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RELIGION “A PRIVATE FACT AND A PUBLIC REALITY”





The Church in Pluralistic societies








For more than ten years a golden thread has run the symposia of the CCEE: namely the question of how  to give life, in our European societies, to "a new quality of  evangelization“ (John Paul II).  All the symposia have attempted to give impartial consideration to the strengths and weaknesses of  current social conditions, to their characteristics of live and of death, and, above all, to the rapid changes taking place before us.  The long journey from monarchy, through oppressive totalitarian regimes (national socialism and communism) to democracy, has led to new democratic developments in all the countries of Europe.  A significant example of  profound social changes is that has taken place in the countries of central and eastern Europe which for many years lived under Communist regimes.





Obviously, these changes do not affect the essence of the Church.  However, they  present fresh challenges and opportunities for new kinds of evangelisation.





Aims





This leads us directly to the theme and the two complementary tasks of the forthcoming symposium which will be held in Rome in October 1996: “Religion as a private fact and as a public reality : the Church in pluralistic societies".





1.    The position of the Church in these societies





At a meeting in October 1994 of bishops of former communist countries, it was noted that the communists in different ways had excluded the Churches from public life and, at best, had relegated religion to the private sphere.  The turning point of 1989 allowed freedom of association in communist countries, making it possible for the Churches to define their role in society in a new creative way.





Evolution is also  taking place in the contries of western Europe, even if in a different way. One need only think of new technology, above all in the fields of information, of genetic engineering and of health, ecological needs, widespread unemployment, and the privatisation of religion.





These examples show that  European societies are in the throes of deep change.  Questions therefore arise.  How should individual local churchesredefine their place in their  respective societies? How can they fulfil their public mandate of helping to shape social life in a way that does justice to their mission as well as to the "kairos" of the "God given" time?





2.    The social form of the Church and its credibility





 Totalitarianism brought about its own type of person who had never learned freedom (domination by the political system).  Whereas free, pluralistic communities call for people capable of freedom.





In western societies self-determination in one's life is seen as 'untouchable'.


This places before the Church, with the proclamation that has been entrusted to it, the question of how to evangelize in the context of this new demand for unrestricted self - determination.





These two examples show how the profound sociological change influences the self-understanding of citizens in the respective societies.  Social change also affects the relationship of people to the Church.  It therefore becomes necessary to clarify how the Church, in this moment of transition, should relate in a new way to individuals.  Communion, formed by free men within the Church becomes an important part of the theme of the symposium, together with the position which the Church itself takes within society.





Under communist regimes the Churches were considered unshakable defences in the cause of truth and freedom.  But are these Churches free from the difficulty which they may find when they are confronted with a freedom that is a democratic one?





By contrast, in western countries the Churches often appear to have problems when faced with people's freedom. But at the same time isn’t there an increasing number of people who look for within the environment of the Church a place where they can express their personal and social expectations and make an experience of a true freedom?





From these observations it can be understood that the nature of the Church and its position in society cannot be separated: in fact, the Church evangelizes precisely through what it is and how it is received, before evangelizing with the word. It is also clear that the situation that was described above is also an ambiguous one: on one hand it limits men and also the work of the Church and on  the other hand it opens new occasions for all men and for a deep faith.





From the preparatory to the basic text 





This basic text comes from the preparatory text which was used for the dialogues and debates which took place in the six regional European meetings in which Bishops, priests, religious and lay people took part. On the basis of the reports of these meetings, the preparatory text was also updated and rewritten by a working committee. There was also an addition of the third part of the working  text in which there are the fundamental attitudes and pastoral directions.





The structure of the basic text





1.  The reflections presented in the two main parts of the document (the place of the Churches in pluralist societies/ the search for the adequate “social-image’ of the Church)  are introduced by two experiences concerning 	the relation: Church - individual and the relation: Church - society. With the help of scientific data, a first   reflection on these experiences is given.


	 


2. At a second level of reflection, these same experiences are considered in the light of the Gospel. In the form of questions, some useful theological themes are used for this reflection, in the light of faith, on the conditions of modern life.





