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Pavlina Bobič gives us several books at once in War and Faith: The Catholic Church in Slovenia, 1914-1918, a careful and detailed history of Slovenian Catholics during the First World War. The Church itself never spoke with a unified voice, and so Bobič does not focus on just one aspect of Catholic history either. She explains how international alliances and diplomatic wrangling impacted Slovenians, covers the story of the Slovenian national movement and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire, supplies an intellectual history of theologies of war, summarizes the Catholic Church’s position on a range of wartime issues, and writes a nuanced cultural history of how soldiers and their loved ones experienced the war. Bobič draws on archidocesan and parish archives, national and regional collections, periodicals, memoirs, diaries, fiction, poetry and a host of published sources to reconstruct the variety of voices that made up the Catholic Church during these years. The result is a unique and refreshing perspective on the First World War that fills a major lacuna in Slovenian and Austro-Hungarian history.
Most histories of the First World War focus on secret treaties between the Great Powers, nationalist movements trying to break apart empires, the experience of trench warfare, the home front as a problem of resource mobilization or gender conflict, or the successes and failures of generals and tactics in a modern and mechanized war. War and Faith is a welcome contribution to the historiography on the First World War because it exposes us to arguments that never gained much traction and to people whose sacrifices did not change the outcome of the war, and highlights the tactics and resistances of groups caught up in the fall of empires and the creation of nation-states. Incensed by the secularizing agendas of liberal nationalists, Slovenian Catholics were strong supporters of the Austro-Hungarian emperor when war broke out in 1914. Catholic newspapers hailed the late Archduke Franz Ferdinand as a martyr, while the emperor himself commented that the death of his reform-minded heir was “horrible! The Almighty permits no challenge! ... A higher Power has restored the order that I was unhappily unable to maintain ...” (18). Supporting the war almost more vehemently than the Austro-Hungarian government itself, Slovenian Catholic writers saw it as a “just, Catholic, Austrian and Slovenian cause” (34), and “as a great struggle for Western civilization against the Eastern menace” (42). Bobič leads us through the various just war theories Catholic writers used to raise support for the war and dedicates a whole chapter to the problem of why God wanted Slovenians to fight Catholic Italy. One Slovenian diarist describe “the Italian decision” to enter the war allied to the Triple Entente as “perhaps the most revolting phase of the war” (74). According to Slovenian Catholics, Italy’s betrayal of its earlier friendship with the Central Powers separated it from the international moral community, making “the Italian king, his government, and the army ... the worst opponents of Christianity, the greatest enemies of the holy Catholic Church!” (67)

After several chapters analyzing the rhetoric of power-holders within the institutional church, Bobič’s approach changes suddenly when she turns to how ordinary soldiers spoke about fighting the Italians. Her sections on rank and file soldiers are by far the strongest sections of Faith and War. They show that religious faith and ritual confession played a major role in the everyday lives of rank and file soldiers, whose writings show some of the darkest moments of the war. Bobič writes, “the soldiers’ letters and postcards, sent home from different theatres of war, demonstrate a remarkable sensitivity that was prompted by the realization of the frailty and incompleteness of human lives. Faith in God’s help, or a hope that there is a God who would salvage the fighting men in the moments of extreme fatigue and pressure during the onslaught, pervaded many of the accounts that the families received from their loved ones on the front” (110). Bobič juxtaposes the soldiers’ words with striking devotional images that blended religious iconography with pictures of the front or portraits of the emperor. She then turns to women and children, showing how both men and women framed their experiences of war in religious terms. Just as the soldiers who sacrificed themselves on the battlefield had to be “pure,” so too the women who waited for them had to live chaste lives lest the Slovenian nation the soldiers were fighting for be compromised. The strength of Bobič’s account is that she discovers talk about sexual purity and devotion both in Church publications and in private documents, demonstrating the extent to which lay Catholics internalized and re-articulated the messages they received from the clergy.

The war did not go Austria-Hungary’s way, and it is fascinating to watch the sea-change in Slovenian Catholic attitudes as the war progressed. The priest and novelist Franc Ksaver Meško wrote as early as 1915 that “God hit the world with the wrathful fist and erased all beauty from it, and He drove all merriness deep into the earth. It may never rise again” (119). Pessimism turned into despair as Austro-Hungarian armies lost more and more territory, then into hope as talk about the creation of a Yugoslav nation-state became more and more concrete. Once it became obvious that the Austro-Hungarian Empire was doomed, Slovenian Catholics threw their support behind the idea of Yugoslavia, either within the old empire or as an independent state. War and Faith: The Catholic Church in Slovenia ends in October 1918, with the outcome of the war unresolved, and the reader is left wondering what part the Catholic Church had to play in this new state, and what the outcome of its wartime tribulations were. As frustrating as it is to put down a book with key questions still unresolved, it is a testament to Pavlina Bobič’s writing that one wants to keep reading to find out what happened next.
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