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The Cold War was an intelligence war, waged by the Soviets with a
powerful weapon called disinformation. Soviets used this weapon
to strike against Western values, heroes, and institutions. They
aggressively used it to spread atheism into the highly Catholic nations
over which they had gained control in World War II. Catholic prelates,
including Cardinals Wyszyński of Poland, Mindszenty of Hungary, and
Stepinac of Croatia, were among the earliest targets. Eventually, even
the wartime pontiff, Pius XII, was falsely portrayed. Whereas the false
depictions, created for political reasons, do harm to truth, the Church,
and mankind, faith in the Church’s teachings has been a source of
great strength for many who have been subjected to disinformation.
In a world where Christianity is often under assault, those who can
distinguish between truth and falsehoods told for political advantage
must serve as beacons of light and reflections of the good that can
come from pursuing the truth while remaining faithful to the Church.

A

t the end of World War II, the Soviet Union found itself on the same
side as the Allies, despite the pre-war German-Soviet non-aggression
pact, which included the division of Poland. The post-war alignment between the atheistic Soviet Union and the Christian West was never comfortable. For that reason, World War II moved quickly into the Cold War,
which was a battle for the minds and souls of those on both sides of the
East-West divide.
The Cold War was an intelligence war, waged by the Soviets with a
powerful weapon called disinformation. Its task was to spread false information in such a way that it would be above doubt. In order to ensure
the credibility of the lies, two things were required. First, the fabrications
had to appear to come from respected and reputable Western sources, and
second, there had to be “a kernel of truth” behind the allegations, so that at
least some part of the story could be verified—and to ensure that the claim
would not easily be dismissed. In addition, the originators had to do their
best to ensure that the story got plenty of publicity, if necessary, by having
agents or leftist sympathizers publish articles putting the desired spin on
the alleged information.
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I had the great honor of co-authoring a book on this topic with Ion
M. Pacepa, the former head of Romanian Foreign Intelligence under the
Communist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu. In 1978, Pacepa became the highest-ranking Soviet bloc official to defect to the West. His book Red Horizons became an enormous best-seller and played an important role in the
ultimate overthrow of the Ceausescu regime and the collapse of the Soviet
bloc. Pacepa is a great instructor about disinformation, as he practiced it
prior to his defection.
During the Cold War, more people in the Soviet bloc worked for the
disinformation machinery than for the Soviet army and defense industry
put together. The bloc’s intelligence community had well over one million officers and several million informants around the world. All were
involved in deceiving the West—and their own people—or in supporting
this effort. One might also count the vast number of people working for
the international organizations that the KGB secretly created. These organizations were headquartered outside the Soviet Union and pretended to
be independent international entities, but they carried out the will of the
Kremlin. That will included waging an all-out war on Christianity and the
Catholic Church.
The end of World War II saw the Soviets with control over significant
areas that had been strongholds of the Church. That created a problem for
the atheistic communist government, and it struck back. Stefan Cardinal
Wyszyński of Poland was one of the Kremlin’s early victims.1
Immediately after the war, Archbishop Wyszyński held out hope for
the return of the Polish government-in-exile from London and the removal
of Stalin›s puppet regime. He actively supported anti-Communist movements, but the Soviets expended significant resources to maintain control
over the Church. By 1950, Wyszyński saw no alternative but to reach a
working agreement with the Communist authorities.
The agreement, signed on April 14, 1950, resolved the most important
political disputes between the the Church and the government. It let the
Church retain possession of many properties that had been subject to seizure and removed the Church from active politics, but it also prohibited
religious teaching in public schools and gave governmental authorities a
voice in the selection of bishops. (Interestingly, Karol Wojtyla—the future
Pope John Paul II—was selected under this plan.)
Wyszyński’s agreement with the government did not hold. He was
arrested and imprisoned on September 25, 1953. Numerous other Polish
priests were also arrested and accused of collaborating with “reactionary underground movements.” By the beginning of 1954, there were nine
Catholic bishops and several hundred priests in Polish prisons.2
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This situation was repeated in many Soviet-controlled areas of Europe. Cardinals Mindszenty in Hungary and Stepinac in Croatia are two
other well-known prelates who were first praised by the new communist
regimes for their opposition to the Nazis, but then were prosecuted because
the atheistic regime could not tolerate religious leaders speaking the truth.3
As he suppressed Church leaders, Stalin used disinformation to help
reignite anti-Semitism in Western Europe by spreading thousands of copies of an old Russian forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, across
that part of the world. This was done secretly so that no one knew that the
copies came from the Soviets. The idea was to portray the United States as
a Zionist realm that was willing to use its military in order to to transform
the rest of the world into a Jewish fiefdom.4
Later, my co-author Pacepa would directly be involved in circulating
copies of the Protocols throughout the Middle East to foment anti-Semitism and cultivate terror attacks against Israel and the United States. Today, most people recognize that the Protocols are forgeries and the slander
against Jews is false. Too many people, however, have succumbed to an
equally false Soviet disinformation campaign, the one against Pope Pius
XII and the Catholic Church.
