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FOREWORD
■

The 13 chapters in this volume deal with a range of issues related to culture,
religion and politics in European societies. The authors have focused both in
their regional analysis and national case studies on: secularization, the legacy
of the Communist past, religious freedom and toleration, the politics of religion by the state, the political doctrine of Christian traditions, religious legitimacy of terror and violence, religion and democracy, national church-state
relations, tensions between secular understanding of human rights and traditional Christian values, and on the working balance between cultural cohesion and multicultural pluralism.
The main regional focus of the volume is on Western and post-communist Europe. Individual case studies extend from United States to traditionally Orthodox Romania and the Russian Federation.
The contributors to this volume come from a wide range of academic disciplines (Theology, Political Science, Law, Ethics, and Strategic Studies).
The editors believe that the interdisciplinary perspectives and a dialogue of
various academic approaches contribute to an advanced knowledge of the
interaction between religion, culture and politics in contemporary Europe.
The introductory chapter by Alar Kilp and Andres Saumets provides a
general framework for the volume – it presents the theoretical discussion
over multicultural society from the perspectives of culture, religion and democracy; analyses external and internal civilizational, cultural and religious
‘others’ from Medieval European societies until the dynamics of European
identity in the light of recent waves of European enlargement; and compares
issues related to multiculturalism and religion in post-communist and West
European societies.
The four following chapters deal with the ideas – such as the conception
of the state-nation or cultural nation, the command to Love Your Enemies,
and the Doctrine of the Third Rome – both of which have molded the cultural
identity of political societies and perceptions regarding religious or cultural
’others’.
Andreas Pawlas traces the multifaceted nature of the relationship between nation, people and religion from the emergence of the nation-states to
contemporary societies, where the 19th century conceptions of “StaatsNation” and “Kulturnation” need to be revaluated due to increasing presence
of ethnoreligious pluralism within the national community.
Ain Riistan discusses the interpretations offered by Robert Eisenman,
Gerd Theissen, N.T. Wright, the Jesus Seminar and the Context Group over
the Command to Love Your Enemies in the Sermon of the Mount. He concludes that the definition of our enemies to be loved continues to challenge
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us nearly two millenniums after this phrase was first articulated. According
to Riistan, today “it is actually up to us whether we let ourselves be determined by our ‘enemies’ or we try to live and act as the ones who are trying
to positively overcome the boundaries around us.”
Alar Laats traces the pre-history of the idea of the Third Rome, and its
emergence in sixteenth century Moscow. Thereafter he outlines its doctrinal
content and three essential elements – universality, symphony of powers and
its eschatological setting. Lastly, he discusses the possible reasons, why the
idea has been unable to be a stable guideline in Russian history.
Wilfried Gerhard focuses on the extent to which religion has determined
the cultural fundamentals and political culture of the United States of America. Particularly, he concentrates on the theological ideas such as creation
theology, exodus theology, covenant theology, eschatology, the theology of
spirituality and the mythology of redemption.
The second part of the book deals with religion-related challenges to society, values and political order. Perry L. Glanzer and Konstantin Petrenko
find that the practical policies in the field of religious education in the Russian Federation often do not match with the church-state ideals set forth in
national constitution or federal laws. They argue that in state-sponsored primary and secondary education, the tendency is from pluralism and partial
establishment towards a form of strict separation. In state universities, however, the treatment of religion resembles the managed historical pluralism
model. The practical policies regarding religion in private education has
followed an even more multi-faceted set of church-state principles.
Erik Männik analyses the recent unorthodox challenges of international
terrorism that any contemporary European state have to face. His contribution also concentrates on the religious wave of terrorism which started in
1979 and has “Islam at its heart”. Männik reminds the reader that the efficient combat against terrorism should extend further than from strategic policies and various security measures. It is also a struggle of minds.
Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu survey the Romanian church-state relations before, during and after communist rule. They compare the managed
quasi-pluralist model of church-state relations proposed by the Romanian
political class, and the established church model advocated by the Orthodox
Church leaders with Alfred Stepan’s “twin toleration” model, which outlines
the minimal requirements for religion and politics in democracy. In the light
of Stepan’s model, the authors offer recommendations for both the Orthodox
Church and the Romanian state that would help the church-state relations in
Romania to be better suited to democracy.
Alar Kilp evaluates the particular influence of Communist regimes on the
secularisation of society in comparison to the patterns of secularisation in
Western Europe. He argues that the particular influence of Communist

FOREWORD

11

regimes is manifested mainly in the declining level of both religious affiliation and participation in religious services, and in a lower percentage of individuals for whom religion is important and who take time for prayer.
People in post-communist societies tend to follow more traditional-theistic
beliefs in sin and in hell, and their attitudes regarding family and homosexuality are more traditional-religious than in Western European societies.
From a confessional perspective, the social authority of the church has been
best preserved in Catholic mono-confessional societies, where historical
religious tradition, national identity and national struggles have been closely
connected.
The last section of the book offers four essays. Joseph Ratzinger’s, now
Benedict XVI, essay discusses the spiritual foundations of Europe. He traces
the development of European civilisation and argues that despite the technological and economical success, Europe is on the verge of loosing its cultural heritage, values and faith. The outward success of Europe tends to produce increasing emptiness within. Although Benedict XVI does not object to
multiculturalism as such, he argues that multiculturalism cannot subsist
without shared values, a belief in God and respect for elements sacred for
others.
Erich Geldbach’s polemical essay concentrates on the theory of “minimum of religious existence” which has achieved axiomatic status in German
Court practice. The courts agree that according to this principle the violation
of the dignity of the human person is to be assessed. Geldbach analyses the
essence of “minimum of religious existence” and assesses its practical application in court practice. He also adds a discussion, whether it is acceptable to
make a difference between the dignity of the human person and a person’s
right to religious liberty, or whether there can be violations of religious liberty which do not violate the dignity of a person.
Meego Remmel’s essay outlines the virtue ethics of Alasdair MacIntyre,
who concentrates on virtue, practice, narrative and tradition of the ethical
doctrines. According to MacIntyre, all the modern theories of universal ethics
have been discarded by their opponents as well as by the proponents themselves. Consequently, there are multiple religious, ideological and political
groups and movements, who follow their own virtue, practice, narrative and
tradition, and may claim that their moral reasoning is superior to their rivals,
but none is able to universalize their own moral law.
The volume concludes with the essay of Maciej Zięba, who emphasisses
the dangers related to ideologizing faith. Based on the ideas of Pope John
Paul II, Zięba argues that faith cannot be equated with secular ideologies.
The fundamentalist versions of faith may resemble radical ideologies in the
belief of „possessing” the truth, but Catholicism, in particular, is neither
religious fundamentalism nor an ideology.
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A good part of the book is based on a selection of papers presented at a conference on “Religion and Politics in Multicultural Europe: Perspectives and
Challenges” held in Tartu, Estonia on October 27 2005, under the auspices
of the Estonian National Defence College. The volume also includes an added
paper by Benedict XVI, and invited contributions by Andreas Pawlas, Wilfried Gerhard, Lavinia Stan, Lucian Turcescu, Perry Glanzer and Konstantin
Petrenko.
As editors, we wish to express our gratitude to all the contributors for
their papers. We are grateful to Estonian National Defence College who has
provided funding for the project. Last but not least, we would also to express
our thanks to Roy Lowthian, Kerrie Jo Smith, Epp Leete, and to the staff of
the University of Tartu Press, for all their help in bringing this publication to
completion.

Andres Saumets, Estonian National Defence College
Alar Kilp, University of Tartu
Tartu, December 2009

RELIGION AND POLITICS
IN MULTICULTURAL EUROPE
ALAR KILP AND ANDRES SAUMETS
■

Some degree of religious-cultural pluralism exists in all European societies,
if the term ‘pluralism’ is used descriptively, not ideologically. Pluralism in a
descriptive sense refers to racial, linguistic, ethnic and religious diversity in
society. ‘Multiculturalism’, according to the definition of Sasja Tempelman,
refers to the ideological doctrine that recognizes cultural diversity as a
permanent and valuable part of political societies.1 Thus, one can talk about
multiculturalism descriptively by referring to an existing cultural pluralism –
society consists of different populations from different cultural traditions –,
or to an ideological worldview that normatively considers the latter as
positive and valuable.
H. A. Hellyer, who uses the above-mentioned distinction, recognizes that
European societies are all multicultural, yet some of these societies are more
multiculturalist than others.2 Multiculturalist societies treat social pluralism
in a positive manner. They celebrate cultural differences “and the possibility
of social harmony based upon mutual trust, respect and recognition”.3 They
do not want to obliterate or erase or smooth out these differences, but rather
to find “ways of living, connecting, relating, arguing, and disagreeing in a
society of differences.“4 Concomitantly, multiculturalism refers not merely
to the tolerance of cultural diversity but also to the legal recognition of the
rights of ethnic, racial, religious, or cultural groups.5
The tolerance of differences has never been an objective and an absolute
‘good’ in itself. At most, the differences are tolerated to a certain degree.
Additionally, the ‘goodness’ of the tolerance of cultural differences, is also
1

Sasja Tempelman. Constructions of Cultural Identity: Multiculturalism and
Exclusion. – Political Studies, 1/1999, p. 17.
2
H. A. Hellyer classifies country as multicultural, when there is more than one
culture, and multiculturalist, when those cultures are treated in a positive manner. H.
A. Hellyer. Muslims and Multiculturalism in the European Union. – Journal of
Muslim Minority Affairs, 3/2006, p. 330.
3
Bryan S. Turner. Minorities and Modernity: The Crisis of Liberal Secularism. –
Citizenship Studies, 5/2007, p. 129.
4
Diana L. Eck. Prospects for Pluralism: Voice and Vision in the Study of Religion. – Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 4/2007, p. 745.
5
Francis Fukuyama. Identity, Immigration, and Liberal Democracy. – Journal of
Democracy, 2/2006, p. 9.
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relative for particular social groups. As multiculturalism encourages cultural
minorities to maintain their own culture, it seems to benefit cultural
minorities more than the majorities. However, multiculturalism should be
perceived as a two-way process, which demands positive commitments and
compromises from both the cultural majority and minorities.
Cultural minorities are expected to be committed to the host society, to
maintain positive sentiments regarding the public culture, and to learn about
the local language, history and institutions. On the other hand, the larger
society should express a certain level of commitment to the minority cultures, and adapt its institutions to accommodate their identities and practices.6
Consequently, in a multiculturalist society the cultural differences are
recognized and supported in both public and private spheres. The alternative, the assimilation society, expects the minority groups to assimilate to the
dominant culture and restricts the toleration of cultural differences to the
private sphere alone.7
For the representatives of the dominant societal culture, the multiculturalist arrangement of society is obviously a demanding undertaking. Individuals are primarily concerned with their own values and interests. Similarly,
social majorities are also primarily concerned with the preservation of their
own culture.
Thus, it is not surprising, that also for the most part of European history,
loyalty to the culture and religion of the society has been a test of allegiance
to society and state. For that purpose, various forms of cultural accommodation and homogenization of the cultural minorities – such as ethnic
cleansing, genocide, forced religious conversion and religious compulsion –
have been applied.
In general, the European social tradition has been a homogeneous culture
and religious conformism. From the beginning of Christian societies in the
fourth century until the 18th century, religious pluralism was illegitimate
even as an idea. In the 16th century, some territories practiced limited religious tolerance, like France from 1598 until 1685. Yet even such exceptions
to the rule of religious-cultural homogeneity were based on pragmatic concerns for social and political stability, not on a genuine appreciation of
religious pluralism. Until the French Revolution, European social organization was based on the Westphalian principle of the alliance of church and
state and on territorial religious-political conformity.
At the end of the 17th century, European countries were particularly
intolerant of religious differences. Unlike most of the continental European
countries, after the Glorious Revolution of 1688, England extended religious
6

Will Kymlicka. Nation-Building and Minority Rights: Comparing West and
East. – Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 2/2000, p. 192.
7
Hellyer 2006, p. 332.
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toleration to Protestant dissenters, but not to Unitarians, Catholics, Muslims
or Atheists. Thereafter, the status of tolerated Protestant dissenters was
comparable to the toleration of Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire.
Both were allowed to worship but could not hold public office, although the
dissenters of England could also publicize their views and vote.8
In contrast to the European Christian tradition, the Ottoman Empire, and
the historical practice of Islamic countries at large, afforded religious autonomy to several non-Islamic religious minorities. For instance, until the 19th
century, the Ottoman Empire allowed religious autonomy to the adherents of
Armenian Orthodoxy, Syrian Orthodox Christians, and Jews. The members
of the tolerated religious minorities were considered as a subordinated class
and citizens of a second rate. Philip Jenkins equates this aspect of the
Ottoman policy of religious minorities with the worst extremes of 20th
century European racism.9 Such a parallel, however, seems faulty in several
ways. First, it equates the practice of limited religious toleration with racial
policies and places the policies of ethno-religious segregation in the same
category with genocide and racial extermination. Secondly, the Ottoman
Empire afforded legitimate space for Jewish and Christian traditions at a
time when Western European societies practiced practically no tolerance of
Islamic culture. The Ottoman Empire allowed the conquered Christian
populations to retain their faith. In contrast, the usual policy of Christian
conquests – at least in the European geographical area – was to convert
subordinated Muslims to Christianity. Thereafter, the Muslim converts to
Christianity could even remain suspect of crypto-Islam, which was the case
with the Spanish Moriscos who were expelled from the society in 1614. A
suitable parallel is the 1915–1916 genocide against ethnic Armenians in the
Ottoman Empire where some Christian Armenians converted to Islam in
order to avoid death.10 Yet it is important to note that during the 19th century
the toleration of non-Islamic minorities declined in the Ottoman Empire in
conjunction with the rising influence of western ideas of nationalism. Thus,
it is appropriate to ask the following questions: “To what extent is the
8

Antony Black. The West and Islam: Religion and Political Thought in World
History. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 39.
9
Philip Jenkins relies on the historical experience of the Balkan populations under
the Ottoman rule. He concludes that Balkan Christians experienced “…a brutal occupation that can legitimately be compared to later European experiences under the
Nazis or Communists. Turkish rule resembled Nazi rule in the creation of a master
caste, in this case Muslims, before whom all despised lesser breeds were to cower.“
Philip Jenkins. God’s Continent: Christianity, Islam, and Europe’s Religious Crisis.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 106.
10
Heather Rae. States, Identities and the Homogenisation of Peoples. Port Chester, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 4.
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genocide of Armenians an outgrowth of the traditions of the Ottoman
Empire? Or was it a policy option “learned from the West”? One cannot
provide uncontested answers to the above-mentioned questions. Yet it is
very highly likely that the 17th century Ottoman Empire was still closer to
the ideal of multicultural society than any European Western Christian
society of that time.
The European tradition of a homogeneous social culture should be neither
over- nor under-emphasized. Contemporary Denmark has about 200,000
Muslims, which constitutes a visible religious minority unprecedented in
Danish history.11 For centuries, the social culture was either homogeneously
Catholic or Lutheran. On the other hand, contemporary Danish policies
regarding ethno-religious minorities may be influenced less by the pre-19th
century practices of the established church and religious intolerance than by
the ideas and practices that have emanated from the French and American
Revolutions. Both Revolutions introduced ideas of the separation of religion
and politics, and of prioritizing territorial allegiance over doctrinal truth and
allegiance to a community of co-believers. By the end of 20th century, these
ideas had become hegemonic and taken for granted in Western societies.12
The resulting pluralist, all-inclusive and increasingly multicultural societies
are in strong contrast with the previous historical practices.
The traditions of a homogeneous culture and nationalist cultural homogenization were most profoundly undermined by atrocities such as the
genocide of Armenians of 1915–1916 and the racism of the Nazi regime
delegitimized the extreme versions. After the Second World War, the popularity of the ethno-nationalistic conception of political community and
majority rule declined even more, while the protection of the rights of
minorities became increasingly important.13
At first, the policies on emerging ethnic and ethno-religious minorities
emphasized human rights of the individuals over the group-specific rights. It
was perceived that this approach would yield similar results, which earlier
helped to reduce the historical religious tensions between Catholics and
Protestants. The intra-Christian disputes were solved not by granting groupspecific rights to religious minorities but primarily by separating the church

11

Hans Raun Iversen. Religion in the 21st Century. – Dialog: A Journal of Theology,
1/2004, p. 28.
12
Tariq Modood, Riva Kastoryano. Secularism and the accommodation of Muslims in Europe. – Multiculturalism, Muslims and Citizenship: A European Approach. Tariq Modood, Anna Triandafyllidou, Ricard Zapata-Barrero (eds.) London
and New York: Taylor & Francis, 2005, p. 162.
13
Hellyer 2006, p. 329.
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and state and protecting the freedom of religion of each individual.14 It soon
became clear, however, that in contemporary societies, the expectation of
spontaneous and un-regulated integration of individuals into the public
culture is not a sufficient cure for the emerging cultural tensions.
It is very unlikely, that the European countries, which after the Second
World invited guest workers from countries of markedly different cultures,
were consciously aiming at the creation of multicultural societies. Multiculturalism in Western European societies was an un-intended outcome of
several cross-cutting processes. The public debates over the multicultural
society started in the 1970s, when the group-rights of the ethnic minorities
started to be re-emphasized. The civil rights of individuals were increasingly
translated into ethnic rights, and thereafter from ethnic community rights
into religious community rights.15 Such a change in ideas, debates and
policies was paralleled by a general transformation of societal norms.
Correspondingly, the public debate over multiculturalism appeared at the
same time, when the core populations were undergoing significant secularization, liberalization and individualization. Emerging liberal democratic
societies ceased to be ordered according to an authoritative Christian
tradition or a particular comprehensive ideology. In the realms of political
preferences, lifestyle, values, worldview and religion, more space was
yielded to the individual choice of a private individual. Social tensions
became conceptualized as conflicts between interest groups instead of
religious, racial or class conflicts. Public decision-making concentrated on
compromises and the accommodation of divergent group-interests. Concomitantly, in contemporary democracies, the ‘opponent’ is no longer a
heretic or an oppressor, an enemy of a nation or a class.
The majority still matters more than minorities, and local (public) culture
enjoys privileges not available to the culture of minority. Yet the liberal
democratic society is by nature pluralist, where no one doctrine, ideology,
value, group or preference can have a predetermined monopoly of
interpreting the truth or good for the rest of the society. In conformity to
liberal democracy which functions as a meta-ideology, that forms a basis for
the interplay of social groups and political parties, it is natural for liberal
societies to consider cultural majorities and minorities as ‘relatively equal’.
On the other hand, as mentioned above, the toleration of minorities is
never absolute. The pertaining theoretical question is: “To what an extent
should the liberal society protect the rights of groups, which are illiberal
themselves, whose values and practices are perceived to be in conflict with
14

Will Kymlicka. Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 3.
15
Gerd Baumann. Multicultural Riddle: Rethinking National, Ethnic and Religious Identities. London: Routledge, 1999, p. 2.
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the public norms or who are considered in some direct or indirect way to be
connected with forces dangerous to the national security?” The practical
solutions to these important questions vary among European societies and
remain subject to contested public debates. The essentially complex nature
of multicultural issues requires more space than available in this chapter. We
confine ourselves to selected theoretical issues and general policy patterns
that relate religion to multiculturalism in European societies.
The chapter consists of three parts. The first part presents the theoretical
discussion over multicultural society from the perspectives of culture,
religion and democracy. The second part analyses external and internal
civilizational, cultural and religious ‘others’ from Medieval European
societies until the dynamics of European identity in the light of recent waves
of European enlargement. The third section compares issues related to
multiculturalism and religion in post communist and West European
societies.

1. Theoretical Considerations
In this section, multiculturalism in liberal society is approached from three
different perspectives – culture, religion and democracy.

1.1. Culture
Commonly, the dominant social group finds it quite natural to consider their
own culture as unchangeable and homogeneous. Contrariwise, the social
position of minorities, especially that of recent immigrants encourages them
to ponder over the need for adaptation of their cultural tradition to the norms
and values of public culture. In other words, it is more natural for minorities
to consider their culture as capable of transformation and accommodation.
Often it goes unnoticed that the increasing social multiculturalization –
which refers descriptively to the increase of cultural diversity in a society,
and normatively to policy measures that protect the rights of minority groups
to maintain their cultural heritage – transforms both majority and minority
cultures. It is very probable that the extent of transformation is different for
majority and minority cultures. Nevertheless, in real societies, some amount
of transformation is inevitable for both.
This does not mean, however, that the interested parties are willing to
consider their own cultures as capable of change, willing to adapt or
accommodate. From the perspective of the host society, the social advance
of non-national cultures may be considered as a threat to the core national
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societal values, national identity and social cohesion.16 The national culture
is perceived as static, not needing any adaptation and change. Minority
cultures, contrariwise, are perceived to be the ones capable of change and are
required to do so.
Conversely, the social minorities may have the same arguments regarding
their own culture. Their social position contributes to positive sentiments
regarding all the positive ideals of multiculturalism – tolerance, the right of
minorities to maintain their cultural heritage, equal treatment in public and
economic spheres and the rights to collective expression.17 Correspondingly,
they feel that the national culture is already relatively plural and is capable of
change. Their own culture, however, needs protection, because it is the
foundational basis of their identity.
Thus, both the national majority and societal minorities may have strong
preferences of their own. It is highly likely that neither of them is naturally
inclined to transform and accommodate their own cultural tradition. Social
stability and peaceful co-existence in a culturally plural society requires
some degree of cultural adaptation from both. Thus, in the 20th century
United States, the final integration of Catholics and Jews to the social
mainstream has also transformed the public culture of Americans. Similarly,
the integration of Christian minorities to national communities since the 19th
century and multiculturalization of the British and Dutch societies during the
last decades of 20th century did leave an imprint on the respective societal
cultures.
The idea of an unchangeable nature of the cultural tradition also contains
a potential danger. Several negative examples from recent history
demonstrate that the atrocities and crimes against cultural minorities were
preceded by transformations of the cultural perceptions of the social
majorities. The Holocaust, the genocides in post-communist Yugoslavia and
of Christian Armenians during 1915–1916 followed the rising influence of
the ideas that racial, ethno-national identity is inherent in the person and is
essentially unchanging.18
Moreover, in real societies, majority and minority cultures are rarely
homogeneous. The minorities include many individuals who fuse identities
or create new identities for themselves.19 Likewise, multiculturalists are also
found among the societal majority.
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Due to the reasons mentioned above, the analysis of the relations between
cultural minorities and majorities should be made cautiously or better still,
arguments that assume the unchangeable nature of any involved cultural
tradition should be avoided.

1.2. Religion
Religion is most visible in such forms of cultural diversity, where religious
cleavage overlaps with ethnic or socio-economic cleavages. For instance,
such diversity is strengthened and magnified in England, where the white,
traditionally Christian majority differs from the Islamic ethnic sub-culture of
Pakistanis.
The second cleavage may be concentrated on ethnicity and language, and
less on religion. Thus, the Hungarian minority in Slovakia follows Catholicism like the Slovakian majority. Ethnicity-related divisions may also be
manifest within a larger category of a religious minority. Correspondingly,
Muslims with Bosnian, Somali, Turkish, Iranian and Pakistani origin constitute to a significant extent cultural diversity within the Islamic minorities of
European societies.
The third kind of cultural tension manifests itself in the way in which
religion is interpreted for the society and politics by groups who formally
belong to the same ethnic or religious group. The majority of the citizens of
United States are nominal Christians, yet the presidential elections of 2008
demonstrated the social polarization between modernized, secular and liberal
Christians against Fundamentalist traditionalists and conservatives. It is
likely that the European Muslim minorities have similar internal divisions
between secular immigrants with a religious background, traditionally
practicing and believing Muslims, and radical-fundamentalists.
Three statements are also due regarding the scholarly analysis of various
patterns of religion and multiculturalism.
First, the scholarly analysis over religion and multiculturalism tends to
favor secularism and separation of religion from politics.20 In reality, instead
of absolute subordination of politics to religion, or absolute separation of
religion from politics, the prevailing pattern of European societies is relative
separation or a moderate form of separation of state and religion (and/or
culture).21 European secularism tends to be ideationally hegemonic and
absolute, but moderate in practice. Most Western European societies, except
20
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France, follow moderate forms of separation of state and religion. The
secularism, which enjoys hegemony in Europe, has historically evolved via a
compromise with religion and not by the absolute separation of religion and
politics.22 Instead of being neutral towards all religious traditions and
treating them all equally, national cultures usually enjoy a legally protected
relationship with their historical religious traditions. The public role of
traditional religions may be advanced by the status of established religions or
of the privileged partners of the government. Liberal-minded discussions
over the place of religion among social minorities, however, tend to confine
their religiosity to the private sphere. According to this perspective, the state
should use its power to encourage individualistic religions, which is the
realm of state’s neutrality, over those orientated to intervene into the public
sphere.23
The second scholarly problem is related to the relationship of religion
with non-religious spheres and identities such as economics, politics, class
and race. Scholars should be careful in not over-emphasizing ‘religious’
identities in situations, where the spheres and identities of religion and nonreligious are enmeshed.24 Nor should the religious labels be used indiscriminately and differently for the minorities than they are used for the
majority. Otherwise the category of ‘Muslims’ may often include nonbelieving and non-practicing members of an ethno-cultural community,
while the label ‘Christian’ remains reserved exclusively for individuals with
religious affiliation, belief or practice. Broad religious categories should be
applied cautiously and uniformly.
Thirdly, like ethnicity, nationality, race or class, religion can also be the
basis for either social solidarity or social divisions. Yet unlike the other
forms of social conflict, the particular instances of religious-related violence
tend to damage the general image of religious politics and result in a
normative bias against any religious group. As Tariq Modood has pointedly
emphasized, scholars should avoid such biases against religious groups.25
Irrespective of the level of social secularization, some form of religion is
usually still involved in political processes. Religion remains an effective
political tool due to two major reasons. First, the interpretation of religion is
subject to innovation and change, which allows it to be accommodated to
almost any political, social or private need. Any scholar of religion also
knows that religious traditions transform and change, it is the perception of
religious identities as if ultimate and unchangeable, that often makes them
meaningful and useful in conflicts between social groups. Secondly, even if
22
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some religious traditions have largely lost their supermundane and transcendent emphasis, religion still remains qualitatively different from secular
ideologies. As Gerd Baumann has pointedly observed, because religion “can
be made to sound as if it determines objective and unchangeable differences
between people”, it can be effectively used for the more relative, such as,
political and economic purposes.26

1.3. Democracy
For the social majority, the debates over multiculturalism are relatively
easier, when it concerns non-citizens such as refugees or recent immigrants.
The latter are naturally considered as different and unequal from citizens.
Concurrently, the issues become more delicate as increasing number of
individuals of different cultural origin obtain citizenship.
It is also expected that national minorities with a long historical presence
within the society cause less cultural tensions than the culturally ‘other’
immigrants. National minorities do not want to integrate to the social culture.
They aim at the preservation of their territorially concentrated communal
cultures. Immigrant minorities, however, want to change the institutions and
laws of the mainstream society to become more accommodating of cultural
differences.27
There are two general policy options regarding cultural minorities –
integration and multiculturalism.
1. The integrationalist approach aims at cultural homogenization by
integration of individuals from minorities into the culture of the host society.
The increase of naturalized immigrants does not, however, automatically
mean that the tensions over cultural differences will decrease. In Western
Europe, for example, the disputes over the rights of the cultural minorities
arose in parallel with the process of increasing naturalization of the second
and third generation of young European Muslims.
Naturalized individuals are no more aliens, and do not have to perceive
themselves as such. They may feel quite at home, because in a democracy,
all citizens are equal. Consequently, as equals to any other citizen, they are
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free to use all the rights and opportunities available to protect their rights and
stand for their values and interests.
The host society may hope that the naturalization of foreigners will result
in minorities accommodating to the social culture. This expectation has a
solid historical basis, but is usually accomplished only after several generations. The whole process of integration is founded on individuals seeking
citizenship, and not on the construction of a multicultural social order, which
protects the cultural, ethnic or religious rights of minority communities.
Maybe after half a century there will be enough of those, who have adopted
the language, norms and values of the dominant culture. Yet in the meantime, the increasing number of integrated and upwardly mobile individuals,
and their public presence in society, may facilitate social tensions.
2. The multiculturalist approach concentrates on the groups. Normatively, multiculturalism means that “a given country must recognize all
ethnic groups who live on its territory, together with their history, culture
and language, and that all must be treated as equal in public matters.”28 In
Belgium, for example, such a policy is applied regarding Dutch-speaking
Flemings and French-speaking Walloons, who are treated equally in every
matter of public life.
Multiculturalist policies are easier to apply to national minorities than for
immigrant communities.
From the cultural perspective, multiculturalism is in closer accordance
with the rights of minorities and is more culturally sensitive than integrationalist policies, yet this approach also has a strong potential to result in
increasing social tensions. Instead of social harmony, multiculturalist
policies may contribute to the formation of segregated ghettos or intra-social
violence.
What kind of policy regarding cultural minorities then would be best
suited with a democratic social order? Which of the two polar opposites
mentioned above?
In principle, democracy does not require a homogeneous culture in
society or cultural neutrality by the state. In practice, Western democracies
are capable of embracing cultural differences to a significant extent. At the
same time, states have never been culturally absolutely neutral.
Typically, the liberal democracies have protected their common societal
culture and common language by being selectively repressive of ethnocultural diversity and minority nationalisms.29 At times the protection of a
social culture has also been pursued by recognition of some minority
28
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cultures. As a rule, however, this has been applied to national minorities, not
regarding immigrant communities. If national minorities have a welldeveloped sense of distinct nationality, the recent policy of Western
democracies is to ensure their loyalty through accepting, not by attacking,
their identity.30
Cultural neutrality would require the impossible from the state – to be
absent from social antagonisms. Even, if the state is perceived to be culturally neutral, this neutrality is manifested in the regulation of intolerance
between social groups. Typically, in Western countries, the traditional and
larger religious communities have been afforded with rights and privileges
not available to smaller and non-traditional religious groups. Yet as a trend,
post-industrial societies witness increasing religious pluralism facilitated by
the processes of globalization. Consequently, the regulation of religious pluralism in the society is another issue that nation-states just cannot put aside.31
Increasing ethnic diversity raises concerns for traditionally dominant
ethnic majorities. Likewise, increasing religious diversity raises not only
theological, but also social and political concerns for traditional religious
communities. The dominant religious tradition may want to use the state to
protect their privileged position against perceived competitors. One policy
option for that purpose is to define religion in the laws of the state narrowly
enough so that the religious practice of minority groups is hindered.32 Thus,
the ban on religious clothing or symbols from public institutions does little
harm to Protestants, whose religious practice does not require religious
clothing, yet is more harmful to those religious traditions, where religious
dress is a constitutive part of the religious identity of lay people.
For political communities, increasing social multiculturalism raises
questions about the fundamental nature of the polity and of the social
identity. Historically, the latter has always been defined by the opposition to
internal or external ‘others’. As Western European societies are not haunted
by the dead scepter of the Communism, it is easier to find ‘others’ on a
cultural and religious basis, than on the basis of ideology. In post-communist
societies, the dominant ‘other’ is still related to the previous experience of
Communist rule.
Thus, there are several multicultural issues that may raise concerns for
social majorities. Yet there is no essential controversy between democracy
and religious-cultural pluralism. In contrast to totalitarian or authoritarian
forms of government, democracy is characterized by social and political
30
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pluralism. Concomitantly, also religious and cultural pluralism do not
contradict with democracy. Vice versa, religious pluralism can encourage
political pluralism and social tolerance. If the state legislates behavior that is
unacceptable for a specific religious community, this will test the limits of
what religious people find tolerable in the society.33
The other essential questions regarding the relationship between
democracy and multiculturalism concern compatibility of values (Do democracy and multiculturalism promote the same kind of values?) and forms of
democracy (Does the answer to the previous question depend on the type of
democracy?)
Equality, toleration, and autonomy are the values usually related to liberal
democracy. The pertaining question is, whether multiculturalist policies
correspond better to the values of liberal democracy than the integrationalist
ones?34
Any discussion over democracy has to specify what form of democracy is
being talked about. Parliamentary representative democracy may be one of
the least supportive of multiculturalism, because it does not facilitate the
representation of the values and interests of the minorities. If the religious
minorities are represented via peak-associations, like trade unions or
business corporations, such representation is often considered as different in
kind and undemocratic in essence.35 Unlike labor or business interests,
religious minorities can easily be perceived as aliens to the society. Even if
individuals of religious minorities are citizens, they are often still expected
to abstain from electoral politics.36 Yet these negative perceptions regarding
the democratic participation of religious minorities are per se essentially
undemocratic.
Social majorities may prefer unorganized and incoherent minorities.
Democracy, however, benefits, if the marginal and disadvantaged groups are
included into public life.37 At least from the communitarian perspective of
democracy it would be better, if the religious and ethno-religious minorities
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would form cohesive communities, and would thereafter be able to enter into
dialogue with state and society.38
Lastly, how much multiculturalism is good for democracy? The more the
better, would be the normative answer. Too much multiculturalism, however, has its own deficiencies. Increasing cultural pluralism is an opportunity
for a “more vibrant civil society and political culture”, yet too strong
minority bonds, that accompany multicultural societies, may undermine
social cohesion, stability and governance.39 The conflict-potential of strong
intra-social bonds increases substantially if the boundaries between religion
and ethnicity overlap.40 The latter is exemplified by the ethno-religious wars
that followed the disintegration of Communist Yugoslavia.
Before presenting the contemporary political solutions to these theoretical
dilemmas, the main historical examples of cultural ‘others’, and their
function in the construction of European identity will be briefly presented.

2. Civilizational, Cultural and
Religious Boundaries of Europe
Europe has never been a state, nation, language or religion.41 At best, Europe
can be identified as a civilization or as a culture. The geographical, religious
and political boundaries of Europe can be defined only by some general
ideas about European culture or civilization. Concomitantly, the transformation of the ideas of Europe has resulted in the constant flux of geographical and religious borders of Europe during last two millenniums.
Western Christianity has been related to European identity more than any
other religion, yet at no point of time has a common version of Christianity
unified the whole continent. On the other hand, Europeans traditionally have
defined themselves in opposition to Judaism and Islam as the main religious
‘others’.42
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Besides heretics, and at varying times also Protestants and Catholics,
Jews have most constantly been the internal ‘others’ in European societies.
Jews did not possess a mighty empire that could potentially enslave and
subordinate European communities, although at times they could be
perceived to be also the agents of some external enemy. At present, Jews
comprise a tiny community in Europe (about 0.25 percent of the European
population).43 Yet Judaism has surely been one of the European religions. In
1900, about 80 percent of world’s Jews lived in Europe (including czarist
Russia).44 Today this number has decreased to about 10%.
The paradigmatic external ‘others’ of European societies have been
Ottoman Turks – who represented Islam – and Orthodox Russia as a representative of Eastern Christianity. Accordingly, Samuel P. Huntington placed
the cultural boundaries of Europe at a location, “where Western Christianity
ends and Islam and Orthodoxy begin.”45
At present, among the 27 member-states of the EU, the highest percentage of Muslims is in Cyprus (slightly below 20%). The historical
presence of Muslims in European territories, however, has been almost
continuous since 8th century. Spanish territories were conquered by Muslim
Moors in the 8th century and re-conquered in the 15th century. The expansion
of the Ottoman Empire into the territories of Eastern and Central Europe
brought along permanent Muslim populations in European territories.
During the Crusades, but especially, when the Turks were under Vienna
in 1529, the confrontation with Muslims strengthened the connection
between Europe and Christianity. In practice, from 16th century until the
First World War internally divided European states could often enter into
strategic collaboration with the Ottoman Turks. For the European identity,
however, the image of the ‘other’ has mattered more than the many-sided
relationship in practice.
Especially during social or political crises, Jews, Muslims Turks and
Orthodox Russians have been represented as evil, related to tyranny, the
agents of the Devil, inferior creatures, and the enemies of European
civilization and Christendom.46 Until the Crusades, the Jews were considered
as pariah people, aliens without human status or human rights within Chris-
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tian society.47 During the Crusades and the early Reformation, the Jews were
considered either as enemies or the agents of the external enemies (Turks,
Catholics or Protestants).48
The Jews were far more misrepresented than the Ottoman Turks. The
images of the latter, of course, could also involve some erroneous stereotypes, yet also included some realistic fears. After all, Turks did not march
on Vienna in 1683 under the banners of love, peace, friendship and multicultural dialogue. At that time, the practice of converting European Christian
boys into fanatical Muslim warriors and the use of those Janissaries in the
conquest of Hungary did incite realistic fears.49
Similar negative representation of Russia started to spread in the 15th
century, when Russia started to expand its dominion into the Baltic
territories governed by the Livonian Knights, and in the 16th century, when
Russia attacked Finland, until then governed by Sweden. The Livonian
Knights depicted Russians “as uncivilized, like apes in their nature and
intelligence,” and followers of heretic religion.50 Also Swedish king Gustav
Vasa (1496–1560) declared Russians to be a danger to humankind and the
whole of Christendom and compared them with Turks and “other pagans”.51
Such examples of the struggle between good and evil, ‘us’ and ‘them’,
can be found throughout European history until the Cold War, where the
dangerous ‘other’ was related to Communism. Genocides in post-communist
Bosnia and Kosovo serve as recent warning examples, because they were
legitimized among others by the ideas of liberation from (Communist)
tyranny, the atheistic religious heresy, and also from the yoke of Islam.52
The actual relationship of Turkey and Russia with Europe has other
facets, besides the function of the definitive ‘other’, several of them
positively related to Europe. Without being a European colony, Turkey has
transformed itself from a ‘core state’ of the Islamic world into a westernized
secular state. If France has served as the historical example of a secular state
for Western European countries, Turkey fulfills the same function for Muslim countries. As the secularism in Turkey has been modeled according to
the French patterns, secularism in both countries has a strong resemblance.53
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Turkey has pursued integration into European Union since 1959. During
the last decade, Turkey has been led by moderate Islamists, who are strongly
in favor of accession to the European Union.54 At present there is a real
possibility, that “a Turkish democratic state, truly representative of its
ordinary Muslim population,” will one day join the European Union.55
Turkish membership of NATO (since 1952) has been explained away as
being caused by the political necessities of the Cold War era. Accordingly,
Samuel P. Huntington has suggested that at least in the post-Cold War
world, further memberships of NATO should be reserved only for traditionally Western Christian countries:
“It also means recognizing that in the post-Cold War world, NATO is
the security organization of Western civilization and that its primary
purpose is to defend and preserve that civilization. Hence states that
are Western in their history, religion, and culture should, if they desire,
be able to join NATO. Practically speaking, NATO membership
would be open to the Visegrad states, the Baltic states, Slovenia, and
Croatia, but not countries that have been historically been primarily
Muslim or Orthodox.”56
Taking into account the inclusion of Muslim-majority Albania (since 2009),
and predominantly Orthodox Bulgaria and Romania (since 2004) into
NATO, the representation of essentialist confrontation between West, Islam
and Orthodoxy seems to have a stronger impact on the way in which the
global world is perceived (in the form of cultural images and stereotypes)
than followed in practical political behavior.
The simplest cursory look at the history of Russia should distinguish
several periods, each with its own peculiar relationship to Europe and the
West. In the mid-20th century, Nicolas Berdyayev distinguished ‘five
different Russias’ in history – the Russia under the dominion of Kiev, the
Russia of the Tartar period, the Russia of Muscovy, the imperial Russia of
debates, although in Turkey there are significantly more women wearing some sorts
of headscarf.
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Peter the Great, and the new Soviet Russia. The Russia of Muscovy and
Communist Russia were characterized by an opposition to the West and a
strong profession of true faith (Orthodoxy or Communism respectively).57
Russia of Peter the Great, in contrast, pursued westernization.58 Concomitantly, Russia can draw from her history both ideas and examples that
will position Russia in Europe, will bring her closer to Europe, or provide a
unique and superior identity with a mission in Europe.

3. Patterns of Religion, Culture and Politics
3.1. Integration of Post-communist Countries
The process of Western European integration has been driven by economical
needs and political causes, not by religion and culture. The immigration of
non-European origin minorities to this region started about half a century
ago. Since then there has been an increasing debate about the preservation of
their cultural identity of the core societies. Recently, between 2002 and
2004, when several post-communist countries of East-Central Europe were
to be included to the European Union, the public debates also concentrated
on the civilizational foundations of Europe. Subsequently, however, the debates over the common European identity have been on the decrease.
In 2004 eight former Socialist East-Central-European countries, plus
Cyprus and Malta were accepted into the European Union. Among those,
only Cyprus (predominantly Orthodox) was not traditionally Western Christian. Consequently, the European Union has integrated nearly all
traditionally Western Christian post-communist territories, except Catholic
Croatia, which still remains on the waiting-list. As a whole, this round of
European integration was a Catholic wave headed by Poland as the largest
and pivotal accession state.59 This round of enlargement can also be
interpreted as a further reconciliation of the historical Protestant/Catholic
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divide, although the European Union still does not encompass countries such
as Norway, Switzerland and Iceland.
The inclusion of Romania and Bulgaria in 2007 added about 30 million
Orthodox believers to the population of the European Union, where
Orthodoxy was previously represented by Greece and Cyprus. Taking into
account significant Orthodox minorities that also exist in Estonia and Latvia,
Orthodoxy is no more an outsider to the European Union.
Likewise, any further enlargement will most probably increase the
proportion of Orthodox and Muslims in the EU. Turkey, Kosovo and
Albania are predominantly Muslim, and Macedonia, Serbia, Ukraine and
Moldova are mostly Orthodox. And lastly, the neighborhood initiative of the
European Union has also developed relationships with countries such as
Algeria, Egypt, Belarus, and Russia, which indicates that the Western Christian civilizational boundaries have been transcended even if there will be no
further enlargement of EU in the near future.60

3.2. East-West Comparison
3.2.1. Secular Culture vs National Religion
The public culture and national identity of West-European nations are less
related to religion than in post-communist societies. Irrespective of the
policy option regarding religious minorities, the societies follow liberal and
secular norms. If integrationalist policy is used, like in France, where it is
expected that all social groups accommodate to normative laicist
republicanism, the Muslim minorities have a hard time in accommodation to
the dominant secular culture. If multicultarist policy is followed, as in Great
Britain, cultural pluralism is socially valued, and it is not expected that “one
norm to rule absolute”61, the state faces difficulties in integration of religious
minorities. In the latter case there is room left for non-secular minority
culture, but the end result is usually the same. The religious minority has
troubles with secular society, and society has troubles with the religious
minority.
Although the culturally ‘other’ religious minorities are outnumbered by
formal membership in traditional Christian confessions, they take religion
more seriously both in practice and belief. For example, in England more
people every week attend services in mosques than in Anglican churches.62
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The cultural integration of such minorities would require them to also
accommodate the more liberal and loose attitude toward religion that
characterizes the host society. In French society, some segments of Islamic
minorities tend to take the religious part of identity more seriously than the
host society devoted to liberal republicanism. The French republican school
system is even “committed to the values of gender equality and to the critique of oppressive religious, familial and traditional norms.”63 Consequently,
there is a tension, where the values and commitments of the minorities
contradict with those of the social majority. Thus, the 2004 ban on “ostentatious” religious symbols in public institutions was directed at not all religious traditions, but mostly at the practice of headscarves worn by Muslim
women. Traditional Christian groups had already accommodated to the
secular society. While the headscarves issue would not cause similar social
tensions in Great Britain, in France the ban, which was perceived to be
against the symbols of the subordination of Muslim women, enjoyed an
overwhelming support among the French citizenry.64
Denmark resembles England in also having a state church. The normative
understanding of Danish society, however, is alike to France. Dominant
public discourse in Denmark emphasizes equal rights over multiculturalism,
and universal, liberal values and citizenship as a means towards the inclusion
of immigrants.65 As in other Scandinavian Lutheran societies the secularized
and liberalized understanding of religion restricts religion to the private
realm of the individual, and leaves the realm of external conduct to be
regulated by state authority66. Thus, minority religions in Denmark are expected to accommodate to this pattern. Muslims can attain full rights of a
citizen as individuals, but are not considered to constitute a separate community under ethnic, cultural, or religious paradigm.67
Unlike post-communist societies, the recent waves of immigration to
Western European societies have resulted in a growing economic underclass,
where “the immigrant, the religious, the racial, and the socio-economic
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unprivileged ‘other’ all tend to coincide”68. Concomitantly, the increasing
public presence of Muslim communities is felt mostly in larger industrial
cities and regions – such as London, Paris, Rotterdam, the Ruhr industrial
area in Germany –, where the Muslim communities are mainly concentrated69.
In Eastern Europe, the problems with ethno-religious minorities concentrate less on the economy or cultural differences (over homosexuality,
free speech and the like). Instead, the main religio-political issues
concentrate on the relationship between national religion with national
minorities or New Religious Movements. Despite not having any state
church, the national culture of post-communist societies is usually based on
some form of ethno-religion. This pattern describes well not only Slovakia,
Poland, Lithuania and Romania, where the majority of the population belong
to national churches, but also to the Russian Federation, where the levels of
religious practice and belief are lower than the numbers of those Russians
who consider themselves as culturally Orthodox.70 In some post-communist
countries – like the Czech Republic or Estonia – the national identity is
predominantly secular, yet the basis of national identity remains still ethnic,
not civic.
In Estonia, the political identity is vaguely related to Lutheranism. The
inter-ethnic tensions have appeared due to the Estonian citizenship law of
1993, which excluded from citizenship a good part of the predominantly
Orthodox Russian-speaking residents. The public debates in Estonia,
however, concentrate more on the political rights than on cultural differences
or cultural autonomy of the Russophone minorities.
In Western Europe, Islamic communities are the most culturally suspect
religious minorities. In Eastern Europe, like in the Russian Federation, the
same position is occupied by religious groups such as Charismatic Christians
and Jehovah’s Witnesses.71 Concomitantly, Russian Islamic minorities cause
less cultural worries than in Western Europe. Instead, Western Protestant
religious minorities are often considered to be “foreign religions”72,
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portrayed as “anti-social,” “criminal,” and “dangerous,”73 or considered to be
a threat to the Russian national identity and the prevailingly Orthodox
national culture.74
One of the reasons, why Islam does not constitute a cultural problem in
Russia, has to do with the historical presence of Muslim minorities within
the Russian society. The Russian Federation includes about the same number
of Muslims as are living in the European Union (around 15 million).
The general pattern in both Eastern and Western Europe, however, is that
the cultural problems have increased with the more recent religious
minorities. Concomitantly, in Russia, this means the increasing influx of
Western Protestants, in Western Europe it concentrates on Muslims, whose
number has tripled just during the last 30 years.75 The influx of “culturally
others” raises fears of brainwashing and of undermining the core culture of
the society. In France and Germany it may have been in addition to Islamic
groups that there are also certain ‘sects’, ‘cults’ and other new religious
groups. In Russia, similar fears are related to the influx of Western
Protestants.
Nevertheless, the Russian Federation may have one of the sharpest
“Islamic challenges” in Eastern Europe, but the challenge is essentially
political – related mostly to the self-determination of the peripheral areas of
Tatarstan, Chechnya, Ingushetia, and Dagestan –, not cultural. Although
similarly to Western Europe, some larger Russian cities have witnessed also
an economically driven influx of Muslim populations, including Muslims of
Central Asian origin.76
3.2.2. Different Levels of Cultural Secularisation
Western European post-industrial societies follow more secularized and
liberal social values that emphasize individualism over collective and gender
equality over traditional values. In postmaterialist Western societies, Islam
has become the “the un-liberal other”77, the religion that “pits patriachalism
against gender equality, ideals of collectivity against individual autonomy,
73
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intolerance against tolerance, authoritarianism against liberalism”.78 The
ways of life of Western Muslims – perceived as collectivist, intolerant,
authoritarian, illiberal and theocratic – are considered to be fundamentally
incompatible with those of Europe.79 Traditional Western Christian
communities also have troubles with the secularized, individualistic, and
liberal secular public culture, although they fight less against the secularized
condition. Concomitantly, the French headscarf ban in public schools was
considered discriminative also by French Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant
church leaders.80 Also Pope Benedict XVI would prefer some version of
traditional – i.e. not secular and liberal – common foundation for the social
culture. Additionally, the pope is critical regarding multiculturalism, which
“can sometimes amount to an abandonment and denial, a flight from one’s
own heritage”.81
The post-communist societies of Europe meet the challenge of the
Western European kind of more advanced cultural secularization during the
integration into Europe82. While most of the post-communist countries do
not have strict laws limiting the rights to abortion (unlike Poland), the
regional difference is more manifest regarding the legal treatment of samesex unions. The European Parliament has recently resolved that all EU
members-states should treat same-sex unions on the same terms as
traditional families.83 Such recommendations do not recieve a warm
welcome among post-communist societies, which tend to hold on to more
traditional understanding of marriage and gender roles.
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3.2.3. Securitization of Minority Religion
Minorities that adhere to a religion connected to a political group or state
that is considered to be a threat to national security have traditionally faced
some form of intolerance by the state. In the time of John Locke, the
Catholics were suspect in England due to the close relation of Catholicism
and the French state. The Kulturkampf of Otto von Bismarck against the
Catholic Church had the same undertone. At present, similar worries have
been caused by the potential connection of Muslim minorities to
international terrorism.
Poland is perhaps the only EU country, which articulates in the constitution (article 53) the limitations to freedom of religious expression if it is
“necessary for the defence of State security, public order…”.84 Yet, national
security is commonly an important cause for limiting the rights of religious
minorities. Since the terrorist attacks of 9/11, most of the European states
have put a stronger emphasis on the religious motivation of terrorism in antiterrorism legal provisions.85 The terrorist attacks in Madrid (14/3, 2004) and
in London (7/7 and 21/7, 2005) also linked Islam increasingly with violence
and anti-Western values86.
The public understanding of the war against terror often concentrates on
the images of “us versus them”, and the coalition forces against the
Taliban87. These perceptions tend to be also applied to European Muslims.
Consequently, Islamic communities are considered to be monolithic, related
to fanaticism and terrorism. As a result, many rank and file Muslims, who
have no connection with international terrorism, have become targets of
arbitrary detentions, expulsions, hate crimes and human rights violations.88
To imagine Islam as a violent religion is unfair for two main reasons.
First, violence in the past and present is common among the followers of any
world religion. Secondly like most Christians, so also most Muslims do not
84
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support violence.89 Paradoxically, the image of violent Islam is often built on
individual cases of religion-related terrorism performed outside of Western
Europe – be it the civil war in Lebanon in 1980s, 9/11 or 2003 hostage crises
in Beslan. These singular events have contributed to the general image of
Islam not only as different, but also as dangerous.90 In the time of mass
media, such stereotypes and images have a life of their own, largely autonomous from the actual number of radicals harbored within a local religious
community. Consequently, it may go unnoticed, that the same radical Muslims have also been fighting with Islamic communities.
In real life, the Muslim communities are characterized by vast diversity.
European Muslims are not uniformly pious, primitive, and fundamentalist91.
Most of them are law-abiding and have never participated in riots inside
European societies, which have been relatively minor and have lasted only
for a short periods92. Therefore as Olivier Roy suggested, the policies of
European states should distinguish terrorists from the mainstream Muslims
in Europe, even “meet the aspirations of mainstream Muslims […] – Islam
recognized as a Western religion, Muslims as full citizens” and avoid the
creation of closed communities, ghettos, and minority status.93

