported that the Germans had agreed to meet French 

delegates under the conditions the French had required. Furthermore, he was sanguine 

that the relationship between the German CVJM and the World's Alliance could be 

repaired if everyone could agree to the resolution taken by International Missionary 

Council at Lake Mohonk. This resolution stated 1) "that the exclusion of German 

missionaries from many fields inflicts deep injury upon the spiritual life of Germany 

by preventing the expression of vital forces, weakens the bonds of international 

spiritual friendship, deprives non-Christian peoples of help otherwise available and 

retards the development of abiding friendship between the nations"44 and 2) that the 

German missionaries in general had been loyal to the political authorities. The 

executive committee unanimously adopted the Lake Mohonk resolution.45 In this way, 

the question of the German missionaries could be settled some three and a half years 

after the end of the war, three years after the Treaty of Versailles. 

The German CVJM national assembly accepted a resolution that they were willing 

to resume their relationship with the World's Alliance because of the adoption of the 

Lake Mohonk resolution and provided that the executive committee made an "equal" 

decision about the French declarations and "got back to business".46 In a two-page 

leaflet they published the resolution that they would resume their relationship with the 

World's Alliance – "in spite of the ongoing violation of the German people that equals 

a continuation of the war"47. In October 1922, several German officials were 

accredited as members of the World's Alliance's executive committee.48  

The beginning better relationship between the German and French national 

associations and with the World's Alliance's executive committee came to a stop with 

the meeting of the delegates in Geneva in January 1923. Upon his return from Geneva, 

                                                 
43 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, K. Fries to Lic. Stange, 21/7/1921, 2. 
44 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, K. Fries: Kopie, 11/4/1922. 
45 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Exekutiv-Kommission, Sitzung vom 20/4/1922. 
46 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Auszug aus dem Protokoll, 6-7/6/1922. 
47 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Bericht über den gegenwärtigen Stand unserer Beziehungen zum 

Weltkomitee, Pentecost 1922. 
48 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, Exekutiv-Kommission, 19/10/1922. 
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Erich Stange, the German delegate, wrote a letter to Paul des Gouttes as president of 

the World's Alliance, emphasising the willingness of the Germans not to talk about 

politics and to work towards better relationships. He skated around a situation that had 

happened in Geneva but that he did not describe in detail, not in this first letter. He 

pleaded with des Gouttes to use his personal or official means to "contribute to a less 

dangerous atmosphere".49 

The hope of the Germans was not fulfilled. Des Gouttes would not commit himself 

to make any political statement – and be it that of rejecting the French statement. What 

had happened was that the chairman of the French delegation, Dürrlemann, had put 

forth a statement that repeated the postulations and accusations against the Germans 

from 1920 more or less word by word. The Germans were deeply offended. However, 

according to their description of the situation Stange did not voice this in public. Only 

at the next coffee break, he asked to be introduced to Dürrlemann in order to talk about 

the French statement. Dürrlemann refused to be introduced to the German – which, of 

course, offended the Germans even more.  

The CVJM officials first asked to obtain justice from des Gouttes and the 

executive committee. They wanted the executive committee to distance themselves 

from the French statement. The executive committee would not commit themselves to 

anything that they saw as a political positioning. To them, rejecting the French 

statement would be a political positioning. To the Germans, not rejecting it was a 

political positioning. The letters asking a reaction from des Gouttes and the executive 

committee progressively became letters demanding a reaction.  

Then, a new dimension got into the primary focus: the Germans wanted an 

assurance that something like that would not happen again, that the president and 

committee would protect them from similar humiliations. After much correspondence, 

the Geneva committee stated that they would protect the Germans "as always". The 

Germans felt they were not being taken seriously. Their point had been that they had 

not felt protected in the past, so "as always" meant to them that they would not be 

protected in the future. They suspended their membership in the World's Alliance 

again, eventually even left the World's Alliance altogether and only in 1926, after long 

negotiations conducted by Karl Fries, joined the international union again. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In concluding, I would like to concentrate on the concepts of international unity, on 

how it was accomplished and when it failed. I will highlight three aspects: the kinds 

of relationship between the protagonists, the historical situation and theology and 

religiosity. 

