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Introducing the Symposium

The Council of the European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE) and the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) under auspices of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples and with collaboration of aid organisations have decided to carry out a symposium titled “Community and solidarity between Africa and Europe” with European and African bishops in Rome from November 10 – 13, 2004.

Participants of the symposium will be 50 bishops from African and 50 bishops from European countries (delegated by the Episcopal Conferences), delegates from “aid organisations”, representatives of the Vatican dicasteries, delegates from the continental Bishops’ Conferences of Asia, Latin and North America as well as other guests.

It is for the first time that such a representative number of bishops of the two continents will meet to discuss their common responsibility for the Church and the Peoples. The meeting wants to initiate a process which could be followed by new stages in the future.

1.  History of the symposium

The idea to carry out a symposium with African and European bishops had been circulating over the last few years among African bishops, the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, the Pontifical Council Cor Unum, the Bishops’ Synod and some of the aid organisations. In 1994 the first continental synod centred on Africa and had created great expectations in a Church and a continent too much forgotten by the rest of the world.

In 2003 the idea was presented to the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE) and put forward at the plenary assembly in Vilnius (Lithuania), October 2 – 5, 2003. The chairmen of the European Bishops’ Conferences expressed the urgency of such conference, specifying that the title should not be merely Africa, but rather the common responsibility of the African and European bishops, especially regarding evangelisation. The Symposium of the Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) discussed this project at the plenary assembly which took place in Dakar (Senegal) from October 5 – 13, 2003. The symposium meets expectations from African bishops who wish to deepen the sacramental and pastoral community with their confreres from Europe.

The CCEE and SECAM assume the responsibility for the symposium in collaboration with the aid organisations. The tenth anniversary of the special Synod for Africa (1994 – 2004) seems to be a good opportunity to carry out this project.

The symposium is a new step towards communio of the Churches of the two continents, although it adds to a long history of conferences and co-operations. Only think of the missionary activities or of the projects and meetings which different Bishops’ Conferences of Africa and Europe regularly have. Organised by COMECE and SECAM a colloquium of African and European bishops titled “Africa and the European Union – Partners in solidarity. The contribution of the Church” took place in Lisbon from February 27 – 28, 2003. 

Today the time has come to organise a symposium with a wide pastoral horizon.

A preparatory commission, consisting of African and European bishops as well as delegates from aid organisations, has led the preparation of the symposium and outlined objectives, contents and methods of the symposium.

2. Objectives of the symposium

1. Experience community (communio) between African and European bishops on the basis of sacramental fraternity. The symposium wishes to contribute to overcoming a relationship which too often is determined by the purely economical dimension in the conviction that fraternity is to have primacy over financial questions! “Ecclesia in Africa” confirms: “it is necessary to promote ecclesiastical community…., the closer the community of the bishops among each other, the more the community of the Church will see its interests enriched” (EIA 15). The aid organisations (some of them being under direct authority of their Bishops’ Conferences) are present, especially to listen to the needs and causes their bishops have at heart, so as then to be able to react to them and bring in their experiences from their co-operation.

2. Deepen the common responsibility for evangelisation, mission and pastoral in the present situation of a globalised world with a view to the challenges of secularisation.

3. Thorough reflection on the image of man, views on social relations, evangelisation situations, understanding and living faith, on views as to problems etc in Europe and Africa.

4. Reflecting the experiences of co-operations that already exist between Europe and Africa. The matter-of-fact experiences do play an important role at the symposium.

5. Looking for new ways of co-operation, reciprocal help and exchange of gifts between the Churches from the North and the South in view of huge challenges, that regard both Europe and Africa: Migration, Poverty, Family, Relation to Islam, economical solidarity, Aids, etc.

6. The question of a common contribution that both Africa and Europe are called upon to make to Justice, Peace and Development of the entire world.

7. Pave the way for meetings that can bring new stages in the future. The first meeting being almost exclusively reserved for the bishops we could think in the future of 
1. meetings of the Church with a larger participation of lay people 
2. meetings concentrating on more specific subjects 
3. Issues – contents of the symposium


The symposium deals with the subject “Community and solidarity between Europe and Africa” in three stages corresponding to the days of work.

