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introduction

It might seem strange at first for a bishop from Southern Africa to be speaking on Christian spirituality and European unity. What has Johannesburg to do with Rome, or Geneva, or Stockholm?

Yes, Christianity is a world movement. Starting in Jerusalem, it reached Africa and Europe in the first century, and our church traces its history back to St Mark the Evangelist, who planted the Church in Alexandria in AD 42. By the fourth century, the churches of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem were regarded as the leading churches in Christendom, and it was their prayers for one another that maintained their unity. 

In that period too, several developments in Christianity in Africa had a profound effect on world Christianity. African theological controversies over the nature and person of Jesus Christ led to the holding of ecumenical councils that clarified the doctrines, and led to the formulation of the Symbol of Faith, the so-called Nicene Creed which, thought with some variations, is still the most widely-used statement of the Christian faith today. 

Monasticism was another African development that spread to other parts of the Christian world, and was indeed the means by which much of northern Europe became Christian. 

The division of the Roman Empire into East and West, and the conquest of much of the territory of the Churches of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem by Muslim Arabs in the seventh century made contact more difficult. In later years Christianity was the dominant religion in Western Europe, while in Africa Christians were in most places regarded as second-class citizens, and often suffered persecution. This made communication more difficult, but there is still a vision of Christian unity across the continents. 

european unity

At the time of the Roman Empire, Eastern Christians spoke of the ekumene, and Western Christians spoke of Christendom, for the areas inhabited by Christians. At that time Christians were to be found mostly in southern Europe, but gradually spread northwards. After the fall of the Roman Empire in the West, Europe was politically divided, but with the spread of Christianity, there remained the bond of a common faith. To the extent that most Europeans were Christian, they perceived some unity across language and political boundaries. 

The Peace of Westphalia in 1648 marked the beginning of the modern state system, not only in Europe, but throughout the world. It gave rise to the concept of the national state, and the system of diplomatic relations that we know today. At that time there were still multinational empires, like the Habsburg Empire and the Russian Empire. The former disappeared after the First World War, though the Russian Empire persisted in the form of the USSR until 1991. 

The 19th and 20th centuries were a time of nationalism. Especially in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, as various national groups tried to liberate themselves from the multinational Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. This nationalism had two sources, which sometimes were confused, and sometimes clashed. The older one arose from the contextualisation and inculturation of the gospel in the Orthodox Church, where each national group had the Liturgy and scriptures in its own language. But there was also a romantic nationalism of central Europe, promoted by writers like Herder, which gave rise to a secular nationalism in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. 

The centrifugal forces generated by this nationalism often led to wars and conflict, and there were some who developed ideas that generated centripetal forces. The socialist movement tried to develop a solidarity of class across the national boundaries. In the second half of the 20th century the tariff barriers between the various national states were seen as barriers to economic growth, and so the European Common Market and the European Free Trade Association developed, and these eventually merged into the European Union. 

christian spirituality

The new European Union, however, owes comparatively little to Christian spirituality. While Christian spirituality was seen as the main source of European Unity some centuries ago, nowadays it is primarily economic. The culture of Europe, and its unity, have become largely secular. The way in which this was brought about differed between Eastern and Western Europe. 

In Eastern Europe, secularisation was generally imposed by force, through the Marxist ideology, which was closely linked with atheism. In the West there was no such compulsion. One result of this has been a revival of Christian spirituality in Eastern Europe, in countries that abandoned the Marxist ideology as a ruling principle. 

Migration has also meant that many non-Christian immigrants have settled in European countries, leading to a situation of religious pluralism. Often the immigrants take their religion a great deal more seriously than the older population. 

Migration has also led to changes in Christian spirituality. Western European Christians took their faith to other parts of the world in the 16th-19th centuries, and now people from those parts of the world have migrated to Europe, bringing their own varieties of Christianity with them. Orthodox Christians from Eastern Europe and the Balkans have migrated to Western Europe, either as political refugees from persecution, or for economic reasons.

christian spirituality and religious freedom

During much of the 20th century, there was religious freedom in most of Western Europe, while in Eastern Europe there was much more limited religious freedom, and none at all in places like Albania. 

Political and economic changes over the last couple of decades have brought problems in this regard, and European Christians will have to find ways of solving them. In Eastern Europe the sudden lifting of restrictions led to an influx of religious groups from outside, which sometimes proved too much for the local churches, weakened after years of persecution. New religious groups, Christian and non-Christian, well funded and well equipped materially, rushed in with little cultural sensitivity to propagate their views. 

New Western secular ideologies too sought to impose their views: for example, by putting pressure on the Greek government to open the monastic territory of Mount Athos to women, and thus threatening an ancient pattern of Christian spirituality based on single-sex monastic life. 

Much of what has happened in this regard has been the result of reaction to events, and sometimes hasty solutions have been adopted that have not been satisfactory. 

There is a growing movement for European unity, but this should not necessarily follow that there should be an imposed uniformity. There still needs to be space in which different varieties of Christian spirituality can flourish.

We therefore welcome this conference, and hope that it will make a useful contribution to this. Even from as far away as Southern Africa, we will be watching these developments with interest. 

