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Your Eminences and your Excellencies,
Members of the General Assembly,

Sisters and brothers,

I. The situation in Europe and challenges facing the churches

The member churches of the Conference of European Churches are the visible expression
of the fact that, ecumenically speaking, Europe is more than the European Union of the
(still) 28 member states. Its membership extending beyond the EU makes up CEC's
denominational, theological and spiritual wealth. There is good reason for this and it is an
important sign of ecumenical bonds with the local churches that this General Assembly is
taking place in Serbia and we can enjoy the wonderful Serbian hospitality, even though
Serbia is (still) not an EU member. Let me take this opportunity to say a cordial “hvala lijepa”
for your warm welcome and generous hospitality. At the West Balkan summit in Sofia on
17 May 2018 the EU heads of state or government, together with their partners in the West
Balkans, again affirmed the whole region’s prospects of joining the European Union. Europe
is more than the EU and yet membership in the EU is for many countries an important goal,
since our historical, cultural and geographic ties are unmistakable, as are our mutual
political, security and economic interests.

With the overcoming of historical enmities after 1945, European integration brought about
an unprecedented phase of peace and friendship, of economic strength and stability.
Further, it led to the establishing of democratic structures and the rule of law.

The special value of this peaceful process of uniting has increasingly lost its fascination
today and it is being questioned more critically than ever before. Some speak of a crisis of
the European Union, some even of the threat to the process of European integration. At
any rate, the break lines running through Europe are unmistakable: they are visible in the
United Kingdom'’s leaving the EU, in the ‘refugee crisis’, in the argument about necessary
EU reforms, in the reintroduction of border controls in the Schengen area, in social
inequality, in the increase in authoritarian and illiberal policy - above all in central and
eastern Europe - and in the resurgence of nationalism and populism.

Paradoxically, one of the reasons for the alienation of many citizens from the EU lies
precisely in its success: for most people, life in peace today is so absolutely normal that
Europe as a ‘peace project’ cannot develop any greater appeal or provide grounds for any
more common interests.

Like many of you, | grew up with a grandfather who had been conscripted in two world
wars and served as a soldier from start to finish. For me, as a child, he was a difficult and
unapproachable person. Today | would say, as an adult, that he was a man deeply marked
by all the years in the war and as a prisoner of war, wounded and scarred in body and soul.



Beside him was my grandmother, who was just as tough. She had raised their twelve
children in these decades practically all by herself. As a memory of that time, | still have a
postcard that my grandfather sent my grandmother during World War I. Sometimes | think
that the collective memories of the past century have faded just as much as this postcard
from the front. But it would probably be enough, in this assembly, to tell just a few of our
family stories, in order to grasp that we again urgently need the attraction of Europe as a
peace project!

But there are also more reasons to point to the weaknesses of European integration. Some
of the EU’s promises have remained unfulfilled, e.g. the promise of solidarity and the
promise that our own children would be better off. For many, ‘Europe’ in the context of
globalisation stands for a future in which a few become richer and richer while large parts
of the population are hopelessly left behind. The economic and financial crisis did not only
destroy trust in many member states — the impacts are tangible still today for EU citizens,
above all in southern Europe. A particular problem in large parts of Europe is the high level
of youth unemployment.

At the same time, Europe’s reputation as a stronghold of human dignity, freedom,
democracy, equality and respect for human rights is increasingly being tarnished.
Proceedings are being initiated against EU member states for violating the principle of the
rule of law, and no agreement can be reached about the distribution of refugees. The only
common response to migration and refugee movements has been even higher and sharper
barbed-wire fences at the European borders, and deals with questionable regimes. The EU
as the sum of its member states is in danger of plunging into a crisis of credibility, both
within its ranks, and to the rest of the world.

Yet there is also reason for optimism and confidence, since the EU’s capacities for action
are still extraordinarily diverse. Its great democratic, economic, social and political potential
enable it to take responsibility for sustainable development, the protection of human rights,
securing peace and preventing conflict, as well as dismantling social injustices. If the EU did
not exist, it would have to be invented today. And | would add: if CEC did not exist, it would
have to be invented today. Young people, in particular, greatly appreciate freedom of
movement in Europe. They experience a Europe that enables encounter and exchange
across national borders. Hence, turning to the top politicians represented here, | say that
we in the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) take the view that Erasmus+ programme
must be expanded in future and equipped with even more financial resources.