At the end of World War II, it was well known that Pius XII, the wartime leader of the Catholic Church, neither sympathized with the Nazis,
nor was he indifferent. In Nazi circles throughout the war, it was “axiomatic” that Pius XII “sympathized with the Allies and covertly assisted
their cause.”5 Only recently has his involvement with the plots inside of
Germany to overthrow Hitler come to light,6 but in the post-war West, he
“enjoyed near-universal acclaim for aiding European Jews through diplomatic initiatives, thinly veiled public pronouncements, and, very concretely, an unprecedented continent-wide network of sanctuary.”7
It was near the end of World War II, when the Communists began a
concerted effort to depict Pius XII as being pro-Nazi or anti-Semitic. In
February 1944, a Soviet Communist newspaper, Izvestia, charged that the
Vatican had consistently supported Fascism. It also said that Pius “had
supported the Nazi regime and had worked for the destruction of other
states.” The New York Times reported the Izvestia charges, gave them no
credence, and, in later pieces, expressed consternation that anyone could
believe the charges as anything other than “Communist propaganda”8 So
the campaign against Pius was put aside, and the Soviets instead focused
on leading European prelates.
In 1946, Cardinal Mindszenty received the cardinal’s hat from Pope
Pius XII in Rome, but Soviet troops were in control when he returned
to Hungary. That fall, the local state security service arrested a group of

CATHOLIC SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW

93

Ronald J. Rychlak
“conspirators” against the communist government. They were tried the
following March. The leaders were condemned to death, the others to long
prison terms. Mindszenty protested to the premier,9 and he continued to
protest as Church schools were closed and religious orders were banned
by the communist government. In retaliation, the government ordered
school children and factory workers to demonstrate against him.10
Stalin wanted Mindszenty “neutralized”—not necessarily killed, because that would make international waves, but removed from the scene
for life.11 The Soviets’ tried and true method was to slander their enemies
as having been pro-Nazi. The Hungarian prelate, however, was widely
known as having used his Church to protect Jews, as having repeatedly
denounced the Nazis, and as having been imprisoned by the Nazis’ Hungarian allies, the Arrow Cross. Some other plausible basis would have to
be found to frame him.
On the night of December 26, 1948, a large police squadron noisily
drove up to the palace. Colonel Décsi of the security police, followed by
eight or ten of his men, burst into Mindszenty’s apartment, found him
kneeling in prayer, and ordered him to come with them. When he asked to
see a warrant for his arrest, one officer scoffed that they did not need one,
bragging that they could find traitors, spies, and currency smugglers even
when they wore a cardinal’s robes.
For the next thirty-nine days, Mindszenty was imprisoned and interrogated. The guards stripped him of his clothing and gave him only what he
called a harlequin “clown suit” to wear. Every day the colonel questioned
him and insisted he sign “confessions,” which he refused to do. Every night,
a major would beat his naked body with a rubber truncheon until he collapsed. The guards urged him to eat, claiming they would order whatever he
wanted from a restaurant. Knowing that prisoners were usually drugged, he
at first refused all food, but then in his starved state he succumbed to consuming a little bread or clear broth. A team of three doctors examined him
before every meal and left pills for him to take. He did not trust the doctors
and tried to avoid taking the pills by crushing them and hiding the remnants.
After two weeks, he grew weaker (and, as he later realized, probably did get
blurry-minded from drugs present even in the clear broth), and he agreed to
sign the minutes of his previous interrogations, although he was later sure he
had never signed any “confession of guilt in the sense of an indictment.”12
From the beginning, Colonel Décsi told the cardinal exactly what
confessions were required from him. The charges boiled down to Mindszenty’s allegedly treasonous contacts with the American Embassy in Budapest, and with Otto von Hapsburg in connection with a plot to stir up a
Third World War. Supposedly, Mindszenty had orchestrated the theft of
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Hungary’s crown jewels, and he planned to overthrow the communist government, draw up a cabinet for the future kingdom of Hungary, and then
bring the ancient Crown of St. Stephen to Budapest in order to crown Otto
von Hapsburg as king.13
On the evening of February 2, 1949, Mindszenty was escorted to the
building of the Budapest People’s Court. The next morning, he was given
a haircut and made presentable. He put on a black suit and set out for the
courtroom, accompanied by six other “conspirators.” Eventually, charges
were dropped against all but three of them.