3. The perception of today's reality and scientific and theological study prepare the ground for proposing a first 	list of pastoral guidelines. These guidelines are the starting point for the discussions in the symposium








I.  Experiences and initial reflection





The starting point is made up of both positive and negative experiences which are different in the democracies of western Europe and in the countries formerly under communist regimes.  These experiences concern the relationship between the Church and individuals and the relationship between the Church and social processes.  They are concerned with current evangelization and how the Church can become communion and be of service to the development of society.





These experiences are presented and then given an initial scientific examination.


The meanings of some special terms can serve as  introductory notes.





1. When we speak of “public” as opposed to private, the reference is made to certain  political, economical, formation and art environments. They regard  the common good of the country. “Private”, on the contrary is understood as that space of life in which individual persons and small groups - in view of their own particular good - live according to a particular proper responsibility; this space is not seen as opposed to public, if it does not hinder the public interests. “Personal good” has to be excluded from “private”. In this way “privitization” of  religion means that it is put on the outside of the public environments of society and relegated to the private sphere of life. The privitization of religion on the level of the person can be considered as a feeblesituation but it is also a possibility of  going deeper.





2. In the text there is a reference to the decisive characteristics of modern cultures. On one hand there is the radical aspiration of man to be himself. To this is added the important question aboutr how to be oneself even if one is bound closely to the others. To be oneself coincides with the theme of freedom (the first characteristic). Bound to the others is the theme of solidarity (second characteristic). The relation between freedom and solidarity has three key questions of our cultures. The third characteristic comes from the question whereby one has to see if for the people of Europe of today the heavens are open or closed. Is our world so “big”  that it is  not limited by the frontier of death? Is it  a world that is so “big “  that it is open to an other world? Or else we live here and now (however important this may be)? We we live in a provisional wayand only for today. In more strong words: do we live under an open heaven, or else this is ever more closed for us people who live in Europe, because we do not find comfort in the beyond? Do we believe that life is the “last chance”?





Against this background now there will be a develpoment of the two questions of the symposium: What is the relation between the Church and individual persons in our free and pluralist societies with their traditional cultures? And what is the place of the Church in our society so that it can contribute from within to the building of the culture and the process of our society?








(a)  Church - Individual





A first observation





There is undeniably in the countries of western Europe a growing demand for self-determination in one's life.  This demand is conceived according to the categories of individualism and "privatization " of religion : choices about religion and the Church are considered to be "private" matters. Religion is chosen on a personal basis. Even the members of the Church often "choose" what to believe from that which the Church proposes.





In communist countries, although for very different reasons, evolution produced analogous results: those in power reduced religion to a private matter and excluded it from public life.  There was on the one hand an attempt to prevent all meetings of believers.  In this way, believers were asked to make very personal decisions of faith, which often led to serious social discrimination against them.  In addition religious persecution brought about atomization, and, in this sense, the privatization of religion and of religious communities.





These aspects have deep consequences in the religious life of the Churches. On one hand, the traditional influence of the Church on the individual seems to be weakened.


Equally, it is often difficult to form religious communities gifted with a true power to join together, or to unite scattered ecclesial communities in a true ecclesial "Communio".





On the other hand, this situation may lead the people, after having taken a true decision, to a deep personal faith that encourages them to take part in the life and the work of a Christian community.





This observation has larger and deeper roots





There are changes in the self-understanding of men and women in all European countries as a result of the demand to determine one's own existence.  This entails changes with regard to authorities, norms, and institutions.  People become free to choose but they are conditioned in their choices.  However, many people today make use of freedom in  a responsible way.





This right of freedom does not, however, mean that freedom is comfortable and easy - especially in adverse economic conditions.  In more than a few people, therefore, is born the desire to shake off the increasingly irritating burden of freedom.  In fact, the life of free citizens, men and women, is not easier, but more difficult in a context where social and cultural realities are becoming more complex.  This situation creates existential fears in many people and corrupts from within the liberty that has been achieved.  For these reasons, extreme right-wing groups arise, there is a desire for political "strong men", and people look for safety in closed religious groups.





