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Eminences, Excellences, dear brothers and sisters.

1.



Light will flood over anybody who casts even a cursory glance at Holy Scripture:

“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? sang the Psalmist thousands of years ago. (Ps.27: 1).

St. John’s Gospel tells us that John the Baptist  “came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.  He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light” (John 1:7-8).

Throughout Christendom we celebrate the big feasts in our churches with the symbol of light.  In Germany, large candles have traveled through congregations, groups and churches as a sign for this assembly, and have come here to Sibiu.  The light of the candles is the reflection of the light of Christ. Christ, the light, breaks through the darkness. “I am the light of the world”, says Christ.” Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life”. (John 8:12).

The bright light of the angels in the middle of the night alerts the shepherds to the birth of Jesus.  Luke, the evangelist, tells us  “the glory of the Lord shone around them” (Luke 2:9).

Whether we are in the North or the South, the East or the West of Europe, during the dark days of Advent we all light candle after candle in anticipation until, in the night of Christ’s birth, the fullness of light shines forth.

In all churches of every confession we hear the solemn antiphonal chant between minister and  congregation: “Christ the Light”. Whilst the light of the Pascal candle gradually illuminates the dark church we follow the way out of the darkness of death into the light of the life that Christ gives us.  Matthew tells us that the angel who came down from heaven to appear to Mary of Magdala and the other Mary on Easter morning had an “appearance like lightning” (Matt. 28:3). According to the Acts of the Apostles, fiery tongues bring together the followers of Christ on the first day of Pentecost.  Light also is the symbol for Christian action: “Live as children of light – for the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true”. (Eph. 5:8ff)

 The light of Christ unites. It surrounds and permeates all who follow Christ. Light is indivisible.  The early church tried to comprehend the mystery of the Trinity by comparing it to the light of a flame that is passed on from the Father to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, always new and yet always the same.

The light of Christ is the source of our spirituality. It fills our hearts, souls and spirits. We are allowed to live in it and, as children of light, witness to its fruits – goodness, justice, truth. 

2.

This uniting light was particularly impressive at a worship service at which the eleven churches that constitute the “Arbeitsgemeinschaft Christlicher Kirchen” (the Ecumenical Council of Churches in Germany) celebrated Baptism as the “sacramental bond of unity” and expressed their mutual recognition of Baptism.  This took place on April 29th of this year in the Cathedral of Magdeburg, an immense church that contains the oldest Baptismal font North of the Alps.  The key sentence of the solemnly signed agreement says that “all the signatory churches recognize every Baptism that is administered at Christ’s command in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit through the symbolic act of immersion in water or sprinkling with water…”

As in all agreements, the formal basis was the signing of a common document by the representatives of the participating churches. From the semi-circle in the sanctuary, where they sat, they rose to approach the signing table. This had been preceded by a very rich act of worship that included different Baptismal traditions and liturgical elements. The Protestant tradition was represented by the hymn-singing of the congregation, the Armenian tradition by the reading of the Gospel, the Roman-Catholic tradition by the 

blessing and sending out into the world, the Orthodox tradition by an invitation to join the procession to the font, and by sprinkling the congregation with water, the Methodist tradition by the admonishing sermon, the old-Lutheran tradition by the reading of a praise for the water.  The worship to celebrate the mutual recognition of Baptism thus reflected most impressively the fullness of the different spiritual traditions.  At its center was an impressive procession led by the representatives of the participating churches.  They stood in a circle round the font, with their backs to the impressive porphyry from Egypt that, in the first Christian millennium, probably served as fountain in a Roman villa before Otto 1st had it transported to Magdeburg where it was used as the Baptismal font even before the split between Eastern and the Western Christianity.

Incidentally, the whole enterprise is due to an initiative from Cardinal Kasper and the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity.  The “Arbeitsgemeinschaft Christlicher Kirchen” in Germany is the first regional ecumenical council of churches to put this idea into practice.  Jesus’ command to administer Baptism is clearly given priority over the question of the way in which, in the different churches, the individual ministers, both male and female, are legitimized to administer the sacrament.   A concept such as this which gives priority to Jesus’ command or invitation over the different concepts of ministry could, I think, also shows the way towards an answer to the question of Eucharistic community.

3.