                                                 
49 CVJM Westbund, 6-1-02.2, E. Stange to P. des Gouttes [Monsieur et très honorè Président], 

27/1/1923 (translation J.B.). 
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1. The international relations of the three associations developed very differently. 

These developments corresponded to the kinds of relationships between the respective 

protagonists, those officials that wrote the letters to the international committees and 

partners and therein had a great impact on the relationships. 

Hermine Baart de la Faille and Ruth Rouse spoke of personal friendship. They 

relied on this friendship throughout the correspondence, including the war and its 

aftermath. In this way, they managed to stay in contact and to write conciliatory letters 

although their mutual understanding obviously was limited and their political 

differences were great. It seems that this friendship was based on common goals and 

on a voluntary decision to be friends, because they were women who engaged for the 

same goals and one of these goals was unity.  

Campaigning for international unity and understanding may have come easier to 

Hermine Baart de la Faille with her international biography than to other Germans50 

who had only travelled but never lived abroad. But still, her engagement for friendship 

and unity was also a voluntary, religious decision. 

One of the leading officials of the DCSV, Gerhard Niedermeyer, also was a 

convinced ecumenist, and he seems to have had very stable relationships to officials 

from other national associations. He lost influence in the DCSV in late 1919, but in 

the first months after the armistice he managed to lead the DCSV towards a 

reconciliatory course. His good relationships to officials of other national associations 

became important during the CVJM's controversies with the World's Alliance, too.  

The officials of the YMCA seem not to have had these stable relationships before 

the war. This is particularly true for Paul Humburg – he only came into the office after 

the beginning of the war. There had been no time to build personal relationships. Thus, 

after the war, there was no personal basis to build up on.  

2. The political situation of the associations was important. Even more important 

was the behaviour of individual persons (acting or allegedly acting on behalf of the 

national associations). This is obvious in the different developments of DCSV and 

CVJM. Since the armistice, the relationship between the CVJM and the World's 

Alliance of YMCAs was more difficult and more uncertain than that between DCSV 

and WSCF. The renewed resolution of the French association, the refusal of their 

representative to even speak to the German delegate and the continuous refusal of Paul 

des Gouttes as president of the World's Alliance to reassure the Germans worsened the 

relationship considerably. I would like to suggest that events like these might have 

worsened the relationships in the other associations, too. – But, on the other hand, they 

did not happen and they might not have happened, given that people knew each other 

better and therefore interacted in a friendlier way. 

Although the German officials stated again and again that they wanted to desist 

from political questions, they referred to them again and again.  In 1923, the occupation 

                                                 
50 Hermine Baart de la Faille identified herself as German, at least during the war.  
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of the Ruhr coincided with the renewed tensions with the French and international 

associations and intensified the differences. Moreover, they linked religious and 

political questions, if not explicitly so at least tactically, as can be seen exemplarily in 

the calls for a confession of guilt. Most certainly, despite all their protestations, the 

German officials did not isolate religion from politics. 

3. International Christian unity was an important aspect of the belief system of the 

German ecumenical youth movement. For many of its members, however, it was not 

central.51 And even the officials attached very different value to it. Asked about their 

theological convictions, they might all have answered in the affirmative. But when it 

came to living the unity, they often acted differently.  

So, was unity a central aspect of belief in the German ecumenical youth 

associations? We can answer this question only with regard to individual persons. For 

Hermine Baart de la Faille, it was, and she struggled to reconcile it with her nationalist 

feelings. For Paul Humburg, unity seems not to have been central. He led the CVJM 

out of the World's Alliance for the sake of what he regarded the honour of the Germans. 

However, he did not do this alone. He was the chairman of the Westbund, not of the 

national CVJM. The national chairman was Erich Stange and he seems to have fought 

longer for unity. But then he gave it up, too, in order to maintain the "honour" of the 

Germans. Gerhard Niedermeyer was sidelined before he had to decide between unity 

and nationalist ideas. As long as he was influential, he supported unity.  

There was not one conception of the connection between unity and belief in the 

German ecumenical youth movement but there were many. When forced to decide, 

some valued nationalism more than Christian unity, but others did not want to give up 

and struggled to maintain their belief in the unity of all Christians. 

 

                                                 
51 Cf. the descriptions of the DCVSF members by both Hermine Baart de la Faille and Ruth Rouse. 
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