In this evolution, religion and the Church also become a matter of individual choice.  This choice is worked out, however, in the social environment of each individual.





The consequences for the Churches are well known: the former Church of the people (to which one belonged without being asked and in whose life one automatically participated) is passing through a deep crisis.





Whether in these circumstances people will take on a religious and ecclesial commitment depends on the help they can find from religion and the Church in facing a life that, in its freedom, has become pluralist and more demanding.





There are good prospects for a growing relationship between the individual and the Church in the following circumstances: 


	-    when the Church supports people in their efforts to determine their own lives, offering them sound authority and wise guidelines;


	-    when the Church becomes, for the community, something which unites, where there is "a shelter for souls" (desire for protection);


	-    when the Church recognizes the desire to find a sense to life, not only with wise words but also with meaningful ritual and symbols.








(b) Church - shaping public life





The second observation





The Church is not, in fact, without influence in public life in the democracies of western Europe.  The Church is expected to take on social tasks and to give attention to the "uncomfortable" demands of the common good (solidarity, ethics, marginalized groups, the Third World).  However, political leaders want a Church which stays out of politics, a Church which is in line with the idea that "religion is a private matter".  One therefore asks : how can the convictions of faith be taken into the different sectors of society and how can they become effective in political life?


In the post-communist democracies, the question is often turned around: how can the Church reclaim the influence in public life which was denied it under communist regimes?  Influence, for example, in the field of education, in legislation, influence in the media.





Although the Church has had a very different history in each of the European countries, in each it is facing analogous problems.  Can a common search find common guidelines?  How can ecclesial communion be animated and a new evangelization take place?





The foundations of this observation





In a democratic system, the ways in which Churches can be structured differ from what was possible in a feudal or totalitarian system.  Attention is no longer given to whether there is opposition or agreement between religious and state authority.  Thus the traditional forms of a common influence of State and Church are broken up.  The Church can influence the life of society only with the new instruments with which to form public opinion.  In this democratic process, the Churches represent one voice among many.





This change in the possibilities the Churches have of exercising influence in public life does not mean the influence has ceased.  In a democracy, new tasks for the Church emerge:


	-    in modern societies, new problems continually arise which perplex democracies: a growing population of elderly people, bioethics, growing divisions in society, ecological challenges.  Democratic countries are characterized by a new need for ethics.


	-    more and more often in democratic countries the Churches are expected to address difficult problems which call for people with a high sense of social solidarity.  The Churches are expected to take on social tasks for the homeless, the marginalized and the dying.


	-    above all, democracy is unable to create those "values" on which it is established: this too is a challenge for the Churches.





The historical context





The context of this change in the individual and society is the centuries-old transformation of Europe from a spiritual, economic, social, and political point of view.  This transformation is continuing at a great pace under our very eyes.  This change is bringing about increased freedom with the possibility of greater solidarity (Prague 1993).  At the same time the perception of basic human experiences like birth and death changes (cf. Symposium of Rome 1989).





a)  Individual and community 





The cultural movements of individualism and collectivism, which view the human person differently, are particularly important for the work of the Church.  A knowledge of the Enlightenment and its dialectic is also needed.  The Enlightenment's tension towards a growing emancipation and liberal-pluralistic social relations has generated both "winners of modern society" (who are "successful" in running their own lives) and a growing number of "losers" (the poor and those made poor by separation, illness, loss of a job; "the useless", such as the dying, those with a handicap, and not least the unborn who are in danger of being "eliminated").





b)  Church and State





An important aspect regarding the position of the Church in society is the Church - State relationship.





This relationship is hotly debated on a daily basis in public life in post-communist countries.  But the question has also arisen in the European Union (cf. Comece,  a legal article about the Church which has to be inserted in the Costitution of the European Union):  what efforts will be made to bring about unification in the European Union?  Which model will be considered?  How will the autonomy of both Church and State be safeguarded?  What are the forms and the limits of these autonomies (cf. GS 36)?   In the case of "separation of Church and State", what are the forms of co-operation in "mixed" sectors such as schools, marriage, public finance?  Should religious communities be recognized by the State?





