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MEDITATION

OF HIS ALL HOLINESS, 

THE ECUMENICAL PATRIARCH BARTHOLOMEW

AT THE OPENING PRAYER SERVICE 

THIRD EUROPEAN ECUMENICAL ASSEMBLY

SIBIU, ROMANIA

Wednesday, 5 September 2007

“The Light of Christ shines upon all!

Hope for renewal and unity in Europe”


We give glory to the All-Good and Triune God, who rendered us worthy – from East and West, from North and South, from all over our historical continent Europe, to gather for a third time as all of its Christian Churches, so that “with one mouth and one heart” we may praise His Holy Name and offer a common Christian witness.


We give glory to the All-Good God for, through the Light of our Lord, God and Savior Jesus Christ, He has guided our steps and thoughts during the last three decades, so that we have developed a worthy ecumenical activity and close cooperation among all Christian Churches, with hopeful perspectives for the creation of a new Europe. At this moment precisely, we also recall the Christian basis of Europe as well as the light of the Gospel message, which was preached from East to West, laying the foundations for European civilization and European identity to this day, despite the fact that some people ignore – and continue to ignore – this reality.


Today, then, we find ourselves in the beautiful and historical city of Sibiu, as representatives and members of all Christian Churches in Europe. Indeed, this city has the privilege of simultaneously serving as one of the cultural capitals of Europe in 2007.


Our joy, however, is overshadowed at this time by the recent repose in the Lord of our dearly beloved Brother and venerable Patriarch of Romania, His Beatitude Teoctist, who is watching over from on high and blessing this important Assembly. We wholeheartedly pray that the Risen Lord may assign his soul where the just repose.


We have reached this point in a spirit of pilgrimage from milestone to milestone. We commenced with the 1st European Ecumenical Assembly in Basil, Switzerland, in 1989, moving thereafter to Graz, Austria, in 1997, for the Second European Ecumenical Assembly. And today, we are here for the Third European Ecumenical Assembly, via Rome and Wittenberg. Jesus Christ, who enlightens all nations as “the light of all nations” (Is 49:6 and Acts 13:47) and of the whole world, has this time again led our steps to this blessed gathering. For, truly, the Light of Christ shines upon all, just as we declare in our liturgical life during Great Lent, as we prepare to celebrate the great feast and wonderful event of our Lord’s Resurrection.


We bless and greet this sacred journey of European Christianity, which is guided by the light of Christ, as from one lighthouse to another lighthouse, through which we recognize His own crucified journey through the centuries, especially in the splintering of Christianity into numerous Christian churches and confessions on the one hand, but also in the increasing desire and particularly the obligation for restoration of Christian communion and unity.


It is a joyous fact as well as the fruit of the light of Christ and the energies of the Holy Spirit, that ecumenical cooperation among Christian Churches is not something entirely new. The Orthodox Church, at the initiative of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, has for over one hundred years invited both the Sister Orthodox Churches, but also the other Churches of Christ all over the world, to cooperate for the full restoration of Christian communion and unity, as well as for the support of suffering humanity. Moreover, in this movement, the specific problems are not unknown. They have repeatedly been discussed openly in past ecumenical meetings of pan-European nature, where – with the inspiration of the light of Christ and the illumination of the Holy Spirit – the necessary decisions have been made and the relative conclusions have been drawn. These are summarized, among others, in the Charta Oecumenica published in April of 2001 in Strasbourg, France. This has bound the Churches of Europe, through particular actions and activities, to serve Christian unity on the basis of the same faith in love, in their journey toward the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, as this is formulated in the timeless Symbol of Faith defined during the 2nd Ecumenical Council in Nicaea-Constantinople of 381, for the support and protection of the dignity of the human person as the image of God, as well as for the reconciliation among the peoples and cultures of the European continent.


Of course, we are aware that the Charta Oecumenica does not comprise a constitution for a super-church; nor do we consider this Charta to be an infallible text. Nevertheless, despite its apparent weaknesses, it does not cease to be the product of an intense and responsible inter-church cooperation as well as proof of the strong will of all European Churches to continue, increase and strengthen their cooperation for an entirely new European development. The Charta Oecumenica constitutes the fruit especially of the Second European Ecumenical Assembly in Graz, the connecting link between that assembly and our own gathering, and a fundamental text for the enhancement of cooperation among the Churches of Europe.


