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At the beginning of the last century, Oswald Spengler
 claimed that great civilizations have a natural historical evolution: birth, development, fruition and decline, followed by death. His view was that Western civilization had reached this end stage. Arnold Toynbee
, however, noted the difference between technological development on the one hand and genuine progress, which he called “spiritualization”, on the other. He saw the roots of the crisis in the Western world in its estrangement from the religious experience and its adoption of the cult of technology, nationalism and militarism. Against the model of biological degeneration he counterposed the volitional position which is grounded in the vigour and vitality of creative minorities and of outstanding personalities.


At the beginning of the 3rd millennium, we have gathered here at our 3rd Ecumenical Assembly in the certainty that there is hope for a fresh flowering of civilization in Europe. Provided it lives and acts within the light of Christ. And also that we Christians, as “children of light” (Eph 5:8) -whether a majority or minority in the societies where we live- ought to be agents for creativity in a truly enlightened Europe.

I


1.  The correlation between light and the Transcendent, the Divine, has been noted in almost all religions, with a variety of images and different combinations. It emerges directly in Biblical texts
, Patristic literature and the hymnology of the Church.


The image of light was adopted in a direct manner by Jesus. As the Word, “through Whom all things were made” (Jn 1:3), and, as the second person of the Holy Trinity, Christ was “the true light that enlightens every man coming into the world” (Jn 1:9). He Himself repeatedly and explicitly declared: “I am the light of the world” (Jn 8:12; Cf. 9:5). Light which is directly linked to life: “he who follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (Jn 8:12. Cf. 9:5, 12:46).


On Tabor, the relationship between Christ and light was made manifest: “His face shone like the sun, and his garments became white as light” (Mt 17:2). After the confrontation, on the Cross, with the forces of darkness, He filled all things with light with His Resurrection. At the end of the history of salvation, the new creation will have God Himself for light (Rev 21:23). So from natural light, which here below alternates with the shades of night, we shall pass into the unwaning light, which is God Himself (1 Jn. 1:5). We Christians declare that Christ is “light from light”, that the Trinity as a whole is light. “Light is the Father, light is the Word, light is the Holy Spirit”
.


2. Contemporary science gives a particular intensity to this expressive relationship between Christ and light. The nature of light has always been at the centre of scientific research. The development of science has been linked with this quest. New scientific discoveries, astonishing as they are, expand the Biblical notion of light even further. Science tells us that light is an electro-magnetic wave which travels at a colossal speed. But at the same time it is made up of particles. The photon, the fundamental particle of light, occupies a special place among the particles of matter and energy which make up the world, as G. Grammatikakis, an outstanding scientist, points out. He explains that quantum electrodynamics describes the interactions of photons with matter and goes on to say: “Incredible as it may seem, light is transformed, however, into matter”
.


Our new wealth of knowledge about natural light expands even further the symbolism of the astonishing effects of spiritual light on the world. Christ, the “Light of the world”, is still recognizable and familiar, as is natural light, but is, at the same time inconceivable and inaccessible in His essence. God is called light not according to His essence but His energy, as Saint Gregory Palamas (14th c.) explains. And while the essence of God remains inaccessible, all who so desire may participate in His energies
.

II


1. Europe was blessed in being formed and in evolving over centuries in the spiritual light of Christ
. Just as the wonderful process of photosynthesis maintains the cycle of life, by the same token, the spiritual light of Christ has invigorated the civilization of Europe. Naturally, there are many instances where the lowering clouds and black night of arrogance, unbelief, hatred and illicit interests have prevented the light of the Gospel from shining in Europe. This is something which, from time to time, has been identified through self-criticism on the part of Christians and needs to be pointed out regularly if we are to avoid a recurrence of these phenomena.


But even in times of gloom and wintry dark, light surreptitiously suffuses the atmosphere in a variety of ways. Modern science, as it has revealed the manifold ways in which natural light penetrates, encourages us to think about how we can be sensitive to the secret forms in which the light of Christ penetrates into the way the world is moving, even when times seem bleak.


2. We live today in a multi-faith Europe- meaning, of course, the whole of our continent not only the European Union- and the basic characteristic of our society is its secularism.


The proper attitude of Christians within Europe should not be one of conflict with those who do not share our hope, nor should we seek a dominant position for the Church within society as a whole. The obligation of the disciples of Christ, whom He Himself assured that they were “the light of the world” (Mt 5:14; cf. Jn 12:36) is bold witness, brotherly and sisterly service, and therapeutic assistance. Testimony to our certainty that Jesus Christ is not merely a great “teacher”, an important prophet or “mystic”, but is the Son of the living God, “the light of the world”. Testimony to life.