There are other questions that can be made: How should the Church act if the State legislates that the Church cannot take part? Can there be compromises? Regarding the economic and social questions, in the modern politics, this is the normal case. And what about the field of deep values as in the case of Ethics? What price does pluralism wants to exact since it characterizes the modern democracies even in the fields of  deep values and Ethics? What limits have to be put to it, to the men and to democracies?





More widely, how should the relationship between minorities, the nation, society, the State and Church be ordered?





Some Churches in the countries of post-communism find themselves confronted with a serious problem because they have on the one hand the great need to find their proper place in the young but not  fully developed democracies, and also to find the way how to relate with the other Christian Churches and Religions, while on the other hand they are still taken up by the necessity of organizing their internal life. One can understand the temptation - and this for economic reasons and because they lack the power to make some experiments - to go back and see the models of organization which were used in pre-comunist times. 





c)  The nature of the Church and public effectiveness





A third observation





Nowadays, increasingly, all social institutions, especially through the media, have their credibility brought into question.  They are valued according to some universally valid parameters (how liberal they are, respect for the inviolability of the person, human rights) and then according to parameters demanded by the people involved or by the institutions.  It is also important that institutions should be "up to date", that is, in touch with the hopes and fears  of those they are in contact with.  Institutions which show a discrepancy between their "message" and their "inner life" lose credibility.  Obviously such institutions also lose the possibility of influencing individuals and the organization of public life.





This observation becomes clearer through the following background:





Individuals, structures, and external communication play an important role in determining how a modern organization will be valued publicly.





Political parties, trade unions, and also religious associations are valued and "elected" according to the people who lead them. There is a close connection between the acceptance of the leaders and the acceptance of the organizations. The latter are personalized, which means that the leaders carry a heavy responsibility.





Further, organizations are judged by how far their structures correspond to their message (their "vision").


Democratic parties are judged by how they practise democracy inside the party itself.  In other words, when a party supports the value of women in public life, the position of women within the party itself will immediately come under scrutiny.  When there is too great a discrepancy between what the organization demands of the outside world and what it practises in its own inner life; the credibility of the organization falls rapidly.





Finally, it is important that the organization should acknowledge the hopes and fears of the population.  It should make sure that it communicates with the population effectively.  Care needs to be taken both with the content and with the language of the communication.





Although not an organization in a profane sense, the Church too is subject to these modern demands.  In fact, the Church is "a city set on a hill".  The credibility of its members and its structures is, therefore, of primary importance for evangelization, as is a knowledge of people's aspirations and the use of appropriate language in communicating. Because the Church has the “culture of the word”, it is challenged to find the place in a “culture of the image” (that is that of television, video and internet).











II. Evangelizing democratic and pluralistic societies in the most appropriate way





In the search of a new relation between the Church and the person, as in the relation of an adequate place in modern pluralist societies, it is not only the role of the findings of of sociology that are important, but above all it is important that one discovers the theological sources that have been inherited from the past. The light which is given by the Theology of Revelation (n.1), Missiology (n.2), Eschatology (n.3), Soteriology (n.4) as well as Trinitarian Ecclesiology (n.5) shows the way in this search which the Church in its  relationship with persons and societies.





In the preparation of the six regional  European meetings this theological reflection was suggested through the following five questions:





1.   Is it not necessary to rediscover the meaning of revelation as a dialogue between God and Humankind?





2.    Is it not necessary to find a method of evangelization understood as a dialogue between cultures, in which the Church can give and receive?





3.  Should not the emphasis be placed on what the world cannot give: unconditional new relationships with God and with our Christian brothers and sisters, access to truth, justice, holiness?





4. Should not the emphasis be placed on the social and historical dimension of Christian salvation, with particular reference to the introductory declaration of "Lumen Gentium" which speaks of the Church as a sacrament of salvation?





5.  A continuous development of the Trinitarian ecclesiology recommended by Vatican II: a trump card for the Church's presence in democratic societies?





The foundation stones for the answers to these five questions have been discussed in the regional meetings. Now it is possible to suggest once more the five questions in the form of five postive statements.

