Conclusion
The policy of a narrow and forced assimilation is no more considered as a
viable option in Europe94. In Germany it was hoped that Muslims would
accept the high German culture (Leitkultur), the cultural and political ethos
of the German society, and while remaining Muslim, their religion remains a
private matter95. Since the 1970s such an assimilationist option has been
increasingly recognized as: unrealistic, because immigrants do not lose their
identities and practices; unnecessary, because the immigrants can be both
loyal citizens with a strong sense of their own identity; and unfair, because
“it denies equal respect for immigrants, and turns integration into an
oppressive process.”96 In 2000, Germany changed its citizenship laws from
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ius sanguinis to ius solis, and made citizenship available to those born in the
country.
Those states, however, which practised multicultural policies, now tend
to emphasise more assimilation and naturalization97. Both old (the
Netherlands, Britain and France) and new immigration hosts (such as Spain
and Italy), find it increasingly hard to adopt the multicultural approach and
are inclined towards the assimilationist approach98. The Netherlands was
earlier among the most willing to accommodate cultural differences99, but
has recently adopted more restrictive legislation, “setting clear limits to the
kinds of un-European, unmodern norms and habits it is ready to tolerate.”100
Concomitantly, some form of multiculturalism is the option for the
future. What sort of multiculturalist political framework a society should
follow, this still remains under debate.101 The European states need to find a
working balance between the respect of cultural diversity and the protection
of “the cohesiveness of the community” and national security102.
What particular lessons can be learned from the historical treatment of
religio-cultural minorities in Western societies?
First, in the long run, religious traditions tend to accommodate to the
social context and secular state. In France, the social polarization between
the Catholic Church and a secular state culminated in 1905 with law of
church-state separation. The hostile attitudes from both sides lasted for about
half a century, but after 1958, both sides accommodated. The church is
reserved in her criticism of the secular state, and the French government has
provided financial support to Catholic elementary schools.103 The values of
the Catholic Church still differ markedly from the secular liberal values, but
the Church has accommodated to the society, which legislates on divorce,
the use of contraception and the legal right to abortion.
Secondly, the cultural accommodation of religious minorities may take
several generations, if not a century. In the United States, the pre-World War
I immigrant Jews were related to threats of revolution and subversion,
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immigrant Catholics were perceived as non-Christians with outdated gender
attitudes, authoritarian religious structures, dangerously high levels of
reproduction, and were considered to be a uniform group of people despite
differences in ethnic origins and their attitudes regarding religion
(indifferent, anticlerical or religious).104 By the end of 20th century, the social
values, demographic trends and political differences of Catholics and Jews
have harmonized with the ones characteristic to U.S. society105. The cultural
inclusion of European Muslims may follow the same pattern.
Lastly, any religious tradition should be evaluated according to its
existing internal diversity. Gilles Kepel has pointedly noticed, that “there are
a thousand ways of being Muslim in everyday life, just as there are a
thousand ways of being Christian, Jewish, Buddhist or atheist”.106 Few
Europeans know that among German Muslims, there are about 400,000 of
Turkish Alevis, whose faith does not forbid them to eat pork or drink
alcohol107. In order to know, which segments of Muslims communities
actually are the cultural ‘others’, one should recognize internal division
between “Turkish”, “Arab”, or “Bosnian” mosques,108 and acknowledge the
different versions of Islam of North Africans in France, Pakistanis of Great
Britain and Turks in Germany, which tend to have very little in common109.
The road to mutual acceptance and accommodation between Muslim
communities and European societies is neither free of tensions nor is it
uniform and linear110. However, in order to efficiently integrate Muslims into
European society the policies of integration should be applied on those
needing integration, not on anyone adhering to Islam.
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NATION, PEOPLE, AND RELIGION –
DIMENSIONS OF MODERN SOCIETY:
CONSISTENCY OR CONTRADICTION?
ANDREAS PAWLAS
■

1. Renaissance of the “Kulturnation”?
Evidently, the French minister of the interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, had made a
mistake when he contemptuously labeled those young people of African
origin who caused the riots in the French “banlieues” at the end of 2005 as
“scum.” These young hooligans may not be counted as religious fundamentalists; however, those riots showed that the French conception of the
“Staats-Nation” and its education, until now, was not successful in making
the influence of lifestyle or ethnic origin superfluous as it is induced by being a member of a native people or an observer of a religion.
As if Bußmann could have foreseen this, a long time ago, he stated that
the conception of the “Nationalstaat” as it has been formed by the French
Revolution, inevitably leads to “tensions and frictions” in regions of mixed
population1.
Nevertheless, the most popular representative of the French conception of
the “Nationalstaat”, Ernest Renan, is problematic. He refused every ethnic,
linguistic, religious or geographic aspect in the self-understanding of the
nation. His definition of the “Staats-Nation” is most popular and widely
spread: “L’existence d’une nation est … un plébiscite des tous les jours”2.
But even in this case and after this definition, the riots in the French “banlieues” must be understood as a daily plebiscite against the existing French
“Staats-Nation” and against the existing problems of discrimination.
One cannot expect that such considerations might find attention in a centrally organized government, as in France. In the European context, however, it might give an impulse to think again about the conception of a nation

1

Walter Bußmann. Art. Nation. – Staatslexikon, Bd. 37. Hrsg. Görres Gesellschaft. Freiburg [u.a.]: Herder, 1987, S. 1268.
2
Ernest Renan. Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? (1882). – Œuvres complètes. Edition
définitive établie par, vol. 1. Henriette Psichari (ed.), Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1947, p.
904.
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as a “Kulturnation”3 – neglecting that this concept was for a long time regarded as ridiculous, naive or even dangerous.
Nowadays, it might possibly happen that this concept allows the knitting
of important aspects of a nation, people and religion together. Finally, it
might be that this idea is not yet looked upon as an absurd German idiosyncrasy.
Besides, careful analysis already should have better emphasised that specifically religious observation is not unimportant for people in small European and non-European countries if they start to discover their national identity.
At least, it should be realized that there is a different assessment of religion for states in Eastern and Central Europe in the process of finding out
their national identity, compared to some parts of Western Europe4.
If it is correct that the phenomenon nation, with all its different accentuations and connections always is a “sich wandelnde geschichtliche Erscheinung”5, watching carefully again and again the relations between nation,
people and religion and to reflect on them is necessary.
The following reflections shall concentrate on the developments in Central Europe. Because of this limitation, it is not possible to discuss such historical examples of connecting nation, people and religion like in the times
of Caeseropapism of the late eastern Roman Empire6, the “Nationalkirchentum” in England of Henry VIII, or the Imperial Orthodox Church in Russia
from Peter I till 1917. The problems of the present projects of so-called “Islamic republics” started in Iran, Pakistan or Mauritania, exceed the given
framework, too.
Furthermore, talking about the very special case of the founding of the
state of Israel is not possible. In spite of the very transnational view of many
parts of the Jewish people, this must be understood as an attempt to construct
a very close connection of nation, people and religion.
3

Friedrich Meinecke. Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat. München: R. Oldenbourg, 19174, S. 39ff.
4
Bußmann 1987, S. 1267f.
5
Bußmann 1987, S. 1265.
6
Hans-Dieter Döpmann. Nationalismus und Religion. – Jahrbuch Mission. Hrsg.
Verband evangelischer Missionskonferenzen. Hamburg: Missionshilfe Verlag, 1996,
S. 21, here used the idea of a godly accepted “Symphonia” from state and church, of
Emperor and Patriarch. It lasted since the Emperor Justinian I (527–565) and meant
that Emperor and Patriarch together had the responsibility for body and soul of the
people of the Byzantine Empire. He refers that even in 1397 Patriarch Antonius IV.
of Konstantinopel wrote to the Grand Duke Vasilij I. of Moskow: “… für uns Christen kann es keine Kirche ohne das Reich geben …; man kann nicht das eine vom
anderen trennen.“
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However, in all these exclusive examples, more or less, distinct references to the following topics can be found.

2. Globalisation versus Regionalisation
Besides demonstrating the failed policy of the French government to integrate the many immigrants of foreign cultures in a French “Staatsnation”, the
burning car wrecks in the French suburbs possibly could be a further signal.
These rebellious actions may also demonstrate an inner contradiction of our
present age of globalisation. In these times and in our world of global players
and networks, it should be irrelevant where you are living and where you are
working or to which country or to what people you belong or what your religious preference is.
Surprisingly, at present, a trend has developed power and force, which
emphasises the local, regional and comprehensible. The trend values the
traditional and confidential while also recognizing and appreciating the roots
of a people inclusive in a particular religion.
After the end of the Cold War, the dynamics of globalisation’s critical
counter movement increased more and more. Forces were evident in the
background in the process of setting up several new Eastern European or
even Asian states or re-instituting former ones.
And in direct connection to the subject of a “Staatsnation” or “Kulturnation”, it must be noted that the “tschechoslowakian Nation”7, which has been
constructed after the pattern of the French constitution, seventy years ago,
has been disintegrating now into the predominantly Catholic nation of Slovakia and into the more secular, although protestant Czech Republic.
One of the reasons why this counter movement against globalisation
gained so much strength is the internationality of the post-modern “global
village” and the necessity to encounter worldwide competition has forced
many to look back on their own position in this competition and therefore, to
look back on their own nation, their own nationality and their own people,
not only in the former socialist countries.
Global events such as the Olympics, World Cup or even international
competitions such as the European Song Contest reveal unexpected and
amazing awakenings of national emotions. This happens even in Germany, a
country where national identity has been deliberately broken.
Especially in Germany, a considerable gap between the unreflected reactions of a large majority of the people and the more reflected conceptions
7

Kurt Rabl. Krisis und Zukunft des Nationalgedankens im modernen Europa. –
Zeitschrift für Politik, 37. Jg., Nr. 4, 1990, S. 409.
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of the intellectual elite is evident. For the intellectual elite, working on these
connections between nation, people and religion is unpopular, although this
issue is “unterschwellig”8 or woven into the whole of German post-war history.
Therefore, regarding the present national issue from the German outlook,
particularly from a theological and churchly perspective, most of the problems and ambivalences are highlighted9.
Such occurrences could merely be appreciated as the happy and gratefully celebrated reconstruction of their own identity as a nation, people and a
religious community such as Armenia, Georgia10 or Poland11.
However, the German point of view mostly emphasises the danger and
the dark sides of the idea of being a nation, of nationalism and the idea of the
people. Thus, for positive considerations, there is little space for present
German authors.
This, however, is not remarkable for it evidently mirrors the whole misery of modern German national history and Germany’s guilt due to its nationalism. Indeed, it would not be honest to work on the subjects of nation
and national consciousness in the German context, on people and ethnology
with their special connections to religion, without remembering the experience and suffering of the rise and fall of the German national consciousness.

8

Nation im Widerspruch. Aspekte und Perspektiven aus lutherischer Sicht heute. Eine Studie des Ökumenischen Studienausschusses der VELKD und des
DNK/LWB. Hrsg. Helmut Edelmann, Nils Hasselmann. Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1999, S. 61.
9
Here at the beginning of the national movement in Germany Herder too talks of
ambivalence, when he calls the nation as a “ungejäteten Garten … von Thorheiten
und Fehlern”, but he also discovers “Vortrefflichkeiten und Tugenden”. Therefore,
he doesn’t like to praise the nation “ex professio”. Johann Gottfried Herder. Sämtliche Werke, Bd. 17. Hrsg. Bernhard Suphan. Berlin: Weidmann, 1877–1913,
S. 211.
10
As Döpmann 1996, S. 19 says, making the people in Armenia and Georgia to
Christians meant the beginning of an own literarily culture. Thus it was the Church,
which these people “schließlich auch zu einer für die bedeutsamen politischen
Eigenständigkeit verhalf – modern gesprochen – zu nationaler Identität.”
11
Döpmann 1996, S. 21 remarks that Poland by the founding of the archbishopstool of Gnesen in 1000 reached a greater independence from German influence.
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3. Are the Roots of the Modern Nation
in the Renaissance?
Even if Martin Luther still addresses the “Christlichen Adel deutscher Nation”,12 he did not use the term ‘nation’ in the modern way but as a compound of ecclesiastical and worldly principalities with the king at its top13.
However, the fact that he addresses the Christian nobility of the German
nation to enforce ecclesiastical reforms for the people and to do best for the
“armen Kirche”14 shows how inseparably close the connection of religious
topics and the topics of the whole society were generally considered.
This specific way of understanding the term nation is possibly much older
for there is no distinct criterion passed on to delimit this term to closely related terms15. But this lack of precision might be generally associated with
the character of the national, if Kohn is to agree that nations are the “Wirkungsergebnis geschichtsbildender Kräfte”. Thus, they are changing continuously and are never stiff and rigid16.
Still, there are good arguments that the ‘nation’ in its modern sense was
not primarily developed in Germany but in the 17th Century England17. And
if in the patriotically inspired speech of John of Gaunt in Shakespeare’s
drama Richard II. the “frühesten Zeugnisse eines sich selbst genügenden
Nationalgefühls”18 are to be discovered, the religious suggestions and associations are highly visible even in this play:
“Methinks I am a prophet new inspir'd,
And thus expiring do foretell of him:
His rash fierce blaze of riot cannot last,
For violent fires soon burn out themselves;
Small showers last long, but sudden storms are short;
12

Martin Luther (1520). An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation von des
christlichen Standes Besserung (1520). – Martin Luther. Ausgewählte Werke, Bd. 2.
Hrsg. Hans Heinrich Borcherdt, Georg Merz. München: Chr. Kaiser, 19483, S. 81–
150.
13
Ulrich Dierse, H. Rath. Art. Nation, Nationalismus, Nationalität. – Historisches
Wörterbuch der Philosophie, Bd. 6. Hrsg. Jochim Ritter, Karlfried Gründer. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1984, S. 407f.
14
Luther 1520, S. 150.
15
Dierse, Rath 1984, S. 407.
16 Hans Kohn. Die Idee des Nationalismus. Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider, 1950,
S. 34.
17 Jörg Rothermundt. Die Entstehung und Entwicklung der Begriffe Nation und
Volk. – Nation im Widerspruch 1999, S. 116.
18
Rabl 1990, S. 406.
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He tires betimes that spurs too fast betimes;
With eager feeding food doth choke the feeder;
Light vanity, insatiate cormorant,
Consuming means, soon preys upon itself.
This royal throne of kings, this sceptre’d isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,
This other Eden, demi-paradise,
This fortress built by Nature for herself
Against infection and the hand of war,
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This precious stone set in the silver sea,
Which serves it in the office of a wall,
Or as a moat defensive to a house,
Against the envy of less happier lands;
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England”19
The consciousness reflected in this verse could correspond to the thesis of
Joachim Track that Protestantism has promoted the development of the
modern nation. He reasons: ““Faktisch hatten die protestantischen Kirchen
von Anfang an in der Zuordnung zum landesherrlichen Regiment einen
Bezug zur regionalen Sozialität und Kultur und eine “nationale” Anbindung.
Durch die Betonung der Landes- und Muttersprache verstärkten sie das
kulturell eigenständige Moment. Die Orientierung am Grundsatz “cuius
regio eius religio” führte zu konfessionell geprägten Regionen und Ländern
... und zu einer engen Verbindung von Staat, Kultur und Religion. So hat der
Protestantismus lutherischer Prägung, trotz seines Festhaltens an dem
Gedanken der universalen Kirche, eine geschichtlichen Beitrag zu der
späteren Entstehung nationalstaatlicher Entwicklung in Politik und Religion
geleistet, ohne diese Situation zum Gegenstand theologischer Reflexion zu
machen”“20.
However, it is to be noted in reply that there were some rather different
protestant territories concerning landscape, religion and even language, especially in Prussia, which have been so much blamed in later debate on nationalism. Lutherans, since Johann Sigismund (1572–1619), lived under a
Calvinist sovereign. Compared with the thesis of Joachim Track, it might
also be the other way round. The German landscape with its different territories had enforced Protestantism or even made Protestantism possible.

19

William Shakespeare, citato loco:
<http://212.227.253.8/williamshakespeare/messages/4158.htm>, (Januar 2006)
20
Joachim Track. Nation in lutherischer Sicht – Schritte zu einer sozialethischen
Urteilsbildung. – Nation im Widerspruch 1999, S. 248.
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Nevertheless, in spite of the antireligious criticism of the age of Enlightenment, the idea of a close association of nation, people and religion must
have been widely spread. Thus, Johann Martin Miller could write tersely in
his poem “Deutsches Lied” of 1772:
“Daß ein deutscher Mann ich bin
deß erfreuet sich mein Sinn
Denn ein ächter Deutscher ist
immer auch ein guter Christ.”21
Simultaneously, it shines through that identification could only be successful
in delimiting from others. That is why the thesis of Jörg Rothermundt is not
convincing, that there is no national tightness or marking of enemies in the
English or later in the French term of nation and that their view had always
been directed on the whole of mankind22. On the other hand, Rothermundt
reports that the English people were influenced by the Old Testament and
identified themselves with the old people of Israel. Thus, they thought that
they had to yield freedom to all peoples of the world. That inevitably induces
a similar delimitation or marking of enemies as it was strongly executed by
the old people of Israel against the so-called “heathens”.

4. To the Self-determination of a Nation
As a matter of fact, the establishment and growth of sovereign territories in
the age of absolutism took neither the interests of ethnic groups nor their
confessions into consideration, despite the “Augsburger Religionsfrieden”.
The separation of a positive law and ethics then followed.
It was Hugo Grotius who then formulated his doctrine of the “bellum iustum ex utraque parte”23. Therefore, during this time, belonging to a separate
people or religion did not become a central characteristic of the sovereign
state. Instead, the countries’ unlimited right to warfare (liberum ius ad

21

Johann Martin Miller. Gedichte. Ulm, 1783, S. 180; citato loco: Wolfgang
Hardtwig. Vom Elitebewußtsein zur Massenbewegung. Frühformen des Nationalismus in Deutschland 1500–1840. Antrittsvorlesung 16. Juni 1992,
<http://edoc.hu-berlin.de/humboldt-vl/hardtwig-wolfgang2/PDF/Hardtwig.pdf>,
S. 16f. (Januar 2008)
22 Rothermundt 1999, S. 116.
23
Hugo Grotius (1625). De iure belli ac pacis; citato loco: Wolfgang Huber,
Hans-Richard Reuter. Friedensethik. Stuttgart/Berlin/Köln: W. Kohlhammer,
1990, S. 82f.
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bellum) pushed itself into the foreground24, producing disastrous consequences in the age of the so-called “Kabinettskriege”.
Thus, the thinking of Immanuel Kant found attention. His frequently
quoted essay “Vom ewigen Frieden” was based on the idea of freedom, of
moral law and on his doctrine of the law. Here he refused the use of force
against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state of the
world. Thus, he gave an outer frame to the modern term of the nation: “Kein
Staat soll sich in die Verfassung und Regierung eines anderen Staates
gewalttätig einmischen.” ... “Solange aber dieser innere Streit noch nicht
entschieden ist, würde die Einmischung äußerer Mächte Verletzungen der
Rechte eines nur mit seiner inneren Krankheit ringenden, von keinem
anderen abhängigen Volks, selbst also ein gegebenes Skandal sein, und die
Autonomie aller Staaten unsicher machen.”25
However, modern history shows that forces were mobilised particularly
by mutual interferences in the autonomy of the people, which led to the explication and to the fixing of the modern idea of the nation in its specific
connection to religion and people.
If it is correct that a nation in its emergence defines the features which are
determining itself26, referring to Germany as the so called “verspätete Nation”27, the age of the Liberation wars must be considered first.

5. The Relations between Nation, People and
Religion in Germany as a Reaction
to French Aggression
On one hand, the legitimization of the government by the old dynasties and
by the religious idea of the divine gift of governmental power were questioned by the French Revolution. On the other hand, the idea of an autonomous people and nation became more and more popular. Thus, no longer
should the aristocracy be regarded as the representatives of the state but of
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the people whoever that should be. Finally, reverence to the king was replaced by a cult of the nation28.
At that that time, the military situation for the Prussian reformers was
very difficult, considering the French military forces and their aggression.
To counter this, the Prussian reformers saw no other alternative against this
menace but to initiate the idea of an autonomous German nation, in their
own native country, the “deutsches vaterland”29. Only in changing their
thinking up to the brink of self-surrender seemed to open the strategy for
survival and freedom. The resulting national effort induced some contradictions within the country30, which, however, could not be stopped.
This national effort joined the church and state in a very specific manner.
Respected theologians like Friedrich Schleiermacher were very much involved in the development of the new feeling for a nation and “Vaterland”.
Aiming in this direction he preached: “Der Sache des menschlichen Geschlechtes dienen, die Beförderung der Tugend der Vernunft der Frömmigheit im allgmeinen sich zum Wunsch und Ziel setzen, den Einzelnen in
dem Maaß lieben als er hierzu beiträgt, das ist herrlich. Aber wie kann sich
denn jenes allgemeine Gefühl als Liebe zeigen, als nur gegen diejenigen, die
uns wirklich erscheinen, die in den Kreis unserer Thätigkeit fallen im Leben
selbst? Umgeben uns nun die nicht am meisten und fordern uns auf, ihnen
Beifall und Liebe zu schenken, die mit uns zu einem Volk gehören? Allein
auch Andre, können wir sie wol ganz kennen und alles liebenswürdige an
ihnen lieben, wenn wir nicht auch auf das wichtige Verhältniß achten was sie
einem Volke eignet und mit einem Vaterlande verbindet? Ich weiß, hier eben
erheben sich die Beschuldigungen, Vaterlandsliebe mache kurzsichtig,
partheiisch, nähre Vorurtheile gegen andere Völker, und mache daß man
denen geringschätzig begegne, die ihnen angehören. Aber ist das nicht die
Unvollkommenheit der Menschen und keineswegs der Fehler der Sache?”31
Ernst Moritz Arndt, among others, also emphasizes the close relationship
between nation, people and religion – namely in the tradition of the Reformation, which is based on Martin Luther. In spite of some contradictions for
28
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Arndt, it is true that: “Es gibt Ein Volk, Eine Religion, Einen Frieden, nach
welchem auch ewig gerungen werden soll. Die würdig sind, sie zu erkennen,
erkennen sie wohl dieses heilige Einheit aus der Vielheit, diese unsterbliche
Menschheit und Gottheit”32. Und deswegen “soll dir nächst Gott Teutschland
der heiligste Name seyn, bei welchem du betest und schwörst, und jeder
Mensch, der teutsch gebohren ist, soll dir lieb und werth sein, als wäre er
dein Bruder; denn er ist mit dir aus Einem Lande. Und wenn du diese Liebe
und Treue inniglich fühlst, so wird Eintracht und Glaube an Gott und das
Vaterland die verlorene Freiheit wiederbringen.”33
It must be criticized that during that time, contributions like this helped
the national war of liberation against Napoleon take on the character of a
“holy war”. In addition, in this context, such terms as “salvation” or “reconciliation” or “rebirth” had been robbed of their biblical meaning34. At the
beginning of the development of the German national consciousness, the
necessary traditional and theological distance between the church and state35
also had been surrendered. On the other hand, who can deny that in the age
of European national feelings Germany was no exception?
But compared with other European nations, there have been many specific
reasons for a forced development of national consciousness in the German
countries. At that time, the territorial revolution caused by the “Reichsdeputationshauptschluss” of 1803 had put together many different peoples within
new borders, and they longed for their integration. Therefore, the reformers
of politics, education, the military and church realised that from now on,
every form of political government cannot be newly founded without the
principle of the sovereignty of the people.
Until the beginning of the forties in the 19th century, the “Nationalgemeinde”, which enthusiastically sought German unification, was rather
small36. But they gathered in clubs and associations, which met initially under several different interests, but every time combined with the common
aim of national unification. There were, for instance, gymnastic clubs and
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from 1814, flourishing student associations37. Furthermore, there were choir
clubs for men, clubs to support the Greeks, and Polish clubs to support those
who were refugees from the Polish areas in rebellion or those who were driven out as Polish independence fighters from 1830/3138.
But, according to Hans-Ulrich Wehler, before the revolution of 1848,
there where “rund 250.000 Männer in Vereinen formal organisiert, die auch
Wert auf national-deutsche Gesinnung legten”39. Finally, nationalism had
give rise to the determining political power in the German countries. And,
what has been elected as a motto for the Leipzig student association may be
representative of the relationship between nation and religion: “Gott, Ehre,
Freiheit, Vaterland”40.
According to historical research, the Rhine crisis of 1840 is usually regarded as the crucial date for the transition of nationalism into a popular
movement41, and sometimes it is accused of being reactionary. But the perspective of German nationalism around 1840 undoubtedly meant a progressive and modernizing force compared with the existing structures of the
“Deutschen Bund” and its distribution of competences42. Moreover, this
driving force in the background was stimulating Bismarck’s minor unification of the German countries, excluding Austria. Concerning these proceedings, there were reservations, especially in Lutheran society. Nevertheless,
no one later doubted that this nation would be “von Gott gewollt”43 since a
German national self-assurance took place with regard to the “deutschen
Luther”44. And at this time, Luther was wrongly accused by respected Roman Catholics, that he had “sehr wohl verstanden, das deutsche Nationalgefühl … in den Dienst seiner Sache zu ziehen”45.
Besides the desire for national consciousness, Europeans longed for
political power for all people and also for peoples all over the world. The
new German nation claimed political influence and respect, too. And partly,
37
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it was supported by a special theological access to the creation, the
“Schöpfungstheologie”46.
The other world powers looked suspiciously at these German claims for
international emancipation and were not simply willing to accept them. Finally, it was the German nation that was guilty of drawing the whole world
into a war, the horrors of which are still unforgotten.

6. The Error of an Exaggerated Nationalism
in Germany
At the end of the 19th century, in the newly founded Wilhelminian German
Reich, Albrecht Ritschl and his pupils asserted a very close connection between the so-called “Culturbewegung” and the kingdom of God47. There
were strong warnings. For example, Ernst Troeltsch in Eisenach in 1896
alarmingly shouted: “Meine Herren, es wackelt alles.”48 The “Kulturprotestantismus” meant a certain national symbiosis of worldly and spiritual kingdom. And that meant that essential distinctions of the Lutheran doctrine of
the two kingdoms49 were practically surrendered in such a close relationship
between nation, people and religion in Germany. But further on in the enthusiasm of war at the beginning of World War I, which over all confessions
had the effect of a national “Integrationsideologie”50, the national, the
“Völkische”, and religion increasingly became woven together. Thus, patriotism and the idea of the people practically gave rise to a new, separate national religion51.
This may be demonstrated by Ernst von Dryander’s sermon, the Oberhofprediger at that time, held at the opening session of the German parliament on 4 August 1914 shortly after Germany declared war against Russia
and France. In his sermon he refers to Rom 8,31: “Is God for us, who can be
46
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against us” and can declare: “Im Aufblick zu dem Staat, der uns erzogen, zu
dem Vaterland, in dem die Wurzeln unserer Kraft liegen, wissen wir, wir
ziehen in den Kampf für unsere Kultur gegen die Unkultur, für die deutsche
Gesittung wider die Barbarei, für die freie an Gott gebundene Persönlichkeit
wider die Instinkte der ungeordneten Masse ... und Gott wird mit unseren
Waffen sein! Denn mit der deutschen Gesittung hängt auf das engste
zusammen deutscher Glaube und deutsche Frömmigkeit”52.
At the beginning of the war, the song of Martin Luther “Ein feste Burg ist
unser Gott” was as frequently sung as a national song, “Wacht am Rhein” or
“Deutschland, Deutschland über alles”. In this situation, many pastors realised for the first time that the Protestant Church as “Volkskirche” was a
church of the people53.
The unity of nation, people and religion was similarly implored from the
highest authority of the German Empire, Kaiser Wilhelm II.54: ““Wir
Preußen sind es ja gewohnt, gegen einen überlegenen Feind zu kämpfen und
zu siegen. Dazu gehört das feste Vertrauen auf unseren großen Alliierten
dort oben, der unserer gerechten Sache zum Siege verhelfen wird. Wir
wissen es aus unserer Kinderzeit, und als Erwachsene haben wir es beim
Studium der Geschichte gelernt, daß Gott nur mit den gläubigen Heeren ist.
So war es unter dem Großen Kurfürsten, so war es unter dem Alten Fritz, so
war es bei meinem Großvater, und so ist es auch unter mir. Wie Luther es
aussprach: “Ein Mann mit Gott ist immer die Majorität”. Einen Vorteil
haben wir gegenüber unseren Feinden: Sie haben keine Parole, sie wissen
nicht, wofür sie kämpfen, für wen sie sich totschießen lassen. Sie tragen den
schweren Tornister des bösen Gewissens, ein friedliebendes Volk überfallen
zu haben. Wir aber ziehen gegen den Feind mit dem Sturmgepäck des
leichten Gewissens”“55.
Apparently in this symbiosis of nation, people and religion, nobody was
able to hear the critical and reminding sounds of religion, especially of the
reformer Martin Luther. Indeed, for instance the professor of theology at the
University of Rostock Wilhelm Walther56 examines the theology of the
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reformer but he does not succeed in accepting the seriousness of his criteria
when he argues: ““Es kann nicht der leiseste Zweifel darüber bestehen, daß
als Mittel zum Siege in dem wirtschaftlichen Wettbewerb unter den Völkern
die Entfachung eines unermeßliche Ströme von Menschenblut fordernden
und himmelhohe Berge von Jammer und Elend auftürmenden Krieges
absolute Sünde ist. Und diese furchtbare Schuld haben unsere Feinde auf
sich geladen ... also unseren Feinden gegenüber dürfen wir ein ruhiges
Gewissen haben: Unsere Sache ist gerecht. Darum, wie einst Luther
schrieb..., so können wir auch sagen: “So nun unser Gewissen in solchem
Fall unschuldig, rein und sicher ist, so laß fröhlich hergehen und aufs ärgste
geraten, wie es Gottes Zorn verhängen will ...”“57.

7. Overcoming the National
by International Treaties?
If the 19th century stands out as the age of the development of the nation
state on the one hand, then on the other, it is also the age in which the vision
of a pact or system of pacts to include all nations became increasingly popular. Hope grew that such an international association would abolish all bellicism and all military actions of the nation states against each other.
However, such visions that culminated in the founding of the League of
Nations and the United Nations did not grow without historical references.
Indeed, the disintegration of the “corpus christianum” in the time of the reformation had set the starting point for the development of sovereign principalities, founding their perfection in the setting of the nation state in the 19th
century. But there never was a total isolation of nations or a demolishing of
the intellectual, spiritual or economic discourse. And the idea of a secular
state of the world, of a world government and one world society was sufficiently painted in the work of Dante “De Monarchia” (1310) or even in the
Visions of Abbé des Saint-Pierre58 or in the popular essay of Kant “Vom
ewigen Frieden”.
Helmut Thielicke, however, criticizes such projects of dissolving the national into an international world order. He sees it as an attempt to cancel the
“particular character of sovereignty”, which followed out of the “Babylonian
judgment” and “to make undone a part of the history of God with mankind”
looking respectively at the unity of the coming kingdom of God to override
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“a part of the history of God with mankind” and thus to try to “overcome the
sin of hybris with a new sin of hybris” 59.
There is a contrast to the Roman Catholic tradition where the aspect of a
“global peace order” never felt strange due to worldwide papal imperial
claims. But out of his reformatory concept, Thielicke argues that the Babylonian “guilt-fate”, which he realises is in the background of the nationally
divided world, is not overcome by “good works” in the institutional area, as
for example, by the implementation of international unions and associations60.
However, Thielicke would have been misunderstood in discrediting the
contribution that international associations helped to make in restraining evil
power. But he intends to reduce the high expectations of the peace movement of the 19th century of internationalism as an adequate and realistic
measure in this imperfect world and to keep them away “vor schwärmerischen Exzessen”61.
It was because of the overemphasis of national sovereign interests rather
than such sober theological arguments that an effective realisation of such an
idea of a League of Nations took place, although not until after the First
World War62. Corresponding to the fourteen-point-plan, the crucial declaration of the allied objectives of war63, of the American President Woodrow
Wilson64, the League of Nations was founded in Paris on 28 June 1919.
This new but euro-centred League represented the insight that had been
gathered during the First World War, which is that there must be a tight organisation of the nations to reduce the aggression of the nation states against
each other and to protect peace in the world. The covenant of the League of
Nations was inserted as Part I Article 1–26 in the Versailles peace treaty of
28 June 1919, which was forced upon the German Empire.
But against some popular euphemistic evaluation of the history of its
founding65, this fact particularly demonstrates how difficult it must have
been to understand the League of Nations, dominated by Great Britain and
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France, as not being a coalition of the World War I winner nations at the
expense of the defeated nations.
Now, the League of Nations should guarantee the territorial integrity and
the political sovereignty of its members. However, a clearly defined mechanism
of sanctions against aggressors was missing66. That was consequential in so
far as the League of Nations should not abolish the national states and their
sovereignty. And if up to then, a characteristic of a sovereign national state
was the free right of warfare, the covenant of the League of Nations could
not contain a fundamental ostracising of military violence of one nation
against another. Article 11 clearly states: “Any war or threat of war, whether
immediately affecting any of the members of the League or not, is hereby
declared a matter of concern to the whole League, and the League shall take
any action that may be deemed wise and effectual to safeguard the peace of
nations.”67
However, a total renunciation of the free right of warfare as an expression
of national sovereignty was, for the first time, fixed in the Briand-Kellog
Pact of 1928. There it says: “The High Contracting Parties solemly declare
in the names of their respective peoples that they condemn recourse to war
for the solution of international controversies, and renounce it, as an instrument of national policy in their relations with one another.” (Art. I) Furthermore, you can read: “The High Contracting Parties agree that the settlement
or solution of all disputes or conflicts of whatever nature or of whatever
origin they may be, which may arise among them, shall never be sought
except by pacific means” (Art. II)68.
The renunciation of the free right of warfare actually demanded a search
for a new expression of national sovereignty. But this was apparently prevented by the rapid approach of the Second World War.
After the war, this specific question arose again and was involved anew
in the old polarity of “Staatsnation” and “Kulturnation”.
Existing in a “Staatsnation”, especially in France, the connection of the
nation to people and religion was intentionally refuted. In Western Germany,
however, the reconstruction of state and society commenced with the close
cooperation of the state and church. That was understood as one of the lessons Germany had learnt from history. For the reconstruction of a nation
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constituted in a so called “wertneutralen Ordnung”69 there seemed to be, at
least for Germany, no further chance as it was spellbound by the evil experience of World War II. Such a “wertneutrale” nation, which should have
been created by the Weimar constitution of 1919, did not possess the fundamental values to defend itself against ideological conquests from the inside,
as is evidenced by Nazism and its resulting confusion.

8. The Confusions of Nazism in Germany
There is no need to answer the question, whether German Nazism could or
could not have been recognized as wrong and confusing from the start.
However, it must be emphasised that Nazism’s programme of connecting the
nation, the people and the religion was attractive for many Christians. The
“Nationalsozialistische Partei” pretended at first to stand for a “positives
Christentum”70. And from the view of the Christian confessions, there were
several reasons to agree to the Governmental Declaration of Adolf Hitler on
the 23 March 1933. Hitler said: “Die nationale Regierung wird in Schule und
Erziehung den christlichen Konfessionen den ihnen zukommenden Einfluß
einräumen und sicherstellen. Ihre Sorge gilt dem aufrichtigen Zusammenleben zwischen Kirche und Staat. Der Kampf gegen eine materialistische
Weltauffassung und für die Herstellung einer wirklichen Volksgemeinschaft
dient ebenso sehr dem Interesse der deutschen Nation wie denen unseres
christlichen Glaubens. Unser Rechtswesen muß in erster Linie der Erhaltung
dieser Volksgemeinschaft dienen ... Nicht das Individuum kann der Mittelpunkt der gesetzlichen Sorge sein, sondern das Volk! ... Das Volk lebt nicht
69
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für die Wirtschaft, und die Wirtschaft existiert nicht für das Kapital, sondern
das Kapital dient der Wirtschaft und die Wirtschaft dem Volk.”71
And besides, several religious leaders also observed the success of Hitler’s movement in mobilising religious fundamentals of reality. All of a sudden for the churches, there seemed to grow some hope of the re-Christianisation of society72.
It was already very late when many representatives of the church recognised that this hope was deceptive. After all, the German nation was responsible for many of the horrors during World War II and for the horror of killing more than half of the European inhabitants of Jewish origin. That seemed
to be the final destruction of all national consciousness and patriotism in
Germany.
The time following 1945 and after confessing their own guilt in the
“Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis”73, theologians and the church supported the
attempt of politicians of the young German federal republic, with great engagement, to bear the national guilt and responsibility or to mitigate it as
well as to act cautiously with the still open wounds and anxiousness of former enemies or victims.
Close to the post-war history of the newly formed western part of Germany was the membership of the Federal Republic to the western treaty system and to the European unification process. To do without or to give up
some parts of national authority has been accepted as a counter gift for regained sovereignty. In contrast, it was understood as a chance – if it should
be true that nationalism or national authority is an “überholtes und zu überholendes Phänomen gesellschaftlicher Selbstverständigung und politischer
Gestaltung”74.
However, after the rejection of the European Constitution by important
European nations, a process of rethinking had started. Possibly, it is correct
that the European Constitution, which is almost concreted as a European
“Staatsnation” and has primarily an economic orientation, still is felt insufficient, by the European people. Thus, the demand can be heard quite often
71
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that Europe needs “a soul” since presently the former balance of politics,
science, religion and the arts is broken. It is also deplorable that an interdisciplinary discussion, in which ethics and morals matter, does not take
place75. This way all of a sudden, ideas are emerging, which are closely connected to the traditional concept of the “Kulturnation”.
But if nowadays the concept of the “Kulturnation” should again be actualised in the European context, some fundamental theological considerations
are inevitable.

9. The Nation is no “Order of Creation”
All too apparently, in the more recent history of the church and theology,
acceptable theological borders were violated as the nation and people were
raised up from the worldly, temporary and vanishing and were put very near
to the kingdom of God76. And one of the theological instruments to manage
this border passing was to award the nation or people the dignity of an “Order of Creation”. Mainly, Paul Althaus is responsible for this concept, for he
can say, for example: “Das christlich-sittliche Denken erkennt in der
völkischen Gliederung der Menschheit und in der Verbundenheit unseres
Lebens mit dem Vaterlande Gottes Schöpfungsordnungen, daher auch in der
Vaterlandsliebe Gottes Wille und Gabe … Die Vaterlandsliebe empfängt,
über die bloße Triebhaftigkeit hinaus, die Würde und den Ernst eines
göttlichen Gebotes.”77
He is blamed for having applied the category of the “Order of Creation”
to the people such that it became the “Norm des Staates”. Thus, he had implanted a new impulse into political ethics, which was unknown to Lutheran
Theology until then78. For setting people as the highest norm of a state, there
must be a rather uncertain instance to appeal to, which is not able to find a
governmental order or to bear it79.
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But especially after Paul Althaus and Werner Elert had announced Hitler
as ““frommen und getreuen Oberherrn”80 in their “Ansbacher Ratschlag” zu
der Barmer “Theologischen Erklärung”“, Lutheran theology was discredited
overall and not only from the view of people and nation and the mixture of
nationalism and religion81. And that happened although Lutheran theology
had the so-called “doctrine of the two kingdoms” as the crucial instrument
for differentiation82 in its hands until then83.
However, the current biblical criticism of a concept of an “Order of Creation” and even on people and nation should have been familiar: For in the
bible, where there is no differentiation between people and nation84 there is a
concentration on the people of God. And that is called in Hebrew ( עםam)
and in Greek λαος (laos) in contrast to the people of heathens, which are
called in Hebrew ( גייםgojim) and in Greek ετηνος (ethnos).
And in later Christian communities, the differentiation of cultural and
ethnical origins became irrelevant since they all became the “one in Jesus
Christ” and one people of God by baptism85.
Thus, in some aspects, Christians are cosmopolitans (cpr. Gal 3,28) and
worldly without a home because they have their eternal home in the Kingdom of God. And it is true that the Kingdom of God is and must remain
beyond this reality, and is not to be tightly joined to such worldly and vanishing categories as people, nation, state or government. Evidently, the
national exists under the experience of being temporary and being broken
and being a sinner as does economy, marriage, and family and thus, cannot
demand direct obedience of faith.
Realising this, Edelmann and Hasselmann can correctly resume: “Weder
wird... die Pluralität der Völker im Schöpfungswillen Gottes begründet, noch
gar wird deren Wahrung als göttlicher Auftrag herausgestellt... Kurz: Die
Rede von Völkern und Nationen als Schöpfungsordnungen hat im biblischen
Zeugnis keinen Grund”86.
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10. To the Theological Right of Nation and People as
Expression of Real Human Moulding
However, a nation can be understood by its elementary functions alone as a
community of similar historical experience, as a community of similar
emancipation, as a community of similar political responsibility and as a
community of similar socialization87. That is not grown out of theological
insights but from of a functional understanding of a nation88, which is
enriched by knowledge of the human sciences89. From this point of view, the
nation would be a phenomenon, that “dem Glauben und der Theologie
vorgegeben ist und nicht aus ihnen begründet werden kann”90.
If theology would be reluctant concerning such a functional understanding of a nation and would like to ignore it, it would be a crucial mistake. For
in this case, in contrast to the message of Barmen II in the church struggle
from 1933 to 1945, theology would run the risk of accepting something like
a new constitution of an ethical autonomous legality, a so called and labeled
“Eigengesetzlichkeit”.
Therefore, theological reflections about nation and people are needed, in
any case, to prevent, “Bereiche unseres Lebens ..., “in denen wir nicht Jesus
Christus, sondern anderen Herren zu eigen wären, Bereiche, in denen wir
nicht der Rechtfertigung und Heiligung durch ihn bedürften”91. As it was
formulated in the “Barmer Theologische Erklärung” from 1934.
Without missing the point that the nation belongs to a certain theological
point of view ““in den “Bereich” des weltlichen Regiments Gottes”, i.e., “in
den Bereich des Vorletzten”, where they have “ihr Recht und ihre Würde”
and where at the same time they experience “ihre Relativität und Begrenzung”“92, it must be allowed to ladle from other fountains of theological
work: Why should it be inadequate to have a look on the fact of how intensely Christianity tries to protect all the several species and the variety of the
species beyond the plants and the animals? That it should be a special character of the will of the good God to fulfill this creation93. Who was able to
87
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explain whether Christianity would not be willing to accept a similar appreciation and acknowledgement of the several species of mankind and people,
as a lot of Christians like to do, concerning the developing countries?94
Perhaps, the first article of our confession of faith, the often criticized
sentence of Paul Althaus, might be read soberly and without the wrong hypostasising: “In dem Glauben, dass mich Gott geschaffen hat, erkenne ich
mein Volk als Gottes Schöpfung” and “In der Vielheit und Verschiedenheit
der Völker sehen wir die Fülle des Schöpfers. Die eigene Art jedes Volkes
ist uns als ein besonderer Schöpfergedanke Gottes heilig”. And in any case
he knows to confirm: “Es ist sterbliches Leben”95.
Perhaps the second article of our confession of faith might be accepted,
too. Jesus Christ is truly a human and eternal God who took upon Him man's
nature. And how then could the human beings following Christ live without
world, without location, without body, without language or without history?
And although one can praise the Lord for a healthy body, he must be allowed to praise the Lord for the godly gift to be anchored and rooted in people
and in a nation. Consequently, as an answer to the gift of God, there must be
the duty to exercise and to cultivate this real worldly moulding of man as
well as his body. The misuse of a worthy gift of God in past times may have
but must not prohibit the correct use at present and in the future.
In that way, respect, esteem and certainly gratitude and joy of the variety
of the creating thoughts of God the creator is due96 to one’s people and to
one’s nation and if necessary to a European nation, as penultimate, that is
simply as an “von Gott zugewiesener Raum für den aus Glauben entspringenden Gehorsam gegenüber dem Willen Gottes”97.
This rather sober unfolding of the religious estimation of one’s people
and one’s nation might be curious to some modern German citizens, who
want to be proud of their nation, as to other Europeans, who still remember
lots of evil and pain caused by nationalism and Nazism. Perhaps, it would
help not to start the theological refurnishing of national identity with the
There is said: “... geschützt werden sollen die Lebensmöglichkeiten für die notwendige Vielfalt von Lebenwesen”. Gottes Gaben – Unsere Aufgabe. Die Erklärung
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sentence “I am a German”98. Certainly quite a few things were easier and
could also ladle out of the fountain of Lutheran theology, if one could start
the reflections with the sentence: “I am a Dane” or “I am Swede” or “I am an
Estonian”.
For some time ago, these or other adjacent peoples to Germany were evidently not willing to accept German occupation in the interest of a modern
internationalization.
And they found resistance against the German attacks on their own nation
not only because of the NS-arbitrariness but also because they esteemed their
national idiosyncrasy as worthy and precious. Until now, some Scandinavians who are opposed to the European Union are only to be understood
from this strong estimation of their national peculiarity.
Perhaps this attitude to admit other peoples their national idiosyncrasy as
a godly gift, even in the framework of the European Union, marks the important border that separates theologically justified national feelings from nationalism that is exaggerated and unjustifiable.
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ABOUT THE BACKGROUND
OF THE COMMAND
TO LOVE YOUR ENEMIES
IN THE SERMON OF THE MOUNT
AIN RIISTAN
■

You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’
But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on
the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to
sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If
someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to
the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants
to borrow from you. You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your
neighbour and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your
Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good,
and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love
those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax
collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are
you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect,
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Matthew 5:38–481

1. Introduction
These words of Jesus are perplexing. On the one hand, they set before us an
ideal that those of us who live in a Western civilization that has been influenced by Christianity understand well. We recognize that if all humanity
would act according to these words, our world would be an infinitely better
place. But on the other hand, we realize well that even if we ourselves were
to act like Jesus said there would probably be others who would not do the
same, and then, practically speaking, we would find ourselves at a disadvantage. Of course, to think about it, it is quite obvious that these words were

This article has been prepared with the support of Estonian Science Foundation
Grant 6754.
1
Bible translation in this article: The New International Version.
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radical from the very beginning and this is precisely why they were said in
the first place.
Now, there are many ways of trying to sort out the meaning of the socalled “love your enemies command” – one could employ ethics, psychology, or any other discipline that deals with the issues of human behaviour.
As this article is to be published in a journal of the Estonian National Defence College, one can even ask questions about the political and military
implications of these ideas. For it may be that in certain circumstances, the
actions described by Jesus have at least a tactical value in overcoming one’s
enemy.
In the following article I will selectively describe the attempts of different
thinkers of Christian tradition and Biblical Studies to make sense of what
Jesus said. All these attempts have one thing in common: they all agree that
the meaning of these words is heavily dependent on the context of their application. As we will see, two main ways of interpretation will emerge: the
command to love one’s enemies can be understood to be either about the
behaviour of individual people in their individual differing contexts of life or
about group behaviour in the specific political and military context of the
Palestine of the 1st century C.E. when Palestine was occupied by the Roman
Empire.