For all these reasons, then, it is not by chance that, for this Third European Ecumenical Assembly, the text of the Charta Oecumenica was promoted as the basis for determining the study of the particular issues: The Light of Christ and the Church, The Light of Christ and Europe, and The Light of Christ and the World.


It is fitting that the deliberations begin with the basic theme of unity among Christian Churches, namely the principle and irreplaceable subject of the Ecumenical Movement. From this position, therefore, we repeat and emphasize that all of Orthodoxy, and our modesty personally, remain unwavering and unmoved in our conviction that we are obliged to do everything in our power to promote the sacred work of restoration of full ecclesiastical and sacramental communion among Churches on the basis of the same faith in love and respect for the particular expressions within which the apostolic faith is experienced.


We expect and hope that this Third European Ecumenical Assembly will also result in specific and positive steps and conclusions toward the same purpose, and that the Churches may – enlightened by the light of Christ and in recognition of this light – together agree upon the character and form of the Christian unity that we seek, especially since we know that one of the existing and preliminary impediments is precisely the different opinion among Christian Churches as to the purpose and goal of the Ecumenical Movement.


The final prayer of our Lord, as preserved in the 17th chapter of the Gospel according the Evangelist John, remains for all of us the criterion and goal, as well as the shape of the desired and sought Christian unity: “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” (John 17:20-21) The word “as” here indicates the model for restoring Christian communion and unity, which is the life and manner of existence among the three divine persons of the Triune God. This covenant of our Lord Jesus Christ must be fulfilled in us so that the world might believe in Him. Through this prayer, we have received the command; and so through prayer, works, and spiritual contemplation, we too are obliged to proceed with the task at hand, in order together to bear witness to faith and practical service. Thus, we seek to realize full communion among the Churches, together with all of its consequences instead of the individual interests for the increase of our own power and influence, or else the overemphasis of exclusion and ecclesiastical uniqueness.


It is precisely for these reasons that we unreservedly promote and support every ecumenical theological dialogue, on equal terms, as something absolutely necessary, even in the most critical relations among us, given that without dialogue it is impossible to achieve the desired ultimate goal of Christian reconciliation, communion and unity.


It is only through sincere and objective dialogue that we shall also be able to contribute in a crucial way to the consolidation of reconciliation and communion even among the peoples of Europe, supporting and promoting the creation of a new Europe, where Christian principles and values will rule on the basis of the spiritual heritage of Christianity. Then, we shall be able to confess and proclaim that, indeed, the Light of Christ shines upon all! Jesus Christ Himself assures us: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)


Consequently, the foundations for a new Europe cannot be confined solely to financial and political, or else cultural and national dimensions. This is why – to the best of our ability and in fully Christian conviction – we endorse and contribute toward the creation of a humane and social Europe, enlightened by the eternal and inextinguishable light of Christ, and where human rights and the fundamental values of peace, justice, freedom, tolerance, participation and mutual support prevail. At the same time, we categorically underline the importance of respect for life, the supreme value of marriage and family, the support and assistance of the poor, forgiveness and mercy. (Cf. Charta Oecumenica, paragraph 8) If people are not persuaded by our works, that dignity and specific human problems are at the very center of the interest of those in responsible positions, then there can be neither trust nor essential progress in the new Europe.


We remain firm in these Christian principles and values. For, we have in mind the greatly disappointing contemporary reality, wherein there prevails a confusion of values and where the struggle between light and darkness is ongoing. We are profoundly concerned about the human person, created in the image and likeness of God, but at the same time daily trampled and ignored. We are also concerned about the family and its indispensable significance. We are concerned about workers, who are used purely as a means toward consumption and production. We are concerned about God’s creation, which is constantly and shamelessly rendered the object of abuse; for it is groaning, even though it is also threatening our planet, awaiting redemption and protection from us (Rom 8). We are concerned about the elementary climate and other conditions – quite literally, about the air and the oxygen breathed by modern man and which future generation, as we fear, will seek in vain. We are, finally, concerned about humanity’s mere survival on this continent and our planet.


What else must be done, beyond what has been achieved, in order for us to become aware and conscious of the dramatic condition of human survival on the planet and on the aging continent of Europe? What else must be done, beyond what has been achieved, in order for our eyes to be opened, for us to see the light of Christ and follow it, so as not to walk continually in darkness and deceit? There is no time for waiting or delay. Otherwise, we are willingly and irresponsibly, even dangerously, shutting our eyes. As a result, our responsibility is ever increasing.