1.  In the area of freedom it is not only useful, but it is a must “to copy” the relation of the Church with modern men on the model of the Revelation of God, that is on the model of dialogue.





The constitution "Dei Verbum" of the Second Vatican Council can be very helpful in publicly announcing the faith in democratic and pluralist communities.  The constitution begins by remembering that in revelation the invisible God (Eph. 2,18; 2 Pt.1,4) in his immense love addresses people as his friends (Ex.33, 11; Jn. 15, 14-15).  He moves among them (Bar. 3, 38) to invite them and allow them to participate in his own life (DV2).





If revelation and faith bring about dialogue, should not announcing them be carried out in the same categories? In the last century it was, perhaps, necessary to place the emphasis on other categories such as God's authority revealing itself, or the obligation which derives from revealed truth and the consequent submission to God.





But today is it not perhaps necessary and are we not freer to rediscover categories which, through the word, present people as beings in dialogue with God in revelation?  Where God starts the process and offers dialogue, is it not right to take part in it?





Democratic and pluralist societies will immediately become receptive to a revelation that gives such a place to the word because these societies regard the word as very important in obtaining a recognition of the neighbour, viewed as an individual or as a group.  The word is also given importance in addressing tensions and conflicts.  It is not so in traditional or totalitarian societies where the use of authority takes the place of dialogue.


In democratic societies, Christians will reach their contemporaries by listening to Peter's invitation, "always be ready to make your defence when anyone challenges you to justify the hope which is in you" (1 Pt. 3, 15).  In this way non-Christians will be able to reach "the obedience of faith " (Rm. 16,26; Rm. 1,5; 2 Cor. 10, 5-6) since the Holy Spirit is given to enable man to give "the full submission of his intellect and will to God who reveals himself"  (D.V. 5).





2.  Evangelization does not take place only in the dialogue with individual persons but also with the culture in its totality.





The Gospel is addressed to people, but societies and cultures also receive its message.  In fact, according to "Ad Gentes", Christians must "give expression to the newness of their (Christian) life in their own society and culture according to the traditions of their own people.  They must be familiar with this culture, they must heal and guard it, they must develop it in accordance with present-day conditions, they must perfect it in Christ" (AG 21).  In this way, Christian Faith is immediately an essential part of public life, out of conviction.  And to ensure that this presence is realized in a competent way, Christians should prepare themselves for dialogue with the country's "intelligentsia" (universities, teachers, artists, the media).  Catholics should also strengthen relationships and associations, in ecumenical collaboration, so that what they propose to societies and cultures is heard according to the rules of the democratic game.





These efforts are not just in one direction: the Church is enriched by and receives from the world; as is affirmed in "Gandium et Spes" no.44.  This approach will make the Church an ally of the creative forces of our societies, in opposition to the widespread pessimism.  In this way one regains the tone that John XIII wanted to give to the second Vatican Council when, in the opening address, he rejected "the prophets of doom".  Under normal circumstances this appraoch should lead to a growing interest in the Church's message, the Gospel.





3.  Because for modern men the heavens  very often become closed, the Church must give to these men that which they lack: a life that one lives under an open heaven (Apoc. 7, 55)





As Christians we announce to those with whom we live those "things beyond our seeing, things beyond our hearing, things beyond our imagining, all prepared by God for those who love him" (1 Cor. 2,9).  Currently, Europeans tend to look no further than this present life, this world (the here and now), and to limit themselves to a reduced happiness which technological and scientific progress permits.





As Christians we witness to something different:





-    a journey of truth which unmasks the falsehoods of the world; a desire to conserve a search for truth needed in a world which forgets wisdom;





-    a justice which people cannot give to themselves and which comes to them from God through faith





-    above all we witness to an openness to new and stable relationships with God and our sisters and brothers in the love which we call "Koinonia", a Koinonia that exists beyond earthly life





Does not the lack of interest in Christianity, for the majority of Europeans, derive perhaps also from a proclamation which is too often limited to a message for the moral life of individuals or for the improvement of society in line with the limited hopes of many people, but frustrating for those seeking the Absolute? Today as yesterday, the proclamation of the Gospel takes precedence: it is the first duty of bishops (L.G. 25; CD 12).