2. Loving one’s enemies: what does it mean? Some
answers from the Christian tradition
Individualistic interpretations are the most common ones. “Try the method
of love on a tiger and see what happens,” was said once to a Christian missionary and writer Eli Stanley Jones.2 He agreed that this method does not
influence tigers, but then he added that it does influence humans. The question here is of a trust of human nature in general, while the belief that a human being can surrender to the attack of love is the most unique expression
of that trust. This trust presupposes that within every human being there are
two beings: one that is evil and who must not be fought with his own
weapons and another, who is not evil, but who is receptive to the call of the
suffering love. And then there is a question of outcomes: it may happen that
the method does not work on another, but even then, the one who started
“the love attack” is a winner because by self-humiliation, he has grown spiritually. This solution by E. S. Jones is based on the notion of human dignity.
2

Eli Stanley Jones. Mäejutlus. Praktiline elufilosoofia. Tallinn: Noored Missiooniga, 1991, p. 93 (An Estonian translation of “The Christ of the Mount – A
Working Philosophy of Life” from 1931).
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He differentiates the outward and inward dignity and stresses that the active
“aggressive love” determines the real winner. The one who has been attacked physically is above the attacking person because he sees the inward
shortfalls of the attacking person that are compensated by aggressiveness.
No doubt there are situations when this approach works well.
In his commencement address at Williams College, Joseph Brodski3 describes the same approach although his interpretation of it is different. It
grows out of his definition of evil. Evil today is not only an ethical category
only; it is something that thrives on things that are sure. Evil is completely
human and that means that nothing is easier to be turned around and successfully propagated than conceptions of social justice, citizenship, better future,
etc. The most ordinary common thing that people hold dear can be used
against them. So according to Brodski, the surest defence against evil is
extreme individualism, originality of thinking, and eccentricity. Besides, the
method of turning the other cheek to your enemy can upset the commonality
of evil. He uses an example from the Soviet Gulag of the mid-sixties where
guards forced the prisoners to cut wood for heating, organizing a “socialist
competition in cutting wood” for prisoners. As everybody (guard included)
understood it as forced labour, nobody expected the “competition” to really
be a competition at all. Suddenly, one young prisoner took the competition
literally and when all the others paused for a rest, he continued. When all the
others finished their work, he continued for several hours. Later on, the practice of organizing such “socialist competitions” was abandoned as he had by
his actions ridiculed the whole idea of “competition.”
Still, as seen from Brodski’s explanations, it is not a ready- made recipe
for success. And the most pressing question here is of the extent of the sacrifice: it is one thing to risk “the aggressive love” by yourself, but when there
are people who depend on you, the risk may be too great. E.S. Jones is explicit here. Jesus does not say, “If someone strikes your child on the ear, turn
to him the other ear of the child also.” In that case, one’s responsibility is to
defend the child.4
It is precisely the question of responsibility that is addressed in relation to
our theme by the Enlightenment philosopher Baruch Spinoza, according to
whom the words of Jesus are addressed to his contemporaries in the specific
political context of military oppression. While discussing the principles of
Biblical interpretation, he notes that the command of Jesus to love your
enemies is in direct opposition with the principle of retribution (an eye for an
eye) of Moses. Spinoza is clear that the meaning of a sentence is dependent
on the context where it was said:
3

Jossif Brodski. Avakõne Williamsi Kolledžis 1984 (Commencement Address.
Williams College 1984). Transl. Doris Kareva. Looming 10/1988, pp. 1376–1379.
4
Jones 1991, p. 88.
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“This was said by Christ, who was not ordaining laws as a lawgiver,
but was expounding his teachings as a teacher, because... he was intent
on improving men’s minds rather than their external actions. Further,
he spoke these words to men suffering under oppression, living in a
corrupt commonwealth where justice was utterly disregarded, a commonwealth whose ruin he saw imminent. Now we see that this very
same teaching... was also given by Jeremiah in similar circumstances
at the first destruction of the city (Lamentations ch. 3 v. 30). Thus it
was only at the time of oppression that the prophets taught this doctrine
which was nowhere set forth as law; whereas Moses (who did not
write at a time of oppression, but – please note – was concerned to
found a good commonwealth), although he likewise condemned revenge and hatred against one’s neighbour, yet demanded an eye for an
eye. Therefore... this teaching of Christ and Jeremiah concerning the
toleration if injury and total submission to the wicked applies only in
situations where justice is disregarded and at the times of oppression,
but not in good commonwealth. Indeed, in a good commonwealth
where justice is upheld, everyone who wants to be accounted as just
has the duty to go before a judge and demand justice for wrongdoing..., not out of revenge..., but with the purpose of upholding justice and the laws of the country, and to prevent the wicked from rejoicing in their wickedness.”5
What Spinoza is saying here is that the command to love your enemies is
simply a practical wisdom of self-preservation in adverse circumstances. If
you are in direct danger, then it is best to try to get along with your oppressor. Revenge does not make things better. This wisdom of self-preservation
can also be called a social responsibility, and in different circumstances, it
compels us to demand justice.
A similar understanding seems to be expressed in the New Testament by
Apostle Paul in Romans 12:19–21:
Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for
it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. On the
contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him
something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his
head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

5

Baruch Spinoza. Theological-Political Treatise. – Baruch Spinoza: Complete
Works. Michael L. Morgan (ed.), Samuel Shirley (transl.). Hackett: Indianapolis,
2002, p. 461.
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The question here is once more of justice. Loving one’s enemies seems to
perpetuate evil itself by allowing it to be victorious. Paul’s solution is to
refer to the Final Judgment: when it happens, everything will be seen in its
proper context and justice will be done.

3. Loving one’s enemies – what does it mean?
The perspective of Biblical Studies
Thoughts described above are but a small selection of different attempts to
understand this saying in Christian tradition. In what follows, I will describe
some additional problems and attempted solutions in Biblical Studies related
to this saying.
In Biblical Studies, the question of the meaning of the command to love
one’s enemies is intertwined with the question of who said these words in
the first place, or, as stated more specifically, with the question of the historical Jesus. I will start with some general observations.
The texts of the Bible are analyzed in Biblical Studies as a part of a historical communication process, and it means that before we are to ask what a
Biblical text means to us, we are to try to at least attempt to understand what
it meant in its first setting. The presupposition is that the message of the
Sermon of the Mount had to be relevant to its first hearer in a social and
political sense among other things. It is precisely here that things become
interesting; namely, we have to admit that finding out the original setting of
this text is not such an easy task to accomplish.
In the following figure, I outline in a schematic way the framework in
which the questions about the historical Jesus and his message are stated.
This framework states the basic questions each scholar has to answer before
going on with a more detailed analysis. So one can say that different scholars
“enter” into that framework with their respective methods and that the outcomes of their research projects are correlated to the answers they give to
these basic questions. And, as we shall see later, the question of the original
meaning of the command to love one’s enemies also depends on both the
answers to the basic questions and on the answers that are a result of a more
specific method employed by a scholar.
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The “open text” of daily life: each receiver determines
for oneself (individually or corporately) who is “the enemy”
The author of the saying:
Jesus as a person of history;
the message addressed
to the people around him
(ca 28–30 C.E.)

The author of the saying:
Jesus as a literary character;
the message addressed
to the first readers of the
Gospel of Matthew (ca 80–90 C.E.)

The “closed text” of political realities of the day:
everyone knew that “the enemy” were the Roman occupiers

Figure 1: The author of the saying and interpretation of “the enemy” in Matthew 5

The text of the Sermon of the Mount has a complicated history of development, and that means that it is not entirely possible to say with assurance
who was its “first receiver.”In the text we find that the Jew Jesus is surrounded by his immediate followers and the larger group of people who had
come to listen to him. But the text itself was written down decades later to a
community of Christians who were largely already Gentiles (i.e. not Jews).
Was the message meant to present a pattern of behaviour that was universal
and did not bear a specific audience in mind? Or was it addressed to a specific audience in their particular life setting? Was that audience primarily
Jesus’ disciples or Jews in general? Or maybe we have to forget the setting
presented in the text and ask what the written down version of the message
was saying to its first readers instead?
Who is the author of the saying is not clear either. Strictly speaking, all
we have is a text written by the author of the First Gospel. Even the identity
of the evangelist is a mystery, as the designation “The Gospel of Matthew”
was added centuries later.6 There is a time delay of approximately 50+ years
between the events described in the Gospel and the writing down of the
Gospel itself, i.e., the lifetime of the whole generation of people.7 The evangelist mediates what has been passed to him by tradition (both oral and written). Historically, this means that even if Jesus did speak about the need to
love one’s enemies, we cannot be sure that the evangelist has recreated the
actual original setting of the saying in his text. Rather the opposite: most of
the scholars are convinced that the Sermon of the Mount in its present form
in the Gospel is a literary composition. Therefore, the problem can be stated
6

For the sake of convenience I refer to him as Matthew in this paper as the question of his personal identity does not concern us here.
7
See John P. Meier. A Marginal Jew. Rethinking The Historical Jesus. Volume
One. The Roots of the Problem and the Person. New York: Doubleday, 1991, pp. 43,
407. Meier’s dating follows the customary pattern in the biblical scholarship.
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by presenting two opposing statements. The first is that in spite of the text
being literature, it still tells us about history. The meaning of the text lies in
the world it describes. Therefore, the author of the saying is Jesus, who is a
person of history and whose message was firstly addressed to the people
surrounding him. The evangelist merely retells the story in an orderly way.
According to the second statement, the text gives us the viewpoint of the
evangelist and no more. The history behind the text is so much obscured that
it is not possible to reconstruct it. The “Jesus” of the evangelist is a literary
character who voices the ideas of the author of the Gospel (much like “Socrates” in the later texts of Plato).
The question of who “the enemy” is depends on how an exegete determines the relationship between the reader and the reader’s context. Here too
we can present two opposing positions. At first we have the so- called “open
text” – the idea being that in this case, what we have here is an “open message” (for the individual or a group) in the sense that each listener/reader has
to determine for oneself who his or her enemy is in his or her daily life. In
that case, “the enemy” is not predetermined, and the text itself presupposes
many different answers. On the opposite scale we have the political “closed
text”. As an outcome of the political situation of the first century AD, there
was a common understanding among the Jews who “the enemy” was. Palestine was occupied by the Romans. An analogy from today is helpful here.
Philip Yancey draws a parallel between the situation of the Jews under Roman Empire in the first century and of the Palestinians today in Israel.8 As
Jews of the day were powerless in front of Roman military might (they had
several uprisings against the Romans that were crushed violently) so are the
Palestinian Arabs powerless against the Israeli army. During the Intifada,
rocks and Molotov cocktails, light firearms, and lastly, suicide bombs were
used by Arabs, but against the Israeli tanks, they were of little use. Each
attack has been answered by a more powerful counterattack, suicide bomb
blast by rocket launch, against the houses of supposed enemies of Israel.
And as there are innocent Israeli civilians who are killed in suicide bomb
attacks, so suffer the bystanders among Arabs too in Israeli rocket fire. And
it is clear that Palestinians will not prevail militarily. Moreover, it is not only
about weapons: as is today, so in Jesus’ time the Roman power was also
perceived in economical terms. Today’s Israelis are generally much more
well- off than Palestinians, who are by now largely dependent on foreign aid
to survive; similarly in Jesus’ time, the majority of people were living hardly
above the poverty line.9 Needless to say that if you ask a Palestinian today,
8

Philip Yancey. Jeesus, keda ma ei tundnud. Tallinn: Logos, 2004, p. 69. (An
Estonian translation of “The Jesus I Never Knew” from 1995.)
9
Most important aspects that contributed to poverty of the majority of the people
of Israel of Jesus’ time were the loss of land and heavy taxation – the processes that
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“Who is your enemy?” the most probable answer will be, “The Israelis.”
Similarly, in the times of Jesus the enemy was perceived to be Romans and
their collaborators.
In what follows, we will look at the ways different scholars have answered these basic questions and how they “enter” into the scheme with their
more specific methods of analysis. Of course, a word of caution is needed
here too: not everybody fits neatly into the framework given above. Nevertheless, as this scheme is just a heuristic tool to make sense of a set of rather
complicated data, it is to be expected to be so.

4. “Jesus” of the “closed text” of political realities:
Robert Eisenman
For understanding this position, some additional remarks about the background of the New Testament are relevant.
If we know anything about the history of Palestine in the 1st Century
A.D., it is that Palestine was a rebellious country in tumultuous times. Romans had continuous administrative problems: they had to change rulers of
Judea every now and then, and Jews initiated numerous resistance attempts
in the form of theocratic movements that proclaimed the replacement of all
structures of governance by the governance of God.10 One of the most important problems was the Jewish conviction that foreigners must not rule the
promised land of God. The problem was thus not only of a politically, but of
a religiously understood national identity.
These things can be seen from many documents of the era, except one:
the texts of the New Testament. If we read only the Gospels, we can have an
impression that the life of Jesus takes place in the context of bucolic idyll.
Romans are almost not mentioned, and the current political problems are
mostly overlooked. British Jewish scholar Hyam Maccoby has made an apt
comparison: “It is just as if someone were to write a history of France in the
time of war between 1940 and 1945 and not even mention the Germans!”11
were the result of the Roman rule. See Ekkehard Stegemann, Wolfgang Stegemann. The Jesus Movement: A Social History of Its First Century. Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1999, pp. 104–136.
10
Gerd Theissen. Legitimation and Subsistence. An Essay on the Sociology of
Early Christian Missionaries. – Gerd Theissen. The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1990, p. 29.
11
Interview with Maccoby in the documentary “The Real Jesus Christ”
(1999/2001) 3BM Television, Great Britain, director Patrick McGrady, executive
producer Simon Berthon.
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The second detail relevant here is that Jesus was a Jew and spoke Aramaic.
All the New Testament texts were written decades later and already in
Greek. Greek was a lingua franca of the day, much like English nowadays.
Moreover, these texts were not only in Greek but they were also written especially for a Greek-speaking audience.12
Jesus had several brothers. One of them, James, became the leader of the
Jesus-movement in Palestine after the death of Jesus. He was a wellrespected man who strictly followed Jewish Law. Pagan Christians with Paul
as their leader proclaimed, on the other hand, that the death and resurrection
of Jesus meant that Pagans who believed that Jesus was the Son of (Jewish)
God would be saved by him, and they would not be required to obey Jewish
Law.13 Think about it: isn’t it at least odd that the leader of Jewish Christians, the very brother of Jesus, was a Law-abiding Jew, and the leader of
Pagan Christians, Paul, said that the Gospel of Jesus meant that the Law had
been abolished? The Law in this context meant primarily the Jewish customs, like circumcision, dietary regulations, Sabbath observations, etc., that
differentiated Jews from other people. The pagan Christians were thus able
to believe in a Jewish God without being observably a Jew.14
In political and cultural terms, this change was expedient: although the
Pagan Christians differentiated themselves from the Jews, it was hard for
Romans to tell the difference. For them the Christians were a Jewish sect:
they believed in a Jewish God. And their Son of God, Jesus, had been crucified as a political rebel. The Christians had a hard time explaining that although they believed in the same God as the Jews and that their Saviour had
been executed as rebel, they were all loyal subjects of the Roman Empire.
Just one example: the Christians referred to themselves as ecclesia (now
commonly translated as Church), but in common usage in Greek and Latin,
ecclesia referred to the political assembly of the people of the city.15
It was in this context, says Robert Eisenman, that Paul and his followers
among the Pagan Christianity started to reshape the Jesus-traditions to a
more politically correct outlook. According to Eisenman, the Gospels are the
result of a deliberate political forgery wherein the message of a Jewish po12

About the Gospel of Matthew in this context see Bart D. Ehrman. The New
Testament. A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian Writings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 84.
13
Robert Eisenman. James the Brother of Jesus. The Key to Unlocking the Secrets
of Early Christianity and the Dead Sea Scrolls. New York: Penguin, 1998, pp. 3–12,
126–153.
14
See James D.G. Dunn. The Theology of Paul the Apostle. Edinburgh: T&T
Clark, 1998, pp. 354–366.
15
Robert Wilken. The Christians as the Romans Saw Them. New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1986, pp. 32–33.
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litical rebel Jesus is changed into a spiritual non-historical apolitical faith
message.16
The command to love one’s enemies is a polemic transmutation of the
Righteousness Commandment that was known among the Jews. It stated that
one has to love one’s neighbour and practice righteousness towards a fellow
man and at the same time hate the Unrighteous and participate in the fight of
the Righteous. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus states it as, “Love your neighbour
and hate your enemy.” The reversal, “Love your enemies and pray for those
who persecute you,” is clearly political, and it may even mean that one
among the enemies to love is Paul himself, who was viewed among the Jews
as a political collaborator with the Romans.17

5. Jesus of the “closed text” of political realities:
Gerd Theissen and N. T. Wright
Both Gerd Theissen and Nicholas Thomas Wright agree with Eisenman that
the command to love one’s enemies had to be interpreted in the context of
the political realities of the time. Nevertheless, they do not see the text as a
forgery but are convinced instead that the message of Jesus was essentially
the same as it is presented by Matthew in his Gospel. The evangelist has
simply written down a tradition that has been preserved relatively intact.
Both scholars have their differing reasons for believing this: they have to do
with their respective scholarly reconstructions about how the tradition was
handled in the year between its beginnings and being written down.
According to Theissen, the Jesus-traditions of the Gospels were preserved
in different groups of the followers of Jesus: the disciples, the communities
and the people. In our case, it is the disciples’ traditions that preserved the
sayings of Jesus. These disciples were mostly the wandering charismatic
prophets in Galilea and Judea, the followers of Jesus who tried to imitate the
original lifestyle of their Teacher. Jesus had been a wandering preacher and
healer who initiated a movement of followers.18 In the 40s they were written
down19 and incorporated into the Gospels later on. During all of this time,
the political situation remained relevant.

16

Eisenman 1998, pp. xvii-iii.
Eisenman 1998, pp. 338–339, 426–427.
18
Gerd Theissen. The Gospels in Context. Social and Political History in the Synoptic
Tradition. Edinburgh: T&T Clack 1992, esp. p. 58, pp. 291–292. See also Theissen
1990.
19
Theissen 1992, p. 233.
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Tom Wright takes a cue from Theissen’s description of Jesus as an itinerant prophet.20 It means that it is in the highest degree probable that “Jesus
told the same stories again and again in slightly different words, that he ran
into similar questions and problems and said similar things about them, that
he came up with the slightly different set of beatitudes every few villages.”21
Therefore, his message had to be understood in the light of common cultural
and political realities of the day. Moreover, those who heard Jesus even on a
few occasions would soon find that they remembered what was said. This is
a common-sense point even nowadays, and the Palestinian culture was more
used to hearing and repeating teachings than we are today. Add to this the
observation that much of Jesus’ teaching is intrinsically highly memorable
and we reach the conclusion that the material available would have been
“oral history,” that is, often repeated tales of what Jesus had said and done.22
This “oral history” would have been informal and controlled. The traditions
were informal in that they had no set teacher and students. Anybody in the
peasant culture could join in – provided they had been part of the community
for long enough to qualify. They were controlled in that the whole community knew the traditions well enough to check whether serious innovation
was being smuggled in, and to object if it was.23 This does not rule out the
observation that during that time, the Jesus-traditions did change in form, as
they had to be relevant to a growing number of people outside of Palestinian
villages. But in essence the stories would still not have changed too much as
the controlling factors of communal memory would have still been at work.24

20

Gerd Theissen. The Shadow of the Galilean. The Quest of the Historical Jesus
in Narrative Form. London: SCM Press, 1989.
21
Nicholas Thomas Wright. The New Testament and the People of God. Christian Origins and the Question of God, Vol. 1. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992,
p. 422.
22
Ibid., p. 423.
23
Nicholas Thomas Wright. Jesus and the Victory of God. Christian Origins and
the Question of God Vol. 2. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996, p. 134. The description of informal and controlled traditions is based on the work of Kenneth Bailey
whose article from 1991 “Informal Controlled Oral Tradition and the Synoptic Gospels” (Asia Journal of Theology 5 (1), pp. 34–54) is summarized by Wright.
24
Wright makes a comparison in a footnote: “A well-known brand of malt whisky
makes advertising capital of the fact that it is stored in casks formerly used for
sherry. This gives the product its characteristic bouquet and flavour. But it remains
whisky. The early Christian casks in which the Jesus-stories were stored for a
generation have flavoured them in all sorts of ways. But they remain Jesus-stories.”
(Wright 1992, p. 435.)
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5.1. Gerd Theissen
Gerd Theissen places the command to love one’s enemies into the cultural
and political context of Antiquity. On a more general level, “It is obvious,”
says Theissen, “that it makes an ethically relevant difference whether the
victor is the one who is supposed to ‘love’ his defeated enemy and to renounce vengeance, or whether it is the person who has been vanquished who
wins through this attitude.”25 A typology whose distinguishing criterion is
the real-life situation places the renunciation of vengeance into three different
contexts. Firstly, a defeated person was to accept the situation without rancor. This was an expression of slavish mentality, with there was no contradiction: it was quite openly accepted that there were different rules of conduct for the dependent and free. Secondly, for the victor it was honourable to
renounce revenge. Thirdly, the philosopher’s ideal was to suffer wrong
rather than commit it.26 Looking closely at a Matthean text, Theissen observes that experiences of the Jewish War (66–73 C.E.) and the post-war era
are reflected in the way traditions about loving enemies are formulated. The
reference to a mile (“If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two
miles”) is a special pointer to the Romans, as the foreign word milion occurs
only here in the New Testament (the usual term was stadion). The same can
be said about the word aggareusei – it was a technical term that was used for
services to the state rendered under duress. While nonresistance to the victor
was a cultural norm, the command to love one’s enemies goes beyond that.
Here we find that Matthean communities distanced themselves from the
prejudice that the Jews help each other and hate foreigners.27
The transmitters of this Tradition before it was written down were likely
the wandering charismatics. The Christian who was settled down in one
place would have become increasingly dependent if he gave in to his enemy,
for he had to expect that their paths would cross again and again. In this
situation, nonresistance would have increased the likelihood that the attacks
would be repeated. A wandering charismatic, on the other hand, was free. He
could leave the place where he had been defeated and humiliated, not expecting to meet his opponent again. Like itinerant Cynic philosophers who
would suffer all insults without vengeance as a part of their message, so the
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Gerd Theissen. Social Reality and the Early Christians. Theology, Ethics, and
the World of the New Testament. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993, p. 131.
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wandering charismatics could practice the love of enemies vicariously for
their friends in the local congregations.28
At the same time, demonstrative nonresistance was a behaviour strategy
that was known to have been successful on several occasions. Around 39 or
40 C.E., Emperor Gaius Caligula had a plan to set up his statue in the Temple
of Jerusalem. This was a violation of everything that was sacred to the Jews.
The Syrian governor Petronius was entrusted with the setting up the statue.
The crowds gathered in front of him pleading to stop the action. Philo records the words of Jewish representatives:
Ours was the first temple which received sacrifices for the happy reign
of Gaius. Did it do so that it might be the first or the only temple to be
deprived of its customary modes of worship? We have now left our
cities, we have abandoned our houses and our possessions, we will
cheerfully contribute to you all our furniture, all our cattle, and all our
treasures, everything in short which belongs to us, as a willing booty.
We shall think that we are receiving them, not giving them up. We
only ask one thing instead of and to counterbalance all of them,
namely, that no innovations may take place in respect of our temple,
but that it may be kept such as we have received it from our fathers
and our forefathers. And if we cannot prevail with you in this, then we
offer up ourselves for destruction, that we may not live to behold a calamity more terrible and grievous than death. We hear that great forces
of infantry and cavalry are being prepared by you against us, if we oppose the erection and dedication of this statue. No one is so mad as,
when he is a slave, to oppose his master. We willingly and readily
submit ourselves to be put to death; let your troops slay us, let them
sacrifice us, let them cut us to pieces unresisting and uncontending, let
them treat us with every species of cruelty that conquerers can possibly practise, but what need is there of any army? We ourselves, admirable priests for the purpose, will begin the sacrifice, bringing to the
temple our wives and slaying our wives, bringing our brothers and sisters and becoming fratricides, bringing our sons and our daughters,
that innocent and guiltless age, and becoming infanticides. Those who
endure tragic calamities must need make use of tragic language. Then
standing in the middle of our victims, having bathed ourselves deeply
in the blood of our kinsfolk (for such blood will be the only bath
which we shall have wherewith to cleanse ourselves for the journey to
the shades below), we will mingle our own blood with it, slaughtering
ourselves upon their bodies. And when we are dead, let this com28

Ibid., pp. 141–149, esp. pp. 148–149.
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mandment be inscribed over us as an epitaph, ‘Let not even God blame
us, who have had a due regard to both considerations, pious loyalty
towards the emperor and the reverential preservation of our established
holy laws.’29
That the emotions were high is quite obvious. Petronius was so impressed by
the readiness of the Jews to sacrifice themselves that he formally requested
that the command be withdrawn. Gaius refused, but luckily, he was killed
soon after.30
When Jesus formulated the commandment to love one’s enemies, the
people around him had another earlier public incident readily available in
memory. When in 26 C.E. Pilate took up his new post as prefect of Judea, he
too attempted to introduce images of emperor into Jerusalem. Crowds surrounded Pilate’s palace in Caesarea and knelt outside for five days and
nights without intermission, without moving. Pilate threatened to put them to
death and ordered his soldiers to draw their swords.31 Josephus relates:
But the Jews threw themselves down on the ground (as they had previously agreed to do), stretched out their necks to the swords, and
cried that they would die rather than disobey the laws given them by
their fathers. Profoundly astonished by the fervor of their piety, Pilate
ordered that the standards should at once be removed from Jerusalem.32
Theissen is not saying that Jesus was influenced by the events of Caesarea. It
is possible, but it cannot be proved. Jesus’ listeners were not bound to reject
his words as ridiculous either. Nevertheless, Jesus’ command goes beyond
politics. It takes no account of effectiveness or noneffectiveness. It does not
merely demand the renunciation of violence. It demands that the enemy be
loved, without any reservation. Just because it was formulated generally and
apodictically, it could continually be brought up to date.33 In this regard it is
an “open text.”
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5.2. N. T. Wright
How could that “open text” appear in the first place? However puzzling it is,
the command to love one’s enemies had to make sense in some general and
appealing way; it had to mean something in the framework of the general
attitudes, behaviour models, self-understanding, and hopes of Jesus’ listeners. Tom Wright is a scholar who has worked out a model of describing the
worldviews in general and especially of the people of the New Testament
era. According to Wright, worldviews have to do with the presupposition,
pre-cognitive stage of a culture or society. He says:
Wherever we find the ultimate concerns of human beings, we find
worldviews. [...] ‘Worldview,’ in fact, embraces all deep-level human
perceptions of reality, including the question of whether or not a god
or gods exist, and if so what he, she, it or they is or are like, and how
such a being, or such beings, might relate to the world.34
There are four things which worldviews characteristically do, and in each,
the entire worldview can be glimpsed.
First, worldviews provide the stories through which human beings view
reality. Narrative is the most characteristic expression of worldview, going
deeper than the isolated observation or fragmented remark. Second, from
these stories, one can in principle discover how to answer the basic questions
that determine human existence: Who are we? Where are we? What is
wrong? and What is the solution? All cultures cherish deep-rooted beliefs
which can in principle be called up to answer these questions. All cultures
have a sense of identity, of environment, of a problem with the way the
world is, and of a way forward--a redemptive eschatology, to be more precise – which will, or may, lead out of that problem. Third, the stories that
express the worldview, and the answers which they provide to the questions
of identity, environment, evil and eschatology, are expressed in cultural
symbols. These can be both artefacts and events-festivals, family gatherings,
and the like.35 All cultures produce and maintain such symbols; they can
34

Wright 1996, pp. 122–123.
Ibid., p. 123. Wright gives an example of how symbols work: “In modern North
America, the New York victory parade after a successful war brings together two of
the most powerful symbols of the culture: the towering skyscrapers of businessorientated Manhattan, and the heroes of battle. Both, in their own fashion, demonstrate, promote and celebrate The American Way. In first-century Palestine, celebrating the Passover functioned similarly, with Jerusalem and the Temple taking the
place of Manhattan, and the Passover sacrifice and meal taking the place of the victory parade. The buildings, instead of speaking of economic/ethnic goals, spoke of
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often be identified when challenging them produces anger or fear. Such
symbols often function as social and/or cultural boundary markers: those
who observe them are insiders; those who do not are outsiders. And these
symbols, as the acted and visible reminders of a worldview that normally
remains too deep for casual speech, form the actual grid through which the
world is perceived. They determine how, from day to day, human beings will
view the whole of reality. They determine what will, and what will not, be
intelligible or assimilable within a particular culture. Fourth, worldviews
include praxis, a way-of-being-in-the-world. The implied eschatology of the
fourth question (‘what is the solution?’) necessarily entails action. Conversely, the real shape of someone's worldview can often be seen in the sort
of actions they perform, particularly if the actions are so instinctive or habitual as to be taken for granted.36
With that theoretical model in view, it becomes possible to analyse the
command to love one’s enemies in its first century C.E. setting by combining the relevant historical data (texts, artefacts, etc.) especially with structural analysis of reconstructed narratives of the Judaism of the era and of its
different subgroups. After a detailed analysis, Wright can say that story,
symbol and praxis, focused in their different ways on Israel’s scriptures,
reveal a rich, but basically simple worldview. That worldview can be summarized in term of the four questions and answers to them: (1) Who are we?
We are Israel, the chosen people of the creator God; (2) Where are we? We
are in the holy Land, focused on the Temple; but paradoxically, we are still
in exile; (3) What is wrong? We have the wrong rulers: pagans on the one
hand, compromised Jews on the other, or, half-way between, Herod and his
family. We are involved in a less-than-ideal situation; (4) What is the solution? Our God must act again the true sort of rule, that is, his own kingship
exercised through properly appointed officials (a true priesthood; possibly a
true king); and in the mean time Israel must be faithful to his covenant charter.37
The dominant motif here is the idea of still continuing exile. According to
this motif, the Jews believed that God promised all sorts of blessings to accompany the restoration of Israel after Babylonian exile.38 Deuteronomistic
History had conceived the event in terms of God’s promises to be faithful to
the obedient and punishing to the disobedient (Dt 28). As many of the
religious/ethnic ones; instead of the celebration speaking of triumph achieved over
the forces of darkness, it spoke of vindication yet to come.” (Ibid., pp. 123–124)
36
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37
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promises were yet to be fulfilled, so arose the idea that the exile was not yet
fully over. This in term lead the people of Israel of the 1st century C.E. to
several differing and competing consequent strategies of dealing with the
problem of disobedience and covenant renewal.39
Still, one vital element of both the basic Jewish worldview and of the
consequent strategies of different groups within Judaism was a specific
Jewish racial identity of elect people who are meant to be different from the
rest of the nations. Wright stresses that it has to be understood in the terms of
a symbol, along with other similar symbols, as were Temple, Land and Torah.40 The national solidarity functioned as a major boundary-marker.41 This
is precisely the context in which the command to love one’s enemies has to
be understood.
When we look at the words and the actions of Jesus in the matrix of
worldview analysis, we can see that Jesus offered a significant modification
to the basic Jewish worldview. According to Jesus, the main problem of the
people of Israel is not the wrong human rulers but what these rulers represent
instead: the rule of Satan.42 Israel’s symbolic battle was thus redefined by
him with some major consequences. Jesus believed himself to be the Messiah who is the focal point of the people of God. Through him, the return
from exile and the new covenant with all sins being forgiven was to occur.43
Jesus went voluntarily to his death on the cross, and one reason for that was
his conviction that Satan cannot be defeated with his own weapons of violence. Jesus, as the representative Israel, had to lose that battle instead on
Israel’s behalf. And, with that, he believed that God would vindicate him.44
So when we come to the command to love one’s enemies, it has to be
understood in the light of events that actually happened later – namely the
crucifixion of Jesus. But it is still part of the same redefined worldview. The
real revolution would not come about through the non-payment of taxes and
the resulting violent confrontation.45 The Jewish racial identity was a symbol
that had to be overcome. A blow on the right cheek is given with the back of
the hand, implying insult as well as injury. To offer the left is not mere passivity, but the affirmation of one’s equality with the aggressor. Of course,
these guidelines would apply to local village disputes as much as anywhere
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else. But the overall thrust of both text and context is much wider: Jesus’
people were not to become part of the resistance movement.46

6. Jesus of the “open text” of daily life:
the Jesus Seminar
There are still different ways of reconstructing the context of the message of
Jesus besides what has been done by the authors described above. While
Gerd Theissen analyzed the message of Jesus in its socio-political context
and Tom Wright attempted to reconstruct the general worldview of Judaism
of the 1st Century C.E. (and the worldview of Jesus within it), the scholars
of the Jesus Seminar have tried to describe the words and deeds of Jesus
from the viewpoint of the uniqueness of the historical Jesus.
The two most important criteria used by the Jesus Seminar have been the
criterion of dissimilarity and the criterion of multiple attestation. The criterion of dissimilarity seeks those aspects in which Jesus is different from
common expectation, whether Jewish or Christian. Multiple attestation
builds its case based upon independent occurrences of items, downgrading
those that occur only once.47 Especially the criterion of dissimilarity is important here. The main question is: what does the historian expect to find
behind the traditions one studies? How much of the tradition has been
shaped by the common cultural perspectives and the specific ideology of its
carriers? Does the historical Jesus as the object of a historian’s reconstruction stand in continuity or in discontinuity with the traditions about him? As
we saw, both Gerd Theissen and Tom Wright stressed the ways of continuity
of Jesus’ actions and message with the tradition, and Robert Eisenman opted
for the discontinuity. The Jesus Seminar stands closer to Robert Eisenman
here, but for different reasons. The criterion of dissimilarity looks for what
was unique. A quotation from Robert W. Funk and Roy W. Hoover is apt
here:
Jesus undoubtedly said a great many very ordinary things, such as
‘hello’ and ‘goodbye,’ and whatever he hollered when he hit his
thumb in the carpenter’s shop or stubbed his toe on a rocky road. But
if we are to identify the voice of Jesus that makes him the precipitator
of the Christian tradition, we have to look for sayings and stories that
distinguish his voice from other ordinary speakers and even sages in
46
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his day and time. We have to be able to pick out a distinctive voice in
a Galilean crowd.48
That distinctive voice in a Galilean crowd can be distinguished from common lore; it is in the sayings and parables that cut against the social and religious grain. They surprise and shock, characteristically calling for a reversal
of roles or frustrating ordinary, everyday expectations. They are often characterized by exaggeration, humour, and paradox. Jesus’ images are concrete
and vivid, his sayings and parables customarily metaphorical and without
explicit application.49 Altogether, 18 % of Gospel materials (The Gospel of
Thomas included) are thus rated by the Jesus Seminar as belonging to historical Jesus.50 This is a Jesus who is not yet Christianized. He is a Galilean
Jew who is remembered exactly because of the uniqueness of his message
and behaviour. Different fellows of the Jesus Seminar have used slightly
different ways of describing Jesus and his message.
Robert Funk calls him “a comic savant.” A comic savant is a sage who
embeds wisdom in humour, a humorist who shuns practical advice. “If
someone sues you for your coat, give him the shirt off your back to go with
it.” That is not practical advice: to follow it is to go naked. Comic wisdom
refuses to be explicit.51
Marcus J. Borg describes Jesus as an ecstatic or mystic and wisdom
teacher among other things (healer, social prophet and movement catalyser).
Teachers of wisdom fall in two categories: teachers of conventional wisdom,
and teachers of a subversive and alternative wisdom. The former pass on the
received tradition or conventions of a community or a group. The latter
speak of an alternative path – a way – that leads beyond convention. Typically, their alternative path is grounded in their own firsthand experience of
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the sacred.52 For ecstatics, religious conviction is not the result of strong
belief acquired from others. Cognition is the product of firsthand religious
experience: such people know God.53 And such people speak differently
because they have seen differently. Jesus also offers an alternative wisdom.
Borg points out that the usage of aphorisms and parables by Jesus can be
understood in terms of their function in the communication process. Jesus
used aphorisms and parables as perception-altering forms of speech. Aphorisms are compact crystallizations of insight that invite further insight; parables invite the hearer to enter into the world of story and to see something
differently because of the story. The primary purpose of both was to invite
hearers into a different way of seeing – of seeing God, themselves, and life
itself.54
Technically, what we have in our text according to the Jesus Seminar, is a
trio of case parodies and aphorism coupled with the description of the ultimate otherness of God. The case parodies are non-literal but stand, nevertheless, on the edge of the possible. In contrast, the hyperbole represents something impossible to achieve: a camel cannot pass through the eye of the
needle (Matthew 19:23). But one can turn the other cheek; one can give the
additional shirt; one can go another mile. These responses are possible, but
just barely. That is what gives them a punch. The admonition, “love your
enemies,” is a memorable aphorism because it cuts against the social grain
and constitutes a paradox: those who love their enemies have no enemies.
All of this is put into a specific perspective: the love of enemies identifies
one as a child of God, and God does not restrict divine love to those whose
moral performance is superior.55
According to James M. Robinson, we have here an undomesticated Jesus,
a real idealist, a committed radical who proposed a solution to the human
dilemma. What Jesus had to say centred around the ideal of God’s rule (“the
kingdom of God”), the main theological category Jesus created.56
The human dilemma is in large part that we are each other’s fate. We
are the tool of evil that ruins another person, as we look out for our social, political and individual self interest, having long abandoned any
52
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youthful idealism we might once have cherished. But if I would cease
and desist from pushing you down to keep myself up and you for your
part would do the same, the vicious circle would be broken. Society
would become mutually supportive, rather than self-destructive. Count
on God to look out for you, to provide people that will care for you,
and listen him when he calls on you to provide for them. This radical
trust in and responsiveness to God is what makes society function as
God’s society. This is, for Jesus what faith and discipleship were all
about.57
All this is as far from today’s Christian coalition and even mainline Christianity as it was from the Judaism practiced in Jesus’ day, and sounds incredibly naive. Once Jesus launched himself into this lifestyle, practicing what he
preached, he did not last long. Yet the bottom line is not necessarily so cynical: the point here is not longevity but integrity.58
As we see in the Jesus Seminar’s view, the command to love one’s enemies can include specific behavioural strategies towards specific enemies
(Romans), but it is much more about the general attitude towards life and
therefore an “open text”.

7. “Jesus” of the “open text” of daily life:
the Context Group
Scholars who apply the models of social-scientific criticism to the Bible
stress that in order to understand the ancient text of the Bible, we have to
familiarize ourselves with the social and cultural values of these particular
communities who produced the texts. Biblical texts, when they were written,
were part of a complex process of social communication that took place in
what is called a high-context culture. In contrast with our Western lowcontext cultural milieu where we are accustomed to detailed texts that spell
out as much as possible, high-context societies produce characteristically
sketchy and impressionistic texts, leaving much to the reader’s or hearer’s
imagination. In these cultures few things are spelled out. This is so because
people have been socialized into shared ways of perceiving and acting and
hence much can be assumed.59
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So Diane Jacobs-Malina stresses that the command to love one’s enemies
represents not only a reversal of former traditions based on Mosaic Law, but
more significantly, of the image of God that is part of the Moses epic.60 We
can compare our text with the words that are part of the Ten Commandments:
I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for
the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who
hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love
me and keep my commandments.
(Exodus 20:5–6)
According to Jacobs-Malina, the crucial idea that is not explicitly spelled out
in the Sermon of the Mount is that it is not only the mental image of God
that is changed by Jesus, but more importantly, the patterns of social thinking that are associated with particular images of God. The passage from
Exodus reflects a God who is no different from any other powerful “patriarch” for whom blood vendetta and revenge set one family against another
for generations. It is an image of God that is created from the analogy of
patriarchal society in the likeness of the elite who ruled. The idea that human
beings are to reflect the Father who allows the sun to rise and set and the rain
to fall on both the just and unjust is based on a radically different image of
God.61 How is this accomplished?
First, the concept of “love” is a specific concept of social value in the
Mediterranean culture.62 It is the value of group attachment and group bonding that may or may not be coupled with feelings of affection. Such a group
attachment and group bonding are one type of social glue that keeps groups
together. Thus, to love someone is to be attached and bonded to the person.
One can also be attached to behaviour patterns or abstract values, but normally it is to persons. Often such contrast is made between what one loves
and what one hates that not to love is to hate and vice-versa, with no middle
ground.63 The saying, “Love your neighbour and hate your enemy,” captures
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well the general understanding of love as a value of group bonding for it
relies on an understanding that although one’s ingroup is bonded by love (at
first between family members; then between neighbours who form the close
society, and then between the people of the same ethnic group/religion),
there are also the outsiders with whom the relationship is perceived in terms
of hate. Consequently, when Jesus says, “Love your enemies,” we can already guess that behind it must lie a vision of a different kind of society
where one can, at least in principle, be bonded with an outgroup person. That
the outgroup still exists is exemplified by the presence of tax collectors and
pagans as the categories of negative comparison in the text.
Secondly, the idea of “perfection” in connection with God is related to
purity rules. Purity rules seem quite hard to understand for us today, but in
the Biblical Mediterranean society they were all-pervasive. Following Mary
Douglas’ groundbreaking work64 Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey explain
it: simply said, purity is about systematic classification. The existence of
dirt, for example, points to purity. Dirt is a matter “out of place.” For there to
be dirt, there must be a system of places sufficiently marked off so that matter can be assessed to be “out of place.” Dirt entails a system of related
places so that everything can be seen to belong some place. Cleaning a place
is a purification process in which things are returned to where they belong.
“Dirt” points to and implies disorder; “purity” points to and implies order/system. It is not only about matter, of course. Societal classifications and
the sense of “law and order” deriving from them are concerns of purity.65
“Order,” “purity” and “perfection” go hand in hand; as for the religious
worldview of Judaism of the day; in all its varieties, God was the source of
all perfection. The closer one was to God, the closer one was to order. The
same goes for the idea of holiness. Holiness is the attribute of God. Its root
means “set apart,” thus the creation of order.66 In spatial terms, the Temple
of Jerusalem was the place where God was closest to humans, Jerusalem was
a holy city, and Israel was a holy land, surrounded by the lands of the pagans. The farther away from the temple, the less holy the space becomes.
Mary Douglas has shown that the dietary laws and the classification of animals in the Hebrew Bible follow the same pattern. The most fit animals for
consumption are unblemished animals of domestic herds of the right age or
quality that are suitable for offering on the altar in special cases. Then there
are the same animals without special requirements – they are fit for the altar
but not in special cases; these are followed by the animals of the land (do64
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mesticated or not) that are clean for table use. At the bottom are unclean
animals and abominations (off the purity scale entirely).67 Of course, if the
animals are already categorized, the same must be true for people. And here
it is: Bruce Malina has shown that the classification of people in ancient
Judaism is exactly parallel to the classification of animals. On the top are the
priests, followed by Levites who are allowed to perform some duties in the
temple. Then there are several categories of full-blooded Israelites (“laymen”), followed by some exceptional categories who are considered to be
part of Israel but who cannot have sexual relations (like hermaphrodites) and
are therefore incapable of transmitting Israelite status. They are analogous to
the unclean animals. And in the bottom we find abominations: all the persons of other ethnic groups.68 So by definition, the outgroup person, the
stranger, and especially the non-Jew is the one you cannot love. Hate comes
more naturally. The foreigners are most easily associated with dirt and
chaos, easily “the enemy.”
These considerations in mind, it seems obvious that “to love one’s enemy” while being “perfect, as God is perfect” can happen only when the
whole purity system (its spatial and dietary aspects included) is envisaged in
a new way. According to Bruce Malina, what Jesus did was to question the
intent of the purity rules (while still accepting them). Are they to keep unsuitable people out, thus creating for insiders (especially the people on top)
the confidence that “everything is in order”? No, they are to facilitate access
to God. The purity rules are to make this access easier, not close it off. God
is perfect because God is open to all Israelites, both the good and the bad.
Relative to God’s distinctive people in God’s holy land, “he causes his sun
to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” Since God is open to all the covenanted people of Israel, to do
God’s will is to be open to one’s fellow Israelites, whether good or bad, just
as God is open to them. Hence, any interpretation of the purity rules should
be in the direction of the welfare of Israel, not in the direction of simply
maintaining the system in some mechanical way.69 And we know from the
career of Jesus that he deliberately addressed his message to those people in
Israel who were in one way or another left out by the purity regulations: the
sick, the sinners, etc.
At this stage of our analysis, the “enemy” of our text seems to be more a
fellow Israelite than Roman occupier, therefore, the text is an “open text” of
daily life. What about the Romans and other Gentiles? The new image of
God presented by Jesus had an inherent potential of relativising the purity
67
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rules and accompanying societal classifications to a great degree. While
according to the gospel traditions Jesus spoke to non Jews only sporadically,
the book of Acts, written decades later from the perspective of Pagan Christianity, relates that the purity rules were indeed set aside. In the story of the
baptism of Cornelius (he was the first Roman convert to Jesus-movement),
the Apostle Peter received three times a vision about unclean food that he
was ordered to eat. Two days later he visited Cornelius’ house, and the Holy
Spirit came on all who heard him speaking. Then Peter said, “Can anyone
keep these people from being baptized with water? They have received the
Holy Spirit just as we have.” Acts 10: 46–47). It is not only the dietary regulations and the social conventions about people that are relativised here: the
understanding of spatial categories has been changed also. God’s place, the
most “pure” and “perfect” place, is the place where God chooses to reveal
himself.70
Nevertheless, this change does not mean that the concept of outgroup is
eliminated. Cornelius and his people were baptized. Baptism became a new
initiation rite for the people belonging to the Jesus-movement; a new kind of
ingroup fellowship was created, composed of both Jews and non-Jews. And
in the case of the Matthean text of the Sermon of the Mount, we can detect
that whatever its earlier implications may have been, now the text of the
Sermon speaks directly to this new social group, Jesus faction (or Christianity).
We have to consider the Gospel of Matthew as a whole for the moment.
Dennis Duling’s analysis has shown that the gospel was written from the
perspective of a classically educated scribal group that dominated a mixed
community of Jews and non-Jews who referred to themselves as “brothers.”
At the same time, they were considered (and they felt themselves) to be
marginalized by the larger society, especially by the rival Pharisees within
Judaism.71 According to the study of Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey, the
Matthean community felt itself under attack from two directions.
From without they were challenged by Pharisees with whom they were
competing to reform post-Jewish War Judaism and who disparaged allegiance to Jesus and his teaching. The characteristic of a society that feels
itself under attack is boundary making and boundary maintenance, and the
Matthean Gospel is concerned greatly with the boundaries: the world is
completely divided between the inside and outside. The initial action that
creates boundaries for those Jews who made up the Jesus-movement group is
70
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the alternative group awareness deriving from the group’s preaching. Believers are the insiders who accept the preaching and the preacher and by
“change of heart” restore those limit markers setting off sin from behaviour
befitting God’s coming kingdom. Fellow Israelite unbelievers, who reject the
preacher and the preaching, are the outsiders who do not enter the kingdom
but go down to destruction.72 The text of Matthew 5: 38–48 is preceded by a
more general admonition that gives the text we are considering a more specific meaning: “I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the
Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” (5:20) Turning another cheek, going another mile and
loving one’s enemy is all part of being perfect and therefore surpassing the
Pharisees and the teachers of the law. The category of “enemy” remains
within the ingroup.
From within, the Matthean group felt itself attacked by those members
who were perceived as not living up to Torah perfection. Behaviour rooted
in undisciplined enthusiasm threatened to displace Torah observance as a
group ideal. Against these, it was imperative to say that, “Not everyone who
says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who
does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (7:21).73 And it is precisely
here where the command to love one’s enemies fits in. The upright members
of the community needed to be reminded of the vision of Jesus that God is
open to all of his people and cares about every member of the community.
Who is this Jesus who speaks the words of the Sermon of the Mount?
While the tradition behind the text goes back in time to Jesus, the “Jesus” of
the Sermon of the Mount clearly speaks from the viewpoint of the scribal
leaders of the Matthean community. In comparison with the original situation, the community around “Jesus” has changed a bit – now anyone who
wants to accept the preacher and the preaching can join in much more easily
than in the times of Jesus. Then he or she can be loved, even if as an enemy.
But as Pharisees and other non-Christians are excluded from the community
of the people of God, it must be said that in comparison with what was
probably the case with Jesus (the principal openness of his message); the
Matthean “Jesus” is a much more sectarian fellow.