The show-trial was conducted from February 3rd through the 8th.
Mindszenty reportedly confessed to the crimes he was accused of, agreeing that he had written some letters that discussed overthrowing the government. In his book, he wrote that he was so physically and mentally
exhausted that he scarcely knew what he was saying. All three defendants
were found guilty. Mindszenty was sentenced to life imprisonment. Pope
Pius XII condemned the jailing of the cardinal and excommunicated everyone involved in his trial and conviction.
Before the trial was even over, handwriting experts Lázlo and Hanna
Sulner escaped to Austria and told their story to the press. They denounced
the trial as a farce, displaying microfilms of fabricated documents they had
produced in order to frame Mindszenty.14 They explained that they had
been given copies of documents with instructions to “edit” them so that
they appeared to have been written by Mindszenty.15
Shortly before the trial, the Sulners were asked to produce a confession by Mindszenty. They were also asked to forge other documents, signatures, and marginal notations for the case. When they did not work quickly
enough for the authorities, they and their equipment were moved to police
headquarters. A steady flow of documents resulted, some of which were
produced by inexperienced police officers and resulted in what Mindszenty described as “outlandish form and spelling” in his confession.16
During the Hungarian uprising of 1956, Cardinal Mindszenty was set
free, but his freedom lasted for only a short while. Soon the communists
regained control of the government, and he was forced to seek asylum in
the U.S. Embassy in Budapest, where he lived for the next 15 years. While
there, he wrote his memoirs. Although they were not published until 1974,
they were circulated as early as 1960. They provided devastating insight
into the way the Communists slandered and framed him. That manuscript
and the account given by the Sulners were significant embarrassments to
the Kremlin.
The Soviets decided that for their next operation they would seek out
someone who could not present a defense. Pope Pius XII had died in 1958,

CATHOLIC SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW

95

Ronald J. Rychlak
and he was a natural target.17 The formula was simple: “to destroy an institution, it is first necessary to demolish the image of its strongest leaders.” The KGB decided to depict him as an anti-Semite and collaborator
in Hitler’s Holocaust.18
Most people trace the charge that Pius was “silent” on the extermination of the Jews to a play, The Deputy (Der Stellvertreter),19 attributed to
a German playwright named Rolf Hochhuth. In fact, Pius XII’s reputation flipped so fully and so fast without any new evidence being uncovered—indeed solely on the basis of activity or inactivity that had been
fully known for almost two decades—that the disinformation should have
been obvious.20 This was not an organic result of honest inquiry.
The Deputy was a scathing indictment of the Pope’s alleged indifference to the Holocaust. Although it was fictional, Hochhuth claimed that it
was based on “provable facts” and appended a text (“Sidelights on History”) in which he argued that his depiction was justified by the historical record.21 It was long known that The Deputy drew upon (or at least parroted)
post-war Communist propaganda.22 Only recently, however, did Pacepa
reveal that the KGB constructed, produced, and promoted the play in order
to discredit Pius XII and through him the Catholic Church.23 Consider:
1. Soviet leaders opposed the Church and took actions against it
at other times in history.
a. The Soviet Union was actively engaged in disinformation
campaigns in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
b. The Soviet Union was also in an active intellectual battle
with the West and the Catholic Church at this time, and
among its more common weapons were literature and
theater.
c. The Deputy certainly drew upon Communist propaganda
from the 1940s.
2. The German and American producers of the play, the American publisher, and the French translator, were all Communists.
a. The German producer staged plays under orders from the
Communist Party.
b. The German theater at which The Deputy opened was
overtly dedicated to pro-Communist propaganda.
c. The American producer was fined and given a suspended
criminal sentence by the House Un-American Activities
Committee due to his previous Communist ties.
d. The American publisher was an acknowledged Communist
who specialized in radical books.
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e. The French translator was a member of the Spanish Communist Party’s politburo and had for several years organized clandestine activities for that organization.
f. The British translator and director both had close professional connections to Communist influences.