Would there not be greater interest in the Christian life if the enigma of personal and collective history, with its rapid succession of shadows and unhappiness, were confronted?  If the emphasis were placed on the salvation which God has offered in his Son, on the salvation realized through the cross and resurrection, the fruits of which are given to us since the day of Pentecost?





Finally, the eschatological message of Christian faith ("those things beyond our seeing") deserves emphasis, and in particular, the Kingdom of God which has already begun and which will fulfil human history: Christ's return and God's merciful judgment, the promised resurrection and perfection.





4. Solidarity, which is needed by the world to survive, comes especially when the Church lives its original being: to be the “sacrament of the intimate union with God and of the unity of all humanity” (LG, 1)


 


In its first paragraph, "Lumen Gentium" defines the Church "in the nature of sacrament - a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity amongst all men and women".  This theme, which is already present in the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (SC 5 & 26) is to be found in Lumen Gentium (1, 9, 48; cf. 28), the pastoral Constitution on the Church in the modern world (GS 42 & 45) and the Decree on missionary activity (AG 1 & 5; cf. also 4 referring to the image of Pentecost, Babel).





Is not this eschatological theme on the relationship between the unity of the Church and the unity of the human race very important for our pluralistic (multi-cultural and multi-confessional) European communities?  It is enriching to consider the influence of this theme in the following areas:





1.   the relationship between Church, nation, and ethnic and cultural minorities





The Church's support for patriotism and its role as a Church for the nation, without becoming a national church.  Would it not otherwise tend to become internally secularized and an accomplice to many social injustices?





2.   the commitment to a culture of social solidarity as opposed to the strong tendency to individualism.





3.   the commitment to reconciliation: significant examples.  For example, is reconciliation with former communists possible?  On what terms?





4.   the commitment of the Church to the religious liberty of the other denominations and of the other religions from the civil point of view.  Would our witness be credible without this commitment?





5.   does not all this suggest persevering in the commitment to ecumenism and to the inter-religious dialogue (two of the best fruits of the second Vatican Council), on the basis of clear teaching but also according to convergent social motivations whilst refusing integralisms?





These and other points can and should be expressed in ethical categories.  But is it not essential to root this ethic in the eschatological dimension, in tune with Christian faith which affirms that God unites around the throne of the Lamb" a vast throng, which no one could count, from all races and tribes, nations and languages" (Rev. 7,9)?





5.  The men of today expect to be listened to and that they can share their own creative capacities. This needs, in line with the tradition of the Church, that the ministerial authority will not be only exercised in a personal and collective way, but also in a synodal way.





As the structure of the introduction to the dogmatic Constitution on the Church shows, Vatican II clearly intended to emphasize a Trinitarian understanding of the Church.  It is presented as the people of God the Father (LG2), the body of Christ (LG 3 & 7), the temple of the Holy Spirit (LG 4, 12, 13); that is, briefly,  in the words of St. Cyprian, " the people gathered in the unity of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit."





This Trinitarian dimension of the Church is familiar to the faithful, especially through the liturgical assemblies.  Are not the faithful baptized "in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit"?  Do they not begin their assemblies "in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit" replying Amen to the priest who then on the Sunday gives the greeting "the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all"?  And the profession of faith is also made in a Trinitarian way.





Gathered as sons and daughters by God our Father, therefore, the faithful, as God's people say 'we'.  They represent the different members of the body of Christ.  They are invited to collaborate and to listen to one another, because the completeness of the gifts of the Holy Spirit is found only in the Church as a whole, temple of the Holy Spirit.  Therefore, trust and acceptance in mutual respect are established in all people in a spirit of freedom and solidarity.





The analysis of the Trinitarian dimension of the Church is not only reflected in these values.  It has repercussions on the ways of exercising authority and leadership, which, necessarily, give place to listening and therefore discussion.  A Church where the faithful recognize one another as brothers and sisters gifted with different and complementary charisms, must keep an effective space for synods and councils.