The light of Christ shines on all! When, at the beginning of this Third European Assembly we start to think about the European churches’ call to unity, spirituality and witness, we do it in full view of the people who expect their churches to mount a credible struggle for unity – a struggle in goodness, justice and in the spirit of truth.

The Charta Oecumenica refers to the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. Since the 4th century we all confess: “we believe in Jesus Christ, His only son, our Lord.  Begotten of the Father before all worlds.  God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God….”

Unity in Christ and in His Spirit, and therefore in God, the Father, means more than, and is different from, the visible unity of the churches. The unity of the Church is not simply in the future; it was established long ago in the foundation of the Church, Jesus Christ, and in Him as the light of the world.  It is crucial issue for the ecumenical movement whether to tie the unity of the church to an outward, visible agreement between the churches, which then becomes the most urgent duty of the churches to foster, or whether this unity is seen as given in Christ, so that it is the churches’ task to realise the promotion of the unity which is already a reality in Christ.  

We therefore have to distinguish between the foundation of every church, which is given in Christ Jesus, and the concrete historical reality of that church.  The Christian churches and confessions are different colours in the spectrum of the one light.  They reflect the light of Christ in different ways.  But they are also always in danger of obscuring the light.

A few months ago the Vatican’s Congregation for the Faith rejected opinions which are said to be current in the Catholic Church but which, in the Congregation’s view, are erroneous. It therefore repeated a declaration (very unfortunate from an ecumenical point of view) from the declaration “Dominus Jesus” of the year 2000, in which the Vatican says that the Churches of the Reformation are not churches in the proper sense. But other churches too have raised this issue. No church by herself can represent the whole spectrum of colours within the light; no church alone can reflect the light of Christ.  One church’s claim to be the sole, true manifestation of the foundation, Jesus Christ, to be the only “Christ existing as congregation”, inevitably downgrades other churches and obstructs the common radiance and shine of the churches. 

For the Protestant Churches, therefore, it is essential to respect other churches’ claim to be Church.  This is the basis of unity in diversity and opens the way to reconciled diversity. Today we have to build ecumenism on the understanding that the participating churches not only have different ecclesiologies and different ideas of ministry and ordination, different understandings of the relation between scripture and tradition or of women in the ordained ministry but that they also have different ideas of what “visible unity” means. It would be surprising if the different theological and ecclesiological initiatives and the different historical contexts and experiences of the last centuries in Europe were not also reflected in different visions of the unity of the Church.

Mutual respect also includes self-critical revision. In joyful anticipation of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation in the year 2017, Protestant circles tend to see the Reformation as the hour of birth of the Protestant Church.  But, like all churches, the Protestant Church has its roots in the Bible and in the early Church. The Reformation only wanted to rediscover the sources of the faith in a way that was faithful to its origins, in the light of the Gospel.  The Reformation saw itself faithful to, and a continuation of, the early Church; it did not want to start a new Church but expose the obfuscation of the faith so that the light of Christ could shine brightly for all.

The churches, and also the churches of the Reformation, are linked with each other by common sources and common traditions.  The self-understanding of the Protestant church and its theological insights are rooted in the common witness of all Christendom.  As Christian churches we have to consider our common origins and history to be an important common source and the ecumenical point of departure.  The Biblical narratives, the early Church creeds, the inspiration of the Church fathers as well as of the great medieval theologians contain unexploited treasures.

And a second self-critical remark: the strong emphasis on faith and individual conscience, on a culture of individuality and certain reservations vis-à-vis the church has, in some Protestant churches, obscured the understanding that faith needs the community of the faithful, and that the communion of saints has its firm place in the creeds.  Therefore the links with Holy Scripture, the emphasis on the confession of Christ, the strengthening of the Church by the members of the congregations and the equality of responsibilities between men and women are (both in the ordained ministry and in church leadership) treasures which we would like to contribute to the ecumenical community.

4.

The light of Christ is the source of our spirituality; it fills our hearts, souls and spirits.  In the ecumenical movement we sing old and new songs together:

Many are the light-beams from the one light. Our one light is Jesus (Sweden)

Come light, light of God, give light to creation (Lumiere de Dieu, inonde la terre, Grandchamps, France)

O gladsome light of the Holy Glory (Greece)

How brightly beams the morning star (Wie schön leuchtet der Morgenstern – words by Praetorius, harmony by J.S. Bach, Germany)

In the darkness of winter, and often in the darkness of our hearts, we sing in all the churches of Europe the Advent, Christmas and Epiphany carols and reach out to the light that has come into the world to illuminate it. 

