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I am very honoured to bring up the works of this Meeting entitled Christian Spirituality and European Unity and I thank the President of the Mitteleurope Cultural Association, Mister Paolo Petiziol, who gave me this opportunity.

I live in Rome but I come from Prague, a city that is now finding out its place in the heart of Europe. I am glad to see that the Italians have been discovering Prague in the last few years, crowding its downtown in every season. 

Nowadays it is so surprising to see how easy it can be to cross borders for those who, like me, could not even dream of coming back home for twenty years. 

However this forbidden dream – now become true – to belong to the free nations forming the European Union is not able to arouse as much enthusiasm as it did ten years ago. This is the case of the Czech Republic as well as of many other member states that have recently joint the European Union. Enthusiasm gives up to fear and disillusion. 

There are many objections and criticism about the political and economical choices and there are fears of losing one’s national and cultural identity. The Catholics that used to be in the van of the European movement cannot now believe that crosses are being removed from public places in the Western Europe in the name of democracy and that faith is becoming more and more a private matter. Formerly this would be considered a sign of communist repression in Eastern Europe. One feels a certain discomfort for having no chance to enjoy the recovered freedom because suddenly he has to face other problems, like denationalisation (very often unscrupulous) – as it is the case even of hospitals in the Czech Republic –, unknown forms of exploitation, new kinds of crime. Also the transformation in a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society is a real challenge for the national psychology.

Everything has happened so rapidly: from a small world where responsibility was limited and everything was schematic and predictable to a vast world running towards globalisation. The difficult adaptation makes many people think that things were better in past times. It does not only happen in the post-communist Eastern Europe. Recent investigations report that one fourth of the Western Germans would like to have the wall back again… Few days later after this inquiry, local elections in the “new” land of Saxony showed the extreme Right exceed, thanks to younger electorate. And yet we agree that the process of European integration should be brought to an end. 

As Christians we might have some doubts, anyway. Should the Church not regret having not been able to precede or at least to keep up with the progress, which is much superior in the process of European integration than in the ecumenical field? Sure we will find some excuse for it. Many difficulties accompany the birth of the European Constitution and they show us that the deeper you deal with beliefs, the more difficult it is to reach agreement.

Religion touches the deepest intimity of the hearts because it is strictly bound with the freedom of conscience. This is the reason why Christian unity cannot be built up with political negotiations and agreements. During his visit to the Pope in Rome on 29th June 2004 the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I  said in his homily that: (The unity of Churches -  that we talk about and for which we ask Your prayers -  is not a worldly unity as it could be a union of States, of corporations and organisations … The unity the Churches are looking for is a spiritual research, the aim of which is to live together in a spiritual communion… It can be reached … when we experience everything that is Christ’s like he experienced it, or at least when we sincerely wish to live as he wants us to(.

We have to realise the difference between the political and social processes and the religious and spiritual dimension. Yet, we should not forget that the research of unity among Christians is important in the process of European integration. The unity of Christians will be a gift of the Spirit that blows wherever and whenever it likes. The Gospel also asks us to (prepare ways(, so it is our duty to help people and nations to face the efforts of the great changes, which often leave them confused and which can lead to xenophobia, intolerance and nationalism. It is necessary to make men and women aware that one's own identity cannot be found in self-isolation nor in contraposition to others, but it can be found opening oneself to others through interpersonal relationships. We need another vision of humankind, different from the one we used to know. The culture of death, so strong in Europe today, has to be turned in a rediscovery of the values of the person in his/her relation to the Holy Trinity. The anthropological and spiritual dimension walk together: Europe has first to find out again its own identity and then give it to the world.

This is the point: where is the source from which we can draw this kind of spirituality? Should it be found anywhere else but in Christ and in his divine humanity? Where should we find the key for mutual understanding and defence for the dignity of everyone but in the relation of Christ with his God Father? (Lord, where will we go?( (Gv 6, 68). The same question arises if we think about the challenges of bioethics, of the genetic engineering and manipulations, of euthanasia. Who will teach us the truth on humankind but our Lord, God in human feature, to elevate us to the dignity of God’s children? Europe needs not only to remember that the roots of its culture are based on Christianity, but it needs to have a reliable witness of the Christ living in every person. This is the common task for every Christian, that will make us walk together, respecting our diversity. On our way me may even realize that we are much more similar than it seemed when we were looking at each other from distance. Here lies the importance of such meetings like this one. Every stone of the beautiful millenary Abbey in Rosazzo seems to call for this. 

Fifteen years ago there were the Berlin wall and the iron curtain. One of the most important conquests in the European history has been the destruction of this obstacles to mutual exchanges and knowledge. So we are the ones who have to seize this opportunity of meeting without political and ideological obstacles. This kind of meetings have a special importance. It is meaningful that we meet in Aquileia, a crossroads between Eastern and Western Europe. This is not just a romantic point of view, but we have to learn from the past experience in order to face the problems of today. Answers to new problems have to be original and creative, though without breaking with the tradition. We must look forward and trust in a new kind of faith that has to be found, first of all, in ourselves. Therefore we ask the Holy Spirit to lead our steps in order to become like (a landlord that extracts from his treasure new and old things - nova et vetera( (Mt 13, 52).

We have a mutual responsibility towards other people and, as Christians, we have to face the challenge of a common European responsibility towards a world running to globalisation. We have to offer a convincing and complete evidence of the European spirituality. We are assigned to compose this mosaic of different peoples and cultures, considering them as an enrichment of a common framework. Diversity, as the result of our different historical backgrounds, has to be considered attracting rather than contrasting. However there must be a common ground to refer to. The only artist able to compound such a mosaic is the Spirit of God. This is the deep meaning of spirituality: to open oneself to the Holy Ghost without any resistance.

Complex, traumatic, unforeseeable events, as the ones that happened and are happening in Eastern Europe, together with risks and opportunities, worries and hopes seems to transcend a scientific explanation and urge on a spiritual interpretation. The faithful and maybe also the unfaithful people consider them (signs of the times( with the hope that Europe, which is now unequal, - to say it by the words of Giovanni Paolo II – will really be able to breathe with both lungs.

To breathe the air of the Spirit does not mean to lose one’s own identity or character or to lose something that is deeply ours, replacing it with strange ideas not belonging to us. On the contrary, being in touch with the Holy Spirit, our human nature will shine in its true value and beauty and can be given to others as a gift. We can repeat the metaphor of Saint Cyril of Jerusalem: “The grace of the Holy Spirit is like water: in the lily it is white, in the rose it is red, in the violet it is blue but it is always water that gives life and beauty to the varied world”.

Is not this the ideal that attracts the hearts, refreshes the spirits and gives new strength to weak knees of pilgrims and of those who look for a new Europe? Not only nature but also art and music can talk to us with their shapes, colours and tunes and they can explain things better than reason can do. Here in Aquileia, a place of sacred art, we can find inspiration for our pilgrimage towards a spiritual unity of Europe.
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