What must immediately take place is repentance, together with the change of life that accompanies repentance. The guiding light of Christ always exists. Nevertheless, our eyes have been blinded and are unable to perceive and pursue that light. For they have become accustomed to the prevailing darkness and confusion. Let those who have eyes to see, see. The judgment of Jesus Christ to His disciples is repeated to us today: “… Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes, and fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to hear? … And He said to them: Do you not yet understand?” (Mark 8:18-21) It is nothing new, then, that those who are considered His own inconceivably abandoned Him who is the light, as St. John the Evangelist narrates: “He was the true light, which enlightens everyone coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world came into being through Him; yet the world did not know Him. He came to what was His own, and His own people did not accept Him.” (John 1:9-11) 


In the midst of this condition, therefore, we repeat today, as we did in the past, before all of you, that we shall continue without fail to place ourselves personally as well as the Ecumenical Patriarchate – and, as we like to believe, together with all the Christian Churches of Europe – at the service and ministry of humanity, which is today suffering in manifold ways, and God’s creation, which is groaning together with us. We have no alternative resolution to these problems, but we are absolutely prepared to contribute and cooperate in any constructive and sincere dialogue whatsoever.


In this spirit, we bless and endorse the recommendation proposed by the Orthodox representatives in the Preparatory Inter-Orthodox Conference, which met last June in Rhodes in light of this Assembly, that as a tangible proof of the concern of the Orthodox Church, as well as of all Christian Churches of Europe, in return for our destructive and arrogant behavior toward nature and the environment, the following Friday, September 7, be set aside as a day of voluntary fasting for all of us. 


At this time, fully conscious of our coordinating service within the entire body of communion of our Orthodox brothers and sisters, we once again call upon all Orthodox Churches to assume responsibility for our times and work together – both within and outside the Orthodox Church, together with all Churches bearing the name of Christ, and especially with all Churches in Europe – to contribute to the healing of the wounds of suffering humankind. Without this dialogue and the necessary close cooperation with all Orthodox and all Christians, but also with all responsible persons and all proper powers and authorities – religious, political, economic, cultural, and others – our isolated actions are destined from the outset to fail.


We confess, proclaim and practice this because we are absolutely convinced that our concern is also the concern of all Christian Churches as well as the concern of all rational people – local, national, international and European leaders in various and manifold administrative positions.


Furthermore, we know and ascertain that the basic principles and values of the other monotheistic Religions not only permit but oblige the mutual respect of human dignity and, by extension, the peaceful coexistence of all people and of all faiths. The results and recommendations of the numerous inter-religious dialogues, many of which have been organized with our personal initiative and participation, convincingly assure us of this truth. Every other claim or prejudice – namely that Religion, or at least some Religions, on the basis of their character and principles, supposedly contribute to and promote religious intolerance, fanaticism, national extremes, violence and wars – do not correspond to reality. Indeed, we repeat the basic principle from the Bosphorus Declaration of the inter-religious conference held in 1994, which, beyond our Modesty, was signed by representatives of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. This declaration categorically underlines that every crime in the name of Religion is a crime against Religion. We are entirely certain that the peaceful coexistence and cooperation among people belonging to different races and different Religions is not only possible but also pleasing to the God of peace and justice.


 Vigilance, then, and strong resistance are required in order that the religious sense and the common sense with regard to the same ideals, or political and economic and other interests, may not be abused. Without reconciliation, peace and justice, it is impossible to construct a new European House or, indeed, any human society.


Based on this conviction, we must also not only proclaim with our words but also witness in our lives, that we are all transitional sojourners in this world, “having no lasting city here, but rather looking for the city that is to come.” (Heb 13:14) Accordingly, a new Europe already presents all the dimensions of a society through the transition of peoples from various cultural, social and religious origins, all of which must be taken seriously for the political and institutional regulations of the new society on the basis of mutual respect and the equality of all people, as our Fathers also emphasized.


We are completely convinced that the Light of Christ shines upon all! This confession is part of the preparation for the service of the Resurrection of our Savior Jesus Christ in the Orthodox Church. The Light of Christ is more or less the same Christ of the Resurrection, who triumphed over evil and suffering, who trampled down death by death, granting eternal life to all. This is why we chant and cry out: “Everything has now been filled with light – heaven, earth, and all things beneath the earth; let all creation, therefore, celebrate the resurrection of Christ, in which it has been established.”

Our faith is also the expectation and hope of us all, the conviction and the future of all.