It is legitimate, therefore, to emphasize that a Trinitarian ecclesiology must combine:





-    personal authority:  on the foundation of a gift of the Spirit received in ordination, certain people receive the mandate to act in the name of Christ for the proclamation of the Word, presidency in the celebration of the sacraments, and leadership of the Church.  This authority is included in the nature of the Church;





-    collegial authority:  the college of bishops represents the particular service of the Twelve in the people of God;





-    synodical authority:  in the New Testament (cf. Acts 1,15; 6, 2-5; 15,22) this authority corresponds to that of the whole assembly.  It is based on the gifts of the Spirit given freely to each Christian ( 1 Cor. 12, 7 & 11), and also on the infallible authority concerning the faith possessed by "the whole body of the faithful who have an anointing that comes from the Holy Spirit" and "cannot err in matters of belief" (LG 12).





Could not this Trinitarian ecclesiology simplify ecumenical co-operation?  Does not the document "Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry" of the Faith and Order Commission (of which the Catholic Church is a full member) hope that these three types of authority should be found contemporaneously in every Church, in conformity with the most ancient scriptures and tradition?





Given that the exclusive exercise of authority on a personal or hierarchic-collegial basis clashes with our democratic societies, would not synodical authority be more likely to be accepted?





Given that tradition permits the reciprocal inclusion of the bishop (bishops) and the Church (Churches) (cf. St. Augustine, " I am a Christian with you and bishop for you"), would not the evolution of synodical life be more fruitful, particularly in pluralist societies where ongoing debate takes place?  How can the witness of Christians be easily understood in these societies if the questions raised are never discussed?





As Christian faith is fundamentally  a question of tradition and of personal adherence, the witness of the successors to the apostles will always be decisive in essential matters, as will the witness of prophets and saints.  But to the witness of these everybody needs to be drawn, or at least the greatest number possible, so that there might be the best acceptance of the Gospel by each population to which it is directed.


III. Fundamental attitudes and pastoral directions








FUNDAMENTAL ATTITUDES





When we ask ourselves about the presence of the Church within the deep socio-economical evolution. Lumen Gentium indicates a fundamental direction: „The Church is in Christ like a sacrament, that is a sign and instrument of the intimate union with God and of the unity of all humanity ... The conditions of our times make this responsibility of the Church more urgent: it is necessary that all men, who today are more united among themselves with social, technical and cultural ties, also reach their full unity in Christ.“





On the basis of these indications of the Council, one can draw the following fundamental attitudes for our mission confronted with the cultural confrontations.





1. The Church gives witness to that which it lives, that is „That no eye has seen, and no ear has heard, things beyond the mind of man, all that God has prepared for those who love him.“ (1Cor. 2,9) Because of the presence of the Resurrected Christ (I am with you always; yes to the end of time.“ Mt 28,20), the Church is entrusted with the „goods“ that the world cannot give, but the hearts of humanity tend towards them:


-   the sky is open above us (cf Acts 7,55)


-   justification, forgiveness, holiness


-   the Gospel as the way of truth that overcomes the wisdom and the knowledge of man


-   the beginning of a new and more enduring relationship in love with God and with the Christian sisters and brothers, in the image of the very life of the Trinity of God which we call koinonia.





2. We have „goods“ that the world cannot give, however we do not have everything that the word needs from the technical, economical, social and political point of view. („Peter said, „I have neither silver nor gold, but I will give you what I have in the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, walk.“ Acts 3,6) In all these quarters the Church needs the testimony of the poor, the knowledge of experts, the dialogue with those who are responsible for public life. That which the Church can offer is the very person of Christ who is the redemption and salvation of man.





