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28 June 2003 

HOPE FOR THE CHURCHES OF EUROPE:  CHARTA OECUMENICA AND YOUTH

Two ”informational plenaries” on Friday introduced promising assets for Christian ministry to delegates and visitors attending the 12th Assembly of the Conference of European Churches (CEC). The first afternoon session presented a series of reflections on the ”Charta Oecumenica” (Latin for ”ecumenical charter”), an agreement offering practical guidelines for interchurch cooperation in Europe that was launched in April 2001 by CEC and the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE). The session that followed featured a series of readings, illustrations and performances by members of three European Christian youth organisations as well as reflections from two ecumenical elders commenting on the views expressed by these young men and women.

In a programme co-ordinated by Viorel Ionita, the Study Secretary of CEC, the contents of the ”Charta Oecumenica” were outlined and analysed. The 10-page document represents a theological consensus on directions in church unity, common mission, worship and ecumenical relations, mutual assistance in relating to institutions of the new Europe and engaging together as Christians in dialogue with Jews, Moslems and followers of other world religions. At the same time, the ”Charta” does not claim to be the final word on these subjects. As Orthodox theologian Grigorios Larentzakis said in a panel discussion, ”The Charta Oecumenica is not Church Dogma, nor is it Canon Law. It has to do with building community among the churches. It offers us the possibility of discovering the meaning of truly ecumenical relations, of speaking in harmony as Christians rather than in a monotone. We know hope and joy in this undertaking, yet there is much more to do. And in the end, there is no dogmatic or canonical problem we cannot solve after having made such a beginning.” CCEE General Secretary Aldo Giordano added, ”The Charta Oecumenica is a living document witnessing to the living Christ. In this context, miracles are possible.”

One of the delegates rose to question whether the ”Charta Oecumenica” goes far enough in addressing ecumenical controversies. In particular, he regretted its failure to provide a solution to evangelization by some churches among populations already considered members of another Christian tradition. He called on CEC to enter new dialogues aimed at a pact promising ”non-aggression in mission”.

Ionita concluded by introducing a new publication containing the text of the agreement with eleven chapters of commentary. ”Charta Oecumenica – A Text, a Process, and a Dream of the Churches in Europe” is available in English, German, French and Italian from CEC, WCC Publications or CCEE.

During the ”youth plenary”, the state of churches and the world formed the subject matter for musical performances, a computerized photographic display, symbolic actions, dramatic readings and personal reflections. A dozen young people were involved, including representatives of the Orthodox youth 

fellowship SYNDESMOS, the World Student Christian Fellowship (WSCF)-Europe and the Ecumenical Youth Council in Europe (EYCE). The WSCF-Europe and EYCE include Catholics as well as Protestants. In addition, the annual General Assembly of Youth of the Church of Norway is meeting this week near Trondheim, and the members of that body visited the CEC Assembly for Friday’s youth plenary.

While the young leaders noted ”grave limitations” in the traditional ways of the churches, and asked whether churches can be more than mere ”relics of the past”, they suggested that there remains within the churches a possibility of encounter with the Holy Spirit who ”is not bound by the canonical boundaries of the church". Particular criticisms voiced by students were the attitudes of some communions toward women and the segregation of youth leadership to an ”informational plenary” as opposed to the assembly’s ”business” sessions. Nonetheless, they affirmed that the churches’ affirmation of the Triune God, the perfect model of unity in diversity, provides the grounds for ”a Christian hope in the future of Europe”, a hope of healing and reconciliation even within the churches themselves.

Bishop Baerbel Wartenberg-Potter (Lutheran) of Germany and Metropolitan Anastasios (Orthodox) of Albania rounded out the afternoon’s programme with a pair of responses to the youth. The white-haired Anastasios introduced himself to the assembly as ”a representative of the youth of the Fifties”. Bishop Wartenberg-Potter assured young people that their voices were being heard. ”The Oikoumene needs youth,” she said, ”and not in any paternalistic or maternalistic way. We need you to challenge us.” Metropolitan Anastasios agreed, recalling that ”youth are not simply the future of the church, you are our present”. He called on young people to insist on being taken seriously by their elders, and to bear their share of the burdens of leadership.

For more information:

http://www.cecassembly.no
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