Il. Biblical orientation

What is the response of the churches to the present situation? Very many churches have
gathered in the Conference of European Churches and they certainly have differing opinions
on Europe, the future course of the EU, dealing with refugees and understanding solidarity.
That came out in the replies to CEC's Open Letter on the future of the EU. It is a great
achievement of CEC to have enabled the myriad of church voices to be seen and heard. The
whole process made clear that, while we as churches may have different ideas and
demands, we want to take action for change together and to emphasise what unites us.

Why can we take joint action for change? And why must we?

This General Assembly is asking questions about our witness in Europe. As Christians we
can testify to our experience with the faith that unites us. From the start, this faith has
focused on the bonds between very different people and cultures. Crossing borders is an



early characteristic of Christianity. That does not go without tensions and conflicts, of
course, and is requires a constant effort.

We see this in the response of early Christianity to tension and conflict. For example, Paul
was confronted with a great argument in the Corinth congregation when it was at risk of
breaking up into different factions. Each one stubbornly insisted on having a particularly
valuable, different identity of its own.

What did Paul say in his first letter to the Corinthians? “Hold fast to one another.”" (1 Cor
1:10). Although Paul himself is the object of hostile attacks, it is clear to him that they can
only go forward together.

Paul’s reason is that they are all equally called and elected. Writing to the Galatians he
notes: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28).

We can all bear witness to the fact that argument need not be at the expense of unity and
that we can strengthen the ties that bind across borders.

Some may now object that these statements of Paul relate, in turn, to Christians who formed
a separate group. That may be, but it would be short-sighted not to see its border-crossing
character as such as a basic feature of Christianity. That is exactly what we can understand
from the parable of the Good Samaritan, that Jesus tells in Luke 10 to explain the highest
command of loving God and the neighbour. In the parable the Samaritan helps the man
from Israel who has fallen by the wayside. Here too we are told about crossing the borders
of nation und religion.

As Christians we can also testify to the links between people across borders. Our ecumenical
bonds are part of this testimony. The Charta Oecumenica of 2001 can be read like a rewrite
of Paul’s challenge “hold on to one another”. With its commitments to European integration
and the reconciliation of peoples and cultures, to resolute opposition to nationalism and to
respect for people of other faith, it unequivocally rejects exclusion, extremism and
xenophobia. CEC offers us a framework for living out the message of the Charta Oecumenica
in all our diversity and bearing witness to it together.

lll. What does that mean in practice?

The debate that CEC launched amongst its members about the churches’ views on the
future of EU was an important initiative for clarifying the relevance of European integration
for the individual churches and giving a voice to the different CEC members from East and
West, North and South, Orthodox, Protestant or Anglican.

CEC’s regional conferences and the responses to the Open Letter showed that the churches
bring Christian orientation into the discourse and raise their voices for those who do cannot
speak up because they have no lobby.

The great majority of Europeans belong to a religious community. Most of them are
Christians. It corresponds to the European and Christian spirit to have the openness and
self-confidence to cross borders. It is therefore intrinsic to the Christian religion to be a
mainspring and source of commitment in Europe. Everyday Christians bear witness in
practical action for refugees, in prayer for world peace and in ecumenical exchange across
national borders. In so doing, they are journeying on the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.
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Permit me at this point to make a few remarks about the Evangelical Church in Germany's
positions and commitments in Europe. After all, one of the issues in this panel discussion is
the Christian presence. The EKD is convinced that, alongside political parties, trade unions
and civil society, churches and religious communities are expressly challenged to convey
the idea of Europe. This is not only a matter of invoking cohesion in tones of pathos, but
increasingly of making the EU and its relevance comprehensible in spite of all its
imperfections.

Since 1990 the EKD has had a representation in Brussels. Many significant political decisions
nowadays are taken there, not in national capitals alone. This office has a church mandate
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