8. Conclusion
As we saw, the command to love one’s enemies can be understood as pertaining to the specific circumstances of the military, political and cultural
72
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situation in Palestine of the first century C.E. At the same time, the same
command transcends the original situation, whatever it was, becoming a
challenge for both groups and individuals to define their own enemies to be
loved. The image of an “enemy” is often a constituent part of both personal
and group identities, even if one tries to live without enemies. It seems inevitable that the boundaries of our being and identity are created by the “outsiders.” Maybe the relevance of this command for us today is in recognition
that it is actually up to us whether we let ourselves be determined by our
“enemies” or we try to live and act as the ones who are trying to positively
overcome the boundaries around us.
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THE CONCEPT OF THE THIRD ROME
AND ITS POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS
ALAR LAATS
■

In the first half of the sixteenth century an obscure Russian monk from
Pskov wrote a number of letters in which he spoke about Moscow as the
third Rome. The name of the monk was Filofei (Filotheos) and his letters
were sent to the Pskov representative of the Moscow grand prince Vassilij
III (1479–1533), to Vassilij himself and to Ivan IV the Terrible (1530–1584).
In his letters Filofei explained that Rome had deviated from the true faith
through the Apollinarian1 heresy. According to Filofei therefore Rome has
been imprisoned by the devil. Constantinople, the second Rome has also
fallen. The crucial passage is this:
“I would like to say a few words about the existing Orthodox empire of
our most illustrious, exalted ruler. He is the only emperor on all the earth
over the Christians, the governor of the holy, divine throne of the holy,
ecumenical, apostolic church which in place of the churches of Rome and
Constantinople is in the city of Moscow, protected by God, in the holy
and glorious Uspenskij Church of the most pure Mother of God. It alone
shines over all the earth more radiantly than the sun. For know well, those
who love Christ and those who love God, that all Christian empires will
perish and give way to the one kingdom of our ruler, in accord with the
books of the prophet, which is the Russian empire. For two Romes have
fallen, but the third stands, and there will never be a fourth.”2
The idea that Moscow is the third Rome did not come out of blue. Before
appearing in the writings of sixteenth century the concept of Rome had
already been developed by Russian authors. It had a well defined meaning
and it had already a long and complicated history both in Russia and in the
wider Christian world. And its appearance had its subsequent implications
for Russia and for a wider world as well.
The research conducted for this article was assisted by the Targeted Financing Grant
5691 of the Estonian Science Foundation.
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Eucharist. Wil van den Bercken. Holy Russia and Christian Europe. East and West in
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1. The Romes in History
So actually what were the other Romes? If there is an idea of the third Rome,
then there must be the first Rome and the second Rome, at least on the level of
ideas.
First things first. The first Rome was of course the centre of the Mediterranean world about two thousand years ago and as its successor is the capital
of modern Italy. Thus Rome is a city. But it is much more than a city. Rome is
the capital of a country that is nowadays called Italy. But it is more than a
capital. There have been times when it was the city and when it was the capital
of the civilised world. There have been and perhaps still are other cities that
may pretend to the same or to the similar honorary position. In a way Rome is
or at least has been much more. Rome has been more than a geographical or
political or economical or cultural reality. It has been more than an empirical
fact. As a sign of its non-empirical reality is an old saying: Roma est omnium
patria fuitque. Perhaps we could say that Rome has left the empirical reality
and has become a metaphysical reality. At least it has been so for the people
who have been the heirs of the European Classical civilisation.
The fact that Rome is a sort of metaphysical reality does not exclude its
historical dimension. It has a number of historical layers. It has strong
reminiscences of the capital of the ancient empire. However its greatness
was not only grounded on its political might. It was the city of gods. This is
well expressed by the Roman poet Virgil (70 BC–19 BC) in his masterpiece
the Aeneid. The city is founded by the gods. And speaking about the empire
and its centre Jupiter promised: Imperium sine fine dedi. Thus the Romans
believed that the city would never perish. Moreover this belief in the eternity
of Rome was grounded in the pagan religion.3 With the pretension to eternity
was connected the pretension of Rome to universality. The ideal and the goal
of the universal empire was to “supersede the disorderly competition
between nations and establish world peace.4” This was the ideal of the pax
romana5. According to the ancient Roman religion this was the aim of the
existence of the whole world. And the result should be a sort of eschaton6.
3

Wilhelm Lettenbauer. Moskau das dritte Rom. Zur Geschichte einer politischen
Theorie. München: Verlag Anton Pustet, 1961, S. 9.
4
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administration that lasted throughout the Mediterranean world from the reign of
Augustus (27 BC–AD 14) to that of Marcus Aurelius (AD 161–180).
6
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resurrection of dead, and last judgment. Eschaton refers to the last phase of world history.
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The emergence of Christianity brought along its own additions and new
emphases to the idea of Rome. By nature Christianity is a universalist
religion. Therefore Christianity merged well with the old Roman universalism and transformed it. The symbol of these Christian universal intentions
of Rome is the office of the bishop of Rome.7 In history the empirical city of
Rome has fallen from its high position. But the idea of the metaphysical
Rome has survived.
At the beginning of the fourth century the emperor Constantine (280–337)
founded a second capital of the empire in Byzantium which he renamed
Constantinople in 330. The huge Roman Empire cracked under the burden of
its enormous size and in the course of time broke up into two. For quite a long
period the western part was in lethargy. On the other hand the eastern part was
rather alive. Thus the eastern Roman Empire, known also as Byzantium
considered itself to be an empire and as the only legitimate heir of its history
and tradition. The theologians of Byzantium understood their history as the
continuation of the history of the ancient Roman Empire. Indeed, they
pretended to even more – the empire existed according to the plan of God. The
aim of the Roman, respective Byzantine Empire was to grasp the whole world
for the proclamation of Christ. But together with this the aim was to spread the
peace and culture. Thus their intentions were also universalist. The people of
Byzantium tried to be in every respect like the Romans. Even the name they
used in Greek for themselves was Rhomaioi – the Romans.
One important factor that influenced the development of their consciousness as Romans was their opposition to the West. This opposition was both
political and ecclesial. The rulers of the Western Europe and of the
Byzantine Empire pretended to be the Roman emperors8. And both churches
pretended to be the leaders of the universal church9.
There were actually two different understandings of the role of Constantinople and of the relationship between Rome and Constantinople. According
to the first, due to the disaster that fell to the first Rome, Constantinople
became its heir successor. Constantinople continues to exercise the role and
7

According to Lettenbauer these two aspects of universality, the pretension of the
universal political might, rooted in the ancient history and the pretension of primacy
of the bishop, remained nevertheless unharmonious and separated. Lettenbauer
1961, p. 12.
8
Thus from the time of Charlemagne (768–814), who was crowned as the first
Holy Roman emperor in 800, the title of a Roman emperor was used also in the
West.
9
Usually the patriarchs of Constantinople pretended to be equal to the patriarchs
of Rome. But there were some cases when the patriarch of Constantinople had
pretensions to primacy as well, e. g. Photius, who was patriarch of Constantinople
during 858–867 and 877–886. Cf. Lettenbauer 1961, p. 23.
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functions of the first Rome. The Byzantine Roman Empire is actually the old
Roman Empire. This is the so-called doctrine of translatio imperii
(“translation of empire”), according to which it is exactly the same empire.
The other and alternative conception is that Constantinople is the second
Rome but nevertheless it is the New Rome. The old Rome had fallen and is
now extinct. The new one is different from the old one. It is young and full
of vitality and is able to fulfil the high mission of the first Rome. The new
Rome is qualitatively better than the first one. The last conception was the
dominating one in Byzantium.10
In the second Rome there was a serious attempt to connect more closely
the two universalistic traditions that had rather different roots in the first
Rome – the imperial and the ecclesial. This was the attempt to harmonise the
two authorities, the secular and the ecclesiastical authorities.11 In Byzantium
this doctrine was called the doctrine of symphony. In theory the Byzantine
Roman Empire was a reflection of the heavenly kingdom of God.12 In some
way the empire was already an eschatological reality on the earth. But in
reality it was a utopia.13 It became clear with the final destruction of the
empire in 1453.

10

As we shall later observe similar alternatives on the relation between the third
and the second Rome were current in Moscow.
11
The classic text that expresses the official version of the Byzantine social idea
the Sixth Novella of the emperor Justinian: “There are two greatest gifts which God,
in his love for man, has granted from on high: the priesthood and the imperial
dignity. The first serves divine things, the second directs and administers human
affairs; both, however, proceed from the same origin and adorn the life of mankind.
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12
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pp. 125f.
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2. The Emergence of the Doctrine
of the Third Rome
As stated above, in the middle of the sixteenth century the monk Filofei had
written about Moscow as the third Rome. However the story of the
emergence of this doctrine did not start with him. The story is more
complicated. Nor did it end with this monk. The story of the third Rome did
not even start with Moscow. There were other places in Russia that had
already earlier pretended to this title.
There is a writing with the title “Eulogy of the Pious Grand Prince Boris
Aleksandrovič by the humble monk Foma” written in 1453 about the ruler of
Tver14. At that time Tver was the rival of Moscow. According to this writing
Tver is the centre of the world. Tver is not explicitly called the third Rome.
But its prince Boris15 is honoured with titles “new Jacob”, “new Joseph”, and
“another Moses”. He is compared with the emperors Tiberius, Augustus,
Justinian and Theodosius, and given the titles emperor and autocrator16. And
the city of Tver is “the new Israel.” This writing did not say expressis verbis
that Tver was the third Rome but the thought is not far from the expression.
Another rival of Moscow, Novgorod also had its own pretensions. In
1490 Dimitrij Gerasimov, translator and collaborator of Archbishop Gennadi
of Novgorod, has written “The Story of the White Mitre.” Its main theme is
that after the fall of Constantinople, Novgorod has become the centre of
Orthodoxy. The content is following.17 When handing over the city of Rome
to the pope, the emperor Constantine had given him a white episcopal mitre.
After Rome had departed from the true faith the mitre was sent to
Constantinople. The patriarch received a vision of the fall of Constantinople
and he was commanded to send the mitre to Archbishop Vassilij of Novgorod. There it was put in the Sophia Cathedral as a sign that Novgorod had
become the guardian of Christian orthodoxy. Thus, according to this story
the centre of the orthodoxy moves from Rome to Constantinople and from
Constantinople to Novgorod. Here for the first time the expression “the third
Rome” is used.18
Consequently, the use of this doctrine by the monk Filofei about Moscow
was prepared by developments in other parts of Russia. The relatively
14

Bercken 1999, pp. 141f. It is interesting that the prince Boris of Tver was a
supporter of the union of the Russian church with Rome.
15
Prince Boris Aleksandrovich ruled Tver from 1425 until 1461.
16
“Autocrator” (Gr “self-ruler”) was the regular title of the Byzantine emperors.
17
Bercken 1999, p. 143.
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kingdom for the sake of the true faith.” Bercken 1999, p. 144.
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frequent occurrence of this kind of expressions in the second half of the
fifteenth and in the first half of the sixteenth century in Russia was not an
accident. The historical background explains it. There had been a number of
historical events that facilitated or even evoked these developments in
Russian thinking.
Byzantium had been the paragon for Russia from the time of the baptism
of Russia onward. But now in 1453 something highly extraordinary had
happened – Constantinople, the whole Byzantium had fallen. Thus, on the
one hand the paragon, the ideal was not eternal, was declinable, was not
eternally firm, was not ideal. Even more, because of the union of Florence19,
Constantinople, the second Rome was fallacious. This was for Russia of
course a shock. On the other hand the fall of Constantinople meant also that
its place was vacant and waited for its heir or replacement. And at that time
Russia was the first, actually the only pretender. However at that time there
still was no country called Russia. There was the princedom of Tver and
other princedoms, among them the princedom of Moscow, and there were
more or less independent cities like Novgorod and Pskov, but not a kingdom
or tsardom of Russia. Therefore there was more than one pretender to the
vacant place of Constantinople. We already saw how both Tver and Novgorod had such aspirations. According to Wil van den Bercken:
“The fall of the Orthodox capital of the world, the new Rome, Constantinople, led among the Russians to the notion that they had been
called to make good this shame on Christianity, or, as Nestor Iskander
says, ‘to annihilate and obliterate this evil and godless Ottoman faith
and to renew and strengthen the whole Orthodox and unstained Christian faith.’”20
Although there were various pretenders in Russia, nevertheless as the principality of Moscow became politically most powerful so eventually it remained the only real pretender to the role of heir. The fact, that Moscow had
defeated the old archenemy –the Tatars, added weight to the pretension. At
the time of Prince Ivan III the Russian sources call their own nation the New
Israel. Although the idea of Russia as the new Israel never became so popular or as influential as the idea of the third Rome nevertheless it actually
19

The patriarch of Constantinople Joseph II, 20 Orthodox metropolitans and the
Byzantine emperor John VIII Palaelogus participated in the Council of Florence
(1438–1439). The participants of the council signed to an agreement of reunion with
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agreement of Brest-Litovsk (1596) millions of Ukrainian and Belorussian Orthodox
Christians united with the Roman Catholic Church.
20
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never faded away. And even much later Moscow was sometimes called the
new Jerusalem.
But there was still another fact that made the pretension of the princes of
Moscow more legitimate, or at least made it seem more legitimate. Namely
the grand prince of Moscow Ivan III (1462–1505) married princess Zoë Paleologos, the nice of the last Byzantine emperor. This all caused Ivan III to
bear the Byzantine title “autocrator” and informally also “emperor.”21

3. The Idea of the Third Rome
in the Sixteenth Century
At the beginning of our essay we saw that the monk Filofei stated explicitly
that Moscow was the third Rome. It was not the only statement of the idea.
The same idea was already expressed implicitly in 1512 in the writing,
known as “The Russian Chronograph”.22 In the first half of this century there
appeared in Russia other writings as well that defended the pretension of
Moscow to the position of the religious centre of the world. Sometimes they
even asserted that the family of the grand prince of Moscow descended from
the emperor of Rome Augustus.23 In some writings even the Babylonian
rulers were seen as the spiritual forefathers of the rulers of Moscow24. Thus
in the literary and ideological world of the sixteenth century the idea of the
third Rome was “well grounded.”
But the spread of this idea was not limited to the writings of the time. It
penetrated the official texts of the state and became the basis of the official
ideology of the Moscovite state in the sixteenth century. The first official
text we have is the text of the rite of coronation of Ivan IV from the year
1547, the first time in Russian history that the coronation of a Tsar occurred.
It is very likely that this coronation text was composed, or at least inspired

21
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by Metropolitan Makary (1482–1564).25 Metropolitan Makary played an
important role, generally, in developing and formulating the doctrine of the
third Rome. For the Tsar the text of the coronation became the grounds on
which he justified his actions. Thus Alexander Dvorkin explains:
“The general policy of Ivan's rule, in the years immediately following,
indicates that the coronation provided Russia with its most important
source for claiming to be the continuation of the Roman Empire and
for establishing the new ecumenical role of the Moscovite State,
Church, and Tsar.”26
Thus for Ivan IV the religious concept of the third Rome became an ideology
that directed his policy, both in internal affairs and in foreign affairs. He felt
himself to be the ruler appointed and sent by God. Whether he succeeded in
fulfilling this theocratic ideal is of course another question. In connection
with internal affairs Ivan was a real autocrator, an absolute ruler, like the
Byzantine emperors. In the sixteenth century Russia was the last Orthodox
country. All other Orthodox nations were by that time enslaved by the
Moslems. Therefore the grand prince of Moscow was the only free Orthodox
ruler. This fact made him the sole defender of the Orthodox faith27. This was
not a mere title. A large part of the political biography of Ivan IV is covered
by wars against the last Eastern and the eternal Western enemy, the khanate
of Kazan28 and the kingdoms of Poland-Lithuania and Sweden.29
But the title of the emperor of the third Rome was useful for Russia for
peaceful diplomatic contacts with the European countries. Moscow had no
longer to feel inferior to the European political powers. The doctrine of the
third Rome raised Ivan IV on an equal footing with the western kings. At
least so it seems Ivan IV believed. And this doctrine gave confidence to
Moscow in its intercourse with the first Rome.30

25
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The influence of the doctrine of the third Rome is not limited by the
political activity of the principality of Moscow. It had its effects in church
affairs as well. If according to the doctrine of the third Rome the state of
Moscow had a special politically high status then it would not be surprising
if the church, especially the Metropolitan, would also have high pretensions.
The Russian church also acknowledged its own high status. In the middle of
the sixteenth century there occurred a large-scale canonisation of Russian
saints. In this case one of the Russian ecclesial writers explained: “it was
needful to prove that although the Russian Church came forth only at the
eleventh hour of history, by her diligence she has nevertheless surpassed the
workers even of the first hour.”31 Thus the Russian Church asserted its high
status above other churches, including the church of Constantinople32.
There was a patriarch in the first Rome and there was a patriarch in the
second Rome. However there was only a Metropolitan in the third Rome.
Therefore the Moscovite state and the church within it made attempts to
change from a metropolitanate into a patriarchate, in the sixteenth century.
The decision about the patriarchate of Moscow had to be made by the other
patriarchs and they were not eager to make this decision. This happened only
in 1589. Actually the title was obtained by blackmail: the Patriarch of
Constantinople had become financially dependent on Russia and at this time
the Patriarch of Constantinople got financial support in exchange for the title
of patriarch. “This was not only an ecclesiastical but also an ideological
victory for Moscow over Constantinople, since the doctrine of the Third
Rome is explicitly mentioned in the document.”33 Therefore it was recognised that Russia was the political heir of Byzantium. Later the new
position of the Russian Church was canonically approved by all the Eastern
patriarchs. However, here, not all the expectations of Moscow were fulfilled.
As Moscow had taken over the political position of the Byzantine Empire
and the Moscow tsar had become the new Christian emperor there were
expectations that the new patriarch would be at least the third patriarch but in
1589 he became only the fifth patriarch after the patriarchs of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. At least the Tsar of Russia was
recognised outside Russia as the guardian of the whole Orthodox world and
he was compared with Constantine the Great.34
Now there is the question of whether the Third Rome as the legitimate
heir of the Second Rome was its substitute? Rather was the Third Rome
31
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higher and more developed than the Second Rome in principle? In the first
case Moscow would be in principle on the same level as Constantinople had
been before its unfortunate fall. In the second case Moscow would have
another quality and it would be something new in comparison with
Constantinople. Actually this is not a new question. Similar questions had
already appeared in connection with the Second Rome and the dominating
answer had been that the Second Rome had much more vitality and it had
been a new development in comparison with the old Rome.35 It seems that
now in Russia the prevailing answer would be the same – the Third Rome is
something much more than the Second Rome had been. It seems that at least
most Russians regarded, in the sixteenth century, the Russian customs and
traditions to be much higher than the traditions of the Second Rome.36

4. The Content of the Doctrine
of the Third Rome
So far we have observed the historical emergence and the appearance of the
doctrine in Russia. But, what did the doctrine actually mean? What was its
content?
According to the doctrine of the Third Rome there were various aspects
that characterised the city. The idea had a long history and therefore its
different aspects had different origin.
One constitutive aspect was the so-called symphony that was formulated
by Justinian in the sixth century. This idea was included in the decisions of
the great council of Russian bishops of 1551, the Stoglav (“Council of One
Hundred Chapters”). But the idea of the symphony of sacerdotium and
imperium was already spread in the Moscovite society. Thus around 1500
Iosif Volockij (Joseph of Volotsk), Abbot of Volokolamsk, led a monastic
movement in the Russian Church37 that argued for a strong link between the
church and the state, a political theocracy.38 The first Tsar Ivan the Terrible
used this idea as defender of the Orthodox faith. His wars were against
35
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“Muslim unbelievers” and “the Catholic enemy of Christianity”. The mission of the Russian Church was directly grounded in the military victories.39
This was an implementation of the concept of symphony, as it was then
understood in Russia. But according to modern scholars this was not a real
harmony. The partners in the symphony were unequal. The state or the
monarch was the real head of the church. Ivan the Terrible “sees the tsardom
as a divine commission and himself as head of the church and representative
of God on earth.”40 In the words of Wil van den Bercken: “The unity
between religion and politics and between church and state which took form
in sixteenth-century Moscow does not mean that a symphony between
secular and ecclesiastical power was achieved.”41
The other constitutive characteristic of the Third Rome is its supremacy.
Moscow as the newest Rome is above other countries. And as the supreme
state, Russia is the holy Russia.42 But this means that the supremacy was not
an achievement of the country itself. The Third Rome was an instrument of
God chosen by him for the fulfilment of his aims.
One of the most important characteristics of all of the three Romes was
their universality. If the concept of symphony was introduced at the time of
the Second Rome then the concept of universality was there from the First
Rome onwards. The universality of Rome was connected to the concept of
pax romana. The goal of Rome was to establish a universal empire, which
would supersede the disorderly competition between nations and establish
world peace.43 The monk Filofei, one of the masterminds of the doctrine of
the Third Rome wrote that “all Christian realms will come to an end and will
unite into the one single realm of our sovereign.”44
According to the interpretation of John Meyendorff the universalist
pretensions of the First and of the Second Rome did not exist in the real
politics of Moscow at the time of Ivan IV. He asserts that the aim of the first
Russian tsar was to build up a national empire and not the empire of the
Romans. Therefore, as he asserts, there was no translatio imperii, the
tsardom of Moscow at the time of Ivan IV did not pretend to be the Third
Rome in reality.45
I am not sure that John Meyendorff is entirely correct. It is true that the
title of the Moscovite tsar was not the Roman emperor. But as was said he
39
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was the tsar of all Christian realms, of all Christians. In the same way the
Byzantine emperor was emperor “of the Romans, that is of all Christians.”46
This means that according to the Byzantine understandings the real Romans
at that time47 were all Christians. It is important that by the Christians is
meant only the Eastern Orthodox Christians who were in communion with
the patriarch of Constantinople. Now in the sixteenth century the tsar of
Moscovy pretended also to be the emperor of all the Orthodox Christians.
How much he was in reality able to exercise his authority over the orthodox
Christians is another question. But neither was the Byzantine emperor able
in practice to exercise his authority all the time over all the orthodox Christians. Both, the Byzantine and the Russian rulers were in a way universal
emperors inside their own world.48 And the Russian tsar tried successfully to
enlarge his world. At first the so-called gathering of Russian land is actually
drawing of the orthodox people under his sovereignty. One after another the
Russian principalities and the free cities in Russia were incorporated into the
ever-growing body of the Moscovite principality. But its appetite for enlargement was not extinguished by the Orthodox East-Slavonic countries.
Ivan IV conquered Kazan and Astrakhan and incorporated their surroundings
into his empire. But his appetite reached to west as well. Thus he hoped to
incorporate into his tsardom the Baltic countries as well. Although according
to the title he did not pretend to be the Roman emperor nevertheless his
intention was to be the universal emperor of all Christians. Even more, his
intention was to enlarge step by step his world of the Orthodox Christianity.
There is another important aspect of the Third Rome that was not
noticeable in the case of Constantinople but that was essential in the case of
Moscow. This is the eschatological dimension. Moscow is not only the most
important city but it is chosen by God and in a way set apart from other
places on the earth. Moscow has a special religious function. It is the Christian centre. It is in some way closer to God. But that is not all. According to
Filofei Moscow is the Third Rome and “the third stands, and there will never
be a fourth.49“ Moscow is the last Rome. Moscow was the centre of history
and therefore its fulfilment50. This means that Russia had to preserve its rich
store of faith in purity in the last phase before the end of the world51. And
this fact puts a heavy responsibility on the shoulders of the Russians52. It is
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rather likely that at least the monk Filofei expected a close end of history53.
According to Florovsky this idea is rooted in Byzantine theological
thinking54. The world is approaching its end. The world exists only while
Moscow exists. And Moscow exists only whilst it is the centre of the Christian, i. e., of the Orthodox world. If Moscow perishes or ceases to be this
centre then it is the end of the world.
Now if the tsardom of Moscow is the eschatological tsardom then its
ruler is the eschatological emperor. This eschatological aspect makes him a
special figure. From one side he has special functions to play. He has to
protect the Christian, i. e., the Orthodox purity of the last Rome. And more –
he has to establish its universality. In practice it means that he has to expand
the realm of the eschatological empire. On the other side being the
eschatological ruler enables [empowers?] the tsar with special qualities and
abilities. He must be able to fulfil his obligations. He must be able to preserve the religious purity and must be able to execute the universality of the
Third Rome. This is beyond human abilities. Therefore he receives these
qualities and abilities from God. They are divine. Thus the eschatological
ruler is in a way deified. In this respect nobody in the world is equal to him.
Even the head of the church is not like the tsar. This means that he, as the
divine ruler of the tsardom, is also the divine ruler of the church. However
the result of this self-understanding is the abolishment of the symphony of
the church and the secular government. Actually it does not mean the
abolition of the concept. In the case of the divine eschatological ruler the
church and the state are rather closely connected. They both are under one
ruler. So it is more a monophony than the symphony. It is impossible to
discern where the church starts and where the state ends i. e., we cannot
observe the difference between the two realms.
There was a tendency in Byzantium towards the caesaropapism. But the
doctrine of the symphony resisted vehemently against this tendency. In
Russia this doctrine was not able to oppose the idea of the eschatological
ruler. The eschatological aspect dominated over the idea of symphony. And
henceforth the state has always dominated the church.55 Although the rulers
have never officially pretended to be divine or semi divine beings,
nevertheless they have sometimes been treated practically as half-gods. This
has even been so in the secularised Russia. In a way even the Communist
rulers were holy.
53
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But not only was the ruler of Russia divine and holy. Russia itself was
holy as well. Of course, Russian Christianity was above the rest of
Christianity. But the holiness of Russia was something more. It was the selfunderstanding of Russia as elected by God and as having a special task in the
divine story within the world. This consciousness of being elected and
therefore being the messianic nation has survived even into the secular era.

5. Conclusion
Although the religious-political idea of Moscow as the Third Rome was not
used so explicitly after the reign of Ivan the Terrible nevertheless it was not
buried in oblivion56. One tragic effect of it was Raskol – the Great Schism in
the Russian Church. This was the emergence of the so-called Old Believers
or Old Ritualists in seventeenth century Russia. The event of the Great
Schism was a rather complicated one with many different aspects. But at
least one aspect is connected with the idea of the Third Rome. It seems that
both parties of the schism – the Old Believers and the official Russian
Orthodox Church – grounded their theology on this idea. The issue of
controversy was devotion and worship.57 Patriarch Nikon (1605–1681) and
Tsar Alexis (1629–1676) were inspired by the idea of the Third Rome58 and
their aim was to restore in the Russian Church the model of Greek devotion.
Thus according to their understanding the Third Rome was the successor and
the heir of the Second Rome and had therefore to preserve its heritage. To be
the Third Rome Moscow had to follow the example of the Second Rome.
Their adversaries, the defenders of the Old Russian worship and devotional
life were also inspired by the same idea of Moscow as the Third Rome. But
according to their understanding the Russian Orthodox Church was above
the Greek Orthodox Church, i. e., the Third Rome was qualitatively higher
than the Second Rome. Therefore according to their understanding the
reforms of the patriarch Nikon were actually the lapse of the official Russian
church into the Greek heresy.59 This means that the Third Rome had fallen in
the same way as the Second Rome. But as the last, the Third Rome had
fallen; the end of time must have dawned. According to their understanding,
56
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the Old Believers started to live in the eschatological era and many of them
still live in this era.
Thus the Old Believers had given up the doctrine of the Third Rome. But
also the official church had to give it up, at least officially. At the council of
Moscow in 1667 the Russian Orthodox Church had to submit itself at least
theologically and canonically to the Greek Church and had to declare that
the literary sources of the idea of the Third Rome were fabrications.60
From this time onwards the idea appeared neither officially in the church
nor in government statements61. But it had smouldered and is still
smouldering in the Russian sub-consciousness and has occasionally emerged
in one or another form, sometimes more and sometimes less veiled. Thus it
has demonstrated its existence in the policies of Tsar Nicholas I (1825–1855)
and of Tsar Alexander III (1881–1894). And it has been quite visible under
the secularised veil of the communist regime. Had it not been a tragedy for
millions of people one could call it a parody of the original religious idea. It
had its universalist claims. Its rulers had divine pretensions, especially
claims to omniscience and to immortality. There even used to be an attempt
to form a sort of symphony between the government that ran the everyday
life and the party rulers that were in charge of ideology.62
Thus in this essay we have treated the history of the idea of the Third
Rome and its emergence in Moscow. We have introduced its three essential
elements – universality, symphony of powers and its eschatological setting.
These elements were not in balance. And it is possible that because of this
unbalance the idea has been unable to be a stable guideline in Russian
history.
The idea has a clear religious origin but does it belong to politics as well?
Has it influenced and directed Moscovite political history? Or was it only an
ideological garment for some Russian rulers to cover their otherwise naked
imperial pretensions? I do not have clear short answers to these questions. It
is most likely that the rulers have used this idea as a pretext and this idea,
itself, has given rise to the imperial appetite.

60

Bercken 1999:166.
There is at least one exception. The formula “Moscow is the Third Rome” was
trotted out in 1948 at a conference of the Eastern Orthodox Churches in Moscow.
This conference was organised on the occasion of the commemoration of five
hundred years of autocephaly in the Russian church and at the same time was meant
as a Russian counterpart to the World Council of Churches. The notion of the Third
Rome was mentioned three times in the speeches, twice by the delegations from
Bulgaria and Poland and once by a Russian delegate. Bercken 1999:167.
62
For Moscow in the 20th century, like for Moscow in the 16thcentury, the
symphony was not stable while the ruler had too strong Messianic claims.
61
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RELIGION AND POLITICS
IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
WILFRIED GERHARD1
■

The topic “religion and politics” can be dealt with on at least three levels:
– one can deal with it within the context of how the role of organized religion
and religious organizations can be secured in the sphere of politics
– one can analyze how the public expression of faith affects as one of the
political variables the process of political decision making – and to what
degree this is the case in the various political fields
– one can scrutinize how far religion determines the cultural fundamentals
of a given society and the fundamental perceptions incorporated in the
political culture.
The following explanations focus exclusively on the third perspective. A socalled “true story” may give a preliminary idea of what is meant by this. It is
said that it happened at the peak of the conflict in Northern Ireland that one
night a passer-by was mugged by a disguised fanatic in the city of Belfast
and, with a pistol being pointed at his forehead, he saw himself faced all of a
sudden with the question: “Catholic or Protestant?” The passer-by, who was
not stupid at all, replied: “Neither Catholic nor Protestant – simply atheist” –
whereupon the masked man, who in the meantime had become gruff, clearly
showed him the gravity of the situation with the words: “Ok, speak up now:
Catholic or Protestant atheist?”
This scenario can very well be translated into political sociology. Religion
does not only exist as a personal faith and living conviction, but also as an
element of political culture, which shapes all people – even the atheist, who
completely refuses to commit himself personally to any tenets of faith.
Accordingly, the intention is to advocate (and hopefully illustrate sufficiently in the following) the proposition that the political culture in the US is
largely characterized by the major doctrines of Judaism and Christianity, and
that completely independent from any personal commitments.
In the course of the translation of these major doctrines into the political
culture, that is, the political translation of the myth of creation and of re1

This essay is an adapted version of a lecture given on the occasion of the
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community.
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demption, of the apocalypse and eschatology, but in particular in the course
of the political translation of the major Jewish doctrines and traditions such
as the exodus tradition and the covenant tradition, these doctrines undergo a
change. For anything that goes through the process of politics changes: people as well as convictions – and not always for the better.
The results are shown in the following table. They will have to be made
more convincing through a detailed analysis.
Table 1. Religion and Politics in the USA
Theological-religious
Motives
I. Creation Theory:
Topic: Natural and
Constitutional Order

American Self-image
Elements (Civil Religion)
– Universalism of natural right
(“All men are created equal”)
– Utopian Hedonism
(“Pursuit of Happiness”)
– “Emigration” as a latent
II. Exodus Theology:
Topic: Rule and Emanci- alternative option of action
pation

Foreign and Security Policy
Connotations
Foreign and security policy as
the global enforcement of a
“natural” creation order

– Liberation from barbarism in
Europe
– “Old” Europe and “innocent”
America
– National sovereignty obsesIII. Covenant Theory: – From the theocracy of the
sion/ distrust against UN
saints to the “chosenness” of
Topics:
– American “exceptionalism”/
the American nation
A. Individual and
– From the religious individual- manifest destiny/ American
Community
century
ism of probation to “rugged
individualism”
B. Past and Future
– America as a Confession
– Patriotism and Religion as an
Project
element of the “national world
of confession”
– The US as a Redeemer Na– Political Messianism
IV. Theology of
tion/ America’s vicarious
– Presidental and Military
Redemption:
power
Heroism (“They gave their
Topic: Death and Life
lives that this nation may live”/
“Our Martyred President”)
V. Theology of Spiritu- – Ideology of “ordinary people”: – Populist Moralization of
ality (“Holy Spirit”):
+ Self-help instead of expert
Politics
Topic: Bottom and top/
help
Elite and Common Sense + Common sense instead of
intellectuality
+ Grass-root democracy instead
of Elites democracy
VI. Apocalypse/ Escha- → Post- millenarian optimism: – Universalization of the
tology (The End of all
→
Western culture/ The End of
Things):
“I have a dream”
History (Fukuyama)
Topic: Progress and
(Progress as a mission)
– Fundamentalist Militancy/
Disaster
→ Pre-millenarian ApocalypClash of Civilizations (Huntics: →
tington)
(The secret “sense” of disintegration, disaster, and war
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1. Creation Theology: On the Relationship between
Natural Order and Constitutional Order
The Creation myth is of fundamental importance. All the Fathers of the Constitution were “enligheners” –, which means that in religious terms they were
so-called “deists”. They largely believed in a Creator rather than a redeemer.
They all are convinced to be able to see without any doubt what this creator
wants from man. Typical in this context is the famous Declaration of Independence of 1776, which was written by Thomas Jefferson. The sentence
which is quoted most often reads:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”2
This declaration has to be read on two levels:
1. People’s lives, liberty and individual pursuit of happiness are guaranteed by the God-given order of creation or nature. They are “self-evident
truths”, their God-given foundation cannot be refuted by any form of reason.
2. At first sight that may sound absolute and, thus, potentially totalitarian.
At second sight, though, these “self-evident thruths are qualified as a collective consensus: “we hold these truths to be self-evident…” – which means,
we believe in them, we hold on to them. An absolute statement is turned
back into subjectivity and intersubjectivity. Therefore, absolute truths only
make sense if they can be made collectively credible. Collective convictions
in turn are the basis of a constititutional order. Between the objective order
of creation and the binding constitutional order there are the cultural processes of reaching a consensus which underpins the natural order of creation.
If one considers US foreign and security policy from this perspective, it is
first of all nothing else but the attempt of the enforcement of a “natural”
social and political order at a global level in which everybody is to be guaranteed equality, liberty and the individual pursuit of happiness (whatever
else he may consider to be right and true) as unalienable rights. This, however, quite frequently involves the conviction that the natural social order
will prevail automatically without taking any cultural efforts to reach an
understanding (if only all presumable obstacles to equality, liberty and individual happiness are eliminated – possibly by military means if need be). Of
course, this latter assumption does not often work in reality. The situation in
Iraq shows this most clearly. Without the cultural processes of reaching a
2

Quoted in: Dick de Vos. Rediscovering American Values: The Foundations of
Our Freedom in the 21st Century. New York: The Penguin Group, 1997, pp. 36f.
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political consensus no natural order and none of the Jeffersonian “selfevident truths” will be implemented here. The “we hold”-precaution in the
Declaration of Independence can’t be taken too seriously. The process of
mutual understanding and consensus building has to prevail over whatever
absolute truth one may hold on to.

2. Mythology of Redemption
The topic of the Fathers of the Constitution was the relationship between
natural order and constitutional order, between the intentions of the Creator
and the propositions of the Constitution. However, the Christian Credo does
not only know the Creator but also the Redeemer. In this context, what is at
issue in Christian-dogmatic terms is the sacrificial death of Christ – his vicarious suffering and dying. In more general religious-philosophical terms, it
is about the relationship between life and death – or more precisely: how life
and death are intertwined and how linking the dead and living brings about
community.
Two developments have occurred in the US which the Europeans haven’t
reproduced yet and in fact cannot even appreciate:
1. In the US, the idea of a Messianic redeemer figure (a figure that represents and reconstitutes life, liberty and pursuit of happiness to its full measure) has detached itself from religious contexts and has been transferred to
political contexts which finally has resulted in the awareness of the US of
having a Messianic mission herself. “Long enough have we been sceptics
with regard to ourselves and doubted whether, indeed, the political Messiah
had come. But he has come in us, if we would give utterance to his promptings”3 – as Herman Melville puts it in his book “White Jacket” (1850). With
the Messiah, that is, with the US, a new time and a new era have begun – as
the One-Dollar note of the United States reads: “novus ordo seclorum.” Accordingly, in terms of substance, this Messianic dream about liberty and selfgovernance for all, about human rights and peace everywhere, ultimately
revolves around civilizing and perfectioning the entire world.
2. But this Messianic dream does not only have this self-confident,
enlightening and sometimes even pretentious side – it also has a dark metaphysical side: In a direct analogy to Christ’s sacrificial death, the political
conviction prevails that liberty and self-governance do not only need rational
reasons to make sure that they become valid, but also the steadfast connection of remembrance between those who may live in liberty and those who
have died for this very liberty. On the very Civil War battlefield of Gettys3

Herman Melville. Weißjacke (White Jacket, 1850). Leipzig, 1954, S. 211f.
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burg, famous President Lincoln found words which to this day are a model
for this dark metaphysical side of American Messianism: “They gave their
lives that the nation may live.” He combined that with the expectation "that
we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain; that this
nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom – and that this government of the people, by the people, and for the people shall not perish from
the earth.”4
Lincoln himself was later compared to Jesus – after all, he, too, was murdered on a Good Friday; since then, he has been “our martyred President.”
The assassination of other presidents (such as Kennedy) or public leaders
(such as M. Luther King) easily follows the pattern of the resurrection of
liberty through sacrificial death – which on Memorial Day is conspicuously
transferred to the representative sacrificial death of all US soldiers killed in
action.

3. Exodus Theology
Exodus generally means “departure.” In the biblical-Old Testament tradition,
though, the departure or exodus was something very specific in historical
terms: the exodus of the Israeli tribes from Egyptian-Pharaonic slavery. For
the first Puritan settlers in America, this historical fact was the model and the
blueprint for their own identity. For these first Americans, Europe was some
kind of Pharaonic Egypt, which they had left behind – a continent of barbarism and corruption, a trouble spot of religious intolerance, feudalistic bondage and lots of wars – in short: the epitome of misery and disorder. “Exodus,” “emigration” has become such a formative element of American identity that it applies not only in the domain of foreign policy but also in the
domestic sphere.
To this day, the Exodus perspective has remained formative and relevant
in the external perspective and in particular for the American perspective on
Europe. Basically Europe has always remained “Old Europe” – cynical at
best, corrupt, unable to keep peace or to restore it on its own at worst: For
Americans, Bosnia and the Kosovo are only the most recent illustrations of
this old fact. If there is currently also a “New Europe” in the eyes of Americans, then it is only because particularly the East-Europeans dare for a new
political start together with the US.

4

A. Lincoln, quoted in: Jürgen Moltmann. Die „Erlöser-Nation“ – Religiöse
Wurzeln des US-amerikanischen Exzeptionalismus. – Die Friedenswarte. Journal of
International Peace and Organization, Heft 2–3/2003, S. 161.
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But “emigration” also has been and will remain a latent and always present alternative to action in the domestic sphere: Just think of the big migration movement to the West, think of the willingness to seek happiness even
in the seventh marriage (L. Taylor) or the willingness to “follow,” as it were,
the job offers by means of geographic mobility, even if one finally winds up
in a trailer city. Accordingly, people here are “on the road” much more as a
matter of principle. The road is not only the link between two geographical
locations; it is a preferred social location in itself. To be on the road again:
that means liberation from the constraints of ordinary civilization – at times
even accompanied by the escape into the worlds of gambling or even away
from the legal order into the world of crime. Just think of Bonnie and Clyde.

4. Covenant Theology
Another biblical motive pertaining to the Old Testament is that of Israel’s
covenant with Yahweh, her God. The basic tenor of this motive is: Israel
gets land, “Holy Land”; in turn, it commits itself to obey and to keep the
laws of the covenant with her God and, thus, to be a holy and chosen people.
The first American settlers saw their situation similarly. The experiment of
the Puritans on American soil was to translate their concept of a holy covenant with God and of a community of saints and chosen people into social
and political reality.
This experiment was extremely problematic – for it meant in terms of social practice to make political rights (for instance, the right to vote) as well
as economic rights (for instance, land acquisition rights) dependent, as it
were, on religious qualification, that is, in concrete terms on an official certificate of orthodoxy and a disciplined and pious conduct of life.
This immediately provoked two reactions. The first one concerns the
relationship between the individual and the community, the second one the
relationship between past and future. Both have to be taken into account.

4.1. Individual and Community
The vital economic and political interests of individuals cannot be suppressed in the long run. Nobody puts up with permanently being excluded
from politics and the economy on the grounds that he lacks the requisite
extent of piety and holiness. Accordingly, this resulted in a first dynamic of
compromise over time. Social pressure increased to lower the obstacles for
orthodoxy and a pious conduct of life. First of all, all upright individuals and
all good-willed people thereupon were granted the status of religious cho-
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senness; later the obstacles were lowered even more until finally the conviction prevailed that the very fact of being a Protestant American justified the
assumption of special chosenness. Finally, chosenness was no longer a
characteristic that differentiated saints from stubborn sinners who cannot be
converted but a characteristic of the American nation as such which opposed
it to other, “inferior nations.”
Then, after all, the distinction between saints and sinners was based on
the background of the dramatic distinction between the divine selection of
the ones and the infernal damnation of the others. Of course, such dramatics
of salvation history questions one´s self-assurance. Where am I really situated? Are there perhaps any indications in this life as to my future eternal
fate? After all, an official certificate of having stood the religious test cannot
have the power to ease fears. But perhaps the entirely secular economic success will have this power? The proof is provided e contrario. Would it make
sense to become a rich businessman with God’s help only to be eternally
damned anyway in the end? No – economic success has to be an indication
that God still has further plans with me. And to this day economic success in
the US involves some kind of religious anointment. Americans want to make
more money rather than have longer vacations. And to this day you can hear
on religious channels in the US what cannot be heard anywhere else in the
world: “God wants you to be rich.” But even for those who do not want to
subscribe to that “rugged individualism”, i.e. the uncompromising pursuit of
one´s own interests, success not failure justifies life, makes sense of life and
guarantees appreciation in the community. Both the concept of the chosenness of the American nation and the idea of primarily pursuing one’s own
interests have strongly influenced American foreign and security policy. In
the concept of American “exceptionalism,” the notion has prevailed that
America is outside the normal course of world history and has a special
status, a “status specialis,” which does not befit other nations. Additionally,
the primary pursuit of one´s own interests is accompanied by the well-known
motto “America first” as well as by all forms of obsession with national
sovereignty. The fundamental distrust of the United Nations is going along
with it – up to the assumption that the United Nations is the incarnation of
the antichrist.

4.2. Past and Future
The idea of a covenant is also responsible for another facet of self-perception
of the US – the image of America as a project focusing on a binding creed.
You have to champion the covenant. America as an immigration country
thrives on the willingness of the immigrants to abandon old ties and to
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accept new ones. In his day, President Johnson put this in an exemplary
manner: “They came here – the exiled and the stranger, brave but frightened –
to find a place where a man could be his own man. They made a covenant
with this land. Conceived in justice, written in liberty, bound in union, it was
meant one day to inspire the hopes of all mankind and it binds us still. If we
keep its terms, we shall flourish.”5
The political message of this text is clear: America is not just any given
country. America is a project, and this project thrives on a kind of religious
national patriotism, which is made universal and, thus, is capable of inspiring the hopes of mankind as a whole. Consequently, patriotism and religion
belong to the inalienable assets of the national world of creed; Americans are
affirmative – Europeans are sceptical. Therefore, religion in Europe has to
come across in a discursive and reflexive manner, that is, in the form of
doubt and skepticism – but at least of reflectiveness –, whereas in America
this is exactly what is undesirable and even almost offensive.