In the morning we welcome the light of Christ together with the light of the sun – Iam lucis orto sidere (9th century; Klepper: “Schon bricht des Tages Licht herein” – The day’s light is breaking in already)

In the evening we take shelter with Christ with the hymn: “Christus, du bist der helle Tag, vor Dir die Nacht nicht bleiben mag (Christ, thou art the bright day, the dark night can’t prevail against thee) (Erasmus Alber 1536, after ‘Christe qui lux et dies before 543)

In the prayer from the Orthodox Vespers the light comforts us:

“Kindly light of holy glory, of the immortal heavenly Father of the saints and the blessed ones: Jesus Christ. We have come to the setting of the sun and see the evening light, and sing to God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”

And in the old prayer from the Western tradition we open ourselves to his radiance:

“May our evening prayers rise up to Thee, o Lord, and may Thy mercy descend upon us.  

Thine is the day, and Thine is the night.  When the day’s brightness fades let the light of Thy truth enlighten us.”

Many people are re-discovering these old texts and the security and direction in them. The word spirituality is increasingly finding an echo in people, is gaining popularity, and is a rising star.  It has an aura connected with hope. In our country, people increasingly want to share spirituality with other people, at public occasions of joy or mourning, in the public domain but also along old trails in alien settings, e.g. on pilgrimages.  The interest in spirituality remains an important counter-weight and often is a protest against the widespread materialism and the hectic rush of our time. The need for spirituality is in contrast to the global claims of the economy, which will stop at nothing, even trying to take over the soul unless we put a stop to it.

Biblically based, ecumenical spirituality is one of the most important sources for the churches in finding answers to the rediscovery of religion.  A strong, personal, glowing faith, which lets itself be penetrated by the light of Christ, retreats into God’s light, returns to His Spirit, and makes room to marvel at His mystery grows out of the assurance of community with others. 

A few months ago, in a statement on strengthening spirituality, the Council of the EKD (Evangelical Church in Germany) called Protestant monastic communities and other spiritual communities a “treasure of the Protestant churches that needs to be promoted and strengthened.” Since the old days, communities have been the place where people learn and practice old and new, workable forms of spiritual life. Our fathers and mothers in faith always reminded us that the organs of hearing, imagination, silence, prayer, marvel and singing need to be exercised. It is from such spiritual depths and theological clarity, out of the inter-action of theological profile and spiritual density that we can achieve depth and clarity in our actions, in our words and in the comfort we bring.

We will find such depth and clarity when we recognize that our own, supposedly big or small self is not the center of the world.  Then we can reassure and promise all the troubled, crying, desperate people who, despite all the social and diaconic efforts will always exist in the world, that grief, darkness, or the abyss of evil will never ultimately prevail against the light and glory of God.

5.

A world full of tensions, acid tests and contradictions challenges us to witness together, that the light of Christ shines upon all. 

It is important to remember that most of the forecasts made during the last decades concerning the role of religion have proved to be incorrect. For decades it has been a kind of secular article of faith in our society that the time for faith and religion was past.  It was impossible to ignore the way Christianity and all religions were being written off.  We only need to think of modern belief in progress with its thesis that, in time, God and faith would simply become superfluous, or of the claim of natural science to be able to explain the world even without the hypothesis of a God.   It has become eminently obvious that both of these positions are highly questionable. 

Anyhow, the role of the churches has changed profoundly over the last two hundred years, at least in Europe.  In many areas, in the process of secularization, they have lost the power to make direct decisions that they were able to enforce with the support of the state.  The era of state churches is past. But the history of the effects of the Gospel continues.  The message of God’s grace is being preached;  people base their lives on faith and let themselves be instigated to acts of love.  The idea of Christian freedom is effective even where there is no knowledge of its roots.  Many innovations of modern times are thriving on Judeo-Christian soil without this being generally known. The ideas of human rights and freedom of religion, the shape of the democratic state, the criteria for social action like justice, solidarity with people in need or refugees, the idea of a Europe of reconciliation and peace all grow out of important impulses of the Christian faith and, with it, Jewish tradition.  This is one of the reasons why it is no possible to present that faith can be written off as simply a private matter, and that social life together is possible without the public acceptance of religion and faith.

