Christian values and the European Union (IIEA 28 July 2009)

I’ve just come back from Lyon where I was attending an assembly of a body called the Conference of  European Churches- CEC as it is known.  It describes itself as an association of Orthodox, Protestant, Anglican, Old Catholic and independent churches, about 130 in all, and was founded fifty years ago to promote ecumenism among the member churches and to provide them with a common voice. The distinction between ‘Anglican’ and ‘Protestant’, which sound rather strange to some Irish ears, is very clear in continental Europe. It is, indeed, worth mentioning that our sister church, the Church of England, is one of the major players in CEC, having sent a delegation of ten to the recent assembly,  led by the bishop of London. The Church of England is a among the biggest financial contributors  to CEC, as is the Church of Scotland., and, at least at leadership level, the British churches do not exhibit the euroscepticism that we have come to associate with our neighbouring island.

From the start, CEC made every effort to include the churches on both sides of the Iron Curtain, and managed to secure their involvement in meetings and discussions by a judicious use of the word ‘Peace’ to describe its regular encounters. With the fall of the soviet empire the churches from central and eastern Europe have been fully involved, though some of them have very limited resources.

The project for European integration that has developed into the EU, which is practically the same age as the Conference of European Churches, greatly impacts on the context in  which CEC works. For many years the churches that comprise CEC had worked together ecumenically in a body known as the European Ecumenical Commission for Church and Society (acronym EECCS). This body in time came under the aegis of CEC as its ‘Commission for Church and Society’, whose primary purpose is to engage with the institutions of the European Union in much the same way as does COMECE, the conference of the European Catholic Bishops’ Conferences. Both bodies, CEC and COMECE, work closely together, and the Church of Ireland’s membership of CEC greatly benefited from the fact that the Secretary-General of COMECE for some years was Monsignor, now Bishop, Noel Treanor, who helped us in many ways. 

But it will be readily understood that while some comparison can be made between CEC and COMECE, the contrast is very considerable. Those of you who are experienced  in international affairs would feel totally at home at a CEC assembly, which is not only ethnically but also theologically diverse. There is no Vatican . This diversity does, of course, to some extent reflect the diversity of European cultures, and it is especially important that  CEC is not just a pan-Protestant body. A  really significant influence is exercised by the Orthodox churches. A problem has arisen of late where the Russian Orthodox Church is concerned, and its representatives  were not with us in Lyon;  but there is a great desire on both sides to heal this breach, which, I hope I am correct in saying, is of procedural rather than theological or ideological making. The Greek Orthodox Church was with us, as was the Romanian, and not only was the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople represented, but the Ecumenical Patriarch himself, the primus inter pares of the Orthodox world, addressed us, and, in fact, created a considerable stir by calling on the Roman Catholic Church  (through the cardinal archbishop of Lyon, who was present) to join CEC. In a sense, the Ecumenical Patriarch is uniquely placed to make such a gesture, and his call will have created not a little interest  in Rome.

Which  brings me to the matter of Christian values. I hope that the picture that I have outlined so far provides some clue as to the complexity of the concept of ‘values’ which can too easily trip off the tongue, and on which Canon Empey will say more.  The very presence of the Orthodox among the member churches of CEC provides a salutary reminder that there is not necessarily unanimity as to how these values are to be interpreted. This is especially so when the matter of ‘human rights’ is concerned. Everyone knows that within the Anglican communion there is deep division at present, particularly on matters of sexuality, and a similar conflict of opinion is facing  the Church of Scotland (which, as you know, is Presbyterian). A meeting of CEC’s Commission of Church and Society, the body to which I have already alluded, was held some years ago in Moscow, and it  made manifest the grave reservations that many of the Orthodox would harbour as to the what some  in the west have come to call ‘the liberal agenda’. 

But at least CEC does provides  a forum, and all is not dissent. A common bond is Baptism, called by some ‘the ecumenical sacrament’, and which is now the subject of intense study in Europe, and, I gather, will soon receive similar attention from the Irish churches. There is also  a document called the Charta Oecumenica. This provides ‘Guidelines for the Growing Cooperation among the Churches in Europe’, and was agreed by CEC and COMECE a few years ago. Rather like the EU’s ‘Charter of Fundamental Rights’ it describes fundamental ecumenical responsibilites, from which follow a number of guidelines and commitments, asserting a common  belief in ‘One holy catholic and apostolic church’, and dedicating itself to doing the utmost to overcome the problems and obstacles that still divide the churches.

Perhaps I might be allowed to give an example of  a recent initiative by CEC’s Church and Society Commission. We met in Mechelen and Brussels at the end of April to consider the current time of economic uncertainty, and following meetings with members of the parliament, the presidency and the commission wrote to the presidents of these institutions about our concerns that the current crisis was more profound than the analysis of the EU institutions so far had suggested. The letter went so far as to state that the crisis called into question a number of assumptions that have underpinned EU economic policies over the last decades, such as deregulation, the primacy of economic criteria in all areas of life as well as an overemphasis on profit and growth. We put it to the leaders of the EU that the crisis had an ethical dimension and that our society was suffering from a life style that focused on individual profit, consumption and greed rather than taking responsibility for the common good. We made the point that we were concerned that the measures taken by the EU and its members states far from solving the problem, simply dealt with its symptoms. To quote: ‘the European churches understand this crisis as a call for change. Coming back to ‘business as usual will not solve it’. Though we cannot avoid the fact that churches themselves, for instance through such things as pension funds, are deeply  implicated in some aspects of capitalism. 

The response to the letter than came from Commissioner Vladimir Spidla set out the remedial measures that the EU is putting in place,  such as the €19b from the European Social Fund to support victims of the crisis, and the establishment  of a new micro-credit facility for employment and social inclusion. He also acknowledged that response to the crisis must include the structural reforms called for by globalisation, demographic aging and climate change. I believe that this dialogue ius only just beginning, and that the member churches of CEC will continue to press their case with Brussels.

One final thought. Some decades ago, there was a strong demand in some quarters that what we have come to call ‘religious education’ should make way for a place on the school time-table designated ‘Moral Education’. I don’t think the Christian churches were ever convinced that this would have been a good idea, for several reasons, but an important one was that many teachers recognised that the most powerful way to promote Christian values was to live them, and that the way in which you organised a school, the way in which  you treated pupils and teachers, and indeed the way in which you dealt with human problems, was the most potent instrument for moral education. The Carta Oecumenic, which I have just mentioned, lays down how the churches should behave towards one another and the world, and it is by practising the values that  we profess that we can best persuade Europe of their importance.

Kenneth Milne, July 2009
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