5. Theology of Spirituality
The issue of an affirmative creed is closely connected to the issue of conscience. We have said: Covenant faith begins with the attempt to translate
the ideal of a “community of saints” into a political order, that is, into a collectively binding and socially controllable form of lifestyle. But what happens if the insight dawns on one’s mind that the ideal of a “community of
saints” is not achieved primarily by means of social control of the faithfuls’
religious conduct of life or by means of dogmatic control of the purity of
doctrine but rather through an community of believers that thrives on the
authentic power of the conscience and on subjective spiritual experience?
Now this is where the second option appears within the context of the
problem of how religious orientation can be translated into social practice.
The first alternative had already been addressed. It consists, as already mentioned, of the democratization of the Puritan claim to differ from the human
average by means of a religiously obliging conduct of life. Finally, the democratization of this claim resulted in a form of secularization which is
rather irritating for Europeans, that is, the attitude of “Somehow we as
Americans (and no longer as Puritans!) are something special after all.” This
can be named the objectivized version of the Covenant-tradition – in contrast
to the subjectized one, which comes into play where the claim to be a community of the saints is interpreted in the framework of individual spiritual
5

L. B. Johnson, quoted in: Klaus-M. Kodalle. Zivilreligion in Amerika. – KlausM. Kodalle (ed.), Gott und Politik in den USA, Frankfurt, 1988, S. 29
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experience. This finally results in a dynamics where everybody is authorized
and encouraged to pursue his own religious way – and accordingly in the
rejection of any kind of patronizing by clerical élites and the clerical establishment; in the positive sense, however, it then results in the high esteem
and the appreciation of the common man in the street, in a basic trust in the
common sense of the common man, a basic trust in his lack of need of moral
and religious indoctrination. In sociological terms, the result of this process
can be witnessed in the endless pluralistic fragmentation of the religious
landscape – in the downright immense variety of denominations, sects, religious orientations and practices.
Of course, this has also implications for everyday social life. In social
terms, subjectivization results in the highly topical phenomenon of self-help
(instead of expert help) as well as in all the attempts to get something going
from the bottom, that is, to act from the grass roots level instead of waiting
for insights and initiatives coming from the top. Implications are also evident
in the domains of foreign and security policies. All in all, the political system
is basically much more open to protest attitudes and activities from the bottom. Constituency interests are therefore more significant than the highly
diffuse and highly aggregated party interests. Political candidates also depend more strongly on grass-roots support than on support by the party. For
instance, an attitude of outrage and protest at the grass-roots level was the
reason for the eventual termination of the Vietnam War – and it cannot be
ruled out that in the case of the war in Iraq, too, a populist moralization of
the American commitment will occur. This may happen quickly and surprisingly, and then even the strategists in the Pentagon would no longer stand
any chance. So far we have only been watching the phenomenon of populist
“moralization” from the top. I dare to doubt whether this will continue to
stay that way.

6. Eschatology (the doctrine of final things)
Eschatology means: Individual and collective fates, events and experiences
have to be interpreted in the light of ultimate truths. We are quite familiar
with such “eschatology” in a secular form.
Entire political systems – such as, for instance, the socialist systems –
were based on the assumption that it is possible to presume a meaningful,
forward-oriented process resulting in a positive end of history. But apart
from socialist premises all of us make assumptions of progress: for instance
that actually the economic development can only continue to keep proceeding
upward or that everybody must be entitled in biographical terms to live up to
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and represent his individual potential or that one´s children should have a
better life than oneself.
Such exceptions regarding the historical process as a whole, with regard
to the economic development, to the right of biographical fulfillment and of
family aspirations are so self-evident to us that indeed we are no longer
aware of them as a western-cultural feature. Yet in fact the paradigm of progress being reflected here is a typically western cultural product.
It is due to a cultural background fulfillment, which is Christian and primarily understands history as a chain of events controlled by God, which
range from the creation to the end of all things. Now what is typical of
America is not the replacement of a religiously defined concept of progress
by purely secular definitions of progress, as it has occurred in Europe. What
is typical is rather the continuous applicability of religious beliefs of the end
of history in addition to purely secular concepts and on closer inspection
even a conspicuous correspondence of religious and secular versions of progress and the end of history. Essentially, there is an optimistic and a pessimistic version of this in the US – both in the religious and secular cultures.

6.1. Optimistic Version
In the US, the religious concept of a millennium of peace at the end of all
times is alive – and closely connected to the belief in the return of Christ. By
way of practiced altruism by means of the implementation of a truly Christian society, one can grow, as it were into this millennium of peace. Everything we know as “voluntarism” or charity culture in America is based on
such motives. Be it voluntary work in the fire or police service, in retirement
homes or in kindergarten, in private neighborhood security companies or
work for socially deprived and homeless people – everywhere you can do
something which makes this society more human and more Christian and
which accords consistency to the idea of the ultimate achievement of a millennium of peace. Of course, one can also enter everything into this category
which appears to us as an American oddity: the fierce combat against homosexuality, pornography and abortion, the struggle for family values, (that is,
for the patriarchy) and for classroom prayers, and occasionally also the bizarre fight against “impious“ scientific beliefs such as Darwinism – that is,
the entire “zealotic” character which we recently have come to connotate
more and more strongly with America. The leftist version of this historical
optimism was dear to us in the 1960s and 1970s: It was Martin Luther King's
“I have a dream” vision of a better America and a better world. In the foreign and security policy field, this eschatological idea has been formulated
just recently with considerable emphasis. The historian Francis Fukuyama
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used the end of the East-West confrontation as a secular opportunity to talk
about the end of history, the arrival in a better world which historically cannot be overtaken.
“What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or is
the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind 's ideological evolution
and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final
form of human government.”6
Where only western liberal democracy is left, progress is completed, and –
this should presumably be concluded – the millennium of peace can come
(although according to Fukuyama this is most certainly conceived to come
without the return of Christ).

6.2. Pessimism towards Progress
Fukuyama obviously was wrong. History continued completely differently.
It even continued in a more dramatic form than we would have thought. September 11, 2001 represents all we are facing in terms of challenges - terrorism, a potential struggle of cultures, and the collapse of political, economic
and social ordering structures in many places in the world. September 11
aggrevated fears, spread insecurity and invoked concepts of an enormous
collapse of the world order. In such a critical situation, the second version of
the idea of the end of all things takes hold in America – and in terms of its
dogmatics, this version is apocalyptic and militantly oriented in terms of its
concrete application. Of course, this requires more detailed explanation and
illustration.
Just like the optimistic (postmillenarian) reasoning, the pessimistic and
apocalyptic reasoning also adheres to the idea of a millennium of peace. But
in apocalyptic reasoning, the concept is formative that the millennium of
peace can only be established after enormous conflicts between the powers
of Light and Darkness – no talk about going creepingly and peacefully into
that millennium any longer.
This way it is possible to attribute a constructive meaning also to events
which apparently make no sense and even to disasters. They are now interpreted as throes of a new era – unavoidable but of foreseeable duration.
Therefore, perseverance is the order of the day – or put differently: Disasters
6

F. Fukuyama, quoted in: Karl-Sebastian Schulte. Der politische Diskurs der
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are afflictions, but in the furnace of the afflictions precious metal is separated from mere waste. Therefore, confidence is appropriate.
The actual problems only become apparent in the course of the politicosocial reification of such abstract metaphors. Immediately after September
11, 2001, fundamentalists declared in an apocalyptic manner the American
way of life to be cultural waste. Falwell: “I really believe that the pagans,
and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are
actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU (American
Civil Liberties Union), People Of the American Way – all of them who have
tried to secularize America – I point the finger in their faces and say you
helped this happen.”7
For the American mainstream, of course, this is a downright outrageous
statement. It is much more convincing, of course, to identify the apocalyptic
chaos and cultural waste where the quality of the American way of life is
fundamentally questioned: among the militant Islamists and terrorists. G. W.
Bush has enforced this perception of things. But how is such an apocalyptic
pattern of interpretation translated into practical political action? Well, it
means the acceptance of a form of militancy, which no longer accepts the
traditional procedures of the containment of violence. Put pointedly: Traditional international law and the international law of war are hardly suitable
for conflicts of apocalyptic scope – hence Guantánamo and Abu Ghuraib and
the like.
From a security and foreign policy perspective, the political scientist
Samuel Huntington has championed such a world view as early as the
1990s – that is, before September 11 – which follows to a considerable extent the apocalyptic pattern of interpretation. He states as the currently last
phase in the bellicose history of mankind the conflict between different cultures, a clash of civilizations – and the most conflict-prone line of conflict is
that between the West and Islam, although, finally it is an all-encompassing
conflict which pitches “the West versus the rest.”8
Although Huntington does not explicitly say so, it is clear that it is an
apocalyptic conflict between the powers of the Good and the Evil. In this
apocalyptic vision, we currently also experience an essential concern of the
so-called “Religious Right.” Of course, the apocalyptic interpretation of
history may set us thinking. However, it has also to be stated in turn: There
is a lot more in the relationship between religion, politics and society in the
US than what is currently worrying us within the context of the “Religious
Right.” This essay tried to illustrate just that.
7

J. Falwell, quoted in: Steve Benen. Backlash to bigotry. – Church and State,
9/2001, pp. 10 ff.
8
S. Huntington. The Clash of Civilizations? – Foreign Affairs, 3/1993, p. 39.
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RELIGION AND EDUCATION
IN POST-COMMUNIST RUSSIA:
RUSSIA’S EVOLVING CHURCH-STATE
RELATIONS
PERRY L. GLANZER AND KONSTANTIN PETRENKO1
■

It is well known that liberal democracies do not take a uniform approach to
matters of religion and education2 and reject the communist approach of
inculcating one comprehensive secular ideology and outlawing religious
visions. However, democratic states diverge on the questions of how to deal
with religion in public schools and how to address funding and regulation of
religious schools.3 Stephen Monsma and J. Christopher Soper attempt to
make sense of these differences by identifying three general types of churchstate relationships in liberal democracies.4 These include “partial establishments,” “strict separationism,” and “pluralist or structural pluralist” models.
Partial establishments include England, Greece or other countries where one
religious group receives government favoritism and serves as part of the
state establishment fit into this category.5 “Strict separationism” includes
1

Reprinted from Journal of Church and State 49, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 53–73;
used by permission.
2
By liberal democracy we mean “a political system marked not only by free and
fair elections, but also by the rule of law, a separation of powers, and the protection
of basic liberties of speech, assembly, religion, and property,” Fareed Zakaria. The
Rise of Illiberal Democracy. – Foreign Affairs, 76 /1997, p. 22.
3 They also differ over whether to allow various forms of home schooling that
might include religious instruction. For a description of the laws and regulations in
various western democracies, see the Home School Legal Defense Association website: www.hslda.org/.
4
Stephen V. Monsma; J. Christopher Soper. The Challenge of Pluralism:
Church and State in Five Democracies. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997,
pp. 1–50. Other more complex typologies can be found in John T. S. Madeley;
Zsolt Enyedi. Church and State in Contemporary Europe: The Chimera of Neutrality. Portland, Ore.: Frank Cass, 2003, pp. 1–50.
5
This label is similar to what Madeley and Enyedi label as “mono-confessionalism” in Church and State in Contemporary Europe. We are using Michael Walzer’s definition of “civil society” as “the space of uncoerced human association and
also the set of relational networks – formed for the sake of the family, faith, interest,
and ideology – that fill this space,” Michael Walzer. The Idea of Civil Society. –
Dissent, 38/1991, p. 270.
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countries, such as the United States, where all religious groups are considered separate entities from the state, exist largely as part of civil society,
and rarely receive direct government funding. Other democratic states, like
Netherlands, Germany, and Australia, attempt to find a middle ground. They
recognize a wide variety of religious groups as official public entities and
promote and fund both religious and secular charities and schools. Monsma
and Soper call this approach the “pluralist or structural pluralist” model.
Where does post-communist Russia fit into this pattern? This essay
provides a partial answer by presenting a broad overview of developments
with regard to religion in both higher and lower education in Russia over the
past fifteen years. Overall, it demonstrates that Russia does not fit neatly into
any types that Monsma and Soper describe above.
Legally, Russia could be considered to be charting a fourth type.
Certainly, its Constitution sounds a strict separationist and a pluralist note.6
Nonetheless, its 1997 law, “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations,” promotes what Nikolas Gvosdev calls, “managed pluralism” or
what we will label “managed historical pluralism.”7 According to the law,
only those groups that had existed in Russia for fifteen years (prior to 1997)
can register and obtain various rights and privileges. This stipulation means
that only religious groups established in Russia before the 1917 Revolution
receive certain rights and privileges, because new religious groups originating during perestroika in the late 1980s do not qualify.8
The actions of state officials, however, are often different than the ideals
set forth in national constitutions or various federal laws. In education, as the
following overview will show, various government actors and administrations have demonstrated little consistency in their approach. Though
6

Article 14 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation sounds the strict separationist note, “The Russian Federation is a secular state. No religion may be established as a state or obligatory one,” while Article 28 gives the pluralist note,
“Everyone shall be guaranteed the freedom of conscience, the freedom of religion,
including the right to profess individually or together with any other religion or to
profess no religion at all, to freely choose, possess and disseminate religious and
other views and act according to them.”
7
Nikolas Gvosdev. Tolerance versus Pluralism: The Eurasian Dilemma. – Analysis of Current Events, 12/2000, pp. 7–10.
8
Any group that did not meet this requirement had to register each year to obtain
legal status and was deprived of many rights and privileges given to groups that
qualified for the fifteen year registration. However, a 1999 Court decision has
somewhat altered the requirements of this provision without declaring it
unconstitutional. As a result, most groups that existed before 1997 have been able to
reregister, according to Lev Simkin. Church and State in Russia. – Law and
Religion in Post-Communist Europe. Silvio Ferrari and W. Cole Durham, Jr. (eds.)
Dudley, Mass.: Peeters, 2003.
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difficult to generalize, with regard to state-sponsored primary and secondary
education, an early pattern that vacillated between pluralism and partial
establishment has now given way to a form of strict separation. The treatment of religion in state universities has more closely followed the managed
historical pluralism model. The approach to private education has followed a
strict separation model when it comes to financing and a managed pluralism
model with regards to regulation. Private religious higher education experiences strict separation with regard to financing but it appears to profit more
from structural pluralism when it comes to regulation. The conclusion
attempts to summarize the possible implications of these inconsistent approaches for the future of religious liberty in Russia.

1. History
The history of religion, education, and church-state relations in Orthodox
countries initially shared similarities to other western democracies
influenced by Catholicism or Protestantism, but it later diverged at important
points. Like many European countries, the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC)
played an important role in the development of early educational institutions.
Throughout early Russian history, monasteries, Orthodox schools, and
seminaries provided education for those who wished to join the clergy as
well as others interested in learning literacy and grammar. In various ways,
the Russian state also supported the educational initiatives of the ROC.9
As Russia expanded, however, strong secular leaders such as Peter the
Great ensured that higher education served the state first and the church
second. The state also placed heavy restrictions on private education making
independent religious forms of education even more difficult. Some of these
regulations, such as requiring the teaching of the Scriptures in private
schools, paradoxically enforced the Orthodox religion. Nonetheless, rulers
made it clear that enforcing the Orthodox perspective was meant to promote
the stability, legitimacy and authority of the state.10 This approach had a
major impact on the ROC’s role in higher education. For instance, while in
the Christian West, the Catholic Church and later the Protestant churches
9

Eduard D. Dneprov. ed., Ocherki istorii shkoly i pedagogicheskoi mysli
narodov SSSR: s drevnikh vremen do kontsa XVII veka (An Overview of the
History of the School and Pedagogical Thought of the Peoples of the USSR, from
Ancient Times until the End of XVII Century). Moscow: Pedagogika, 1989; and
Patrick Alston. Education and the State in Tsarist Russia. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1969.
10
M. T. Studenikin. Nonstate Forms of Schooling in Autocratic Russia. – Russian
Education and Society, 38/1996, pp. 81–90.
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played a major part in forming and maintaining universities, the ROC, as
was true in many Orthodox societies, exerted only a minor influence on the
formation of universities.11 Russia’s first major universities, such as Moscow
Imperial University and St. Petersburg Academy, were established primarily
for secular reasons and did not include theology departments.
With regard to primary and secondary education, the state and the ROC
maintained a much closer relationship. In fact, until the end of the nineteenth
century, church schools outnumbered the schools sponsored by the Russian
Ministry of Education. Direct government funding of church schools also
continued and even increased at this time. Dneprov notes that the relationship was parasitical: “The monarchy increasingly needed the ideological
support of the church. In turn, the church was losing its influence among the
populace and relied on state funding. In the early twentieth century the
government spent on church schools twice the amount of funding it
contributed toward maintaining and developing schools of the Ministry of
Public Education.”12 Nonetheless, before the 1917 Russian Revolution,
primary and secondary education had started to secularize with the more
secular-oriented Ministry of Education schools outnumbering the ROC
schools two to one.13
The 1917 Russian Revolution brought about an even more radical secularization of education in Russia. At various levels of intensity, the Communist Party attempted either to destroy or control religious education. Soon
after the Revolution, the Bolsheviks penned the law, Separation of the
Church from the State and the School from the Church. In 1919, the Party
made its intentions quite clear by stating, “In relation to religion ... the Party
strives toward a complete destruction of the relation between the exploiting
class and the organization of religious propaganda. ...”14 To achieve this end,
it outlawed religious education of children, shut down every religious
primary and secondary school, abolished the teaching of God’s Law, an
Orthodox form of catechism, from state schools, and developed courses in
the scientific study of atheism. The Communist Party also created an
extensive system of youth organizations aimed at propagating the materialist

11

Willem Frihoff. Patterns. – A History of the University in Europe. H. D. RidderSymoens (eds.) New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
12
Eduard D. Dneprov. Ocherki istorii shkoly i pedagogicheskoi mysli narodov
SSSR: konets XIX – nachalo XX veka (An Overview of the History of the School
and Pedagogical Thought of the Peoples of the USSR, Late XIX – Early XX Century). Moscow: Pedagogika, 1991, p. 12. [Quote translated by the coauthor].
13
Ibid., p. 106.
14
Wasyl Shimoniak. Communist Education: Its History, Philosophy and Politics.
Chicago, Ill.: Rand McNally & Company, 1970, p. 238.
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perspective on human life and history and Marxist-Leninist ideology.15
Overall, the communists solved religion and education problems by
attempting to destroy religion.

2. Post-Communist Developments
The demise of the Soviet Union created both new opportunities and
challenges with regard to the relationship between religion and education in
Russia. The following overview examines the various church-state issues
that have emerged in both state and private education. Overall, the churchstate developments in this period have not followed any consistent pattern in
state or private education or in higher or lower education.

2.1. State Schools
Primary and Secondary Schools
The role of religion in primary and secondary schools has varied throughout
the post-communist period, partly stemming from larger changes in the
Russian system of education. In the two decades after communism, statefunded education made the transition from being a highly centralized system
with curricular rigidity and clear political-ideological functions to a more
decentralized and pluralistic system. More recently, state schools have
reverted closer to the old centralized, politicized system.16
Moreover, the initiatives coming from the Russian Ministry of Education,
even during the time of supposed decentralization, have also fluctuated.
After the Russian Ministry of Education discarded atheistic forms of education and began to open up the curriculum to religious influence and
content, the battles over this influence went through three phases. Interestingly, the battles in all these phases involved curricular matters and not
religious rituals such as prayer and devotional Bible reading.
Structural Pluralism. In the first phase, the Russian Ministry of Education displayed a new openness to religious influence in the public schools.
The openness stemmed from a desire to find a new source for vospitanie,
variously translated as upbringing, moral education, or character education.
15

For a more thorough description, see ibid.
Vyacheslav Karpov; Elena Lisovskaia. Educational Change in Time of Social
Revolution: The Case of Post-Communist Russia in Comparative Perspective. –
Educational Reform in Post-Soviet Russia: Legacies and Prospects. Ben Eklof, Larry E. Holmes, & Vera Kaplan (eds.) New York: Frank Cass, 2005, p. 5.

16

132

PERRY L. GLANZER AND KONSTANTIN PETRENKO

When the Russian Ministry of Education disbanded the communist program
of moral education, including the communist youth organizations and
compulsory ethics courses, such as “Ethics and Psychology of Family Life,”
both administrators and teachers sensed the loss of moral foundations.17
They wanted to find new sources of vospitanie they could impart within a
public education system that now accommodated ideological pluralism.
With few financial resources available, the Ministry of Education turned
to foreign aid and many of the groups willing to participate were religious
groups. As early as 1991, the Ministry of Education accepted an offer from
an American Christian parachurch organization, International School Project, to train Russian teachers in Christian moral education. Over 41,000
post-communist teachers attended ISP convocations.18 In 1992, the partnership expanded to include a coalition of eighty Western Christian parachurch
agencies, denominations, and colleges named the CoMission. When asked
why the CoMission was allowed by the Ministry of Education to help
Russian public schools, Alexander Asmolov, a Deputy Minister in the
Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation, told a group of Western
journalists, “When a person is in a waterfall and he wants to save his life,
and he sees a hand extended to him for help, can he think whose hand is
that? He will accept the hand which is first. The first hand was of the
CoMission.”19 From 1992 to 1997, the CoMission sent more than 1,500
missionary-educators to Russia and performed training work in more than
2,500 schools using an ethics text on the life of Jesus written by Western
evangelicals. Over seven years, the group claimed to have trained over
50,000 Russian educators to teach a Christian ethics curriculum.
Another helping hand came from a branch of Sun Yung Moon’s Unification Church. In 1993, the International Educational Foundation (IEF),
founded by a follower of the Unification Church, worked with a professor
from Vilnius University to publish a high school moral education curriculum
for Russian public schools entitled My World and I. In 1994, the Ministry of
Education issued a positive evaluation of the text.20 According to IEF, over
17

Perry L. Glanzer. The Quest for Russia’s Soul: Evangelicals and Moral Education in Post-Communist Russia. Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2002., and
James Muckle. Education in Post-Communist Russia: Continuity and Crisis. – PostSchool Education and Transition from State Socialism. Nottinghamshire: Continuing Education Press, 2001, pp. 1–21.
18
Glanzer 2002. For an interesting survey of attendees see I. L. Vasilevskii.
Remarks on the Religious Orientation of Teachers. – Russian Education and Society, 40/1998, pp. 15–31.
19
Glanzer 2002, p. 4.
20
G. Krylova. Legal Opinion on the Activities of the Unification Movement in
Russia. <http://www.prcenter-news.ru/documents/rev_moon’s_groups.htm>,
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“10,000 schools in Russia, Mongolia, and other countries of the former
Soviet Union” used the text.21
As evidenced by this diversity, the Russian Ministry of Education,
according to its spokespersons, was not interested in making a particular
religious confession the established religion. Instead, it sought to implement
a pluralistic approach to moral education that could be attended on a
voluntary basis. For example, Asmolov explained at a press conference
announcing the Ministry of Education’s partnership with the CoMission that
allowing a plurality of religious approaches to vospitanie would go hand in
hand with the new democratic outlook and an appreciation for the
importance of voluntary choice in the development of moral virtue. He also
expressed support for what was then termed the “deideologization” of
Russian education, but would likely be better labeled support for ideological
pluralism:
There are no systems in the world without ideology. ... We are supposed to give a plurality of approaches and it answers our ideas of democracy. We don’t want mono-ideology. Because mono-ideology
means absence of any individual thought. We have been for a long
time slaves of one ideology. Nobody will be willing to go into new
forms of slavery now. Only a free choice can bring real faith. This is
the internal conscience and honor of every individual.22
Overall, the Ministry of Education appeared willing to support a radically
new form of pluralism in Russia. Consistent with this vision, the Ministry
also allowed Islamic and Catholic groups to hold conferences similar to
those held by ISP, the CoMission, and the Unification Church.23
The Orthodox Revival and Partial Establishment. In the second phase of
change, the Russian Ministry of Education took a different turn. Understandably, the ROC did not find structural pluralism to their advantage,
partly because the pluralism envisioned by the Ministry of Education was
not always practiced in reality. The ROC did not enjoy the same access to
opportunities for training teachers as Western groups. As Elena Speranskaia,
the spokeswoman for the ROC, shared, “So the CoMission comes, and
Orthodox priests are kicked out, and the Americans start to teach. This
(accessed June 12, 2003).
21
International Educational Foundation: Character Education Worldwide.
<http://www.internationalcharacter.org/aboutief.shtml>, (accessed December 15,
2005).
22
Glanzer 2002, p. 79
23
J. Lucinio. Faith on the Loose: Russia’s New Experience of Religious Freedom. – Religious Education, 89/1994, pp. 483–92.
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brings out a very negative reaction from our church and from most of the
population.”24 If either pluralism or strict separation now existed in Russia,
the Orthodox Church wanted it fairly enforced. If the Orthodox Church
could not have access to government schools, it certainly did not want Protestant or Unification church missionaries there, nor did it want these groups
evangelizing Orthodox believers.25 The ROC eventually used its influence to
end any official centralized Ministry of Education partnership with the
CoMission and the Unification church in 1997, although these groups
continued their work at the local level.26
Soon afterwards, the ROC not only sought fairness and consistency in the
state’s partnerships with religious groups regarding moral education, they
also contended that the ROC deserved a special relationship to Russian
public schools. Not content with fairness, the ROC pressed for Orthodoxy to
receive a special place in the required curriculum.27 The ROC based its case
on four types of arguments: 1) The public schools cannot be neutral in their
approach to vospitanie. Any approach will favor one group (e.g., Orthodoxy,
atheism, neopaganism, etc.); 2) The Orthodox Church is currently the
majority faith (the ROC usually made the controversial claim that 80 percent
of Russians are Orthodox); 3) The history of culture (Russian, in particular)
has a very tight connection with religious and spiritual issues. And if the
core curriculum includes the history of culture, then the Church should be
the main provider for this kind of education; 4) The state would be helped by
such a partnership or symphonia. Without it, the state will be “doomed to
self-destruction.”28 Despite arguments such as these, the Russian Ministry of
Education resisted giving Russian Orthodoxy a special place in the
curriculum throughout the mid-1990s and continued to affirm a pluralistic
approach by “offering religious organizations the opportunity to teach

24

Glanzer 2002, p. 178.
The ROC later set forth its official position about these matters at the 2000
Jubilee Council of Bishops in the Basic Social Conception of the Russian Orthodox
Church. The Church warned, “The danger of occult and neo-heathen influences and
destructive sects penetrating into the secular school should not be ignored either, as
under their impact a child can be lost for himself, for his family and for society.” See
Basic Social Conception of the Russian Orthodox Church, 2000, XIV. 3.
<http://www.mospat.ru/chap-ters/e_conception/>, (accessed April 30, 2004). All
quotes are taken from the English translation found on the official ROC web site.
26
Glanzer 2002.
27
Aleksi II. The Foundations of Orthodox Education in Russia. – Russian Education and Society, 38/1996, pp. 6–24.
28
See Basic Social Conception in n. 20.
25
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children religion on an extracurricular basis in facilities of state and
municipal educational institutions.”29
The actions of both the ROC and the Russian Ministry of Education,
however, soon demonstrated an approach closer to the partial establishment
of Orthodoxy. In 2001, Patriarch Aleksi II declared, “We will try again to
persuade the government of the necessity of introducing the history of
Orthodox culture in the curriculum of the schools.”30 One year later, the
Orthodox Church achieved part of its goal when the Russian Ministry of
Education introduced a new course into the core curriculum entitled “Fundamentals of the Orthodox Culture.” Filippov, the Russian Minister of
Education at the time, officially introduced a sample of the course content,
outlining an eleven-year curriculum that would be optional for regional
officials and principals to include in the required curriculum.
The introduction of the course produced a storm of controversy. The
arguments against the curriculum found in the press reflected a longing for
the type of church-state separation that presently exists in the United States.
For example, Alexei Volin, deputy director of Government Administration,
argued that the proposal showed disrespect for Russia’s secular, pluralistic
democracy: “It is dangerous to introduce classes in Orthodox religion in a
multi-confessional and multiethnic country like Russia. ... As a secular state,
the Russian Federation should not allow any religious teaching in a state
school.”31 Critics also pointed out that the suggested outline of the course
imitated an Orthodox theology course taught in ecclesiastical seminaries.32
Despite the controversy, Filippov continued to declare, “The Fundamentals
of Orthodox Culture will be taught in schools no matter what barriers state
officials attempt to make,”33 and reports indicated that at least twenty regions
supported the teaching of the course.34
Despite this apparent government promotion of Orthodoxy, both the
government and the ROC still signaled that they wished to support more
pluralistic approaches. For instance, the Ministry of Education published an
29

The State’s School Policy and the Upbringing of the Rising Generation. –
Russian Education and Society, 42/2000, p. 66. For the original Russian text, see
‘Kruglyi stol’ shkol’naia politika gosudarstva i vospitanie podrastaiushchego
pokoleniia. – Pedagogika, 3/1999, pp. 3–36.
30
Patriarch Thinks History of Orthodoxy Should Be Studied in Schools. – NTV,
26 January 2001.
31
Russian Official Criticizes Proposed Orthodox Studies in Schools. – BBC
Monitoring International Reports. 15 November 2002.
32
Perry L. Glanzer. Post-Communist Moral Education in Russia’s Public
Schools: God, Country, and Controversy. – Religion, State and Society, 33/2005,
pp. 207–22.
33
Andrei Nikolaev. Who Is Opposed to Faith? – Gudok, 2004, p. 2.
34
Glanzer 2005.
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order in 2003, specifying that religious groups can offer religious education
in voluntary classes outside the required education program.35 The ROC also
demonstrated a willingness to pursue solutions consistent with managed
historical pluralism by working with the Interreligious Council of Russia,
which includes Buddhist, Muslim, and Jewish confessions,36 to support
initiatives such as creating a course and textbook on the “Fundamentals of
Orthodoxy, Islam, Buddhism and Judaism,” requesting more state funding of
religious schools and voluntary religion classes, and the reviewing of
religious information in textbooks by religious organizations.37 Nonetheless,
the ROC continued to support its own partial establishment. For instance, it
stated that this recommendation for a course addressing Russia’s historical
confessions should not replace or preclude the course on the Fundamentals
of Orthodox Culture.
Strict Separationism. In April 2004, Vladimir Putin appointed a new Minister of Education and Science, Andrei Fursenko. This appointment brought
about a third phase that has taken Russian public schools closer to American
strict separationism. Soon after being in office, Fursenko stated that he
believed a course in the history of the major world religions should be
mandatory.38 Furthermore, unlike the earlier proposal, he maintained, “I am
not talking about teaching only the history of Christianity,” although he
added “Orthodoxy has lain at the base of the creation of Russia and this must
be understood.” According to Fursenko, he and Patriarch Aleksi II agreed on
this issue and that Orthodoxy should not be “taught as law.”39

35

Order No. 2833: “On Granting Religious Organizations by State and Municipal
Educational Institutions an Opportunity to Teach Religion to Children outside the
Required Educational Programs,” August 5, 2003.
36
The Council did not include Catholic or Protestant traditions in their discussions
or in their Council, because these traditions were not considered “traditional” for
Russia. Nadezhda Kevorkova noted that since Catholics and Protestants were
excluded from this conference it appears “the path into the schools is closed for
them” (Nadezhda Kevorkova. School Children will Study Fundamentals of Religious Doctrines. – Gazeta, 10 April 2003. English translation available online at:
<http:www.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/0304-a.html>. Trans. Paul Steeves (accessed 19 February 2007).
37
Appeal of the Interreligious Council of Russia to Russian Minister of Education
V. M. Filippov. – State and Religion in Russia, 5 December 2003. English translation
available online at: <http://www.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/>. Trans. Paul Steeves
(accessed February 19, 2007).
38
Russian Minister of Education Favors Teaching History of Religion in
Schools. – Mir religii, May 25, 2004.
39
Minister of Education: History of Religion Should Be Required Subject in
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The Ministry’s recent efforts to promote strict separationism have drawn
criticism from the leadership of Russia’s major religious confessions. The
Interreligious Council of Russia, which includes the ROC, on 19 May 2005,
called on Fursenko to allow students to study religion from the point of view
of each confession. The Council’s letter to the minister claimed, “We think
that the information contained in the general humanities courses on the
history and values of world religions is very fragmentary and often
tendentious and in such a context it results in the children receiving actually
distorted information.”40 The solution to this problem, they argued, would be
to allow the religious organizations to teach about religion.
Despite this request, Fursenko continued to declare, “The position of the
ministry is that religion, the history of religion, and the culture of religion are
an inseparable part of the history of the development of the country and the
history of the development of the world.”41 He also insisted no preference
for individual religions should be given and confessional forms of religious
education should not take place in public schools. To further this direction,
the Ministry helped sponsor textbooks for the required course on the history
of religions.
As a result, conservative Orthodox groups and individuals increased their
criticism. The Union of Orthodox Citizens declared, “We will not cease until
Fursenko is removed, our church schools are accredited, and the ‘Foundations of Orthodox Culture’ course is introduced into the federal educational
curriculum.”42 Along with Russian Orthodox officials and organizations,
Muslim leaders have also described the proposal to teach history of religion
in public schools as one of numerous examples of the Ministry’s “unconstructive and antireligious position” in regard to religious education.43 To

Religious Subjects into Secondary School Curriculum. – Religiia i SMI, April 1,
2004.
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Interreligious Council of Russia Calls Minister of Education and Science to Give
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<http://www.stetson.edu~p-steeves/relnews/ 0405c.html>. Trans. Paul Steeves,
(accessed February 19, 2007).
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Ministry of Education: State Schools Should Not Have Religious Education in
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the Coordinating Center of Northern Caucasus Muslims No. 229 to the Minister of
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encourage the principled pluralism option, the Muslim Religious Board of
the Republic of Tatarstan, in conjunction with the Russian Islamic University and the History Institute of the Tatarstan Academy of Sciences, is
developing a textbook for secondary schools titled “Fundamentals of Muslim
Culture.” The textbook discusses “the values of Muslim faith, morality and
ethics, Islam and society, history of Islam, and the treasury of the Islamic
culture.”44
Russia’s academic community appears divided over the issue of religion
in public schools and universities. Viktor Sadovnichii, president of Moscow
State University, represents a faction of scholars who argue that “science and
moral education cannot be separated from religion,” and thus religion should
be integrated into public education.45 Other prominent scholars, such as Nobel Prize winner Vitaly Ginzburg, advocate strict separationism. In a recent
interview, Ginzburg has said that while “a high school student should know
what religion is, this should involve religious studies,” meaning an approach
similar to the one proposed by Minister Fursenko.46
Even with the official emergence of this separationist phase, the other
two approaches still exist in Russia. For instance, the western Christian
organization, International School Project, continues to sponsor conferences
that train public school teachers to teach their curriculum on Christian
ethics.47 Likewise, the ROC continues to promote the teaching of “Fundamentals of Orthodox Culture” in areas such as Kursk and Tambov as a
supplemental course.48 The ROC also shares few reservations about using
the state public school system to promulgate religion. For example, Fr Ioann
Ekonomtsev, chairman of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Department of
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Religious Education and Catechization, praised one particular school that
undertook such activities despite the law:
For example, there is a School #30 in Nizhny Novgorod. This is a
regular public school but as soon as you enter the school, you see
icons everywhere. Classes begin and end with prayer. But it is a state
school. Somehow the principal has been able to do this. She is an ardent believer; came to the faith not long ago. A wonderful pedagogue
and a wonderful intellectual. This is one of the miracles that sometimes happen here.49
As Ekonomtsev noted, “The difference is that we support the teaching of
religion and the Ministry of Education has taken a very cautious position on
this issue.” Which of the three approaches will dominate Russian public
education remains to be seen, but for now, it appears that the current Minister of Education has turned to a more separationist approach similar to that
used in the United States.50

3. Religion and State-Supported Higher Education
The situation in state-supported institutions of higher education has developed along a slightly different pattern. Similar to general public schools, by
1991, courses in scientific atheism had largely disappeared from the curriculum of Russian state universities. In addition, various types of religion
courses began to emerge in philosophy, culturology, and history departments. Some religion faculties also began as parts of other departments (e.g.,
philosophy).51
The major source of religion-state tensions in secular universities,
however, has pertained to the teaching of theology. Prior to communism, the
major state universities, such as Moscow State and St. Petersburg Universities did not contain theology departments. Major Russian universities are
unlike state schools in many other Orthodox countries (e.g., Greece,
49
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Romania), where the Orthodox Church sponsors theology departments at
state universities. Russian tsars had largely relegated theological training to
seminaries. Communist governments, of course, continued this practice.
With the fall of communism, the question emerged as to whether state
universities should follow the practice of certain secular state-funded
universities in the West that primarily contained religion or religious studies
departments (religiovedenie) or whether they should allow theology
(teologiia) departments.
Initially, universities followed the former pattern. For example, Jonathan
Sutton noted in the mid-1990s that while he found several emerging
religious studies departments, he found only one department of theology, in
a state university in Chernivtsi, Ukraine.52 Through the influence of the
Orthodox Church, however, this situation began to change. Since the
Russian Ministry of Education must approve all higher education majors and
the curricula associated with them, in 1998 the ROC submitted a curriculum
proposal for the theology major. However, it was not until a letter was sent
by the patriarch in January 2000, with signatures from prominent academics
that the Ministry acted.53 The Ministry soon approved the curriculum and
adopted curricular guidelines and standards for the degree.
Various scholars and officials expressed skepticism about state universities approving degrees in theology, especially since such degrees were also
allowed for other traditions, such as Islam and Judaism. For instance, two
professors from Ekaterinburg argued, “The teaching of theology and
catechism in a state school constitutes a ‘time bomb’ and is in conflict with
the Constitution of the Russian Federation. ...”54 Likewise, Vyachaslav
Bocharov, an atheist logic professor at Moscow State University asked,
“Why should I ... an atheist and taxpayer finance from my pocket the activities of my ideological enemies?”55 The Orthodox authors countered that
the guidelines could be adopted by other faiths. After all, the Ministry’s
standard for theology programs leaves room for confessional courses in
addition to the required disciplines such as History of World Religions,
Philosophy of Religion, Religious Ethics, Religion and Science, Church
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History, Contemporary Religious Movements, and State Legislation for
Religion.56
Despite the controversy and opposition from religious studies faculty at
state universities, theology departments began to develop in institutions such
as Tula State University and Tver State University. Now there are over
twenty other Russian institutions of higher education with degrees in
theology while private non-Orthodox higher education institutions have also
begun to build their theology curriculum around the state standard.57 Overall,
it appears the Russian Ministry of Education will allow a limited form of
managed historical pluralism when it comes to theology programs (e.g.,
Orthodox and Islamic) with the actual result being a partial establishment of
Orthodoxy.

3.1. Private Education
When it comes to private religious education, the major church-state issues
in most liberal democracies concern funding and regulation. A basic pattern
in Russia has emerged in which the funding approach follows the American
strict church-state separation model, but the regulation of private primary,
secondary, and higher education institutions fluctuates between managed
historical pluralism and structural pluralism.
Private Primary and Secondary Schools
As mentioned above, religious forms of private education for primary and
secondary schools existed in Russia before the Revolution. These schools
exhibited a range of diversity. For instance, Darinskii notes that before the
Revolution there were over seventy private secondary institutions in St.
Petersburg with over half of them being gymnasiums for females, while the
others included both classical and non-classical education as well as
56
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technical or commercial training.58 Most of these schools also required
Orthodox education as part of the curriculum.
After the fall of communism, private primary and secondary schools once
again immediately emerged with some schools starting even before the 1992
Law of the Russian Federation on Education made their existence legal.
Estimates hold that within five years, anywhere from 600 to 700 private
schools existed in Russia.59 These new schools also show a significant
amount of diversity, although they focus more on elite education. For
instance, a late 1990s survey of private schools in St. Petersburg found that
one-third were elite private schools, while only thirteen of the sixty-seven
were religious schools.60 Moreover, only three of the schools were Russian
Orthodox. Another survey discovered similar results,61 although the fact that
both surveys were undertaken in the diverse city of St. Petersburg should be
taken into consideration. In addition, it is also likely that many nonconfessional elite schools also teach a religiously-based form of moral
education.62
Church-state problems have emerged for only some of the schools with
regard to government regulation. The 1997 religion law, “On Freedom of
Conscience and on Religious Associations,” reaffirmed the right of religious
organizations to create educational institutions; however, the law preserved
this right only for “traditional confessions,” Russian Orthodoxy, Judaism,
Buddhism, and Islam. As a result, nontraditional religiously-affiliated
schools associated with Hasidic Jews, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Roman
Catholics, the Unification Church, and Seventh Day Adventists have been
subject to government restrictions and harassment.63 Since they do not
receive government funding and many Russians cannot afford the cost, a
number of these schools receive foreign financial aid.64
Numerous “private” Orthodox schools have also started. Recently, it was
estimated that there were approximately 100 Orthodox schools and
58
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gymnasiums in Russia, with twenty located in Moscow.65 It remains unclear
what role the ROC played in founding and funding new Orthodox schools,
since reports indicate that the official ROC offers these private ventures little
financial help.66 Orthodox schools, as well as schools started by traditional
religious confessions, have not faced nearly as much government harassment
or restrictions.
One of the major church-state issues regarding religious schools in liberal
democracies concerns state funding. The 1992 law, on paper, allowed for the
equal funding of these schools and some hope existed at that time that such
funding would become available.67 Currently, private religious schools in
Russia, even Orthodox private schools, have not received such aid from the
federal government. Fr Ioann Ekonomtsev,68 the leader of Russian Orthodox
education, wished for the issue of Orthodox schools to be resolved similar to
the way religious schools operate in Western Europe, by receiving full
financial support from the government. When asked which groups should
receive funding, Ekonomtsev stated, “Without question all religious entities
that are recognized by the state should receive state support. There should be
no question about that.” In other words, he acknowledged some respect for
pluralism, but it was only the managed historical pluralism affirmed in the
1997 law. Although the ROC has failed to receive federal funding for
schools, it has been successful at procuring funds from local authorities in
various cities and regions. In an example of partial establishment at the local
level, in February 2005, the Moscow City Duma made a decision to provide
funding for Orthodox schools out of the regional budget.69 The ROC has also
pressed the Russian government for the return of ROC school buildings
taken by the communist government shortly after the Revolution. Currently,
the ROC is unsatisfied with the state government’s progress in this matter.70
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Private Higher Education
After the fall of communism, the state granted a degree of autonomy in
higher education that Russia had never before experienced. In the context of
this freedom, private seminaries, academies, and institutes began to reemerge. In
addition, another type of institution not previously present on Russian soil
also began to take root and grow – religious liberal arts colleges.
Private Confessional Seminaries. Whereas only three seminaries existed
prior to perestroika, by 2001, the state registry included 203 theological
institutions of different faiths.71 In 2005, the Moscow Patriarchate’s official
web site listed two theological academies, twenty seminaries and twenty preseminaries in Russia,72 and the East-Asian Accrediting Association of
Evangelical Schools listed eighteen member Bible schools, theological
institutes, and seminaries from Russia.73 This listing does not include a number of foreign institutions, Pentecostal schools, or mainline Protestant
institutions.
According to the 1997 law, however, only centralized religious organizations may create seminaries for professional religious education. The
Russian government, nonetheless, does not dictate the content of theological
education provided by confessional higher education institutions. Religious
groups with legal status in Russia have the freedom to offer courses that suit
their distinctive beliefs and practices. As part of the licensing process, the
government only regulates those aspects of the work of theological
institutions dealing with health and safety standards, as well as other areas
that are not directly related to the content of education.74
The most recent church-state controversy with regard to confessional
schools involved the issue of state accreditation. As these theological institutions developed and started to expand their academic programs to include
non-theological majors, their leadership began to raise questions concerning
the possibility of acquiring state accreditation. In a centralized system of
higher education such as Russia’s, the importance of state accreditation can
71
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hardly be over-estimated. Accreditation provides numerous benefits for the
students, including deferments from the military and discounted passes for
public transportation and museums. More important, it helps assure potential
employers of the quality of education received by a student or graduate of an
accredited institute or university. Finally, state accreditation helps raise the
overall prestige of the higher education institution. It is not surprising,
therefore, that theological institutions decided to seek accreditation.
However, as leaders of non-Orthodox theological institutions approached
the Ministry of Education requesting accreditation, they encountered
opposition. In an open letter to President Putin, Pentecostal leader Sergei
Riakhovskii even accused Ministry of Education officials of “blocking this
decision in the spirit of atheistic persecutions.”75 In response to these concerns, the Russian government requested the Institute for State and Religion
of the Russian Academy of Sciences to examine the legal provisions for the
accreditation of theological institutions. The Institute pointed out the
unwarranted biases in the Ministry’s approach to the issue and affirmed the
possibility of granting state accreditation to those programs at theological
institutions that meet government standards since, “The Russian legislation
allows for the accreditation of private religious educational institutions ... if
the offered programs comply with state educational standards.”76
Private Christian Colleges, Academies, and Institutes. The fall of communism also created another unique phenomenon related to religion and
education – the emergence of the private college, academy, and institute. As
mentioned earlier, the origins of Russian higher education were decidedly
secular since “... from the beginning, the influence of the church on the
Russian universities was very limited.”77 The Academy of Sciences in St.
Petersburg, founded in 1724 by Peter the Great, and the Imperial Moscow
75

S. V. Riakhovsii. Zaiavlenie Rossiiskogo ob edinionnogo soiuza khristian very
evangel’skoi No. 194 ot 07.09.2005 prezidentu Rossiiskoi Federatsii V.V. Putinu
(Statement from the Russian Union of the Christians of Evangelical Faith No. 194 to
Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation). September 7, 2005.
<http://www.state-religion.ru/cgi-bin/cms/show.cgi?in=1&id=2050909175540241>,
(accessed September 28, 2005).
76
Institute of State and Religion of the Russian Academy of Sciences, “Zakliuchenie ot 05.09.2005 po voprosu o pravovoi vozmozhnosti gos. akkreditatsii
uchrezhdenii prof. relig. obrazovaniia v chasti realizatsii etimi uchrezhdeniiami gos.
obrazovatelnikh standartov vysshego prof. obrazovaniia” (The Conclusion on the
Issue of the Legal Possibility of State Accreditation for the Programs Offered by
Professional Religious Educational Institutions in Compliance with the State Educational Standards for Professional Education). May 9, 2005.
<http://www.state-religion.ru/cgi-bin/cms/show.cgi?in=1&id=2050–90917571129>,
(accessed September 28, 2005.
77
Frijhoff 1996, p. 56.

146

PERRY L. GLANZER AND KONSTANTIN PETRENKO

University, founded in 1755 under Empress Elizabeth, originated with the
sanction and support of secular-minded rulers for national and civic
purposes.78 They were also established without the support of the Orthodox
Church, which even regarded these institutions with suspicion.79 Neither
institution had a theological faculty or department. Instead, the training of
priests was left to the ecclesiastical seminaries. Nonstate or private universities emerged in Russia in the late 1800s and the early 1900s. However, the
fifty-nine private institutions were not controlled by the church. After the fall
of the Tsarist regime, this group of institutions was easily disbanded or taken
over by the Communists.80
With the fall of communism, the number of private educational
institutions quickly mushroomed so that by 2003, there were 570 non-state
institutions (337 with state accreditation) enrolling over 750,000 students.81
Because the role of religious groups in the creation of institutions of higher
education is a new phenomenon in Russia, only a small percentage of these
present private universities are religious.
The current situation with religious colleges and universities is even more
diverse than the situation with private secondary and elementary institutions.
Currently, at least ten private religious educational institutions attempt to
offer academic training beyond theology or are in the process of expanding
their schools to do more than train clergy. They include two institutions that
the ROC officially recognizes, three broadly Christian institutions, a Seventh
Day Adventist Christian school which accepts students from any background, and two Muslim, one Buddhist, and one Christian institution that
were originally started to train religious professionals (mullahs, monks, and
pastors), but will soon be expanding their offerings (cultural studies and
social work). Finally, one of the earliest organizations is the Jewish
University in Moscow which was started in 1991 and accredited in 1993 by
the Russian Ministry of Education.
Like primary schools, these institutions face two major challenges with
regard to church-state relations. The issue of funding, one might argue
though, is really not a major concern. According to our interviews conducted
in 2005 with officials at these schools, not one of the schools receives any
direct government aid. The ROC universities received some of their
buildings from the government, but in both cases, the buildings belonged to
78
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the ROC before the Revolution. For the most part, the federal government
practices a separationist approach when it comes to funding.
The major challenge each of these institutions faces with regard to the
state concerns regulations set forth by the Ministry of Science and
Education. When interviewed, leaders responded that any difficulties with
the Ministry of Education pertained less to church-state issues and more to
bureaucratic problems. Possible church-state difficulties only emerged at two
particular points. First, colleges that were not Orthodox and had some
foreign influence experienced problems. For example, although the Muslim
institution in Moscow did not report experiencing any problems, the Russian
Islamic University in Kazan has experienced regulatory problems. The state
has not licensed or accredited the secular curriculum that prevents students
from transferring or gaining credit from secular institutions. In addition, their
contacts with foreign Islamic scholars have been limited.82 Likewise, one
Christian school official mentioned some difficulties with accreditation due
to the Christian nature of the institution. She noted:
There were countless governmental organizations we needed to go to.
There were several officials who would rip up my documents and demand that I leave their offices. They did this as soon as they saw the
name of RACU – Russian-American Christian Institute. One of the officials began to yell, stamp his feet, and said that there cannot be
Christianity in America and that all of us sold ourselves to the Americans. There were many negative experiences like that. The problem
was that without his signature I could not get a signature of the Head
of the Licensing Department. . . .83
Later, the same official reportedly told this individual that RACU would never
get a license or accreditation. Despite this claim, the professor working on
accreditation was able to appeal to the official’s supervisor to obtain the
necessary signatures for accreditation. Moreover, it appears from this example,
the hostility of the official may have related less to the religious nature of the
institution and more to the foreign connections of this university.
The second problem mentioned involved flexibility with the curriculum. The
centralized nature of Russian education and the fact that the Ministry of
Education controls the curriculum content for majors means these colleges have
only a limited ability to include their special courses. Professors and
administrators at one Christian college in particular emphasized that they would
82
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like to have additional room to include courses addressing a Christian
worldview, but that the set curriculum limited them. However, other universities
reported that they were able to work within the prescribed curriculum.