The full extent of secularization has only become evident since the political changes in Europe.  Generations of young, and now not so young, people have grown up without knowing anything about Christ, without an alternative to their non-belief.  On the other hand there is also a re-discovery of religion, a search for old and new roots for one’s own life, a question of “whence” and “whereto”, a longing for light in darkness. Different stories and different social contexts in East and West, North and South challenge us to find different answers that, however, still all are rooted in the same faith: that the darker sides, the somber stories and the gloomy perspectives of a secularized society are all exposed by the light of Christ.

The Protestant understanding of God’s presence is based on the insight that God’s light and truth are not in contradiction to the modern world but are its deepest foundation and ground. The modern world, characterized by its pluralism and individualism, its secularization and materialism is God’s world, directed and guided by Him, maintained by His comforting presence and dependent on the responsible cooperation of Christians.

A central theme for the churches of the Oikumene is whether the light of reason has been obscuring the light of Christ, especially since the enlightenment. 

The Protestant faith appreciates and respects the impulses of the enlightenment, partly released by the Reformation, of individual freedom, a clear distinction between confession and civil rights, or between state and church, the encouragement of critical science and the liberalization of moral ideas although it also knows that all these developments have critically turned against faith, and have not exactly facilitated the fulfillment of its tasks.  The Protestant faith is not  “counter”- or “anti”- modern, it is a faith turned towards the world that therefore can let the visible church remain what it is: part of this world, capable of guilt, in need of renewal and loveable. 

The churches of the Reformation and their theologies have always pleaded for a close and necessary connection between faith and reason, albeit without pre-supposing a static definition of any particular and historically developed concept of human reason.  The witness of the Gospel in its inseparable link and ineradicable interaction with human reason is not tied exclusively to any particular historical phase of the understanding of reason.  Faith has, everywhere and at all times, the task of showing up the limits of any understanding of reason.  It would harm the common witness of the ecumenical brothers and sisters in the world if, at this interface of faith and reason, they did not respect each other’s struggles with those spirits that try to separate faith and reason – be it in order to render faith free of reason and therefore irrational, be it to keep reason free of faith and therefore make it absolute. 

I am convinced that alongside critical enlightenment and tolerance in dialogue, beside social engagement and dioconal work a mature spirituality, a Bible- and confession-based longing for immersion in God’s light, a well-founded spirituality is a strong force of resistance against all secularism, all militant nihilism and religious terrorism and fundamentalism.

6.

We are “children of the light” and have to bear witness so that goodness, justice and truth can mature. This is happening before the eyes of the European public who expect quite rightly that we should confer, speak and act in the light of the Gospel.  When the churches discuss the great common, European but also global challenges that face this assembly, like justice, peace and the integrity of creation, they can get the voice of their faith most effectively heard in public if they do it together in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We therefore cannot estimate too highly the visible sign of our churches in the Conference of European Churches and in the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences working together on European concerns and speaking together in Brussels and Strasbourg.

It is vital to witness together, by word and deed, for a sustainable social engagement in the age of globalisation.  We churches are facing together the challenges of the human rights debate, of the refugee problem, of climate change and of the question of human security and vulnerability. On the basis of today’s discussions of our common commitment to unity, spirituality and witness you, the delegates of the European churches will spend the next days discussing the concrete themes of the Charta Oecumenica.  I hope that you will be able to produce a concrete sign.  Challenge us, take home with you to your churches concrete suggestions for the next steps they should take.

The title of this Third European Assembly, “Unity and Renewal” in a double sense also is a chance:

The churches in Europe can and must live the unity given in Christ, and renew themselves, and thus serve Europe

Europe needs unity and renewal – and the churches can and must contribute to it.

Finally, I would like to repeat the prayer of the assembly in Wittenberg:

In humility and prayer we encourage our fellow Christians in opening their hearts to the true light of Jesus Christ, and to join us in working to bring justice and hope to our continent. The light of Christ will inspire us all to work and witness to the gifts of peace, reconciliation and unity in our divided world.