3. In all that the Church does, it has to be kept in mind that God is present and acts in the history and in society. Therefore the history of man and groups of people have not only negative aspects, but also positive ones. Salvation and condemnation, signs of life and death are woven in an inestricable way. History is always ambivalent, it has two faces. Because God „wants everyone to be saved“ (1 Tim. 2,4), because in the death and resurrection of Christ God has given to all the hope that the world is fundamentally saved and because he continues to act in history, the world, even if it lives in an ambivalent situation, together with its cultures and its groups of people, is worthy to be deeply entrusted, notwithstanding that it can be critical. This makes it possible to have a fundamental positive attitude that has to be valued: „think before you do anything - hold on to what is good“ (1 Thes. 5,21)





4. Properly speaking because it is the announcement of a God who entered into a dialogue with humanity, Evangelization demands of the Church must learn and teach. This Evangelization supposes that there be the fundamental attitude of dialogue. Before anything else the Churches must learn to consider one another as partners. This partner must be seriously understood in the same way that he understands himself. It is necessary that there be a reciprocal respect. A certain irenism must be avoided. No part must impose on the other the way it thinks. The common openness to truth must never be put aside. This type of dialogue supposes a continuous giving and receiving, agreement and criticism. Dialogue can be considered as a succes if both leave themselves be changed by the results. The unity that comes from dialogue must never be understood as an uniformity: rather it has to be considered as a „creative diversity“.





5. In its long history, the Church that has grown in a close contact and exchange with various cultures, does not carry within itself only the positive aspect of the Gospel. She needs forgiveness and a continuous renewal. Even at present, the Church runs the risk to mix up the human interests and the interests of the Gospel. Because of this it needs to evangelize itself. It should not happen that, in the interest of the truth, we fight the liberty even if we know that the truth makes us free (cf Gal 5,13)











PASTORAL DIRECTIONS





All that was said above will be useless if it is not deeply nourished by the Gospel. From this it can be drawn that it one needs to respect highly the individual liberty. Every person is „a holy history“. When there is a free faith, a person grows in the mystery of God and this is that unites him intimately with the others. This is the basis of spirituality of communion that is lived in the Church and that expresses itself in the people of God - but also among Bishops - with love for one another. In this love there is also the fulfilment of freedom: the freedom of the cross, the freedom to die for one another, the freedom to live generously for one another. 





In the Church which is lived as a communion the person can therefore experiment the freedom of the children of God and the brotherhood in Christ.








The Church works with others to build the societies of today





An antropology and an ecclesiology that has as their centre the reality of communion understood in the light of the Trinity, direct themselves towards a new understanding of the relationship between the Christian community and the pluralist society.





In Europe, the people put great hopes in the democratic ways of life, inasmuch as they allow, in a notable way, participation. Democracies - those which are old and the new ones - are fragile and always trapped. The Church which is called to live in pluralist societies tries to make her contribution to help this process of democracy with the strength of the Gospel that is entrusted to her. It also demands that there be the necessary conditions for the collaboration on the part of the Church in the social life of the democracies. On her part the Chruch develops the instruments and ways that justify and makes credible her responsibility and social collaboration.














„Postition“ or the social presence of the Church





1. The Church can fulfil her social role only if there are the juridical bases. For this need there is no general way that is always valid, because the Church from time to time, lives in a state with a particular history. It will be interesting to know the solutions that the Church in Europe has found. Whatever the solution is, it has to be underlined that the Church cannot deny in practice what it teaches in its doctrine.





2. Many Churches in Europe have already made an experience, both positive and negative, about their life and work in the free and pluralist societies. Because the situations in the post communist countries are different, the Churches which live in the european countries which only recently have experienced democracy, it is worthwhile to examine these experiences and to pinpoint their proper position in society.





Instruments and ways





3. „Round tables“ as instruments of dialogue“: it is necessary to dialogue with the representatives of the different positions in order to make workable the Gospel in an pluralist society. Because of this these „round table“ meetings are useful: in these environments the Church can makes questions (at what stage are we now, which are the possible solutions, which political moves can be foreseen, what are the consequences), to argue, discuss, convince. In this way also the just solutions do not appear to be imposed.





As „round tables“ they can be understood as meetings behind closed doors, but they can be also understood as public discussions through the media and above all as wide discussions about the preparation of pastoral letters (for example the Austrian pastoral letter about social problems 1991).





How can people (including Bishops) be prepared to participate in these „round tables“? Are there social academies of the Church? How can lay people be formed in political matters? What contacts does the Church has with experts of the social environment?





4. Proper institut