3. The play was promoted with Soviet-style propaganda.
a. Many of the early positive reviewers had Communist ties.
i. At least one was paid by the KGB.
ii. Another was a former KGB spy.
iii. Others were at the time or had previously been members of the Communist Party.
b. The play would not have opened on Broadway but for support from a “Catholic” magazine that was falling under
Communist influence at the time.
i. The magazine also set forth the Soviet line on the Vietnam War, the Kennedy Assassinations, the CIA’s funding of student groups, and other issues.
ii. The CIA believed, but could not prove, that Soviet
money funded that magazine.
4. Hochhuth was a likely tool for a KGB-style operation.
a. He was an unknown writer; he had never published a play.
b. His research methods were sloppy at best (resulting in a
significant legal verdict against him for his work on a different play).
c. He had been caught in outright lies.
d. After The Deputy was written, he worked closely with his
life-long friend, David Irving, a noted Holocaust denier
whom Hochhuth has frequently defended.24
In 1969, British Intelligence, looking at Hochhuth’s first two plays
and a description of a third that he was working on at the time (with the
working title Anatomy of Revolution or How to Overthrow the U.S. Government from the Inside), questioned his motives. A top secret report from
Sir Burke Trend to Harold Wilson (with attached Memo by Intelligence
Coordinator) said: “There are various grounds for suspecting, but no real
proof, that Hochhuth’s and [David] Irving’s activities are part of a longterm Soviet ‘disinformation’ operation against the West.”25
Another declassified secret report said: “[I]t can also be argued . . .
that Hochhuth is engaged in some ‘decomposition’ exercise and that he
is attempting to destroy the fundamental value of a free society, from its
religions to its heroes.”26 The report went on to speculate that Hochhuth
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“might perhaps be an ‘intellectual agent, writing either on behalf of the
East Germans or the Soviets.”27 It concluded: “[W]hether Hochhuth is
motivated only by the urge to write historical plays, to rehabilitate the
Germans or is up to some more sinister game is difficult to determine at
this stage. But the Russians are certainly reaping some of the benefit.”28
Once one realizes that The Deputy is a Soviet plot designed to discredit the Catholic Church, it becomes much easier to understand how a
theatrical play could change the perception of Pius XII, from the “great
benefactor of humanity,” to something far more sinister. Of course, the
point of the play was not simply to discredit an already deseased pontiff.
By associating a pope with the Nazis (as had been done with Cardinals
Wyszyński and Stepinac), the Soviets could cast doubt upon Catholicism,
Christianity, and the concept of religion itself.
The story of The Deputy focuses on two main characters, Kurt Gerstein (based on a real person) and Father Riccardo Fontana (a fictional
Catholic priest).29 Gerstein, a Nazi, tells Fontana what the Nazis are doing
to the Jews. Fontana, however, is continually thwarted in his efforts to get
a message to the Pope. When he finally succeeds, the Pope does not care.
Fontana then sacrifices himself by putting on a yellow star and going to a
concentration camp, thereby becoming the true “deputy of Christ.” Recurring themes include the idea that Hitler’s war against the Soviet Union was
sort of a papal crusade, that Pius and the Jesuits were primarily concerned
about their investments in the armaments factories, and papal silence.30
Obviously, the alleged silence of any character cannot drive a theatrical production, so Pius is not on stage very long. His alleged silence, however, is the subject of much dialogue among the other characters. “Nearly
all the other characters discuss among themselves, or at least mention, the
Pope’s failure to speak out directly and forcefully against Hitler’s treatment of the Jews, thus leading up to a direct confrontation consisting of
a single pivotal scene, the only one in which the Pope himself appears on
stage (Act IV).”31 In some versions of the production, the Pope’s final act
is to wash his hands, stained with ink from his editing of a statement that
was never made, in a manner reminiscent of Pontius Pilate.32
If it were produced as written, The Deputy would take about seven
hours to perform.33 Since that was totally unrealistic, the German producer, Erwin Piscator, edited the script into a more manageable length, making very substantial changes along the way.34
The Deputy was more noted for its charges against the Pope than for
its plot or theatric insight. Unfortunately, it became “the mouthpiece for
an ideological interpretation of history that helped create the myth of a
‘silent’ Pius XII doing nothing in the face of Nazi slaughter.”35
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A number of war-time diplomats publicly rejected the play’s characterization of Pius. In 1964, Pope Paul VI asked a team of three Jesuit historians, Pierre Blet, S.J., Burkhart Schneider, S.J., and Angelo Martini,
S.J., to conduct research in closed Vatican archives and publish relevant
documents from the war years.36 A few years later, the three Jesuits were
joined by a fourth, Robert A. Graham, S.J. The project was completed
in 1981 with the publication of the 11th and final volume of the Actes et
Documents du Saint Siège relatifs à la seconde guerre mondiale.37
Publication of these documents seemed to quell the controversy. They
clearly showed that the Vatican and the Catholic Church in general were
involved in efforts to rescue Jewish and other victims from the Nazis. They
also showed that Pope Pius XII was strongly anti-Nazi and that he was
concerned about all of the victims.
