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CHURCH AND STATE IN SOCIETIES IN TRANSFORMATION 

IN EUROPE,

Message from a LWF consultation held in Budapest, 26 – 29 June 2009

From 26-29 June, 2009, representatives from many of the Lutheran churches in Europe and a few from other parts of the world, came together at the Evangelical Lutheran Theological University in Budapest, where we were graciously hosted by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary, to participate in a consultation on the relationships between church and state in Europe that have emerged since 1989.  As the culmination of a process begun in 2006, this consultation was organized by the Europe Desk of the Department for Mission and Development (DMD) of the Lutheran World Federation.  Prior workshops have been held in Moravske Toplice (Slovenia), Sväty Jur (Slovakia), St. Petersburg (Russia) and Leeds (England).

This consultation took place at a time when Europeans from both sides of the former Iron Curtain were celebrating the pivotal developments in 1989 when the Hungarian border with Austria was opened, and people were free to escape from oppressive, totalitarian regimes. Conscious of this historic event, participants reflected on the hopes and fears of the intervening twenty years and the successes and failures. We are aware that some matters from that time still remain to be reconciled. The consultation also took place in the year of the 25th anniversary of the 1984 Lutheran World Federation Assembly in Budapest; this served as a reminder of the political, economic and religious situation existing in Central and Eastern Europe at that time. 

The churches, which previously had been divided by the Iron Curtain, have had the opportunity since then to get to know each other in ways previously unforeseen.  Twenty years ago, it might have been difficult for them to recognize each other as churches, or even to have a shared language through which to communicate, but now they have been able to discover that, in spite of significant differences which still exist between East and West, there are many things, both positive and negative, that they share.  For example, there are new patterns of state “neutrality” toward churches. Some states provide not only financial support, but also expect churches to do more in their societies. Churches struggle to bear witness to the faith they confess in new political and economic contexts, and amid increasingly diverse populations. The numbers of church members may have declined, but in many cases the interest in spirituality and values in their societies have increased. 
It has become apparent that there are diverse ways of being Lutheran churches in Europe, not to mention the rest of the world.

Prior to 1989, churches in Central/Eastern Europe had often provided the space in which discussion could take place in tyrannical states, and fears and aspirations articulated.  Since then, spiritual values have been under threat from different “tyrannies” – of consumerism and neoliberal globalization – but also in part because the churches themselves have been in danger of diluting or abandoning the substance of the message they are called to proclaim and live out. Lutheran Christians in the emerging Europe have to find new ways and spaces for constructive discussion and dialogue on critical questions they face.  While churches may not always be able to arrive at clear answers, the very process of struggling together with the questions can be a helpful contribution in society. 

Although there have been movements to harmonize differences between European nations, particularly in the European Union, Europe remains a community of nations with diverse histories, cultures, achievements and challenges.  We shared examples from our own concrete realities and grew in our appreciation of this diversity as well as our awareness that we face many of the same challenges, although in different forms.  We also share in the same God-given gifts and resources for dealing with these challenges.  As Lutherans we have a theological base which enables us to wrestle positively with the challenges facing us, even though the outcomes or conclusions may vary. 

Some of the challenges include:

· increased freedom of religion: people now face a religious marketplace of competing churches and faiths, some of which have fundamentally different approaches to the relationship of church and state. How will we as Lutheran churches respond to this?

· that even in minority situations, Lutheran churches need to remember that they have the responsibility to speak out in society

· how we can be faithful churches with positive political stances in increasingly secular societies where the voice of the churches appears to be marginalized

· how churches, in collaboration with others, can further human rights and counter discrimination in increasingly complex contexts, especially in situations of exploitation that compromise human dignity

· becoming more aware of potential challenges before they become disasters       

· how churches can speak and act more proactively in the new spaces that are being created in our societies, as well as more dialogue in our congregations regarding these stances and actions 

· how to overcome the fears and resistance in our societies toward immigrants, so that they might become fuller participants in the shaping of European societies

· how to learn from the new perspectives and vitality that people from other parts of the world are bringing into our churches

· communicating theological understanding in ways that will more effectively engage and speak to people in our societies 

· churches need to more alert to the repercussions that their words and actions may have in other parts of the world

· where appropriate, pursue ecumenical cooperation (including through the Conference of European Churches) for improving church/state relations.

Glimpsing God’s signs of hope:

God has upheld the churches in many of our countries through painful times of oppression, persecution and declining numbers and influence, and continues to do so today. God’s Spirit is at work in communities of faith that in many cases are far different from what they were in the past, doing new things, through new people who are bringing new signs of life to churches that have seemed to be dying out. God continues to be active throughout Europe, not only in and through the churches but also in the wider societies. This is occurring through new opportunities for diaconal work and participation in civil society. 

As Lutherans we especially discern God’s presence through a theology of the cross: God is glimpsed not through visible strength and power, but through weakness and vulnerability.  Here we need to learn from and reach out to immigrants from other parts of Europe and beyond, to hear their voices, perspectives and the yearnings they bring – if the good news is to be communicated and lived out in ways that are credible and transforming in the life of the people in Europe and around the world today.

Conclusion:

We recommend to LWF member churches that their national committees, church leaders, officers, congregations and other church meetings and networks reflect on and discuss these issues, using appropriate technologies, resources and means of communication (including those of the LWF)  to 

· continue discussion of these matters

· initiate actions among all sectors of the church

· enhance the witness of the churches in the public sphere

· share outcomes with others in the global Lutheran Communion.

We further recommend the churches to support joint efforts toward the European inter-governmental and ecumenical organizations, and to bring this message to the attention of CEC in their work with the European institutions