4. Conclusion
Overall, as this cursory overview demonstrates, the Russian government
shows little consistency in its approach to church-state issues in education.
In some of its building projects, past educational initiatives, and local
funding initiatives of private schools, some parts of the government appear
to promote an establishment model that favors the Orthodox Church. Yet, at
one point soon after communism and more recently in one of its approaches
to vospitanie and religious education in state schools, the government
promotes structural pluralism. Moreover, in its federal funding of religious
educations or charities or how it recently approaches religious content in
public school curriculum, the government appears to take a strict separationist stance.
If any generalization can be made, it might be said that the state affirms
strict separationism when it comes to funding, and managed historical pluralism when it comes to regulating religion in state or private education. This
trend has actually resulted in religious groups becoming more entrepreneurial contributors to education in civil society. The Orthodox Church,
however, does not perceive itself as benefiting from such a situation, and
will likely continue to press for managed pluralism or partial establishment,
especially in funding.84 This later development will not only likely prove
disadvantageous to new religious groups in Russia, but will continue to
undermine Russia’s adherence to international agreements regarding
religious liberty. Nonetheless, it would not make Russia’s approach to
religious liberty outside the norm of other countries considered to be liberal
democracies.
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TERRORISM:
ITS PAST, PRESENT AND
FUTURE PROSPECTS
ERIK MÄNNIK
■

‘Anarchy is a crime against the whole human race;
and all mankind should band against the anarchist. His
crime should be made an offence against the law of nations, like piracy and that form of man-stealing known
as the slave trade; for it is of far blacker infamy than
either.’
Theodore Roosevelt, State of the Union Address, 3 December 1901 (following the assassination of President
William McKinley by an anarchist terrorist)

1. Introduction
The events of 11 September 2001 have made it painfully clear even to an
uninformed observer that we have entered a period of history where states
and even superpowers can be challenged in unorthodox ways. Such challenges may come from within states and be backed by a variety of parties.
Today, in 2007, we find ourselves in a world where there is an ongoing
‘war on terror’. Is this the first time that states must face the challenge of
terrorism? Who are these ‘terrorists’ and what is this ‘terror’ that is being
fought, and what are our chances of success?
These questions form the basis of this present study. It is designed as a
review of the history, effectiveness, incidence, and the foreseeable future of
terrorism. The emphasis is put on highlighting trends and regularities pertaining to terrorism with the aim of developing a general understanding of
this phenomenon. Such a trend- and regularity-based approach is also expected to facilitate the appreciation of terrorism’s future. The study limits
itself to discussing the use of terror primarily by non-state perpetrators.
The study begins by discussing the meaning of ‘terrorism’ and reviewing
some of the definitions used. It is then followed by a historical characterisation and overview of the incidence of terrorism in the present day. The next
section discusses the effectiveness of terrorism and the variables influencing
it, while special attention is paid to incidents of use of weapons of mass destruction by terrorists. Overviews of the general features of terrorist organi-
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sations and of the nature of ‘war on terror’ take the discussion further. The
study ends with an assessment of the possible future of terrorism (al-Qaeda,
in particular) and the variables that influence it.

2. Defining terrorism
The task of defining terrorism is complicated, but absolutely necessary in
order to develop a sufficient understanding of this phenomenon and to deal
with it effectively. The complexity of defining terrorism has many aspects. It
arises from the variety of parties who have used violence to instil terror.
There have also been many different justifications given for the use of this
violence (that we may intuitively define as ‘terrorism’), and there have been
many different interested parties defining terrorism, each having their own
views and in many cases vested interests in a particular way of defining ‘terrorism’. Therefore, it is not that surprising that there are well over 100 various definitions of ‘terrorism’ in existence.1 In order to define ‘terrorism’ for
the purposes of this study, it is useful to begin with a brief historical insight.
The use of violence with the aim of creating fear in a wider audience in
order to prevent various parties from doing something, or, on the contrary, to
coerce them into a certain behaviour, is as old as mankind. Such use of violence has served states and various regimes over a long period of time.
The term ‘terrorism’ originates from Latin word ‘terrere’ that means ‘to
frighten’. It obtained its modern form ‘terrorism’ during the Reign of Terror
in France from 1793–1794. In Maximilien Robespierre’s words:
‘…terror is nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is
therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so much a special principle
as it is a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to
our country's most urgent needs’.2
The Roman Empire used violence ranging from crucifixion of individuals to
full-scale genocide to force individuals and nations into submission. The
French Revolution sent more than 20,000 people to the guillotine over a
period of a few months. Modern examples of drastic state terrorism include
Nazi Germany, Stalinist Soviet Union, communist China of the Mao period,
1

Jeffrey Record. Bounding the Global War on Terrorism. Carlisle Barracks:
Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, 2003, p. 6.
2
Center for Defense Information. A Brief History of Terrorism. 2003.
<http://www.cdi.org/friendlyversion/printversion.cfm?documentID=1502>,
(accessed on 10 August 2007).
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Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and several other dictatorships and totalitarian regimes.3
Various non-state perpetrators have also used violence to coerce their
enemies through fear, throughout history. Jewish Zealots assassinated enemies in their struggle against the Roman Empire, Assassins killed crusaders
in the Holy Land, in 1605 Guy Fawkes nearly destroyed the British Parliament, and anarchists have assassinated various high-ranking officials and
heads of states. In an act of terrorism with probably the most disastrous consequences in human history, Serb nationalist Gavrilo Princip shot dead
Archduke Franz Ferdinand triggering the chain of events that led to the First
World War, and the tremendous suffering of millions of people. The events
of 11 September 2001 showed that organisations motivated by religion are
equally as willing to use violence in pursuit of their goals.
These presented examples provide only a glimpse of the very wide
spectrum of actors and goals that have been associated with the use of
violence in a way that has been named ‘terrorism’. Clearly, one could readily
argue that anarchists in Russia sought not only to coerce the czarist regime
of Russia through fear, but also tried to launch a larger uprising. Such argument is absolutely correct and only underlines the difficulty of defining terrorism in a comprehensive manner.
Therefore, it is not that surprising that as of 2007 the United Nations Organisation (UN) still does not have an official definition of terrorism. It is
very difficult to find a common denominator to all such events and make a
generalisation that does not become meaningless. The main obstacles to
forging consensus on the definition of terrorism have concerned acts of terror committed by states, and the distinction between the activities of terrorists and those of freedom fighters.4 The ‘academic consensus definition’ of
terrorism is a case in point:
Terrorism is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action,
employed by (semi-) clandestine individual, group or state actors, for
idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons, whereby – in contrast to
assassination – the direct targets of violence are not the main targets.
The immediate human victims of violence are generally chosen randomly (targets of opportunity) or selectively (representative or symbolic targets) from a target population, and serve as message generators. Threat- and violence-based communication processes between
terrorist (organization), (imperilled) victims, and main targets are used
to manipulate the main target (audience(s)), turning it into a target of
3
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4
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ERIK MÄNNIK

154

terror, a target of demands, or a target of attention, depending on
whether intimidation, coercion, or propaganda is primarily sought. 5
The United States (US) government has experienced similar problems in
defining terrorism. The US Department of Defence has defined terrorism as:
’The calculated use of unlawful violence or the threat of violence to
inculcate fear; intended to coerce or to intimidate governments or societies in the pursuit of goals that are generally political, religious, or
ideological.’
The problem with the Department of Defence definition is that it covers all
sorts of terrorist activities, it does not discern it clearly enough from other
forms of violence. Simultaneously, nine other US government departments
have come forward with nine other definitions.6
The European Union sees as terrorism acts those that aim at:
•
•
•

seriously intimidating a population;
unduly compelling a government or international organisation to
perform or abstain from performing any act;
seriously destabilising or destroying the fundamental political, constitutional, economic or social structures of a country or an international organisation.7

These objectives can be achieved through various illegal activities. They
range from attacks on a person’s life to cutting vital services to society, and
respective threats; they include hijackings, kidnappings and other forms of
criminal activity. According to the EU definition, terrorism is not a particular
ideology or movement, but rather a method or tactic for achieving various
goals.8
As a method or tactic, ‘terrorism’ bears no ideological or political charge
and this mitigates somewhat the puzzle associated with calling Islamic fighters resisting Soviet occupation of Afghanistan ‘freedom fighters’ and at the
same men fighting alongside al-Qaeda against the Western powers – ‘terrorists’. In this way, ‘terrorism’ becomes a process of using various methods of
5

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. Definitions of Terrorism. 2007.
<http://www.unodc.org/unodc/terrorism_definitions.html>, (accessed on 15 August
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instilling fear in a target audience with the aim of achieving stipulated goals,
while ‘terrorists’ and ‘terrorist organisations’ become people and organisations whose dominant method of pursuing their policy objectives is coercion
through fear. Defining ‘terrorism’ as a tactic suggests that freedom fighters
might also resort to terrorism and the terms ‘terrorist’ and ‘freedom fighter’
are not inherently mutually exclusive, or, at least, there is no very clear line
between them. The difficulty of determining the extent of use of terror by
either terrorists (for whom it ought to be the dominant method of action) or
by freedom fighters (for whom it usually is not the dominant method) underlines the lack of such a clear line between ‘terrorists’ and ‘freedom fighters’.
All in all, one could argue that defining ‘terrorism’ as a tactic of instilling
fear by various players leaves the reader with as many problems as any other
definition. It could actually be true from the law enforcement perspective or
even from the viewpoint of the political scientist. Such definition is, however, sufficient from the perspective of evaluating the applicability of terrorism to promoting one’s goals and drawing attention to one’s grievances. In
other words, it is sufficient for reviewing the history and evaluating the
prospects of terrorism.

3. The history and occurrence
of terrorism in the present day
States as well as non-state bodies have used fear as their weapon of choice
for a very long time, and as a historical process the use of fear may have its
own dynamic and regularities. Thus, one can ask whether such regularities or
cycles have been observed. Have changes in social order, beliefs or some
major events brought along specific increases and decreases in the occurrence of non-state terrorism?
David Rapoport has outlined four major waves of international terrorism
in his seminal work on the history of international terrorism. The first (‘anarchist’) wave of modern terrorism began in Russia in the 1880s and lasted
until the 1920s, the second (‘anticolonial’) wave began in the 1920s and
ended in the 1960s, the third (‘new left’) wave began in the 1960s and continued through to the 1980s, and the fourth (‘religious’) wave emerged in
1979 and continues until today.9
The ‘anarchist’ wave of terrorism grew out of the deep dissatisfaction of
anarchists with the slow reforms of societies and a realisation that the at9

David C. Rapoport. Four Waves of Modern Terrorism. – Attacking Terrorism:
Elements of a Grand Strategy. Audrey Kurth Cronin, James M. Ludes (eds.). Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2004, p. 47.
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tempts of revolutionaries to ignite uprisings (and thereby launch changes of
the social order) through various writings were inefficient. Anarchists
viewed societies as being chained by various conventions and sought acts of
terror to destroy these conventions. Their goal was to force those defending
governments to respond to terror in ways that would undermine the rules
which governments claimed to respect. In order to achieve the disproportional response of governments, terrorists targeted various high ranking officials and even heads of state. In this way, excessive force used by authorities
would polarise societies and uprising would follow. The weapon of choice of
these first terrorists became dynamite and it usually killed the attacking terrorist in the process.
The high point of the first wave of terrorism arrived in 1890s and it continued even beyond the first wave – until 1940. This period could be called
the ‘Golden Age of Assassinations’ and during that period one major European minister or head of state was assassinated every 18 months.10 The first
period of international terrorism also witnessed the first attempt by states to
tackle terrorism globally after the assassination of the US President William
McKinley in 1901. It failed as states were unable to forge consensus for joint
action.11
The ‘anticolonial’ wave of terrorism began with signing the Treaty of
Versailles ending the First World War. The principle of self-determination
used to break-up defeated empires provided a foundation for aspirations of a
new kind of terrorist organisations, for example, The Irish Republican Army
and various Jewish organisations that operated against British forces in the
Palestine. The terror campaigns of the second wave were fought mainly in
territories where special political problems made the withdrawal of forces by
the colonial power a less attractive option. It was in Palestine where Menachem Begin, the leader of Jewish organisation Irgun from 1943–1948, described its members for the first time as freedom fighters fighting against
government terror.
The second wave of terrorism received extensive support from various
diasporas abroad and resorted much less to assassinations. The strategy of
the second wave of terror was more complicated: the primary goal of terrorists was the elimination of the local police force and achieving its substitution by occupying military forces that were expected to be too clumsy in
dealing with terrorists, but powerful enough to cause grievance among the
population through their disproportionate responses to the actions of terror-

10
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ists. During the ‘anticolonial’ wave of terrorism it became a common practice to call terrorists fighting against colonial powers ‘freedom fighters’.12
The occurrence of ‘new left’ terrorism was stimulated by the Vietnam
War, which was seen to prove that modern states were vulnerable to relatively unsophisticated weapons and tactics. Many young people became
deeply dissatisfied with the existing system and they gave rise to terror organisations such as the Red Army Faction in the West Germany, Italian Red
Brigades and French Action Directe.
The target selection of the third wave of terrorists was remarkably similar
to those of the first wave of international terrorism: prominent targets became very popular again. The ‘new left’ wave of terrorism produced some
700 hijackings, there were 409 international kidnapping incidents involving
951 hostages from 1968–1982, assassinated high-ranking officials included
the prime ministers of Spain and Jordan, the former prime minister of Italy
Aldo Moro and others. However, while anarchists assassinated officials with
the aim of provoking disproportionate response, the ‘new left’ terrorists
rather ‘punished’ their targets for various reasons. It is significant that 1/3 of
all targets of the third wave of terrorism were US targets.
The third wave of terrorism witnessed much more international cooperation in counterterrorism activities. The UN adopted major conventions that
outlawed hijacking, hostage taking, and financing terrorists. ‘Freedom
fighter’ was no longer a popular term in the UN. Paradoxically, the Palestine
Liberation Organization that had used terrorism to promote its policies received official UN status and was recognised by more than 100 states.13
The ‘religious’ wave of terrorism has Islam at its heart. It began in 1979
when three events occurred: The Iranian Revolution, the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan and a new Islamic century began. Iran called the US the ‘Great
Satan’ and the war in Afghanistan helped to create a training and Islamic
indoctrination system for volunteers from all over the Arab world.14
The ‘religious’ wave of terrorism has given prominence to suicide terrorism and witnessed an attempt to cause mass casualties by the use of chemical
weapons by the Aum Shinrikyo sect in Tokyo in 1995. In 1983 the Shia organisation Hezbollah supported by Iran carried out massive suicide terrorist
attacks on the positions of the US Marines and French paratroopers in Lebanon. These attacks resulted in serious casualties and strongly influenced the
respective governments to withdraw their troops from Lebanon. These suicide attacks influenced the Tamil Tigers so much so that from 1980–2001

12
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they carried out 75 out of the 186 (more than 40%) of suicide terrorist attacks in the world.15
The end of Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and the Gulf War brought
about a change in the main enemy of Islamic terrorists. Osama bin Laden
found it unacceptable that since the 1991 Gulf War there were large numbers
of US troops in Saudi Arabia whom he feared were there to stay indefinitely.16 Soon after the Gulf War bin Laden moved from Saudi Arabia to
Sudan and Al-Qaeda (the successor organisation of the Afghan Services
Bureau) became an increasingly decentralised organisation defending Islam.17 It must be mentioned that a specific feature of Islamic terrorists has
been their desire to destroy their American targets – a pattern unknown in
the third wave of terrorism. The single most disastrous act of terror that was
committed on 11 September 2001 illustrates their methods of operation.18
The response of the international community to the attack of 11 September 2001 has been as astounding as the attack itself. Over 100 states participated directly or indirectly in the attack against Taliban-ruled Afghanistan.19
Despite such a massive international support for deposing the Taliban and
capturing the al-Qaeda leadership, success has been only partial and the man
who challenged the sole superpower – Osama bin Laden – has yet to be apprehended at the time of writing this paper.
Rapoport’s periodisation of the history of international terrorism has been
challenged and discussed by several authors. Mark Sedgewick, for instance,
has generally agreed with the four-wave periodisation of terrorism, but noted
that the first wave could have started in Italy as early as in 1820s. He also
stated that there have been more terrorist organisations between the1920s
and the1960s than was usually thought and that the spread of terrorism has
been influenced more by the successful cases of the adoption of terrorist
strategies rather than by any other causes.20
Thomas Mockaitis has pointed out that whereas Rapoport has revealed
significant general cycles of terrorism, there are considerable numbers of
exceptions to his scheme. Thus, some terrorists of the ‘new left’ have identified themselves as anarchists, ‘anticolonial’ organisations were predominantly active after 1945 and not after 1920, and most acts of terror of the
15
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fourth wave have been committed by followers of one religion (Islam) warranting a more specific focus on the subject. In addition, instability ought to
be considered as one of the main causes of terrorism.21
Summing up, one can say that all critical views certainly must be taken
into account in discussing the history of terrorism (and they again illustrate
how complicated a subject it is), but so far Rapoport’s periodisation of terrorism remains the most comprehensive analysis of the subject to date.
Having shown that, now in 2007, we live in the world washed by the
wave of religious terrorism, it is time to take a look at the statistical data on
terrorism in order to get a sense of how frequently terrorism occurs in our
daily life.
Figures show that from 1 January 1968–1 July 2007, 33,817 acts of terror
have been committed killing 51,128 and injuring 118,158 people. Of these,
21,855 acts were committed from 1 January 2001–1 April 2007, killing
38,304 people and injuring 73,834. The number of terrorist acts committed
in the world in one year has grown from 1,740 in 2001 to 6,664 in 2006 with
the number of deaths rising respectively from 4,579 to 12,073 (the majority
of these atrocities were committed in the Middle East and South Asia).22
Suicide terrorism has been shown to be the most lethal form of terrorism as
from 1980–2001 suicide attacks constituted 3% of all terrorist attacks, but
accounted for 48% of lives lost.23
The presented figures are high, but they must be considered in the context
of other risks to life in the world. Jessica Wolfendale has presented an argument that 1,000–7,000 yearly deaths from terrorism in the world constitute
only a fraction of the 40,000 daily deaths caused by starvation, the 500,000
people shot dead by light weapons annually, and the millions who die from
various diseases.24
Thomas Mockaitis has discussed in depth the terrorist risk to American
lives. Accordingly, an average American has a 1 in 88,000 lifetime odds of
dying from a terrorist attack, a 1 in 55,928 odds of dying from a lightning
strike, a 1 in 315 chance of being shot to death, a 1 in 229 chance of being
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killed by accidental fall, a 1 in 228 chance of dying in a car, and a 1 in 211
chance of dying from an assault.25
The situation in Europe seems to be fairly stable as well. In 2006 altogether 498 terrorist attacks were carried out in the EU with the vast majority of them causing limited material damage and deliberately avoiding casualties. There was only one (failed) Islamic terrorist attack in the EU (in Germany) that was aimed at causing mass casualties, and one uncovered terror
plot in the UK having the same objective. At the same time, 257 (36.4%) of
the 706 apprehended terrorist suspects were arrested on suspicion of being
connected to Islamist terror activities. France, Spain and the UK are the EU
members most affected by terrorism, whereas Estonia, Finland, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and Slovenia are the least affected member
states.26
Considering the information mentioned above, it seems that the risk of
falling victim to terrorism is really not that serious in the modern (developed) world – after all it seems to be lower than that of being struck by
lightning. Yet we should keep in mind two things: (1) using fear as a weapon
is not expected to kill the target, but to shape target audience’s behaviour in
a desired manner, and (2) there is always the ‘shadow of the future’ meaning
that calculated probabilities are based on the past and terrorists may come up
with new, much more destructive acts of terror.

4. Does terrorism work?
Asking such a question may seem a purely rhetorical exercise in light of the
previous findings. However, that is not so. Leaving aside the emotional and
psychological impacts of terrorism, it is necessary to establish whether and
to what extent terrorists have managed to influence various state policies. In
other words: have terrorists been successful in coercing states through fear
into a desired behaviour pattern?
Various studies have sought an answer to these questions, and – strangely
enough – ended up with radically different conclusions.
To begin with, it is useful to take a look at what goals terrorists have pursued and what strategies they have used for these purposes. Andrew Kydd
and Barbara Walter have studied these issues and published some interesting
findings. They treated terrorism as a form of costly signalling. Terrorists are
usually too weak to impose their will directly, but they try to achieve their
25
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goals through the changing of a target audience’s perceptions of their determination and ability to impose costs on the audience.
Five goals pursued through terrorist activity through time have had enduring importance. They are: (1) regime change, (2) territorial change, (3)
policy change, (4) social control and (5) status quo maintenance. These objectives have been pursued through five general strategies: (1) attrition, (2)
intimidation, (3) provocation, (4) spoiling and (5) outbidding. Suicide terrorism has also been used for pursuing these rational strategies. Whereas the
religious motivation of persons committing suicidal acts of terror could be
viewed as irrational, organisations employing these people pursue mostly
identifiable rational goals.
After investigating how various strategies have been used and their
weaknesses and strengths, the authors’ first conclusion was that the crucial
element in success of various terror campaigns is information. Terrorists
have to be well informed as to how to change perceptions and communicate
their will precisely. Similarly, the success of counterstrategies also depends
on information. The second conclusion of the study touched upon the regime
type being targeted by terrorists. It was concluded that democracy seems to
be more susceptible to various terrorist strategies than other regime types.27
Robert Pape’s study on suicide terrorism presents a strong argument in
support of the effectiveness of terrorism. Pape’s argument begins with a
statement that in suicide terrorism, the coercer is the weaker actor and the
target is the stronger. The strength of terrorists’ commitment to cause destruction is underlined by the terrorists’ willingness to sacrifice their own
lives in the process. The great destructiveness of suicide terrorism strengthens
the message communicated to the attacked state and creates in it the expectation of future punishment in the case of continuing confrontation. Furthermore, selecting democracy as a target increases the terrorists’ chances of
experiencing a restrained response as democracies use violence more discriminately. Such unpunished or moderately punished terrorist acts encourage
their repetition. However, a specification must be made: terrorists could be
successful in coercing states only if they pursue moderate goals and do not
try to force states to abandon their vital interests. All in all, Pape concluded
that from 1980–2001 50% of coercive terror campaigns involving suicide
terrorism succeeded in changing state policies. At the same time only 30% of
international economic and military coercion altered the policies of coerced
states.28
Max Abrams carried out an analysis of the strategic effectiveness of 28
terrorist organisations listed by the US Department of State since 2001. He
27
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found that terrorist organisations managed to achieve only three out of their
42 main policy objectives equalling only a 7% success rate. Moreover, the
success rate of terror campaigns has depended crucially on target selection –
groups that attacked mostly military and political targets (and less civilian
targets) were more successful in achieving their objectives. The reason for
such an outcome is that states tend to interpret assaults on their civilians as
indications of terrorists’ desire to destroy the whole society and values of the
target country. Abrams concluded that terrorism is a flawed method of coercion because; regardless of the actual policy objectives of terrorists, the attacks on the society and values of the target state are perceived by the latter
as an existential threat. Such a perception leads to disregarding the actual
demands of terrorists (that could be actually fairly moderate).29
Thus, the success of terror campaigns is considered to depend on the
availability of sufficient information to terrorist and states, type of objectives
pursued by terrorists, the regime type they try to coerce, and the type of particular targets they try to attack. Terror is a weapon of weak actors and it has
been found to work more often in the cases where state interests are not high,
terrorists moderate their use of violence and do not threaten the fundamental
values of the coerced society. Democracies are considered to be more susceptible to coercion and modifying their policies under such circumstances.
At this point one may wonder if terrorism threatening the use of or using
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) has been more successful in achieving
its aims. Available data does not support such a suggestion. In the 20th century, worldwide, 18 terrorist attacks took place employing biological agents.
They caused nine deaths and 985 casualties. From 1970–1999 there were 12
chemical and biological attacks on American soil producing one fatality and
772 injuries. The existing information on the Aum Shinrikyo sect’s activities
indicates that the terrorists were determined to and attempted multiple times
to produce mass casualties using botulinum toxin, anthrax, sarin and cyanide. These attempts proved only partially successful as the terrorists lacked
‘know-how’ on the use of biological and chemical weapons (though the
number of potential victims was tens of thousands of people).30 In addition,
it has been shown that chemical weapons are not as lethal as traditionally
perceived – they only accounted for less than 1% of casualties in Iran-Iraq
war and for 5% of casualties in the First World War, and those who were
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gassed had better recovery chances than soldiers wounded by traditional
weapons.31
These figures suggest that so far terrorists armed with WMD have not
been able to achieve their goals any more successfully than terrorists employing other methods. In the light of the information presented above –
regarding states’ concern over protecting their basic values – it is also reasonable to assume that states’ response to such an attempt of coercion is
likely to be very dramatic and massive.
All in all, it could seem that terrorism has not been such an effective tool
of coercion whether relying on WMD or not and it does not occur that frequently in our daily lives. After all, the probabilities and comparison of
causes of death presented in the previous section seem to support such a
perception. It is not necessarily so. Terrorism is used to induce fear, and the
current overwhelming general public concern about threat of terrorism indicates that, despite doubts over the effectiveness of terrorism in altering
states’ policies, it has been very effective in influencing peoples’ minds.

5. Terrorist organisations:
is al-Qaeda a special case?
Research on terrorist organisations has previously moved in two main directions: (1) analysts have focused on compiling profiles of various individual
terrorists and their terror groups, their motivation and methods of operation;
(2) terrorism has been treated mainly as a group activity and the focus of
respective research has been on understanding the inner dynamic of the
group, its ideological commitment and identity. The aim of applying these
approaches has been to gain insights into how various groups operate and
what their weaknesses are (and consequently – how to defeat them). These
analytical frameworks were very influential in studying the leftist and nationalist terrorist groups in the 1970s and the 1980s32, and they corresponded
to the structure of terrorist organisations of today. Earlier terrorist groups
were quite closed, had a clear inner hierarchy, and their operations were
organised in a military fashion – they were well planned and supported by
the necessary financial and material means. Good examples of such organisations are the Irish Republican Army and the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
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tion of which the latter actually attempted to transform itself into an army
operating from Lebanon33, but was stopped by the Israeli invasion.
The lifespan of the majority (90%) of terrorist organisations has not exceeded 1–2 years, and those that managed to cross that threshold, disappeared in a decade. The main reasons for disappearance of terrorist organisations have been: (1) the capture or killing of the leader, (2) failure to transition to the next generation, (3) the achievement of the group’s aims, (4) the
transition to a legitimate political process, (5) the loss of popular support, (6)
repression, (7) the transition from terrorism to other forms of violence.
Clearly, there are organisations that have managed to survive well after the
wave of terrorism with which they occurred had receded. Among these survivors are a number of religiously motivated organisations indicating the
strength and continuity of religious motivation.34
Al-Qaeda seems to be emerging as one such terrorist organisations of
great vitality. Despite making its infrastructure visible (and thus vulnerable)
before 11 September 2001, it has survived the coordinated assault of many
countries led by the US aimed at killing or capturing its leadership, destroying its infrastructure, denying refuge, and seizing al-Qaeda’s financial assets.
Moreover, al-Qaeda has actually lost its refuges in Afghanistan and elsewhere, but has managed to continue preparing and carrying out acts of terror
in many countries. The terror attacks of 20 November 2003 in Istanbul, 11
March 2004 in Madrid, 7 July 2005 in London, and 30 June 2007 in Glasgow (and several failed, and planned, but intercepted major plots) testify to
al-Qaeda’s ability to survive, adapt and continue its operations.
It could be said that the al-Qaeda that attacked World Trade Center in
2001, does not exist any more. A very hierarchical organisation with bin
Laden and his advisory council at the top supervising the activities of five
different committees35 has transformed into something that has been called a
‘network’, a ‘social movement’ or even a ‘transnational advocacy’. Such
comparisons arise from al-Qaeda’s extremely fluid operating methods that
are a reminder of auftragstaktik in that they are based rather on common
mission statement and objectives than on standard operating procedures and
rigid organisational structures.36
Al-Qaeda has also been compared to a nebula of cooperating, but largely
independent entities that share a common ideology. The number of different
groups united under al-Qaeda’s umbrella has been estimated to be no less
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than 24. The estimated number of operatives has varied from 5,000 to 20,000
and al-Qaeda is thought to be present in 76 countries.37
Al-Qaeda began to evolve into a network of affiliated organisations after
bin Laden’s move to Sudan. The Islamic People’s Conference that took
place in Khartoum in 1995 provided al-Qaeda with an excellent opportunity
to forge ties with various Islamic organisations. That process culminated in
1998 when bin Laden announced that a ‘World Islamic Jihad against Jews
and Crusaders’ had been formed.38 After the US-led invasion of Afghanistan
that forced the organisation out of the country, al-Qaeda has been relying
increasingly on the Internet to keep contact with its members and organisations.
Al-Qaeda’s evolution into a social movement – i.e. transformation beyond the chain of networked organisations – is suggested by the involvement
of militarily untrained people in carrying out terrorist acts. The Head of the
British Security Service Dame Eliza Manningham-Buller said in 2006 that
her subordinates were monitoring as many as 200 different groupings with
1,600 individuals in them, that were actively plotting or facilitating terror
acts in the UK and overseas. There were 30 top-priority plots under thorough
investigation. They had links to al-Qaeda in Pakistan, but these were British
citizens who were preparing them. It all was taking place with the background of the approval by some 100,000 British Muslims of the atrocities of
7 July 2005 in London.39 These figures suggest that al-Qaeda is taking advantage of the alienation and identity problems of Muslims (particularly of
the second-and third-generation immigrants) in the Western societies. It offers these youths alienated from their parents and society kinship and friendship through ‘bridging persons’.40 The Internet is used to keep contact with
and indoctrinate the youth having limited knowledge of Islam; the same
channel is used to disseminate information on the practical aspects of carrying out terror attacks.
Accepting that al-Qaeda has transcended the status of organisation, allows for the use of various other analogies for understanding its behaviour
and evolution. One such approach lies in treating it as a transnational advocacy network. In essence, these networks are groups that work across borders to promote various issues or advocate various causes, and they may
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consist of many types of players.41 Treating al-Qaeda as a transnational advocacy network shows a certain analogy to the activities of Amnesty International and Osama bin Laden. For example, their criticism aimed at the US
could be seen as an attempt to hold the nation accountable for perceived
grievance. In doing that, Amnesty International relies on norms and shame,
whereas bin Laden resorts to large-scale violence. Moreover, it has been said
that the simultaneous rise of international terrorism, international human
rights movements and other world culture movements is natural as they are
aspects of the same phenomenon with a difference in preferred means and
ways of influencing of their target audiences.42
A few words must be also said about the financing of terrorism, as alQaeda represents a very special case in this area as well. Terrorists of the
first three waves were funded to various extents by ethnic Diasporas, states
and profits gained from criminal activities waves. Notably, the anarchist
terrorists of the first wave had to be very self-reliant for funding and they
frequently used bank robberies for that purpose.43 Al-Qaeda also appears
self-reliant in funding its activities, but the origins of its funds are very different. It has been estimated that the personal wealth of Osama bin Laden is
about 280–300 million dollars. This money is invested and used to support
various terror activities through a large number of front companies. These
sums are complemented by considerable amounts of money collected
through various Muslim charities.44
Thus, al-Qaeda truly appears to be an exceptional case among terrorist
organisations. It is rather amazing that one organisation has managed to survive the coordinated assault of many countries and transform into a selffunded global Islamic movement that is very skilfully tapping into the grievances of Muslims all over the world. It has learned to use all means and possibilities of the global society to engage more and more people, and exert
stronger pressure on target governments.
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6. Global “war on terror”: a battle between structures or a conflict of thoughts and ideologies?
Nine days after the attack on World Trade Center the US President George
W. Bush addressed a joint session of Congress with following words:
‘Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It
will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found,
stopped and defeated.’ 45
This statement (though quite unclear with regard to the desired end-state of
the war, as terrorism is essentially the use of fear for various purposes by
various proponents) led to the invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in
2003. As of 2007, both conflicts have evolved into escalating counterinsurgency campaigns with the participation of al-Qaeda, and proved that defeating al-Qaeda is a very complicated matter.
Growing recognition that ‘war on terror’ is not just a physical confrontation, but rather a struggle of ideas and mindsets, has been reflected in the
2006 National Security Strategy of the United States of America:
From the beginning, the War on Terror has been both a battle of arms
and a battle of ideas – a fight against the terrorists and against their
murderous ideology. In the short run, the fight involves using military
force and other instruments of national power to kill or capture the terrorists, deny them safe haven or control of any nation; prevent them
from gaining access to WMD; and cut off their sources of support. In
the long run, winning the war on terror means winning the battle of
ideas, for it is ideas that can turn the disenchanted into murderers willing to kill innocent victims.
While the War on Terror is a battle of ideas, it is not a battle of religions. The transnational terrorists confronting us today exploit the
proud religion of Islam to serve a violent political vision: the establishment, by terrorism and subversion, of a totalitarian empire that denies all political and religious freedom. These terrorists distort the idea
of jihad into a call for murder against those they regard as apostates or
unbelievers – including Christians, Jews, Hindus, other religious traditions, and all Muslims who disagree with them. Indeed, most of the
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terrorist attacks since September 11 have occurred in Muslim countries – and most of the victims have been Muslims.46
Despite that recognition, the first paragraph seems to be stressing the military aspect of the struggle against terrorist groups. Whether ‘denying safe
haven’ means more operations like ‘Enduring Freedom’ and/or ‘Iraqi Freedom’, and how exactly the US leadership intends to use military force in
support of a struggle of ideas, remains to be seen. It is possible that the US
strategy actually suggests plain attrition: the US could be simply aiming at
sustaining a certain level of violence over a long period of time in order to
convince al-Qaeda-led radicals that they have no chance of coercing the US.
Removing the perceived grievances of Muslims and preventing them
from being recruited by al-Qaeda, is a very complicated issue. Although the
US National Security Strategy states that ‘…terrorism is not the inevitable
by-product of poverty’47, poverty is a major cause of grievances, and three
billion people are living on less than two Euros a day48 this means that there
is a potentially large number of people who might be recruited by radicals
advocating the use of indiscriminate violence in pursuit of their aims.
Democratisation as a strategy for tackling terrorism seems to have a limited potential. Historically, it has not had much effect in reducing levels of
terrorism and in weak democracies can actually have the opposite effect.49
There is also a slight possibility that the radical version of Islam propagated by al-Qaeda could be discredited from within Islam. There seem to
have been developments in this respect, as a prominent Egyptian jihadist has
reviewed his beliefs and found them to contradict several fundamental aspects of Islam. It has apparently caused quite an upheaval in the ranks of
jihadists.50
In short, there seems to be no short-term solutions to reducing terrorism.
There are a number of causes of grievances and removing them cannot be
but time-consuming. Similarly, discrediting and eroding the philosophy that
advocates the use of violence in response to perceived grievance will take
quite some time, given that there are no dramatic events radically changing
the course of history.
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7. The future: fading or
escalating religious terrorism?
The purpose of this study has been to review the history of terrorism, its present state and its future. It has been shown that in last 120–130 years terrorism
has gone through four distinct stages and presently we are experiencing the
fourth wave of terrorism. There have been contradicting views on the effectiveness of terrorism and so far terrorists have lacked skills to use WMD in the
most destructive manner. Simultaneously, al-Qaeda has evolved into a movement that operates in over 70 countries and is present in the cyberspace. It has
survived attempts to destroy it by military means and adapted to a new situation. It has been able to extend its influence to Muslim communities in European countries. Does this mean that we are facing the prospect of ever escalating terrorism in Europe? What chances do we have to defeat al-Qaeda?
If al-Qaeda were a traditional terrorist group, it would be reasonable to
forecast its relatively likely demise in next 20 years along with the receding
fourth wave of terrorism.51 However, the history of terrorism has shown that
religious groups can exist for a very long time.
The history of terrorism also suggests that al-Qaeda will not end if Osama
bin Laden is killed. That is even truer now when al-Qaeda has ceased to be
an organisation with a rigid structure and has evolved into a movement that
is largely supported and carried forward by local initiative. Al-Qaeda has
transitioned to a second, third and even fourth generation, and it is operating
with a fairly coherent strategy articulating its goals quite comprehensively.
Al-Qaeda has neither achieved its goals nor is transitioning toward a political
process. It still experiences sufficient popular support and is very visible in
the insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan where military repression has
achieved little against it. One can rather claim the opposite – excessive reliance on military force has been counterproductive in Iraq and Afghanistan.
The latter has, perhaps, even pushed al-Qaeda’s evolution further – toward
becoming a full-grown insurgency.52
The chances of cutting al-Qaeda’s funding appear rather limited. Firstly, it
has been established that approximately 50% of world’s money flows through
offshore banks53 meaning that it is physically extremely complicated to trace
the funds of terrorists. Secondly, al-Qaeda is increasingly engaging in criminal
activities (e.g. narcotics trafficking) to fund its activities.54 These activities
will be strongly facilitated by another record poppy harvest in
51
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Afghanistan that is expected to constitute 8,200 tonnes in 2007 – 34% growth
from 2006.55 Thus, al-Qaeda’s funds are not only hard to trace, but the movement appears to be looking for and developing new sources of funding.
As if these facts and figures were not sufficient cause for concern, alQaeda has been found trying to acquire weapons-grade uranium56 increasing
worries about truly devastating mass-casualty terrorist acts taking place. A
terrorist act with the use of a nuclear weapon is likely to bring along a totally
unpredictable response and consequences.
What can we deduce from these statements? The situation is worrisome if
not to say grim. Al-Qaeda seems to be well beyond the traditional causes of
demise of terrorist organisations and has achieved unprecedented influence,
reach and means. The struggle against al-Qaeda has evolved from a struggle
against an organisation trying to evict the US forces from the Middle East,
and reduce the US influence in the region to a struggle of minds, a struggle
of ideas and worldviews. The western coalition is in growing trouble in Iraq
and Afghanistan, and it has been said that the current developments could in
the worst-case scenario lead to a systemic war.
However, there might be a tiny ray of hope in the darkness. It is the
denial of humanity in the methods that al-Qaeda uses. It is something that
some old jihadists have come to realise and are trying to convey to others
blinded by rage. Our hope is the human being who lives in each of us.
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IN SEARCH OF ‘TWIN TOLERATIONS’:
MODELS OF CHURCH-STATE RELATIONS
IN ROMANIA
LAVINIA STAN AND LUCIAN TURCESCU
■

The collapse of the communist regime allowed Romania not only to launch a
double political and economic transformation, but also to redefine the
relationship between religion and politics. The redefinition was called for by
both political leaders and church representatives, each feeling that new
church-state relations were needed after the authoritarian communist state
gave way to a democratic state, and new, mostly Western-based, religious
denominations had entered the country to compete with old, more established religious groups. Thus the interplay between religion and politics
had to change because both terms of the ‘religion and politics’ equation had
transmogrified substantially, and old management mechanisms, communication channels, state commitments and church objectives could no longer
adequately reflect post-communist realities.
While all sides realized the need to place church-state relations on new
foundations, agreement has not yet been reached as to what kind of model
the country must embrace. As different actors pursued various goals, the
shape and content of the proposed church-state models differed substantially,
depending on the initiators, which all sought to gain the maximum scope for
unfettered activity. Note also that Romanian actors have made constant
references to the experience of Western European countries, but were
reluctant to prefer one single model over all others. For example, rather than
adopting the German model in its entirety, the Romanian Orthodox Church
leaders have selectively endorsed some of its elements, while silently
discarding others. Their proposed model has blended German and British
elements, although several factors recommend Greece as a more appropriate
model. A Balkan country which for years has fulfilled all requirements for
democracy, and the European Union’s only predominantly Orthodox
country, Greece has also faced the divide between two main religious groups
(the Orthodox majority and Islamic minority), and could offer Romania
inspiration for addressing the outstanding tensions between its Orthodox
majority and Greek Catholic and other religious minorities. Interestingly
enough, Romanians have stubbornly ignored Greece and preferred to set
their eyes on more remote, but prosperous and consolidated, democracies.
This chapter surveys the managed quasi-pluralist model of church-state
relations proposed by the Romanian political class, and the established
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church model advocated by the Orthodox Church leaders. Rather than
following the twists and turns of the local debate which exposed the merits
and demerits of each model, this article explains and then compares these
models with Alfred Stepan’s ‘twin toleration’ model, which outlines the
minimal requirements for religion and politics in democracy, the political
system Romania aspires to consolidate.1 Our discussion surveys church-state
relations before and during communist rule, emphasizing the principles and
institutions which have been retained over time, and concludes with some
recommendations as to what kind of policies both Romanian players (state
and Church) could adopt to make sure that church-state relations in the
country are conducive to democracy.
Theoretically, our discussion owes much to Monsma and Soper’s
comparative study The Challenge of Pluralism: Church and State in Five
Democracies, which convincingly spoke of patterns of church-state relations
at the level of entire countries, instead of examining a particular government’s attitude toward each religious denomination active in the country.2
They did so by looking at church-state relations primarily from the point of
view of the state, with the implicit assumption that, while a government
might assume different positions toward individual religious groups, all
these positions must converge in a coherent model of church-state relations.
In the strict church-state separation model used in the United States
“religion and politics are seen as clearly distinct areas of human endeavor
that should be kept separate from each other.”3 Religion is a private matter
on which the state should remain neutral. No religion is funded from public
money. The established church model used in the United Kingdom, Norway,
Sweden and Germany is the opposite of the first model.4 Under it, “the state
and the church form a partnership in advancing the cause of religion and the
state.” The state grants recognition and financial support to the church,
which in turn grants the state “legitimacy and tradition, recognition and a
1

See Alfred Stepan. Religion, Democracy and the ‘Twin Tolerations’. – Journal
of Democracy, 4/2000, pp. 37–57, and Alfred Stepan. Arguing Comparative Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.
2
Stephen V. Monsma and Christopher Soper. The Challenge of Pluralism.
Church and State in Five Democracies. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1997, pp.
10–12. For an example of an examination of the Romanian state’s bilateral relations
with each religious group, see Sabrina P. Ramet. Church and State in Romania
before and after 1989. – Romania since 1989: Politics, Economics and Society.
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sense of national unity and purpose.”5 The Netherlands, Germany and
Australia use the pluralist or structural pluralist model, which sees society
as made up of competing or perhaps complementary spheres like education,
business, the arts, the family, religion. Each sphere enjoys autonomy in its
attempt to fulfill its distinct activities or responsibilities, and the government
recognizes each of them as distinct, funds and supports them.6
Not surprisingly, Monsma and Soper’s taxonomy of relations between
religious groups and democratic states does not perfectly fit the case of
Romania, a Balkan former communist country whose historical experience
with democracy remained limited, and as such we had to construct new
categories based on the experience of that particular country. As the following sections explain, neither during the communist nor during the postcommunist period did Romania belong to the established, strict separationist
or pluralist models of church-state relations proposed by Monsper and Soper,
and therefore new categories had to be constructed.