Christ associated the radiation of His light not with ecstatic states, e.g. those of the Neo-Platonism or Indian type, but rather with “works”. “Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Mt 5:16). The Church will always be called upon to express its faith with works of service, for the good of all, without exception. Almost all the humanitarian initiatives and structures that have originated in Europe for the relief of pain, sickness, old age, loneliness and the plight of orphans and strangers, derived from ideas and efforts inspired by the Christian faith. They were then adopted by the State. This tradition and dynamic must be continued with creative ideas and bold initiatives.

As regards therapeutic assistance, this is not restricted to the treatment of the illnesses which afflict us, but extends to healing the wounds in the body of society and in the relations between people and peoples. It extends to finding a cure for hatred, mistrust, xenophobia, racism and every kind of hostility.


It ought to be our clear aspiration to support and reinforce the basic Christian values which shaped European civilization. Such as: a) emphasizing the dignity of the human person as the foundation for human rights; b) respect for the freedom of every individual, regardless of origin, race, education or religious convictions; c) the sanctity of marriage and the family; d) the responsibility of every citizen for the progress of all society; e) social solidarity and justice; f) the power of humility and the prime importance of overcoming egotism.


And let us not forget the ecumenicity of the light. We Europeans, who already enjoy the advantages of rich countries, are called upon, in the suffusive light of Christ Who is the “light of the world”, to see our responsibility to the peoples of other continents and to express in generous terms our fellow-feeling towards them, working alongside them, on an equal footing, for the general development of the world as a whole.


But if Churches are to fulfill their essential role and contribute to the spiritual path that Europe will take, they will, above all, need to be true to their sacramental/soteriological character. So that they do not end up as mere NGOs. The Church must remain the manifestation of the “economy” of God in Christ through the Holy Spirit. “The Body of Christ”, the locus where human transfiguration, union with the God of love, is wrought.


3. What is, at first sight, the whiteness of light is, as we all know, in fact the synthesis of seven different colours. So also, the light of Christ can be broken down in a variety of ways and shades in life. We Christians, as “children of the light” are called upon to offer up all the colours of the spectrum of white light with:


.  The light of peace, with ourselves, those around us and the whole world.


. The light of justice, with us fighting for a just society on the local, Pan-European and global levels.


. The light of truth, in investigating history and in analyzing social reality.


. The light of the breath of creation, which encourages original thought in sciences, the arts and culture.


. The light of hope for the unity of all the peoples of our continent, with their differences reconciled and harmonized.


. The light of love, in the sense and power that has been given by the Christian faith and the living example of all those who have experienced it. The foremost responsibility and mission of the Church is to provide love, linking people with the source of love. There is no other social institution that can replace it.


. Unwaning Paschal light, which reveals the final victory over sin and death through the power of the Cross and the Resurrection of Christ.


By living and acting in this way, we shall belong to those creative bodies of people who, whether as minorities or majorities, have the ability to exploit to the full the best elements of the European heritage and to guide the continent forward to a state of renewed spiritual vigour.

� Oswald Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes, 2 vols. 1st ed. Munich 1918-22.


� Arnold Toynbee A Study of History, abridged ed. Oxford 1987.


� Isaiah in particular prophesied that the Messiah, the Servant of God, would be the “light of the gentiles” (16:42) and that, in the last times, all other lights would be superseded: “and the Lord will be light eternal to you” (Is. 60:20).


� Exapostilarion for Pentecost.


� G. Grammatikakis, Η αυτοβιογραφία του φωτός (The autography of light). University Publications of Crete, Irakleio 2006, p. 17. See also p. 29: “The theory of relativity, the development of quantum physics, the discovery of the expansion of the universe, laser rays, cosmic radiation of microwaves- to mention but a few of the important steps of modern science- have their origins in the intense effort to understand light”. 


� Gregory Palamas, In defence of the Hesychasts, 3,2,14 and 3.2.13. 


� “Christianity brought new elements which helped to invigorate the development of European civilization. In brief: first the revelation of the dynamics of freedom, of love in history; second, the faith in something which, at first sight, seems logically impossible. A faith which led to a general quest for truth- including scientific truth- beyond appearances and mere necessity; third, a new, combative mood, an invitation and challenge to continuous transcendence in the spiritual life, a continuous transformational course for the world”. Anastasios Yannoulatos, “Αθήνα, πόλη συνεχούς θεολογικής και πολιτιστικής συμβολής” (Athens, town of a continuous theological and cultural contribution), National and Capodistrian University, Επίσημοι λόγοι (Official Addresses) , vol. 28, Athens 1988, p. 366.
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