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Ever since Eric Voegelin created the term “political religion” in the early 1930s, religious 

elements have been seen as constitutive of 

both the appeal and destructiveness of 

National Socialism. This lecture explores the 

“religious” in this particular political religion. 

I will argue that there is a double face to the 

phenomenon. On the one hand, National 

Socialism was a secular religion that 

abandoned all forms of transcendence, thus 

implying a process of secularisation. On the 

other hand, we are confronted with a process 

of sacralisation that charged the secular world 

with magical power. This double process – 

secularisation of the transcendent and 

sacralisation of the secular – also 

characterizes the history of Christianity, and 

is already contained in the idea of god 

becoming man or the word becoming flesh. 

The history of this development is reflected in 

the history of the Christian symbol of the 

cross. Undergoing a series of semantic 

changes, the cross 

came to imply: (1) domination of death, (2) sword and worldly 

rule, and (3) male empowerment. These elements were taken up 

and reactivated in the Nazi symbol of the cross – the swastika. 

Nazi symbols and rituals could unfold their political 

„effectiveness‟ only because they drew on a long religious and 

symbolic history.  
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