Unfortunately, the issue was reignited in 1999, when British journalist
John Cornwell revived the Soviet term “Hitler’s pope,” in his book of that
name. Along with a lot of sloppy work, Soviet disinformation played a big
role again. Specifically, fabricated evidence designed to frame Cardinal
Stepinac as a pro-Nazi tainted Cornwell’s work on Pius XII.
In the 1960s, Italian writer Carlo Falconi wrote The Silence of Pius XII,
a book based on documents provided to him by the Communist government
of Croatia—including those used to frame Archbishop Stepinac. In his foreword, Falconi explained that the “central core of the Croatian documents”
that had been provided to him by the Croatian (Communist) government
“brought to light an entirely new and unsuspected harvest of revelations on
the men and the mysterious world” of high Vatican officials. Falconi’s book
impressed some reviewers because it was highly footnoted and relied upon
documents that had been used in litigation—Cardinal Stepinac’s show trial.
We now know that Falconi was not looking at legitimate documents
but at fabrications created by the Croatian Communist government. In
1985, Jakov Blažević, who prosecuted Stepinac, confessed that the documents on which the archbishop was tried were false.38 Croatian scholar
Jure Krišto has explained: “The documents . . . used had, of course, been
assembled by the Yugoslav secret police, then led by the Serbian Communist [head of the UDBA] Aleksandar Ranković, and fed to Falconi in order
to compromise Pope Pius XII as ‘Hitler’s Pope.’”39
Despite this truth, which modern writers should know, The Silence of
Pius XII remains much cited by critics of Pius XII. John Cornwell’s Hitler’s Pope, published in 1999, praised Falconi’s “painstaking” research.40
As such, the Soviet disinfomation that tricked Falconi has tainted the entire investigation into Pope Pius XII.
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If the Church was a target that the Communists were able to take advantage of, it was also a focal point of strength in the fight against Communism. In 1966, Cardinal Wyszyński oversaw the celebration of Poland’s
Millennium of Christianity, the one thousandth anniversary of the baptism of Poland’s Prince Mieszko I. The Communist authorities refused
to allow Pope Paul VI to visit Poland for that event. They also prevented
Wyszyński from attending overseas celebrations. In the 1970s, however,
Wyszyński gave his support to the growing Solidarity movement. Pope
John Paul II was elected in 1978, and the Communist officials could not
prevent his papal trip. That 1979 visit sparked a revolution that led to the
eventual downfall of the Soviet bloc.
On that trip, John Paul closed his homily on the vigil of Pentecost
with the words, “Let your Spirit descend and renew the face of the earth,
the face of this land!”41 Rather than directly taking on communism, he
undermined its foundations by emphasizing the dignity of man and his
work, human brotherhood, and man’s ultimate destiny, which is more than
temporal prosperity.
Cardinal Dziwisz explained that John Paul led “the largest revolution
in history without the shedding of blood.”42 After all, there was no way to
confront Soviet power by force, so the pope did it with spiritual power, by
convincing the people that there was a different way that they could live.
Today, Christians in the Middle East are being put to the sword, and
many choose to be executed rather than deny their faith.43 That is, of
course, admirable and tragic at the same time. People who lived under the
Soviet umbrella faced perhaps a less dramatic choice, but they faced a tool
of persuasion almost as difficult to resist, disinformation.
In too many Western areas, disinformation caused people to lose faith
in their government, in their churches, and even in their basic values. That
was the aim of the Soviets, and it had a huge impact on most of Europe.
In much of Eastern Europe, however, the Church held. The faith was not
undone, and a Polish pope helped bring down the Iron Curtain.
In his 1994 apostolic letter Terrio Millennio Adveniente, John Paul
wrote: “With the fall of the great anti-Christian systems in Europe, first
of Nazism and then of Communism, there is an urgent need to bring once
more the liberating message of the Gospel to the men and women of
Europe.”44 Catholics in Eastern Europe have found great strength in the
Church. They have used that strength to help preserve Europe’s Christian identity and to begin re-evangelizing the continent. In a world where
Christianity is often under assault, these people have made their nations
into beacons of light and reflections of the good that can come from pursuing the truth while remaining faithful to the Church.
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