3.1. Church in Africa and Church in Europe: Situations, Challenges, Expectations

The work starts with thorough reflection on the cultural situation, the image of man and the social relations as well as the situation of evangelisation that are characteristic today for Africa and Europe. These reflections should guide all work at the symposium so as to find out which real exchange of gifts or reciprocal help are possible from the side of the Church on the two continents. Since this is the first symposium we wish to avoid to have this meeting exclusively determined by direct and concrete problems.

As regards the image of man and regarding the social relations for instance the bishops can compare the image of the “elucidated” and “lonely” man that stands for Europe with the more community-oriented and social picture of man that seems to prevail in Africa. As regards evangelisation it will be important to exchange knowledge on the situation in Africa, largely confronted with first evangelisation (first announcement, preambles of faith, enculturation of Christianity, relation of Christian preaching and the dimension of communio) as well as on the situation of Europe that – notwithstanding differences between the East and the West – is searching a way to live Christianity in a generally secularised surrounding characterised by post-Christian paganism. The ecumenical question and the question of religious plurality are subjects that are equally interesting to both African and European bishops as well as the tendency to ban religious experience to the private sphere.

In order to put some dynamics into the symposium we may if wished so gear our interest towards future perspectives by questioning what the political, economic, cultural, religious and Christian development may be in the near future. Will Africa be off-stage at the world’s political and economical play that probably will have as sole protagonists the USA, Europe and China…?

The first day’s group work should show what “giving and taking” is urgently required between the Churches of the two continents in the light of concrete experiences made in Africa and Europe (as well as experiences made by both of them together).

3.2. The co-operation between Africa and Europe – theological founding – prospects – commitment for a juster and solidary world


The second day of work starts with a thorough reflection on the theological-ecclesiological-anthropological founding of the co-operation between the Churches in Africa and Europe.

Then in the language groups the prospects of co-operation between Africa and Europe will be investigated and a series of pastoral and social problems that are most topical today will be considered: 1. Evangelisation and secularisation 2. The role of lay people in the Church 3. The role of the clergy 4. Education of priests 5. office of African priests in Europe 6. Contribution of missionaries and voluntary persons 7. Co-operation of the local Churches and aid organisations 8. Migration 9. Relation to Islam 10. Health and AIDS.

The work will then concentrate on the co-responsibility of the Church in constructing a juster and more solidary and peaceful world. A big historic challenge.

3.3. Co-responsibility for a renewed Church in service of the World 


The last day of the symposium will above all be an experience of communio with the Universal Church and a pilgrimage to the Holy See: eucharistic celebration in St. Peter’s basilica and an audience with John Paul II.

The conclusions of the work will deal with the future and the tasks that await us. A round table of experiences between Africa and Europe will give signs of hope and impulses for a Church that decides to go closer together on the road ahead.

The final and important issue: Africa and Europe together for a worldwide community of the peoples, opens up the horizon onto the task that the Church in Africa and Europe has towards the entire world.

The symposium will send a message for the Churches of the two continents.

4. Methods of the symposium

We hope to carry out a symposium that by itself is already an exemplary “laboratory” in matters of communio and evangelisation. To that effect several dimensions are offered: 1. The prayer. We have tried to create a network of prayers around the symposium which has meant first and foremost the participation of contemplative communities. The symposium will find in eucharistic celebrations and prayers its source and culmination. 2. Deep moments of reflection with contribution of testimony experts and plenary debates 3- Working in language groups for further deepening and the possibility of a more personal meeting 4- Reports of experience: signs that the Ghost has already awakened 5- Artistic moments and celebrations to experience the beauty of the Gospel 6- Opportunity for informal meetings between participants are offered in addition to the symposium 7- Meeting St. Peter’s successor…


5. Consultations with the Bishops’ Conference


In February 2004 the Bishops’ Conferences in Africa and Europe were informed about the symposium. They were asked to put the issue of European-African co-operation on their 2004 agenda (in plenary assembly or permanent council or competent commissions).

A questionnaire was joined to the letter on the reality of co-operation between Europe and Africa, such as it is, and furthermore a draft of considerations regarding the question how the common responsibility of the African and European bishops can be further deepened.

The numerous contributions of the Conferences that reached our secretariats will be gathered in a document and sent to the participants of the symposium as well as distributed to the Bishops’ Conferences of the two continents.

St. Gallen, 20th September 2004 

Translation from Italian 
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