1. Church-State Relations before 1989
The single most important redefinition of church-state relations was
launched during 1859–1866 by Alexandru Ioan Cuza, the pro-Western
Masonic ruler of the principalities of Wallachia and Moldova, as part of a
comprehensive reform program touching on all aspects of life. At the time
the dominant religious denomination was the Orthodox Church, while
smaller Roman Catholic, Jewish and Muslim groups were present in central
Moldova, the large towns and Dobrogea, respectively. Cuza’s choice of a
religion and politics pattern that allowed the state to strictly control religious
affairs was determined by his desire to champion the independence from the
Constantinople Patriarchate of the local Orthodox Church in order to
subordinate the latter to his political projects. The political leader thus hoped
to take advantage of the Church’s traditional policy of accommodation with
the rulers of the day and silent submission to them, co-opt the Church into
the larger project of nation and state-building, and end the massive loss of
revenue to Mount Athos and Constantinople. Wallachian and Moldovan
rulers had previously bequeathed vast lands to the Church to the point that,
by the time Cuza assumed the reign, one-fourth of Wallachian and Moldo5
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van agricultural land, orchards and vineyards were listed as property of the
Orthodox monasteries. Monasteries ‘dedicated’ to Mount Athos routinely
directed their wealth and revenues abroad, a process which seriously
crippled the financial strength of the principalities and their ability to fund
much-needed infrastructure, social, educational and cultural programs.7
Following a clearer delimitation of the roles and responsibilities of both
church and state, and the creation of a national organizational structure, the
Church eventually emerged in 1925 as an autonomous, self-governing patriarchate in the Orthodox world. A year before Cuza was ousted from power
the local Orthodox Church declared its independence, which it finally received twenty years later in 1885, seven years after the principalities, by then
organized as the Romanian Kingdom, won their political independence from
the Ottoman Empire. Cuza nationalized the land controlled by foreign monasteries and stopped the transfer of funds abroad, improved the educational
standards of the clergy, made Romanian the liturgical language, and pledged
state financial support for church activities and clergy salaries. At the same
time the Orthodox Church was brought under regular government control,
thus succumbing to the politics of the day and losing its autonomous
decision-making power in areas ranging from control over monastic
revenues to the nomination and removal of its head.8 Little recognition was
given to religious minorities, which continued to be merely tolerated (the
Roman Catholics and the Muslims), when not openly persecuted (the Jewish
and the neo-Protestants).
German King Carol I of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, who was invited to
assume the leadership of the newly independent country by the anti-Cuza
group of Liberals and Conservatives, converted to Orthodoxy and thus
allowed that Church to continue to serve as an important legitimizing factor
for the country’s political leadership. When national consciousness emerged
in Eastern Europe, this traditional role was complemented by that of
7
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promoter of ‘Romanianism’, a shared identity supposedly superseding
Wallachian, Moldovan and Transylvanian regional allegiances. The church
portrayed itself as the unifying force which helped the people to confront
their troubled history and the modern nation-state to bring within its borders
the predominantly Romanian lands. Orthodoxy was presented as central to
Romanian ethnic identity, to the point that leading intellectuals argued that
“we are Orthodox because we are Romanians, and we are Romanians
because we are Orthodox.”9 In short, religious conformity became a badge of
political loyalty and belonging.
By borrowing, and eventually monopolizing, the Transylvanian Greek
Catholics’ nationalist discourse centered on the Latin character of the
Romanian language and descent, the Orthodox Church acquired growing
moral and political legitimacy in the eyes of the people, and more
recognition from the state. After the creation of the modern state following
Transylvania’s incorporation into the Romanian Kingdom, church-state
relations were redefined, but the 1923 constitution, which Romanians still
hail as one of the most liberal in Europe at the time, did not provide for a
democratic system permitting all religious groups to worship freely and the
state to treat them equally. Article 22 of the constitution read that “the
Orthodox and the Greek Catholic Churches are Romanian churches. The
Romanian Orthodox Church, being the religion of a majority of Romanians,
is the dominant church in the Romanian state; and the Greek Catholic
Church has priority over other denominations.” While this privileged
position fell short of full autonomy from the secular power, it granted the
dominant national church important privileges, including government
subsidies for priest salaries and pensions. As we shall see, after 1989 the
Orthodox Church insistently called for a return to inter-war arrangements.
Romania’s option for the established church model was never seriously
questioned, though it was neither the only choice, nor particularly fitting
reality. Whereas the Romanian Kingdom was relatively homogeneous
religiously and ethnically, the Greater Romania included several provinces
once part of different empires (the Ottoman, Russian and Austro-Hungarian),
and a mixed religious and ethnic population (Greek Catholic and Orthodox
Romanians, Roman Catholic and Protestant Magyars and Germans, Muslim
Turks and Jews). Instead of embracing a pluralist model recognizing the
country’s religious diversity, the new constitution underscored the national
character of the new state by elevating the two Churches of the Romanian
majority above all other religious denominations. Through the registration
process, the government limited the activity of the religious and ethnic
groups through which the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires had
9
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previously asserted control over the Romanian provinces (the Roman
Catholic Magyars in Transylvania and the Muslim Turks in Wallachia and
Moldova). Through financial support schemes privileging the Orthodox
Church, the government tried to strengthen the country’s Romanian, and by
extension Orthodox, character. The state’s partnership with the Orthodox
Church was apparently inspired by both the politicians’ desire to co-opt the
dominant Church as an electoral ally and the latter’s autocephalos statute,
which deprived it of the support of a leadership residing abroad able to
challenge the hegemony of the Romanian state.
State control over religious affairs was effected through the Ministry of
Religious Denominations, a new governmental structure Cuza created in
1859 to grant official recognition to religious groups, disburse public funds,
oversee relationships between the government (the ministries and their
subordinated departments) and the denominations as well as among religious
groups, and enact governmental policy pertaining to religious affairs in
general. In one form or another, this structure was retained by all subsequent
Romanian governments, irrespective of their ideological or policy orientation. From 1867 to 1921, it was organized as the Ministry of Religious
Affairs and Public Education, which oversaw the important network of
confessional schools through which the Romanian Kingdom offered public
education. From 1921 to 1930, Greater Romania set the Ministry of
Religious Affairs and Culture apart from the Ministry of Public Education,
but in 1930 it again brought together religious affairs and education under
one roof, and a decade later reorganized religious affairs, education and
culture into a single ministry. Political instability and political corruption
meant that from 1881 to 1944, Romania had as many as 59 different
ministers overseeing religious affairs, sometimes for less than two weeks.
Over the same period, only three individuals fulfilled a four-year mandate,
and probably as many went down in history as able administrators. The
overwhelming majority of the individuals appointed as ministers were
Orthodox believers.10
After World War II Romania became part of the communist block. Like
its East European counterparts, the Romanian Communist Party saw religion
as a capitalist remnant expected to wither away as its social basis
disappeared, but its religious policy was determined by practical more than
ideological considerations. The Law on Religious Denominations of 4 August 1948 gave the Ministry of Religious Affairs full control over religious
life. In 1957 the ministry was downgraded to the level of a department, to
signal the communist state’s belief that the “religious problem” was solved.
10
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At first the communists appointed Orthodox priest Constantin Burducea as
minister, but after November 1946 only apparatchiks with unwavering commitment to the official ideology and policy line were given the post. Article
1 formally upheld freedom of religion and conscience, but ambiguous
stipulations obliged practiced religion to conform to the constitution,
national security, public order and accepted morality (Articles 6 and 7). The
state continued to support financially the salaries of the priests and ministers
representing officially recognized denominations, but “priests who voiced
anticommunist attitudes could temporarily or permanently be deprived of
their state-sponsored salaries” (Article 32), a stipulation invoked to curtail
the activities of Baptist ministers, and to punish outspoken Orthodox priests
in the 1980s. Groups had to be officially recognized, but the government
could revoke the recognition for unspecified reasons at any time (Article 13).
The state controlled the appointment of bishops and members of the
Orthodox Church’s collective leadership, the Holy Synod, which was
compelled to welcome a number of party members in its midst. The state
further nationalized church property, severely restricted the training of
priests, closed down confessional schools, ceased religious instruction in
public schools, and banned public religious celebrations of Easter and
Christmas.11
The communist religious strategy was multi-pronged, aimed to divide and
conquer. Several waves of repression were launched to weed out church
members who supported ‘retrograde’ anticommunist positions challenging
official views and practices. A dedicated secret political police department
was set up to thoroughly penetrate the rank and file of religious denominations and marginalize unreliable clergymen. Churches whose leadership
resided abroad were the first to be targeted for persecution. After the Concordat with the Roman Catholic Church was revoked, the communist state
was never again able to reach a compromise with that Church, which
continued its activity in the country under serious restrictions. In 1948 the
Greek Catholic Church was dismantled, its property being transferred to the
Orthodox Church and its leaders being imprisoned if refusing to convert to
Orthodoxy. Some 14 denominations historically present in the country were
granted recognition, but no other group was registered until 1989. The state
made efforts to let the faithful know that religiosity was not akin to the
communist spirit. The autonomy of religious groups was reduced to nothing.
In a symbolic gesture, in 1950 the authorities ordered the Baptists, Seventhday Adventists, and Pentecostals to unite into the Federation of Protestant
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Cults.12 Threatened with obliteration, the groups in question could do
nothing but obey.
Communist authorities persecuted but did not dismantle the Orthodox
Church, recognizing instead that a Church respected by the bulk of the
population could be useful for furthering the party’s socioeconomic and
political goals.13 Until 1965 the state made considerable efforts to weaken
the Church’s role in society and to bring its hierarchy under control by
legally depriving the Church of its national church status and the right to
pursue educational and charitable activities. Once the last remnants of
resistance were crushed, the state forged a special partnership with the
Orthodox Church which allowed that Church to be enlisted as an unconditional supporter of communist policies in return for the government’s
toleration of a certain level of ecclesiastical activity (including the training of
priests in the university-level institutes of Sibiu and Bucharest, and the
publishing of selected theological titles).
The Communist Party controlled the Orthodox Church by appointing
obedient patriarchs. The three ‘red’ patriarchs – Justinian Marina (1948–
1977), Iustin Moisescu (1977–1986) and Teoctist Arapasu (starting in 1986)
– only rarely had the courage to place the interests of their Church ahead of
the interests of the party-state, and never openly defied the authorities or
informed foreign governments of the plight of their Church. Instead of
publicly denouncing religious persecution, they turned a blind eye to it and
constantly denied any form of religious persecution, thus condoning the
communist regime’s actions against their Church.14 Throughout his reign
Patriarch Justinian, a former parish priest with socialist views, remained a
staunch supporter of the communist regime but his cooperation did not spare
the church several waves of persecution, including depositions and arrests of
clergy, closure of monasteries and monastic seminaries, and strict control of
its relations with foreign churches.15 Shortly after his appointment, Patriarch
Iustin rendered homage to President Nicolae Ceausescu for “securing
12
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complete freedom for all religious cults in our country to carry out their
activity among the faithful” and for his 45-year long activity “devoted to the
progress of the Romanian people and fatherland.”16 His successor, Teoctist
Arapasu, a political activist long before assuming the position of patriarch,
served as a Grand National Assembly deputy, a delegate to the Socialist
Unity and Democracy Front congresses, and a key member of the
Ceausescu-sponsored National Peace Committee.
During 1965–1977, there was a relative thaw in church-state relations.
The state no longer saw a need to close monasteries, agreed to rehabilitate
some formerly imprisoned clergy, and supported financially the restoration
of churches of historical importance. In a series of shrewd calculations,
Ceausescu used the church to gain independence from Moscow in order to
ingratiate himself with the West, whose financial support he badly needed
for his megalomaniac industrialization projects. At the same time he sought
to strengthen his position domestically by appealing to nationalism, which
the Church considered its turf. In 1968 Ceausescu acknowledged the role of
the Orthodox Church in the development of modern Romania, and in April
1972 he allowed his father’s funeral to be conducted according to Orthodox
ritual and be broadcast live on national radio. Ceausescu also tacitly
tolerated the use of the baptism, marriage and burial services by communist
officials who privately considered themselves Orthodox Christians. In May
1974 Marina in turn brought the Orthodox Church into the Socialist Unity
and Democracy Front, a national advisory organization totally controlled by
the Communist Party. His death in 1977 coincided with the revival of an
East European civil society and the onset of a new anti-church campaign in
Romania.17
By 1979 religious persecution in Romania was on the rise again, and the
Ceausescu regime continued its anti-religious policies unabated until
December 1989. In contrast to the pre-1965 crackdown on religious activity,
this time several voices stood up against Ceausescu’s blatant infringements
on religious freedom. The best known dissenter was Orthodox priest
Gheorghe Calciu-Dumitreasa, sentenced in 1979 to prison and later banished
into exile for preaching sermons labeling atheism as a philosophy of despair.
Moisescu allowed the Synod to defrock Dumitreasa and other priests later
arrested for anti-communist opposition. Between 1977 and 1989, 22
churches and monasteries were demolished and 14 others were closed down
or moved to disadvantageous sites. Arapasu also struggled with Ceausescu’s
desire to demolish the Bucharest patriarchal complex and transfer the see to
16
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the northeastern town of Iasi.18 This did not prevent him from sending the
dictator a telegram of support days after the first popular anti-communist
uprising started in Timisoara in December 1989.
The Church’s collaboration with the communist authorities included
attempts by some of its prominent members to reconcile Orthodox theology
with the country’s dominant ideology. In his Apostolat Social, a collection of
essays and sermons spanning his mandate, Patriarch Justinian promoted the
concept of “social apostolate,” which blended together Marxist-Leninist
social analysis and Christian Orthodox theology. The doctrine, whose
intrinsic contradictions were never fully resolved, had a major influence on
contemporary Romanian theologians who determined the curricula of the
theological seminaries and university-level institutes training the priests.
Orthodox theologians further justified collaboration by resorting to the
Byzantine concept of symphonia, cooperation between church and state in
the fulfillment of their goals, each supporting the other and neither being
subordinated to the other. To accommodate a hostile atheistic state, the
Romanian version of symphonia entailed some theoretical ingenuity and
considerable compromises on the part of the Church. The concept bound the
state and the church so closely together that the latter thought of itself as a
state church, while by comparison other Christian and non-Christian
religious denominations enjoyed considerably fewer rights. Compared with
other denominations the Orthodox Church had a privileged position, but
remained only a privileged servant of the state. Collaboration helped the
Church to avoid obliteration, but failed to prevent its persecution, and more
importantly entailed a church-state partnership which was no contract
between equals but a state-dominated marriage in which church leaders
could seldom, if ever, negotiate where the boundaries of religious activities
and freedom were to be drawn. Not surprisingly, the Church became morally
compromised in the eyes of many Romanian Orthodox faithful and
intellectuals, international church and ecumenical circles, and Western
governments by its refusal to serve as a center of anticommunist opposition.

2. Models of Church-State Interaction
in Post-Communism
Since 1989, two models of church-state interaction have been advocated as
solutions compatible to democracy by the politicians, who set the policy
agenda, and the dominant Orthodox Church, which claims the allegiance of
18

Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu. Politics, Salvation and the Romanian
National Cathedral. – Europe-Asia Studies, in press.

182

LAVINIA STAN AND LUCIAN TURCESCU

some 86 percent of the population. For now, only the model proposed by the
political class has managed to bridge the gap between theory and practice,
inspiring the legislative agenda and the overall mission of the State
Secretariat for Religious Denominations, the revamped governmental agency
overseeing religious activity in the country. In 1999 it looked like a
sympathetic Christian Democrat government would allow the vision of the
Orthodox Church to prevail and inspire a new Law on Religious Denominations, but opposition from minority religious groups, civil society and
foreign governments killed the proposal before parliament could debate it.
To date, no model was presented as a unified document officially
endorsed by its authors, and as such some readers might take issue with our
effort to piece together two coherent bodies of principles and prescriptions.
Post-communist Romania has been governed alternatively by center-left and
center-right governments with different policy preferences toward political
and economic reform. The Petre Roman (1990–1991), Theodor Stolojan
(1991–1992) and Nicolae Vacaroiu (1992–1996) center-left governments
leaned toward incremental change, whereas the Victor Ciorbea (1996–1998),
Radu Vasile (1998–1999) and Mugur Isarescu (1999–2000) center-right
cabinets opted for more sustained reforms. Similarly, from 2000 to 2004 the
Social Democrat cabinet of Adrian Nastase emphasized social protection,
while since 2004 the center-right team of Calin Popescu-Tariceanu has
endeavored to fulfill the European Union accession requirements for reforms
in the administration and the judiciary. But these cabinets’ religious policy
has not sufficiently varied to suggest commitment to different church-state
models. As different Orthodox Church leaders expressed preference for
different church-state models, we identified below only those proposals
which have been most popular with Church leaders. Let us turn to each of
these models.

2.1. The Managed Quasi-Pluralist Model
When it comes to religion and politics, the Romanian post-communist
political class has tried to find the middle ground between winning and
maintaining the electoral support of its mostly Orthodox constituencies,
enjoying autonomy from all religious groups in the policy making process,
and complying with the requirements of religious toleration and evenhandedness imposed by European Union accession. The process of
negotiating between such competing goals has turned proposals coming from
political quarters into variants of the managed quasi-pluralist model by
which the centralized state retained control over religious affairs through
registration and fund allocation, while at the same time relaxing communist-
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era restrictions on religious activity, and endorsing a privileged partnership
with the dominant Orthodox Church. Individual parties and politicians have
forged close ties to certain religious groups, but the state has refused to
formally elevate any church above all others. From the viewpoint of the
authorities, religious groups formally belong to the civil society.19
The product of a largely secular society and self-declared atheistic politicians, the 1991 constitution sounded a clear pluralistic tone in its provisions
relevant to religious life.20 References to religion and religious life were
made in Article 29, which guaranteed the freedom of thought, opinion and
religious beliefs when manifested in a spirit of tolerance and mutual respect,
allowed religions to be “free and organized in accordance with their own
statutes,” and prohibited “any forms, means, acts or actions of religious
enmity.” The article further upheld religious denominations’ autonomy from
the state and pledged state support for religious assistance in the army, in
hospitals, prisons, orphanages and elderly care homes. To steer the churches
away from pernicious political influences, the legislators stipulated that
statutory rules of religious denominations were organic laws passed by the
majority vote of each of the two chambers of parliament (Article 72).
Religious groups could set up confessional schools, and religious instruction
in the public school system was guaranteed (Article 32). A number of other
pieces of legislation expanded religious freedom. According to the Law on
Preparing the Population for Defense 46 of 5 June 1996, priests and theology
graduates were exempted from military training. Decree-Law 9 of 31
December 1989 recognized the Greek Catholic Church, and Decree-Law 126
of 24 April 1990 returned to that church its assets which had been in the care
of the communist state. In December 1991, the government annulled
Decision 810 of 1949, which had banned Roman Catholic orders and
congregations. In 1996, Easter and Christmas as celebrated by the Orthodox
Church were listed among national days of celebration, but at the same time
faithful of religious minorities were allowed to take alternative days off
work.21
Despite the pluralistic tone sounded for the benefit of the international
community, the mandate of the State Secretariat remained unchanged, an
19

For a similar example on Russia, see Perry L. Glanzer and Konstantin Petrenko, Religion and Education in Post-Communist Russia: Making Sense of Russia’s
New Church-State Paradigm, paper presented at the Church-State Relations in PostCommunist Eastern Europe symposium, Iasi, Romania, 5–8 October 2005.
20
The 1991 constitution was amended in 2003 through referendum by the Social
Democrat government of Adrian Nastase, but stipulations regarding religious life
remained unchanged.
21
Governmental Decision 831 of 13 December 1991, and the Law on Legal OffWork Celebration Days 75 of 12 July 1996.

184

LAVINIA STAN AND LUCIAN TURCESCU

oversight which signaled the post-communist state’s desire to retain its grip
over religious activity. Through the Secretariat, the government continued to
require religious denominations to win official recognition according to
criteria which were never fully spelled out, and could be changed unilaterally at will. The 14 groups registered by the communist regime retained
their status and the reconstituted Greek Catholic Church was recognized in
late December 1989. But after 1989 only the Jehovah’s Witnesses won
recognition as a religious denomination, after intense pressure from the local
civil society and the international community more than as a result of the
government’s commitment to fairness and evenhandedness. Romanian
authorities also registered 385 faiths, organizations and foundations as
religious associations. But these groups do not enjoy a series of financial
advantages, the right to build churches and houses of worship or perform
rites of baptism, marriage or burial, and the guarantee of state (largely
police) non-interference in the religious activity, or protection against public
stereotypes and negative media campaigns.22 This is important since not all
non-recognized groups can worship freely and openly in Romania. For
example, in 2004 the government vigorously pursued the Movement for
Spiritual Integration into the Absolute, a New Age, Hindu-inspired, Tantrapractising yoga group led by Gregorian Bivolaru, on charges of human
trafficking, sexual exploitation of minors and tax evasion. A year later
Sweden granted Bivolaru political asylum, admitting that the spiritual leader
was persecuted in Romania.23
More importantly, the Romanian state continued to treat the Orthodox
Church preferentially. Instead of reversing by law the communist-era
transfer of Greek Catholic Church property to the Orthodox Church, the
authorities accepted the Orthodox Church’s view that the matter was a
purely religious dispute which had to be settled not by parliament but by the
two denominations. This position allowed the Orthodox Church to control
the process by opposing and delaying the restitution, even when ordered by
the courts. More importantly, the Orthodox Church has de facto dominated
the State Secretariat. After 1989, all but one secretaries were Faculty of
Orthodox Theology graduates, and there is no evidence that any postcommunist government contemplated the possibility of appointing a nonOrthodox to the post. Through the secretaries the Orthodox Church was
allowed to influence the distributions of governmental subsidies to religious
groups. The Secretariat has insisted that fund allocation among recognized
groups has been proportional to group membership, but time and again the
22
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Orthodox Church received financial support above its rightful share from
special governmental funds. The Social Democrat Vacaroiu government
granted Orthodox priests bonuses, and in 1994 decided to cover differentially the wages of the heads of recognized religious groups.24 The Orthodox patriarch was offered 4.5 times, whereas other leaders only 3.9 times,
the average salary.25
Through the secretaries, the Orthodox Church was also able to delay the
adoption of a draft Law on Religious Denominations not recognizing it as a
national church. As Parliament has yet to pass a new Law on Religious
Denominations, the Decree 177 of 1948 on the general regime of religious
groups and the August 1948 Law on Religious Affairs remain effective but
hardly appropriate for the new times, since they both define the relationship
with a repressive state. Eager to improve its relationship with the Orthodox
Church, the post-communist state did not avail itself of some of its legislative prerogatives such as the rights to appoint the patriarch and to control the
Church’s property, pastoral letters and public statements, and its relationship
with churches abroad. But while allowing the Church’s emancipation from
state appointments and reviews, the state representatives continued to
confirm nominations to senior positions in the hierarchy, and to attend the
Synod sessions and the National Church Congress meetings.

2.2. The Established Church Model
Although it has de facto dominated the country’s religious landscape and
enjoyed the support of formations on all sides of the political spectrum, the
Orthodox Church has downplayed its privileged position and instead has
asked for additional privileges to be codified into law, as protection against
the whims of future governmental teams less disposed in its favor. Church
leaders have shown preference for an established church model combining
British, German and Romanian historical elements, and allowing it to
receive government favoritism and to serve as part of both the state
establishment and the civil society.
With an eye to the Church of England and its established church status,
the Romanian Orthodox Church has claimed the position of national church
on the basis of its sheer numbers, its historical contribution to state and
nation-building, the inter-war precedent, and the model’s compatibility with
democracy suggested by the British example.26 It has been claimed that, if
24
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communism had never taken hold of the country, Romania would have
retained the established church model while attempting to consolidate its
democracy, a contention difficult to challenge. For many Orthodox clergy,
changing the constitution to recognize the Church as the national church
would set the clock back to the inter-war period and redress communist-era
injustices by granting the Church its historical right and reflecting de jure a
position which the Church has occupied de facto in the post-communist
period. Numerically, the Church has been the dominant religious denomination, and its political clout has been unmatched by other religious or nonreligious groups. As such, the legal changes would merely recognize the
state of affairs, rather than grant the Orthodox Church unwarranted additional privileges. Church leaders were disappointed that the 1923 constitution was not used as a blueprint for the 1991 basic law. Aware that its calls
fell on deaf ears, and encouraged by its increased hold over the population
and politicians alike, in 1994 the National Church Congress declared the
Orthodox Church “ national, autocephalos and united in its organization,”
thus a national church.27 The move was strongly criticized by other religious
groups fearful that the self-granted new status placed them on lesser footing.
In September 1999 the Orthodox Church moved one step closer to being
officially recognized as the national church when the Prime Minister Vasile
amended the new draft Law on Religious Denominations in its favor. After
the cabinet turned down the proposal, Patriarch Teoctist went on ‘strike’ and
relations between the ruling center-right coalition and the Church cooled
down significantly. The proposal was set aside, and never revisited to date.
With an eye to the British ‘Lords Spirituals’, the 26 senior bishops of the
established Anglican Church appointed to the upper House of Lords, the
Romanian Orthodox Church has demanded that leaders of officially
recognized religious groups be accepted as life-time members of parliament.
During the early 1990s constitutional debates the Church repeatedly called
on state authorities to appoint all Synod members (the patriarch, metropolitans and senior bishops) to the upper Senate. Bold as it seemed, the idea
was not completely new to Romania, but part and parcel of pre-communist
constitutions. The 1923 basic law granted the same right to Greek Orthodox
leaders as well. As local mass media revealed, in July 1990 the Orthodox
patriarch and metropolitans met then President Ion Iliescu to discuss what
was laconically described at the time as “the Church’s representation in
parliament.”28 When Iliescu rejected the proposal, the patriarchate presented
the Synod with amendments ‘improving’ the 1991 constitution. The changes
related to Article 58.1, which the Church wanted to read: “The Orthodox
27
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patriarch, metropolitans and archbishops or their representatives, together
with the leaders of the other churches recognized in Romania, are senators
de jure.”29 The drafters of the constitution disregarded the suggestions, but
the Church did not give up on the proposal.
In 1998 Archbishop Bartolomeu Anania of Cluj reissued the request.
Orthodox clergy overwhelmingly endorsed the Church’s political involvement as natural since, as one clergyman put it, “the Church was actually
never separated from the state. Where the ruler was, there the prelate was
too.”30 Church leaders did not conceal their disappointment when politicians
ignored the proposal, especially since Orthodox leaders believed that their
tacit support had brought the center-right government to power. Bishop
Ioachim of Husi insisted that a Church legislative presence was nothing short
of a moral obligation for the state authorities.31 Critics pointed out that, if
adopted, such a proposal could bring considerable damage to the fragile
Romanian democracy. These senators (whose number has constantly
increased32) would be lifetime senators, since Orthodox leaders are not
required to retire, and a formidable parliamentary faction with unmatched
political influence given by the Church’s moral standing and unparallel
village and town penetration, and the growing loss of popularity suffered by
political parties and politicians as a result of their perceived inability to solve
the country’s transition problems. In 1999 a group of legislators prepared a
draft law allowing Orthodox leaders to become senators, but with general
elections around the corner parliament did not discuss the draft, and credible
politicians either kept silent on or refused to support the proposal. The theme
was later revisited by Fr. Irimie Marga, an Orthodox canon law professor at
the Sibiu Faculty of Theology.33 For Marga, it is legitimate for Orthodox
bishops with episcopal sees to be de jure senators, as this way they would
participate in national politics as opposed to party politics, which the synods
29
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condemned. In his view, the bishops’ involvement in national politics is not
only acceptable but required, as all citizens (including the bishops) should be
concerned about the country’s well-being. Marga justified the proposal in
terms of the precedent set by the 1866 and 1923 basic laws and the
communists’ willingness to anoint the patriarch as a Grand Assembly
deputy.34
The British model did pose a challenge to the Romanian Orthodox
Church, because it assumed that the state granted no financial support to
religious groups, but rather expected them to raise funds for their activity
through fees and donations. Thus, when it came to governmental subsidies,
the Church turned toward Germany, and asked for the introduction of a statecollected church tax.35 Unless they elect to pay a nine percent surcharge to
their tax bill and thereby officially become a member of a religious
denomination, German taxpayers do not have the automatic right to be
baptized, married or buried in their denominational church or in some cases
may find it difficult to gain access to the Roman Catholic or Protestant
hospitals and care homes for the elderly. As a result, the vast majority of
German citizens choose to pay the church tax. The Romanian Orthodox
Church has praised the German model for allowing religious groups to
receive state financial support, while turning the process less political. The
church tax would make the link between contributing taxpayers and their
denomination more evident, and ensure that the total level of governmental
subsidies reflected taxpayers’ high levels of religious self-identification
more than the whim of the governing party.36 Its historical dependence on
state funds has made the Orthodox priesthood a salaried bureaucracy, but the
Church needs governmental subsidies. Despite aggressive private
fundraising, state financial support remains crucial to Church activity,
covering the salaries and pensions of the priests and public-school religion
instructors, and the costs of running dioceses abroad, building new places of
worship and maintaining the old ones.
34

Cf. Article 76 of the 1866 Constitution, Article 72 of the 1932 Constitution,
Article 64 of the 1938 Constitution. See Ovidiu Ţinca, Constituţii şi alte texte de
drept public. Oradea, 1997, pp. 18, 33, 52–53.
35
The German model was proposed by Metropolitan Daniel Ciobotea of Moldova,
because of the presence of state support and religious education in public schools, as
he indicated in an interview with the two authors of this article on 6 October 2005.
36
The Church hopes that levels of tax collection would reflect formal church
membership more than levels of religiosity, which are much lower and similar to
Western European levels. But it is possible that some Orthodox faithful would default on the tax church. For levels of religiosity, see Ronald Inglehart and Pippa
Norris. Sacred and Secular. Religion and Politics Worldwide. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004.
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Note that what the Orthodox Church has sought was the possibility to
maintain a strong formal presence in politics. Informally, the Church has
been a powerful political actor, so much so that the post-communist state
often had to react to developments initiated by the Church without consultation with, and often in contradiction to, the political class.37 The Church
offered religious instruction in public schools before parliament could legislate the issue, and hampered attempts to decriminalize homosexual behavior
at the risk of endangering Romania’s European Union integration. Church
direct and indirect involvement in politics at all levels has been endorsed by
powerful Synod members, both conservative and reformist. In 1998 Archbishop Anania proposed that the Church select candidates for parliamentary
mandates and priests urge believers during sermons to vote for people whom
the Church trusted. Metropolitan Nicolae Corneanu further explained that
the Church “can neither be apolitical, as some fear, nor involved in political
partisanship, as some wish,” since it “must have a word to say in what goes
on in the world, society and daily life.”38 Many Romanian intellectuals
suggested that the Church should stick to religious affairs.

3. In Search of Twin Tolerations?
As the preceding section argued, two different church-state relations models
have been publicly debated in post-communist Romania: managed quasipluralism (the government’s choice) and the established church (the
Orthodox Church’s choice). Are these models compatible with democracy?
To answer this question, let us turn to Alfred Stepan and his ‘twin
tolerations’ model, which defines the necessary boundaries of freedom for
elected governments from religious groups, and for religious individuals and
groups from government. Stepan argues that democratic institutions must be
free, within the bounds of the constitution and human rights, to generate
politics. This entails that religious institutions should not have “constitutionally privileged prerogatives” to mandate public policy to democratically
elected governments. At the same time, individuals and religious communities “must have complete freedom to worship privately” and “must be able
to advance their values publicly in civil society and to sponsor organizations
37

Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu. Religious Education in Romania. –
Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 3/2005, pp. 381–401, Lavinia Stan and
Lucian Turcescu. Religion, Politics and Sexuality in Romania. – Europe-Asia Studies, 2/2005, pp. 291–310, and Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu. The Romanian
Orthodox Church and Post-Communist Democratization. – Europe-Asia Studies,
8/2000, pp. 1467–1488.
38
Evenimentul Zilei. 17 April 1998.
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and movements in political society, as long as their actions do not impinge
negatively on the liberties of other citizens or violate democracy and the
law.”39 According to these criteria, neither the managed quasi-pluralistic
model advocated by the political class nor the established church model
proposed by the Orthodox Church fulfills democratic standards. While both
models represent major improvements over the communist-era strict control
over religious affairs, they are in need of some revising in order to pass the
democratic threshold.
The major criticism which can be levied on the state’s managed quasipluralistic model is its failure to guarantee that religious groups not officially
recognized as such can conduct their activity freely and openly. The Western
European experience suggests that the democratic state is entitled to ask
religious groups to officially register, but it must also allow unregistered
groups to worship freely, as long as they do not advance violence and hatred
and do not endanger public order. In other words, registration can be
accompanied by privileges, but non-recognition should not turn into punishment and persecution, especially when authorities systematically refuse
registration to all new groups across the board, as in the Romanian case. In
that country, unrecognized groups cannot build places of worship and even
the recognized Greek Catholics have no access to their former churches in
some localities, and thus do not have “complete freedom to worship
privately.” Stepan further posits that the judiciary, not the executive, should
decide on whether or not a religious group violates democracy and the rule
of law. But, as the Bivolaru case suggests, the Romanian judiciary remains
far from being independent from the government. Without naming names,
Bivolaru repeatedly claimed that his arrest and the persecution of his group
were launched at the command of a high-ranking Social Democrat government leader. As Swedish authorities indirectly admitted when granting
asylum to Bivolaru, the Romanian courts failed to give that religious group
the benefit of the doubt, and instead tried to demonstrate a guilt that the
government had already established.
By themselves none of the Orthodox Church’s requests raise major
problems for democracy, but taken together they might. The Western
European experience shows that democracies are compatible with the
established church model, whereby the state favors the dominant religious
group. The Scandinavian states (Norway, Denmark and Sweden) traditionally fostered strong ties with the dominant Lutheran Church, while the
United Kingdom recognized the Church of England and the Church of
Scotland as established churches.40 The Greek example suggests that a
39

Stepan 2000, pp. 39–40.
The model has recently come under attack as a result of increased pressure from
immigrant groups and secularization. In the most dramatic move, in 2000 the

40
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predominantly Orthodox country can consolidate democracy while adopting
an established church model. The democratic task requires not church
disestablishment, but the elimination of non-democratic domains of church
power that restricted democratic politics, and the possibility for the religious
majority to argue its case in the public arena. In Romania, the dominant
church seeks to impose British and German elements which, when brought
together, make for an extremely powerful established Orthodox Church,
which presents problems to the country’s democratic institutions that neither
the United Kingdom, nor Germany face. These problems include a senate
with some 30–50 life senators belonging to one church alone would be
problematic for the legislative decision making process; a large church with
many bishops, priests and ministers all paid from the state budget raises
issues about what say, if any, the taxpayers have in the allocation of their
contribution to the common purse; and a publicly funded religious education
taught by Orthodox theology graduates in a sectarian, not ecumenical spirit.
In short, the Romanian democratic project seemingly requires amendments to the vision on church-state relations proposed by both the political
class and the dominant Orthodox Church. Contrary to civil society representatives who, in the name of pluralism and secularism, see only the need to
impose limits on the activity of the Orthodox Church, we argue that the postcommunist state must relinquish some of its control over religious affairs,
and recognize the country’s increasing religious diversity. Contrary to
nationalists who, in the name of the nation, its sovereignty and its
perpetuation, denounce any criticism of the Orthodox Church, we argue that
it is high time for the dominant church to admit that a model of church
establishment adopted when Romania was religious homogeneous fails to
reflect post-communist reality.

Swedish state cut its umbilical cord to the Lutheran Church and pledged to treat all
religious denominations as equals. In Denmark, a special committee voted against
stripping the local Lutheran Church of its privileged status. In the United Kingdom,
recent proposals to reform relations between the state and the established church
were shelved for lack of consensus but the issue of the dominant church as a leftover
from less pluralistic and democratic times remains.
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SECULARIZATION OF
SOCIETY AFTER COMMUNISM:
TEN CATHOLIC-PROTESTANT SOCIETIES
ALAR KILP
■

The term “secularization” refers to the process whereby the authority of
religious institutions, beliefs and values declines in society, culture and
politics. Secularization goes together with the processes of socio-economic
development, which transform traditional agrarian communities into
industrial societies. Secularization emanates from the profound effect of
modernization on the organization and “self-interpretation” of society.
As a rule, the transition to modernity started in Europe in the context
where society had one religion, religion was institutionally represented by
one church, and that church had a significant role and authority in society,
culture and politics irrespective of whether the church depended on secular
rulers or not. Concomitantly, the secularization of societies – i.e., the decline
of socially authoritative religious values and institutions – takes in the
Western Christian realm the form of the declining authority of traditional
churches.
The secularization of societies can be approached from political or sociocultural perspectives. George Moyser differentiates five process of political
secularization: constitutional secularization, policy secularization, institutional secularization, agenda secularization, and ideological secularization1.
Correspondingly, the decline of church authority according to this approach
is evaluated by the legal regulation of church-state relations, church involvement, influence and connectedness to the political identity, political processes, political culture and agenda.
According to the socio-cultural perspective, however, the secularization
of society is evaluated from the perspective of population. Secularization is
operationalized as the decline of support for the social and political status of
religious institutions, and as the decline of church-related religious practices,
beliefs, rituals, and values among the population. This study follows the
latter approach.
The research conducted for this paper was assisted by the Targeted Financing Grant
0180128s08 of the Estonian Science Foundation.
1
George Moyser. Politics and religion in the modern world: an overview. – Politics and Religion in the Modern World. George Moyser (ed.) New York: Routledge,
1991, pp. 14–15.
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The theoretical puzzle that this paper attempts to solve is related to the
impact of two relevant variables – level of socioeconomic development and
the nature of the political regime – on the secularization of societies.
Western Europe lacks the experience of having a Communist regime, yet
includes some of the most secularized societies in Europe. Similarly, the
post-communist realm of Europe embodies some highly secularized societies. Which of these two regions has more secularized societies – the economically less advanced post-communist societies or the predominantly postindustrial societies that have modernized under democratic regimes? The
systems of government under discussion have one significant difference.
While democratic societies usually have some groups, movements and
parties that seek the secularization of education, politics, culture and society,
democracy still presumes the competition of multiple ideologies and therefore cannot impose on society “from above” a single ideology devoted to
radical secularization. Communist regimes, on the other hand, were committed to “polity-dominance secularization”, which, according to Donald
Eugene Smith, manifests itself as a commitment to a radical program of
secularization that excludes any religious autonomy, strives to eradicate the
influence of religion from society or attempts to bring the content of religion
into line with the official ideology2. If post-communist societies display
higher levels of secularization than societies of Western Europe, then the
existence of a political regime committed to secularization “from above” has
a stronger impact on the secularization of societies than the level of socioeconomic development. If Western European societies are more secularized
than economically less advanced post-communist countries, then this would
give additional weight to the variable of socioeconomic modernization. If the
results support the latter observation, then it can be speculated that even for
Communist regimes, the policies aimed at socioeconomic modernization
could have greater influenced the secularization of societies than the
ideological measures of “polity dominance secularization”.
This paper argues that, in general, the patterns of secularization among
European societies can be explained by the differences in the level of socioeconomic modernization. The particular influence of Communist regimes,
however, is manifested mainly in the declining level of both religious
affiliation and participation in religious services, and in a lower percentage
of individuals for whom religion is important and who take moments of
prayer. Additionally, post-communist societies have a higher average
proportion of “convinced atheists”, and more of those for whom “God is not
at all important”. People in post-communist societies tend to follow more
2

Donald Eugene Smith. Religion and Political Modernization: Comparative
Perspectives. – Religion and Political Modernization: Comparative Perspectives.
Donald Eugene Smith (ed.) New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1974, p. 8.
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traditional-theistic beliefs in sin and in hell, and their attitudes regarding
family and homosexuality are more traditional-religious than in Western
European societies. Among the post-communist societies, the social authority of the church has been preserved best in Catholic mono-confessional
societies, where historical religious tradition, national identity and national
struggles have been closely connected.
The chapter is divided into three parts. The first part presents a theoretical
framework for the analysis of the secularization of society. The second part
encompasses a comparative analysis of the patterns of secularization in
seventeen traditionally Western Christian societies of Europe (hereafter
abbreviated as WEST) which did not share the experience of the Communist
regimes after the Second World War and in ten post-communist societies of
East-Central Europe with Western Christian backgrounds (abbreviated as
ECE)3. Additionally, the societies which have been “over-“ or “undersecularized” are identified in both regions. The third part of the paper uses
these findings for a theoretical discussion on the impact of Communist
regimes on the secularization of societies.

1. Defining secularization of society
The root cause of secularization is socioeconomic modernization, which
consists of urbanization and economic development, advancements in
science and technology, increasing social, religious and political pluralism,
3

The empirical analysis uses data from 1999/2000 World Values Surveys (source:
www.worldvaluessurvey.org, online data analysis, conducted in February 2007).
This round of World Values Surveys included all the post-communist and
traditionally Western Christian countries of Europe – Croatia, the Czech Republic,
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia – and a territory of
Eastern Germany (five states which formed German Democratic Republic during
1949–1990). The traditionally Western Christian societies of Europe represented
were Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Great Britain, Iceland, Ireland,
Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden,
Western Germany (eleven states which formed the Federal Republic of Germany
during 1949–1990). In tables the reference to the countries follows the three-letter
abbreviations that are used during Olympic Games, except for territories within
political states which were polled separately in World Values Surveys: AUT – Austria; BEL – Belgium; CRO – Croatia; CZE – Czech Republic; DEN – Denmark;
ESP – Spain; EST – Estonia; FIN – Finland; FRA – France; GER-W – Germany
West; GER-E – Germany East; GBR – Great Britain; HUN – Hungary; ISL –
Iceland; IRL – Ireland; ITA – Italy; LAT – Latvia; LIT – Lithuania; LUX – Luxembourg; MLT – Malta; NED – Netherlands; NIR – Northern Ireland; POL – Poland;
POR – Portugal; SLO – Slovenia; SVK – Slovakia; SWE – Sweden.
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growing rates of literacy and the introduction of mass education, and “the
increasing importance of modern secular social and political institutions”4.
Secularization thesis claims that social modernization is accompanied by
processes whereby things, meanings, functions, and roles which formerly
used to be ‘sacred’ and traditionally located in the religious sphere become
increasingly ‘secular’; i.e., they are relocated or transferred to the secular
spheres5.
Traditional societies were “sacred” by virtue of being immersed by a
certain religion. Max Weber has argued that irrespective of whether the traditional society was ancient Egyptian, Jewish, Hellenic, Roman or Japanese;
medieval theocratic, early modern caesaropapist, or that of Orthodox peasants in the villages of czarist Russia, life in every one of these was “pervaded” by religion6. This influence of religion also encompassed the realms
of politics, economy and science. As Emile Durkheim has pointedly observed, religion “extended to everything; everything social was religious”7.
Traditional forms of religion relied heavily on the supernatural and
transcendent. They provided the society with a “thoroughly supernaturalistic
view of the world”8 together with beliefs and practices which related social
life to the spiritual and transcendent realm. The latter was perceived to be
superior to ordinary and everydaylife. Traditional social life “derived its
meaning from being embedded in a transcendently [italics added] guaranteed
order”9.
Irrespective of whether traditional religion was polytheistic, monotheistic
or did not include beliefs in deities, theism characterized them all. According
to Encyclopedia Britannica, theism is “the view that all limited or finite
things are dependent in some way on one supreme or ultimate reality of
which one may also speak in personal terms.”10 In one way or another, all
world religions provided “reassurance that, even though the individual alone
4

Jonathan Fox. World Separation of Religion and State Into the 21st Century. –
Comparative Political Studies, 5/2006, p. 539.
5
José Casanova. Public Religions in the modern world. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1994, p. 13.
6
Max Weber. Economy and Society. Guenther Roth, Claus Wittich (eds.) Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978, pp. 1159, 1162.
7
Emile Durkheim. The Division of Labor in Society. Margaret Thompson
(transl.) – Readings from Emile Durkheim. Kenneth Thompson (ed.) New York:
Routledge, 2004, p. 39.
8
Steve Bruce. The Pervasive World-View: Religion in Pre-Modern Britain. – The
British Journal of Sociology, 4/1997, p. 679.
9
Frank J. Lechner. The Case against Secularization: A Rebuttal. – Social Forces,
4/1991, p. 1103.
10
Encyclopædia Britannica. Theism. 2009. Retrieved March 18, 2009, from
Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109476.
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can’t understand or predict what lies ahead, a higher power will ensure that
things work out”11. The “higher power” could be represented by God in
monotheism, gods and deities in polytheistic religions or by the law of karma
in traditional Hinduism and Buddhism. The fate of human beings was
perceived to be dependent on these “higher powers”, which were not only
morally-concerned and actively involved in the life of individuals and of
society, but were also powerful enough to intervene supernaturally into
human affairs. Such theistic beliefs were the necessary preconditions for the
traditional religions to function as sustainers of moral order in society12.
What was considered socially as sacred was related to religion, but not
necessarily to any or every religion that was represented in society. According to Emile Durkheim, every religion has its “system of beliefs and
practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and
forbidden”13, yet every religion is not necessarily related to what is
considered as “sacred” in society. The Roman Empire of the third century
AD had thousands of Christians, yet Christianity was not “socially sacred”.
Christianity had no connection to Roman religion or to the civil religion
(emperor worship) of the day. During the fourth century, Christianity was
socially sacralized, or to put it differently, what was considered sacred in
society was Christianized. Christianity transformed from a private and
primarily religious reality into a public, religious and social, political and
cultural reality. The Christian church could exist before the Christianizing of
societies. Concomitantly, the Christian church also “continues to make sense
religiously [italics added] when the processes of secularization have stripped
it of all its regulatory powers over society”14. Thus, “sacred” does not always
equal “religious” (or any religion represented in society); likewise, “secular”
does not always equal “non-religious”.
The concept “secular” refers to temporal (in contrast to eternal), natural
(in contrast to supernatural), and worldly (in contrast to religious and
transcendent). Traditionally, this concept referred also to non-religious or
“not related to the church” because Medieval Christianity was itself
thoroughly supernatural15 and the church was the institution which dealt with
this supernatural religion. To describe the secularization of European
societies, the term desacralization – which is a process whereby something
11

Norris Pippa, Ronald Inglehart. Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics
Worldwide. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004, p. 19.
12
Rodney Stark. Gods, Rituals, and the Moral Order. – Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion, 4/2006, p. 619.
13
Emile Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. Joseph Ward
Swain (transl.) New York: Free Press, 1967, p. 62.
14
Smith 1974, p. 7.
15
Bruce 1997, p. 679.
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is rendered less sacred – may also be appropriate, because societies were
first sacralized in a Christian manner. Furthermore, Christianity itself can
accommodate secularization by either giving up the status and position of
social, cultural and political authority, or by abandoning supernatural,
transcendent, and theistic worldviews and beliefs. The latter is called
internal secularization16.
Secularization thesis does not envision the disappearance of social
functions, behaviors and needs (for social meaning, social solidarity, social
norms, social control) once fulfilled by traditional religions. Secularization
thesis argues for the transfer of these functions from sacred to secular, which
can take the form of the emergence of new religions, new ideological
worldviews or actors other than traditional churches, which start to fulfill the
roles that were previously under the control of one religious institution. Donald Eugene Smith argued in 1974 that modernization causes universal
“movement toward a world culture based in large part on humanism, material values, science, and technology” that is “gradually eroding all traditional
world views”17. Furthermore, these new world-views, which replace traditional religions in modernized societies, “will be considered equally sacred
as traditional ones by their adherents and will be interpreted as functional
substitutes by observers”18.
And the final feature of secularization that is applicable to all traditional
cultures and world religions is related to the weakening of the power and
authority of religion in society because societies gradually move away “from
being focused around the sacred”19. As religion may continue to function in
a secularized society and in a secularized form, the primary focus of the
analysis of secularization should be on religious authority, instead of religion
per se20.
The decline of religious authority takes place in two phases. First of all,
the transition from agrarian to industrial production brings along the growing
separation of church and state together with “a shift from universal religious
institutions to religious pluralism”21. Increasing religious pluralism will have
a direct negative influence primarily only on the historic religious tradition.
16

Internal secularization is “the process by which religious organizations undergo
internal development towards conformity with the secular world”. Mark Chaves.
Secularization as Declining Religious Authority. – Social Forces, 3/1994, p. 757.
17
Smith 1974, p. 8.
18
Frank J. Lechner. Secularization Revisited. – Social Forces, 1/1992, p. 227.
19
Moyser 1991, p. 14.
20
Chaves 1994, p. 749.
21
Franz Höllinger, Max Haller, Adriana Valle-Höllinger. Christian Religion,
Society and the State in the modern World. – Innovation: The European Journal of
Social Science Research, 2/2007, p. 134.
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Thereafter, the general decline of religious authority should be manifested
more powerfully in the second phase of modernization – during transition
from industrial to postindustrial societies22.
While increasing religious pluralism goes together with the growing
separation of church and state, modernization also contributes to the privatization of religion. The privatization of religion may occur as a transformation of traditional forms of religion (which withdraw both in practice and
in theory from public to private sphere), but also as the emergence of new
forms of religion. The privatization of religion manifests itself differently on
social and individual levels:
A. On a social level, “the privatization of religion refers to its declining
social significance for public rhetoric, legitimization, debate and policy”23.
Religion becomes confined to the “private sphere”24, and politics turns into
an autonomous sphere25. The opposite process, whereby religious individuals, groups and institutions participate increasingly in politics, or religious
symbols and interpretations are increasingly used in public debates, is
termed deprivatization of religion26. Some form of religion may still be part
of the political processes in contemporary post-industrial countries, but
individual examples of the “deprivatization of religion” cannot usually be
interpreted as a reversal to a sacred and religious system of social governance (desecularization) or as an institutionalization of some vision of a
modern religious state27. In modernized societies, religion itself has become
subject to competitive interpretations. Neither religious nor political
institutions are capable of having total control over religion in the
contemporary public sphere. In contrast to contemporary liberal societies,
which value freedom of the individual over truth, Medieval Catholicism
valued its orthodox dogma, and totalitarian Communism valued its
comprehensive and true ideological doctrine over the freedom of the
individual. In liberal democracies, there is more than one political party
competing for the allegiance of the population, and there is also more than
22

Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris. Rising Tide: Gender Equality and Cultural
Change around the World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. 13
23
David Martin. What I Really Said about Secularisation. – Dialog: A Journal of
Theology, 2/2007, p. 4.
24
Chris Hann. Problems with the (De)Privatization of Religion. – Anthropology
Today, 6/2000, p. 14.
25
Renato Moro. Religion and Politics in the Time of Secularisation: The Sacralisation of Politics and Politicisation of Religion. – Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, 1/2005, p. 76.
26
Casanova, 1994, p. 57.
27
Donald Eugene Smith. The Limits of Religious Resurgence. – Religious
Resurgence and Politics in The Third World. Emile Sahliyeh (ed.) New York: State
University of New York Press, 1990, p. 44.
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one institution interpreting religion in society. For any religiously related
public issue – like religious instruction in public schools, legal protection of
same-sex couples, prohibition of abortion, peacemaking or legitimate
reasons for war – “religion in the public sphere” can be interpreted and
represented by several groups and institutions: church hierarchy, lower
clergy, political activists, political movements and parties, interest groups,
academic scholars and others.
B. On the level of the individual, the privatization of religion is manifested in a process whereby religion becomes increasingly a matter of
individual “choice” and “preference”. In modernized societies, religion loses
its common and binding quality28. The human condition will be changed
“from fate to choice” in nearly all areas of life; thus, “modern religion is
characterized by individuals who reflect upon, modify, pick, and choose
from the religious resources available to them”29. Individuals build their own
“individual spiritual pathway” by putting together their own set of religious
attitudes and ideas30. Concomitantly, an increasing number of modernized
Christians should become “Christians in their own personal way”31. In
general, individuals in affluent postindustrial societies are “becoming increasingly indifferent to traditional religious values”, but “are not abandoning private or individualized spirituality”32. In rich countries, “spiritual
concerns more broadly are not disappearing”, but individuals “are not
continuing to support the traditional religious authorities, institutionalized,
hierarchical forms of religion, and established religious practices”33. Consequently, neither persisting manifestations of religion in the public sphere,
nor “continued faith on the part of significant, even growing numbers of
individuals”, refute the secularization theory34.
The Christian version of the sacralization of society (that resulted in
“Christian society”), culture (that resulted in “Christian culture”), politics
(that resulted in a “Christian state”, which could take the form of a church
state, a state church, or a certain form of church-state relations where both
28
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institutions were relatively autonomous regarding each other) and humankind (usually referred as “Christian universe” or “Christendom”) has eight
particular aspects:
1. First is the institutional differentiation of church and state. Christian
society was functioning as the society of only one (true) church, which was
“specifically concerned with religion in counter-position with all other
institutions of society”35. All other institutions were to function within the
general framework that was defined by Christian norms, symbols, dogmas
and beliefs. The interpretation of Christian religion itself was controlled
either by the church or by secular rulers.
2. The membership in Christian society was not based on private
religious belief, religious conversion or voluntary religious affiliation (i.e., it
was not a society of individuals, who are conventionally called “believers”).
The normative religious conformity of Christian societies resulted in a
situation where every member of the society was Christian. José Casanova
has pointedly described this situation with the phrase, “Christians within
Christendom led Christian lives”36.
By adopting social, cultural and political roles, Christianity transformed
into something much bigger than a mere religion. Christianity started to
function as “a common language” of society, “shared by the devout, the
lukewarm and even the secretly sceptical”37. Any realm of human activities
and sphere of social life – whether economy, culture, art, philosophy,
science, education, politics – became a sector of a larger religious whole.
3. Traditional European Christian societies shared four main constitutive
myths: that human beings are created by God; that humans are bearers of
God’s image despite their sinful nature after the Fall; that human history is
guided by the divine hand toward a divine goal; and that Christ is the only
way of salvation38. For secularization, the relevant question is not whether
there are churches which still teach these beliefs or how many members of
society individually believe in these myths. The vital question is: “Are these
myths still vital for the self-interpretation of the society?”
4. Due to the historical tradition of church-state relations where the
church is the sole representative of religion in society, secularization for
European societies is defined as the process whereby religious institutions
lose social significance39. The decline of church authority starts from the
35
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situation where the church was able to control non-religious spheres like the
economy, culture and politics. Correspondingly, secularization is manifested
as the process whereby non-religious spheres are “free themselves” from
church authority.
5. As a rule, this emancipation has taken place in two major phases:
A. First is the religious emancipation from the church’s regulatory
powers or the emancipation from the church without being emancipated
from religion. Thus political rulers of the 16th and 17th centuries increasingly
either adopted Protestantism or made use of caesaropapist control of the
Catholic Church in their territories; some of the most economically advanced
regions of Europe converted to Calvinism, which did emancipate early
capitalists from the former limits of Catholic norms. Likewise, scientists like
Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) or Isaac Newton (1643–1727) were not
disputing religion in general, but the authority of church and traditional
Christian dogmas over scientific reasoning.
B. The second phase consisted of emancipation from religion in favor of
scientific reasoning, ideology, philosophy or world-view. A major change in
philosophy and economic theory took place during the Enlightenment (1720–
1780). Unlike early social philosophers, for whom Christianity provided the
framework according to which human beings and society, values and morals
were conceptualized40, leading philosophers of the 18th century – particularly
David Hume (1711–1776) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) – no
longer took the Christian worldview as a point of reference. “A divine
judge” replaced (or was replaced by) “future generations of happier mankind“ as the “ultimate arbiter” over human affairs; reconciliation with God
was replaced by the emphasis on self-fulfillment; “love of humanity“ took
the place that was earlier occupied by the love of God41. Adam Smith (1723–
1790) introduced the idea that the economy is governed by its own laws. The
economy, like politics, started increasingly to function “as if God” did not
exist. The 19th century witnessed the advance of secular ideologies in
politics, and the further secularization of science due to the advance of
liberal theology (including scientific criticism of the Bible and Christian
tradition), positivism and secularization of the education system of European
nation-states42.
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6. In (WEST or the West) West, the secularization of society has often
brought along the sacralization of non-religious spheres. The 16th century
Reformation reduced the influence of international Catholicism together
with the sacralization of the rule of caesaropapist monarchies. The emerging
state church system meant not the elimination of the Church’s control over
everyday life, but rather a change of location of the control of religion. Later
centuries witnessed the emergence of “new sources of the sacred” which
were related not to religion43, but to secular ideologies. In radical and
revolutionary form, modernization has occasionally resulted also in attempts
to sacralize race, state, nation44, or economic class.
7. Since the Reformation, there have emerged various forms of privatized
Christianity that have contributed to secularization. Calvinism, with its
emphasis on inner-worldly asceticism, changed the Western culture from
thoroughly theistic and supernatural “towards an anti-magical, disciplined
life-world”45; later versions of Protestantism – Pietism46, evangelical
awakening movements47, Pentecostalism and Charismatic Christianity48 –
emphasized individual conversion, private religious experience and religious
choice.
For traditionally sacred and Christianized socio-political systems, the
freedom of conscience of the individual was perceived as a destabilizing
danger. In order to protect its religious monopoly, Medieval Catholicism
disciplined heretics. In order to protect the new church authority set up by
the Protestant reformation, Martin Luther also had to struggle against
papacy, Catholic monasteries and orders49. Caesaropapist state churches later
disciplined the sects. With the increase of religious toleration and protection
of religious freedom, the whole system of sacred society and the authority of
a traditional Christian church started to disintegrate.
In contemporary democracies, the churches have lost the status of
institutions, which have an exclusive state supported privilege to be the sole
representative of the religion of the realm. Individuals are no more coerced
43
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by state and by laws to believe, participate and adhere, even if the state
church still formally exists. Peter Berger observed already in 1969 that, in
this regard, the churches in the U.S. and under the Communist system of
government faced similar contexts “to the extent that the churches can no
longer call upon the political arm to enforce their claims of allegiance”50.
The churches now need to persuade individuals, who voluntarily decide what
to believe and when to participate. The churches are no longer capable of
defining comprehensive belief parameters in society51. Even if a majority of
the population are still members of the church, without the exclusive
protection and support from the state, it is increasingly difficult for the
church to control the conformity of the beliefs and values of its members to
church doctrines and dogmas.
For the analysis of secularization, the adherence to the church doctrines
and participation in church services are better indicators of the lasting impact
of the church than the overall levels of religious belief and practice in society
because secularization does not rule out even high levels of privatized
religious belief and practice52.
8. An increase of the use of religion in the public sphere and religious
participation in public life and politics is more likely an evidence of the
reaction in a context which has already significantly secularized than an
example of either de-secularization or restoration of the social authority of
traditional churches. In traditionally Christian societies, abortion and
homosexuality “were labeled criminal behavior by the State and shameful,
even sinful, behavior by the religious authorities”53. European societies of
the 19th century were not polarized over these issues, although bitter
confrontations took place over the secularization of education. Today’s
public debates over these value orientations encompass both political and
religious activists, groups and organizations of various, often contradictory,
persuasions. The loss of a common conception of social values and a
recently enlarged space for individual choice in moral, religious and political
matters is corresponding to the general decline of church authority. In
traditional societies where (one particular) religion used to have “everpresent influence” in society and on “the everyday life of individuals”54,
secularization has resulted in the “collective non-religious consciousness of
50
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modern society”55, irrespective how many individual religious motivations,
individuals or groups are present in the latter.

2. Decline of church authority
in European societies
The studies over the secularization of European societies usually conclude
that there is enough evidence in favor of the secularization thesis56 and
progressive, though uneven, secularization of Europe is “an undeniable
social fact”57. The secularization has taken place with variations in both
Western Europe and in post-communist East Central Europe. Both regions
also have exceptional societies which have either “over-secularized” or
“under-secularized”58.
According to a WVS 1999/2000 sample of traditionally Western Christian societies, the most religious population in Europe is Malta, but Poland is
also characterized by extraordinarily high levels of religiosity according to
most indicators. Irrespective of the experience of the Communist period,
scholars usually identify the Scandinavian countries, France, the Netherlands, Estonia, the Czech Republic and Eastern Germany, as the least
religious territories of Europe59.
The period of communist regime seems to have had contradictory effects
on the secularization of societies in ECE. Between 1937 and 1980, the number of places of worship and the number of full-time clergy were doubled in
Poland60, and earlier rounds of the WVS testified to some increase of
religiosity in Hungary during the1980s61. In other societies (e.g. Eastern
55
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Germany, the Czech Republic, Slovenia), the levels of religiosity were
decreasing during Communist period and the same trend also continued after
the collapse of Communist regime62.
The decline of church authority is analyzed according to six dimensions:
religious affiliation, personal religiosity, religious practice, religious beliefs,
traditional-religious values and perception of the role and status of the
religious institution.

2.1. Religious affiliation
Religious affiliation shows the level of social influence of the church
according to three main indicators:
1. the percentage of religiously affiliated persons in society;
2. the amount of religion outside of the religious institution – the proportion
of those who according to some indicator (practice, belief, personal
religiosity) are religious, but do not belong to religious institutions;
3. the percentage of those who do not have religious motivation (convinced
atheists; those who do not believe in God etc) for being church members,
but have church affiliation nevertheless.
Those who lack the affiliation of religious organization are termed “unchurched”63. “Unchurched” includes individuals who do not belong to
convinced atheists dropped from 14% to 4%, belief in God rose from 44% to 58%,
belief in the Devil from 7% to 18%, belief in hell from 9% to 15%, belief in heaven
from 16% to 24%. The percentage of those who considered themselves as religious
rose from 44.3% in 1978 to 70.9% in 1993. Paul Froese. Hungary for Religion: A
Supply-Side Interpretation of the Hungarian Religious Revival. – Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religion, 2/2001, pp. 257–258.
62
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church but are religious according to some other indicator (e.g., take
moments of prayer, believe in God) as well as those who do not belong to
church and are also not religious according to other indicators (“notreligious”; “convinced atheists”).
Furthermore, there can be church members who have religious affiliation
but are not religious according to one or several other indicators (e.g., are
convinced atheists; do not consider themselves as religious persons; do not
get comfort and strength from religion; do not believe in God; or God is not
important for them). The religious affiliation of the non-religious segment of
the population can be interpreted as the lasting cultural and social influence
of the church, a historical remnant of the sacred society when the church was
closely connected to culture and included both religious and non-religious
individuals. Obviously, the latter group does not have religion as the
principal motive for identification with religious tradition. They identify
with the church most likely due to cultural (including traditional affiliation
of forefathers and relatives) or ethno-religious64 reasons. This kind of
“cultural religion” is a vital source of support for the social status of
religious institutions and may still form “the single largest category of
religious orientation” in Europe65. The merely cultural and social status of
the church, however, cannot be automatically exchanged for such religious,
political and moral authority that the church used to have in a traditional
society.
Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate major differences in religious affiliation
between post-communist Europe and Western Europe. While the average
process, whereby an increasing number of people define and practice “their religiosity in non-traditional, individualized and institutionally loose ways”. Peter L. Berger. Secularization and de-secularization. – Religions in the Modern World: Traditions and Transformations. Paul Fletcher, Hiroko Kawanami, David Smith, Linda
Woodhead (eds.) London: Routledge, 2003, p. 295.
64
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level of “religious persons” is almost the same for both regions (in ECE
65.5% and in WEST 66.8%), there is a marked difference in the average
level of religious affiliation (in ECE 60.6% and in WEST 79.6%). Half of
the societies of ECE have levels of religious affiliation below 60% – Estonia
24.8%; Eastern-Germany 33.5%; the Czech Republic 33.7%; Hungary
57.1%; Latvia 59.3%. At the same time, only two out of 17 Western
European societies (Figure 2) have a level of religious affiliation below 60%
(France 57.5%; Netherlands 44.8%).
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Figure 1. Religious affiliation in East-Central Europe

The second category of religious affiliation is related to confessional
homogeneity. The society is classified as “mono-confessional” if 70 percent
or more of its population belongs to the largest confession and the second
largest confession is adhered to by less than 10 percent of the population66.
Western Europe has significantly more “mono-confessional” societies than
ECE. While ECE has only three mono-confessional societies out of 10
(which is 33%) and all of them Catholic (Poland, Lithuania and Croatia), ten
societies out of 17 (59%) are mono-confessional in WEST, and four of them
66
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Protestant. Both regions yield evidence to the argument that increasing
confessional pluralism contributes to lower levels of religious affiliation67.
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Figure 2. Religious affiliation in Western Europe

According to the results of WVS 1999/2000, there are about twice as many
traditional Protestants among the religiously affiliated people in WEST
(29.1%) than in ECE (14.2%). This difference would today be perhaps nonexistent or less significant, if the Protestant churches had not lost substantially more of their members under Communist regimes than Catholic
churches.
In WEST, there are more “convinced atheists” with religious affiliation
than in ECE. This observation is true for Catholic churches (1.0% of
convinced atheists are members of Catholic church in WEST, and 0.8% in
ECE), for traditional Protestants (2.4% and 0.5%) and for free churches
(0.4% and 0.0%).
Another striking difference is related to the affiliation level of those who
attend religious services “never, practically never”. In WEST, 519% of those
who practically never attend religious services are church members. The
corresponding average percentage for ECE is only 18.6!
Estonia has the lowest level of religious affiliation in Europe. Estonian
society, however, cannot be considered as the most secularized society in
Europe because religious affiliation is the only indicator where Estonia
occupies the last position. Although Estonia usually does not appear above
67
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the European average, Estonian society is at the same time not far from the
category of “believing without belonging” 68. In comparison with other
societies, Estonia has more of those who consider themselves as religious
persons (41.7%) than Great Britain (41.6%) or Sweden (38.9%), and more
individuals (35.9%) who get comfort and strength from religion than in the
Czech Republic (25.7%), Eastern Germany (27.5%), Denmark (32.6%),
Sweden (33.2%), France (34.7%). Estonians are also more positive than
Eastern Germans regarding the religious ceremonies at birth (supported by
63.7% of Estonians and 25.6% of Eastern Germans), marriage (65.0% and
34.0%) and death (75.6% and 39.0%). Correspondingly, it is not the attitude
regarding religion or church per se that is extremely low among the Estonian
population, but the willingness to be formally affiliated to the church. Estonian society contrasts best with Iceland, where a majority of the population
are church-members even if they do not claim religious beliefs (who are
“belonging without believing”). According to the WVS 1999/2000, 74% of
the Icelandic sample considered themselves believers, 85% believed in God
and 95% were church members. Consequently, Icelandic churches must have
members who do not believe in God and do not consider themselves
believers.

2.2. Personal religiosity
The existence of privatized religious behavior and levels of religiosity is
analyzed according to three indicators which have a positive relationship to
religiosity: being a religious person; importance of religion; and getting
comfort and strength from religion; and according to two indicators which
are negatively related to religiosity: God not at all important; and being a
convinced atheist. On the average, the levels of religious affiliation are
significantly higher in WEST than the levels of personal religiosity.
Both regions have an almost similar average amount of those who
consider themselves as religious persons (average in WEST 66.8%, in ECE
65.5%). As the affiliation levels were higher in WEST, it is expected that in
WEST there should be more affiliated persons who do not consider
themselves as religious persons. Concomitantly, only 63.6% of affiliated
Protestants (in contrast to 83.9% in ECE) and 81.6% of affiliated Catholics
(93.1% in ECE) in WEST consider themselves as religious persons.
68
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It is also worth mentioning that Malta, which regularly books the first
place according to other indicators of religion, has only the tenth largest
percentage of religious persons among 27 societies after Poland (94.4%),
Portugal (88.0%), Italy (85.8%), Croatia (85.2%), Lithuania (84.4%), Austria (79.5%), Denmark (76.5%), Slovakia (81.5%), and Latvia (76.9%%). The
list is headed by a post-communist Poland, and half of the ten societies with
the highest proportion of religious persons are post-communist (two of these
post-soviet!). The bottom of this ranking is divided similarly by societies
from both regions. The societies with the lowest levels of religious persons
are Eastern Germany (28.6%), Sweden (38.9%), Great Britain (41.6%), Estonia (41.7%), the Czech Republic (43.2%), and France (46.6%). Thus, the
results for Malta demonstrate that the level of personal religiosity is quite
autonomous from other indicators of religion, and the regionally similar
level of religious persons may allow speculation that the advance of modernization does not necessarily undermine the levels of private religiosity.
The secularization theory predicts that the advance of economic
development drastically reduces the proportion of those for whom religion is
important69. The regional average for this indicator, however, is higher for
WEST (51.3%) than for ECE (43.7%), although among the top three only
Malta is from WEST. 90.7% of respondents in Malta considered religion as
very or rather important, followed by Poland (83.9%) and Croatia (78.8%).
The last three of the list, however, are all from ECE (Eastern Germany
16.3%; the Czech Republic 19.7%; Estonia 22%).
Also, the average level of those who get comfort and strength from
religion is slightly higher in WEST (56.9%) than in ECE (52.7%). Both
regions, however, are markedly polarized. In WEST the extremes are
represented by Malta (92.5%) and Denmark (32.6%), and in ECE by Croatia
(82.2%) and the Czech Republic (25.7%).
Among the indicators which are negatively related to religiosity, the
proportion of convinced atheists deviates more from the general comparative
pattern of personal religiosity than the proportion of those for whom “God is
not at all important”. ECE has a regionally higher level (22.2%) of the
latter than WEST (14.8%). Although the highest scores were for Eastern
Germany (53.1%) and the Czech Republic (421%),and the society of Malta
has the sovereign position at the bottom of the list with 0.7%, it is worth
mentioning that they are followed by four societies from WEST (France with
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30.4%, Sweden with 28.9%, the Netherlands with 25.9% and Denmark with
25.5%).
The proportion of convinced atheists is higher in ECE (6.5%) than in
WEST (5.1%), but the ranking of individual societies is worthy of
consideration. There are exceptionally low level of convinced atheists in
Malta (0.2%), Poland (1.2%), Lithuania (1.5%), Ireland (1.7%) and Austria
(1.8%). An exceptionally high proportion of convinced atheists are in
Eastern Germany (22.3%) and France (14.9%), which are followed by
Slovenia (8.5%) and the Czech Republic (8.3%). It is also a bit unexpected
that the top ten societies with the highest proportion of convinced atheists
include six societies from WEST, despite the overall larger number of WestEuropean societies in the WVS of 1999/2000. These findings stir up several
questions. Why should France have a much higher proportion of convinced
atheists than most of the post-communist societies, and post-communist
Poland far less than any society in WEST, except Malta70? Why are the postSoviet societies not at the top of post-communist societies (Lithuania with
1.5%, Latvia with 2.8% and Estonia with 6.7%)? And why are the levels of
convinced atheists lower in post-Soviet societies than in France (14.9%),
Luxembourg (8.0%) and Belgium (7.2%)? Any speculation on this topic
should take into account the non-Communist and pre-Communist sources of
atheism.

2.3. Religious practice
One of the main indicators of the influence of modernization on religious
behavior is related to the declining attendance at religious services and
decreasing engagement in regular prayer and meditation71, although the third
form of participation – support for religious services at birth, marriage and
death – can remain relatively widespread. The present study distinguishes
between individual and collective religious practices in order to assess the
connectedness of the population to the traditional churches.
70

Eastern Germany (22,3%) was followed by France (14,9%), Slovenia (8,5%), the
Czech Republic (8,3%), Luxembourg (8,0%), Belgium (7,2%), Estonia and Sweden
(6,7%), Spain (6,5%), and Netherlands (6,3%).
71
Using data from World Values Surveys 1981–2001, Norris and Inglehart have
documented the decline of the average weekly religious participation and daily
prayer as the societies develop from agrarian to post-industrial economies. The
average weekly participation at religious services was 44% for agrarian, 25% for
industrial and 20% for postindustrial societies. The average level of those who pray
every day was 52% for agrarian, 34% for industrial and 26% for postindustrial
societies Norris, Inglehart 2004, pp. 21, 57.
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The average participation in religious services (at least once a week) is
lower in ECE (19.9%) than in WEST (24.5%). WEST, however, has significantly more church-members who participate in religious services “never, or
practically never” (among Protestants, 14.9% in ECE and 33.3% in WEST;
among Catholics, 8.5% in ECE and 14.5% in WEST).
In contrast to most other indicators of religion, where the least religious
societies are usually from ECE, the least participating society is from
WEST. The lowest levels of religious attendance (at least once a month)
were in Sweden (9.4%); followed by Estonia (11.2%), the Czech Republic
(11.7%), Denmark and France (11.9%). Likewise, the highest proportion of
those who attend “never, or practically never” was in France (60.4%),
followed by the Czech Republic (57.5%), Eastern Germany (56.5%), Great
Britain (55.8%), and the Netherlands (48.3%).
The average level of individuals who “take some moments of prayer and
meditation or contemplation or something like that” is higher in WEST
(64.3%) than in ECE (56.8%). The society that engages most in prayer is
Malta (91.2%), followed by post-communist Poland (87.2%), and Ireland
(81.8%). At the bottom of the list are Eastern Germany (29.8%), the Czech
Republic (37.3%), France (41.0%), Sweden (44.0%), Slovenia (46.3%),
Great Britain (49.8%) and Estonia (50.8%). The individual countries fit the
“usual picture”, although the closeness of Great Britain, with the uninterrupted tradition of state church, to post-soviet Estonia, is unexpected.
The average level of those who pray to God outside religious services at
least once a week is 44.4% in WEST and 38.8% in ECE. In this category,
however, the bottom of the list is reserved for the post-communist societies
of Eastern Germany (16.8%), the Czech Republic (17.5%), and Estonia
(18.3), which are followed by France (19.6%) and Denmark (20.3%). The
contrasts between the least and most religious societies are enormous in both
regions. The levels of private prayer are highest in Malta (86.5%), Poland
(78.0%), Ireland (70.6%) and Great Britain (62.5%).
In WEST, however, there are significantly more individuals who attend
religious services “never, practically never", but at the same time: are either
formally members of religious denominations (51.9% in WEST, 18.6% in
ECE); are religious persons (34.9% in WEST, 25.4% in ECE); get comfort
and strength from religion (19.7% in WEST, 12.8 in ECE); or believe in God
(50.1% in WEST, 27.3% in ECE).
Despite the higher levels of religious affiliation in WEST, these numbers
demonstrate that within denominations of WEST, there are proportionally
more of those whose religious sentiments and behavior have distanced from
traditional religious institutions and who follow private forms of religion.
The private form of prayer (exemplified best by the habit of prayer outside
of religious services by individuals who do not attend regularly religious
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services) is more widespread in WEST. Among those who attend religious
services “never, practically never“, 35.9% in WEST take moments of prayer
and meditation (in comparison to 23.9% in ECE), and 12.1% take moments
of prayer and meditation outside of church services (in comparison to 7.2%
in ECE).
As a general trend, the support of religious ceremonies at the rites of
passage (birth, marriage, death), remains relatively widespread in the postindustrial societies of Europe72. On the average, Western Europeans tend to
support slightly more religious ceremonies at birth (74.7% in comparison to
69.3% in ECE), marriage (74.7% in comparison to 70.2 in ECE), and death
(82.6% in comparison to 76.7% in ECE) than the post-communist
populations. In post-Soviet societies, the levels of support for religious
ceremonies at rites of passage do not fall below 63%. Eastern Germans and
Czechs are the only ones in Europe for whom these levels are below 50%
(the only exception is the religious service at death, which is supported by
50.4% of Czechs).
The regional difference, however, is more significant for those who
attend “never, or practically never”. In WEST 46.9% of individuals who
have no habit of participating in religious services favor religious ceremonies at birth (46.9% in contrast to 34.9% in ECE), marriage (47.5% in
contrast to 35.3% in ECE), and death (59.4% in contrast to 45.0% in ECE).

2.4. Religious beliefs
Modernization should negatively influence primarily traditional theistic beliefs (belief in sin and hell73), which do not correspond as well with individualized and liberalized culture as do beliefs in God and heaven. The latter
beliefs are quite ambiguous in content and are less limiting with respect to
personal autonomy and the life purpose of the individual. The former beliefs
reflect the adherence to traditional church dogmas, while the latter beliefs
may also correspond to a privatized religion. Belief in a “Personal God” (if
given a choice between “Personal God” vs. “spirit or life force” as closest
fits their beliefs) corresponds better to the traditional belief system taught by
72

Hugh McLeod. Introduction. – The Decline of Christendom in Western Europe,
1750–2000. Hugh Mcleod and Werner Ustorf (eds.) Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. 4.
73
Inglehart and Norris have demonstrated that with transitions from agrarian to
industrial and from industrial to post-industrial, the most obvious changes in beliefs
are related to belief in hell (59% is the average for agrarian, 36% for industrial, and
26% for postindustrial societies) and that people have a soul (68% for agrarian, 43%
for industrial, 32% for postindustrial societies). Norris, Inglehart 2004, p. 57.
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Christian doctrines; beliefs in “spirit or life force” or non-traditional beliefs
in re-incarnation and horoscope, especially if declared by church members,
are signs of privatized religion (individuals pick beliefs from various sources
and thus form their own belief systems).
Western populations believe more in God (79.9% is the average in
WEST, 68.1% in ECE), life after death (57.6% in WEST, 48.3% in ECE),
and heaven (49.1% in WEST, 39.5% in ECE). Among the 27 societies of
this study, Malta has the highest levels of belief in every category (99.5%
believe in God, 80.6% believe in hell, 87.7% believe in heaven, and 92.6%
believe in sin), and the lowest levels of belief in God are found exclusively
in post-communist societies (Eastern Germany 30.3%, the Czech Republic
38.9%, and Estonia 51.4%).
The societies of ECE, however, have higher average levels of belief in
sin (62.5% in comparison to 57.5% in WEST), and in hell (32.1% in comparison to 30.8% in WEST). The lowest level of belief in hell were in
Sweden (9.5%), Denmark (9.5%), Eastern Germany (10.1%), the Czech
Republic (13.1%), and the Netherlands (13.8%). The lowest results for the
belief in sin were in Eastern Germany (20.4%), Denmark (20.6%), Sweden
(25.7%), France (39.8%), Netherlands (39.7%), Belgium (42.9%).
Despite the higher levels of traditional beliefs among the post-communist
populations – which may have been one of the reasons why the present pope,
Benedict XVI, (or the present pope, Pope Benedict XVI,) has argued that
traditional Catholic faith has been “more securely rooted” in Eastern
Europe74 – these societies also do adhere more to some non-traditional
beliefs. If there is a choice between “personal God” and “Spirit or life force”
as closest to their beliefs, then in ECE there are more of those who prefer
“Spirit or life force” (38.1%) to “personal God” (31.4%). In WEST, the
picture is the opposite: 44.0% opt for “personal God”, and 33.3% for “Spirit
or life force”75.
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Joseph Ratzinger, before being elected as the 265th pope, has acknowledged that
Vatican has doctrinally “scarcely any problems” with Catholicism in postcommunist societies. Ray Taras. Poland’s Transition to a Democratic Republic:
The Taming of the Sacred? – The Secular and the Sacred: Nation, Religion, and
Politics. William Safran (ed.) London: Frank Cass, 2003, p. 141.
75
Similar results have been arrived also by Detlef Pollack: “In Western European
states, belief in God is always higher than acceptance of astrology or faith healers. In
Eastern Europe the acceptance of religiousness outside the Church is in some cases
almost as high as belief in God, in others it is equal or even higher (East Germany,
Czech Republic).” Detlef Pollack. Religiousness Inside and Outside the Church in
Selected Post-Communist Countries of Central and Eastern Europe. – Social
Compass 3/2003, p. 324.
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2.5. Traditional religious values
In traditional societies, religion gives answers to the meaning of the human
condition, provides for social values and moral norms, and addresses issues
related to “ultimate questions of life and death”76. In a secularized situation,
people still ask these questions, and society still needs values and norms, but
the answers and norms are increasingly found outside of traditional religion.
Consequently, modernization contributes to the change of social values from
traditional worldviews to “secular-rational values”77. The usual indicators of
this value change are related to the increasing levels of justification of
abortion, divorce, homosexuality, euthanasia, and suicide among the population78. This study concentrates mostly on the values related to marriage,
abortion and homosexuality.
The average level of disapproval (“never justified”) of divorce (17.3% in
ECE, 14.2% in WEST), euthanasia (30.5% in ECE, 26.3% in WEST) and
casual sexual relationships (48.3% in ECE, and 45.0% in WEST) is higher in
ECE than in WEST. At the same time, societies of WEST disapprove more
of adultery (57.2% in comparison to 48.4% in ECE), and also slightly more
of abortion (28.2% in comparison to 27.3% in ECE). The regional difference
is most outstanding for traditional Protestants, who are markedly more
liberal in WEST than in ECE. In ECE 27.4% of Protestants disapprove of
abortion (14.8% in WEST), 19.3% disapprove of divorce (6.2% in WEST),
32.7% disapprove of euthanasia (16.8% in WEST) and 52.9% disapprove of
casual sexual relationships (35.0% in WEST).
The most vivid general regional difference is related to the attitudes
regarding homosexuality. The average disapproval of homosexuality is in
ECE 54.4% and in WEST 26.4%. In post-communist societies even 40.9%
of those who go to religious services “never, practically never” disapprove
of homosexuality (the corresponding figure for WEST is 18.1%). The lowest
level of disapproval of homosexuality among post-communist societies is
found among countries outside of former Soviet Union (Eastern Germany
22.5%, Slovakia 23.9%; the Czech Republic 26.9%, Slovenia 41.6%). The
highest levels of disapproval of homosexuality are in Hungary (88.0%),
Lithuania (78.0%) and Latvia (76.9%). Among Western societies
76

Philip Schlesinger, François Foret. Political Roof and Sacred Canopy? Religion and the EU Constitution. – European Journal of Social Theory, 1/2006, p. 61.
77
Ronald Inglehart, Christian Welzel. Modernization, Cultural Change, and
Democracy: The Human Development Sequence. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005, p. 5.
78
Veerle Draulans, Loek Halman. Mapping Contemporary Europe’s Moral and
Religious Pluralist Landscape: An Analysis Based on the Most Recent European
Values Study Data. – Journal of Contemporary Religion, 2/2005, p. 183.
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homosexuality was disapproved of most in Malta (60.7%), and least in the
Netherlands (7.0%) and Sweden (8.7%).
In the list of societies which gave the most positive answers to the
question “do not want homosexuals as neighbors”, the highest result from
WEST – Malta with 39.6% – receives only eighth place in the overall list,
which is led by Lithuania (67.5%), Poland (55.2%) and Croatia (52.8%).
While Communist regimes did penalize the practice of homosexuality,
they were among the first ones to enable legal and in-hospital abortion for
women. Concomitantly, the attitudes regarding the justification of abortion
form a more complex picture. The average level of disapproval of abortion
(“never justified”) for WEST (28.2%) is slightly higher than for ECE
(27.3%). In this category, however, the list of societies that are most
disapproving of abortion is headed by Western societies. The top of the list
is occupied by Malta (88.9%!), Ireland (51.5%) and Northern Ireland
(46.2%), followed by Poland (43.9%), Croatia (43.7%) and Latvia (36.7%).
Societies of Western Europe, however, occupy the bottom of the list. Least
disapproving of abortion are the predominantly Lutheran societies of
Sweden (5.4%), Finland (11.4%), and Iceland (11.6%). On average,
Protestants in ECE (27.4%) are more disapproving of abortion than in
WEST (14.8%); in WEST, however, Catholics (39.2%) are more disapproving of abortion than in ECE (36.9%).
Support for traditional marriage is higher in post-communist societies. On
average, 22.0% of the respondents of WEST considered marriage an
outdated institution (in contrast to 15.0% of ECE).

2.6. Status of institutional religion
Modernization of societies is accompanied by decreasing confidence in
hierarchical institutions – “the military, the police and the church” – while
the confidence in non-hierarchical and non-authoritarian institutions may
remain relatively high79. In order to assess the popular attitude regarding the
status of the traditional church , the perceptions regarding the religious,
social, and public role of the church are analyzed. Thereafter, the political
participation of the clergy or church leaders (answers to the questions:
“religious leaders should not influence how people vote” and “religious
leaders should not influence government”) is contrasted to the (possibly)
79

Ronald Inglehart. Postmodernization Erodes Respect for Authority, but
Increases Support for Democracy. – Critical Citizens: Global Support for Democratic Government. Pippa Norris (ed.) Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp.
246–247.
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individual and non-hierarchical forms of religious participation in politics
(answers to the questions: “politicians who don’t believe are unfit for public
office”, and “people with strong religious beliefs in public office”).
Post-communist societies are more supportive of the functions of the
traditional church, which are related to morals, family and faith.
On the average, 51.2% in ECE (in comparison with 41.6% in WEST)
were of the opinion that religious institutions give answers to “moral
problems”; 73.7% thought that religious institutions give answers to
“people’s spiritual needs” (61.0% in WEST); and 47.4% thought that
religious institutions give answers to “the problems of family life” (36.0% in
WEST).
Western societies are characterized by higher support for the social role
of the traditional churches.
On average, 30.7% of the respondents in WEST thought that religious
institutions give answers to “the social problems” (which is slightly more
than 28.3% in ECE). In this category, the lowest regional result for ECE was
in Estonia (14.1%), and the highest in Lithuania (61.3%), which testifies to
the enormous difference in the perception of the social role of traditional
churches in these societies.
Public support for religious politicians is significantly higher in ECE.
Both Catholics and Protestants of Western societies are less supportive of
individuals with religious beliefs in politics than their counterparts in postcommunist societies. 43.1% of Protestants and 37.6% of Catholics in ECE
respond positively to the statement “better if more people with strong
religious beliefs in public office” (in contrast to 13.9% Protestants and
27.7% of Catholics in WEST). A similar pattern repeats itself regarding
“politicians who don’t believe are unfit for public office”, which is
supported by 19.8% of post-communist Protestants (in contrast to 9.0% in
WEST), and 22.6% of post-communist Catholics (in contrast to 16.5% in
WEST). In both categories, the most supportive of religious politicians is the
society of Malta (63.3% and 40.7%, respectively). This, however, does not
automatically contribute to the social support of the political influence by
church leaders. The population of Malta is among the 27 societies also the
least supportive (!) of the influence of religious leaders on the way people
vote. 89.9% of the respondents in Malta considered it appropriate for church
leaders to be involved in electoral politics. Malta is followed by France
(86.2%) and by the most religious post-communist society, Poland (85.7%).
A slightly different pattern of attitudes emerges regarding the influence of
church hierarchy on daily politics. Least supportive of the influence of
religious leaders on political government were the respondents in Denmark
(85.4%), France (81.6%), post-communist Poland (80.9%), Austria (81.6%)
and post-communist Croatia (79.2%). It can be speculated that in WEST, the
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political influence of the church leaders is disapproved of by several of the
least religious societies, while in ECE the most religious societies are also
most worried about clerical influence on political government.
The average disapproval of the influence of religious leaders in politics is
quite uniformly high everywhere. The lowest disapproval of the influence of
church leaders in elections was in the Netherlands (65.7%) and on political
government in Sweden (51.8%). This means that Europe does not have any
traditionally Western Christian society, where a social majority would
support the political involvement of church leaders.
One more observation regarding post-communist societies is due. Survey
data usually demonstrates that Poland, Croatia and Lithuania are the most
religious post-communist societies, and Eastern Germany, the Czech
Republic and Estonia are the least religious ones. The most religious three
have the regionally highest levels of religious affiliation; they are the only
mono-confessional Catholic societies, and they have the highest proportion
of those for whom religion is “very or rather important in life” (in Poland
83.9%, Croatia 78.8%, Lithuania 59.5%). They also have high levels of
those who consider themselves as religious persons (Poland 94.4%; Croatia
85.2%; Lithuania 84.4%),who get comfort or strength from religion (Croatia
82.2%; Poland 82.0%; Lithuania 72.3%), and the least amount of those who
attend religious services “never, practically never” (Poland 5.3%, Croatia
10.4%, Lithuania 16.0%). In addition, they also have the regionally highest
levels of belief in sin (Lithuania 90.5%; Poland 90.3%; Croatia 76.4%), and
hell (Lithuania 68.2%; Poland 65.6%; Croatia 57.1%).
The three least religious societies in ECE have the lowest levels of
religious affiliation, and the least amount of those for whom “religion is
(very or rather) important in life” (Eastern Germany 16.3%, the Czech
Republic 19.7%, Estonia 22.0%). They have the lowest percentage of
religious persons (Eastern Germany 28.6%, Estonia 41.7%; the Czech
Republic 43.2%) and the least amount of those who attend religious services
at least once a month (Estonia 11.2%; the Czech Republic 11.7%; Eastern
Germany 12.4%) or get comfort or strength from religion (the Czech
Republic 25.7; Eastern Germany 27.5%; Estonia 35.9%); the general public
in these countries believe least in hell (Eastern Germany 10.1; the Czech
Republic 13.1, Estonia 16.2) and are the least God-believing among the 27
societies of this study.
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3. Theoretical conclusions
Regarding church-related religiosity, the survey results have testified to a
stark polarization among post-communist societies, as well as contrasting
patterns between post-communist and Western societies. These patterns are
interpreted by four theoretical explanations: the level of socioeconomic
modernization; the impact of Communist regime; the impact of the positive
connection between church and national identity; and the interplay of confessional tradition (Catholicism) in combination with the homogeneity of the
religious market and ethnic organization of society.

3.1. Modernization
The primary influence of socioeconomic modernization on secularization
seems to be manifest in several ways: the most religious society of the
sample – Malta – was the only society of WEST categorized as “industrial”
according to the level of economic development (all the other societies were
“post-industrial”). And vice versa, the least religious society of Europe,
Eastern Germany, is the only post-communist society categorized economically as “post-industrial”80.
Contribution to the economic modernization thesis can also be found in
the case of Slovenia, which by the end of 20th century had the most advanced
economy among post-communist states (Eastern Germany excluded).
Concomitantly, Slovenia had the second largest segment of convinced
atheists (8.3%) in the post-communist region, and the second lowest level of
the belief in sin (43.2%), which was one of the main types of belief that
distinguished the post-communist realm from WEST (in both categories
Slovenia is behind only Eastern Germany). In addition, the value orientations of Slovenians are closer to the post-industrial societies of WEST than
the usual orientations of post-communist realm. Among Slovenes, the level
of those who find abortion, euthanasia, homosexuality, divorce, having
casual sex, and adultery “never justifiable” is always lower than the average
of the ten post-communist societies of this study.
Different levels of modernization are not corresponded by differences in
the support for religious ceremonies at rites of passage, or the levels of personal religiosity – the average levels of “religious persons” is similar in both
regions; the level of “convinced atheists” is slightly lower in Western Europe
and the level of those for whom religion is important is higher in Western
Europe.
80

Norris, Inglehart 2004, p. 46.
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Yet, the modernization of societies without the experience of a Communist regime has contributed significantly to religious privatization. That is
to say that those who are not very satisfied with traditional Christianity do
not opt for non-religious or non-Christian alternatives. In the societies of
Western Europe, there are proportionally more of those whose religious
sentiments and behavior have distanced from traditional religious institutions. They have been alienated from traditional church without having been
alienated from religion. This privatized religiosity is manifest in significantly
higher levels of those who do not have the habit of participating in religious
services but still remain formal members of religious denominations (51.9%
in WEST, 18.6% in ECE); those who considered themselves as religious
persons (34.9% in WEST, 25.4% in ECE); got comfort and strength from
religion (19.7% in WEST, 12.8 in ECE); or believed in God (50.1% in
WEST, 27.3% in ECE). The privatization of religion is also manifest in the
decline in support for the functions of traditional churches, which were
related to morals, family and faith, although the church activities in the
provision of social care is still widely supported. The average support for
politicians with religious beliefs is also lower in Western than in postcommunist societies, which also testifies to the increasing attitude that
religions should be a private, not public matter.
Modernization clearly contributes to the decline of religious beliefs in sin
and hell, which are closely related to a theistic worldview. The overall levels
of ambiguous belief in God, however, may remain relatively high.
Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart have attributed the lower levels of
religion in Estonia and the Czech Republic to the relative successes in
economic transition among post-communist societies81. An additional sign of
the influence of socio-economic development on secularization is the further
secularization of certain societies after Communism. Thus, as Slovenian and
Czech populations have achieved higher levels of economic welfare during
1990s, they have also increasingly secularized82.
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Norris and Inglehart contrasted Estonia and the Czech Republic with Albania
and Romania, which were more religious societies, but less advanced economically.
Norris, Inglehart 2004, p. 127.
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According to the censuses of 1991 and 2002, Slovenian population has increasingly secularized after Communism: the proportion of Catholics fell from
71.36% to 57.80%, and the proportion of atheists rose from 4.35% to 10.10%.
Šturm 2004, p. 608. The same pattern can be observed among Czechs. Between
1991 and 2001 the proportion of affiliated individuals fell from 44,8% to 32,0%
according to the censuses. Tretera 2003, p. 81.
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3.2. Communist regime
Communism has a particular impact on secularization83. In general, the
impact of Communist regimes has been stronger on religious institutions
than on personal or subjective religiosity84. Economically less advanced
post-communist societies have lower average levels of affiliation and
participation in religious services and lower percentages of those for whom
religion is important and who take moments of prayer than in economically
more advanced Western societies. This is in contradiction with the general
socioeconomic thesis of secularization, and is evidence of the peculiar
secularizing influence of the Communist regimes.
Also, the slightly higher proportion of “convinced atheists” in the postcommunist region testifies to the secularizing effect of Communist regimes,
which succeeded also in purifying atheists or non-participant (perhaps
traditional or cultural Christians) out of church ranks. Or, to put it differently, there are more of those who are dissatisfied with traditional Christianity, and have opted out of any form of religion. Furthermore, the general
secularizing legacy of Communist regimes becomes more detailed if the
larger average proportion of those who quite radically claim their indifference regarding religion (the average of those for whom “God is not at all
important” was 22.2% in ECE and 14.8% in WEST) is also taken into
account.
It can be speculated that Communism may have also contributed to the
preservation of some traditional religious beliefs (like belief in sin and hell)
and may have hindered the process of religious privatization and the
liberalization of social values – or that post-communist societies just have
not arrived at the level of modernization where the privatization of religion
becomes more widespread, which has taken place more thoroughly in
Western societies.
The contrasting regional patterns regarding homosexuality (the average
disapproval of homosexuality was in ECE 54.4% and in WEST 26.4%) and
abortion (which was slightly more disapproved of in WEST), demonstrate
the legacy of the Communist system on social values. The public does not
easily approve of those values which were not supported by Communist
regimes (homosexuality), and which, as a rule, become increasingly
approved of at higher levels of economic modernization. Consequently, the
liberalization of social values and the individualization of religious beliefs is
a process that in post-communist regions started primarily after Com83

Inglehart, Welzel 2005, p. 5.
Irena Borowik. The Religious Landscape of Central and Eastern Europe after
Communism. – The Sage Handbook of the Sociology of Religion. James A. Beckford, N. J. Demerath III (eds.) London: SAGE Publications, 2007, p. 660.
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munism. The higher average levels of disapproval of divorce, euthanasia and
casual sexual relationships together with stronger support for traditional
marriage in post-communist societies can be both due to lower levels of
modernization or possibly also due to the collectivist nature of social
morality of the Communist regimes.
The lowest results for Eastern Germany also demand some explanation.
Eastern Germany has an exceptionally high level of convinced atheists not
only in comparison to Europe, but also on a global level85. To recall some of
the findings of the WVS 1999/2000 study , among the 27 societies surveyed,
Eastern Germany had the lowest percentages of those: who supported
religious ceremonies at birth (25.6%), marriage (34.0%) and death (39.0);
who think that churches give answers to spiritual needs (40.5%); who are
religious persons (28.6%); and who believe in God (30.3%), in heaven
(14.1%), or in sin (20.4%). And vice versa, Eastern Germany occupies first
place in the proportion of those for whom God is not at all important
(53.1%). Paul Froese and Steven Pfaff offer an historical explanation for this
situation. They claim that the existence of “a mass membership socialist
movement for decades before the Marxist-Leninist regime came to power”
contributed to the situation where Communism in the DDR “was never
simply a foreign imposition by Soviet occupiers”86. As a consequence, also
the levels of religion declined.
Another explanation could stress the peculiarities of church-state
relations or a lower level of repression of religious organizations in the DDR
than in other Communist states. When the religious leaders of Czechoslovakia petitioned for Religious Freedom in 1988, they coveted an
extension of religious freedom to the level that did exist at that moment in
“neighboring GDR and Poland”87. Yet this argument would hardly explain
the extraordinarily high level of religion in Poland, where the Catholic
Church enjoyed privileges not comparable to any other church in other
countries of the Warsaw Pact88. In Czechoslovakia89 and the Soviet Union,
85

Of the 46 countries included in the World Values Survey (1995–1997), Eastern
Germany had more than double the percentage of atheists (25,4%) than the next
most atheistic society (Japan with 12,2%) in the sample. Froese, Pfaff 2005, p. 398.
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Froese, Pfaff 2005, p. 416.
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Czech Petition for Religious Freedom January 1988, point 7. “We demand that
the religious orders be rehabilitated, and permitted to accept new members as in
neighbouring GDR and Poland.” J. F. Maclear (ed.) Church and State in the Modern Age: A Documentary History. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995, p. 500.
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Manfred Spieker has argued that Poland was most free country of the East block
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the levels of repression of churches were higher than in Hungary – at least
after 1964, when the Communist regime had made an agreement with the
Vatican, the Catholic Church could reestablish a full hierarchy and send
priests to study in Rome90, Poland91, and Yugoslavia92. Most favorable could
have been the situation for the church in Yugoslavia, especially since the
1960s93. The treatment of the church was perhaps the least hostile in
Slovenia, where Communists were among the most tolerant, liberal-minded
and closest to West European social democrats among Yugoslavian
Communists94.
While Communism has left its regional imprint on the decline of the
status of traditional churches, and the secularization of certain societies (esp.
Estonia, the Czech Republic) can largely be attributed to Communist antireligious policies, the relationship of traditional churches to their national
culture and identity better explains the variation of secularization among
post-communist societies and the reasons why Communism succeeded in
societies better than in others.

chien, der Slowakei und Litauen. Manfred Spieker (Hrsg.) Ferdinand Schöningh:
Paderborn, 2003, p. 24.
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3.3. Cultural defense
Steve Bruce has claimed that the processes of modernization may not result
in secularization if religion fulfills some function “other than mediating the
natural and supernatural” or “man and God”95. The most obvious of these
jobs is the “cultural defense”, which occurs when “an ethic group or nation
sharing one religion finds itself in conflict with an ethnic group or nation of
a different religion.”96 To put it differently, “cultural defense” describes the
situation when the church has been on the side of national struggles against
occupation by a religiously or ideologically alien regime.
This approach yields better explanations for the causes of “over-“, and
“under-secularization” among post-communist societies. For example, the
relatively successful secularization of Slovenian society can be attributed to
the particular history of religion and nation building. Until the 20th century,
Slovenia lacked any substantial need for confronting an occupying foreign
rule in religious terms because Roman Catholicism was for centuries the
state church for the Habsburg Empire and Catholicism also emerged as a
national religion for Slovenians97. In a like manner, Eastern Germans lacked
until the 20th century the need to confront any occupying rule backed by an
alien ideology or creed. Such a merge between the Protestant church and the
national struggles of Eastern Germans also “failed to reproduce itself under
communist pressure”98.
Historic religious traditions and national identity have been weakly
connected for Czechs and Estonians (Catholicism and Lutheranism, respectively), in contrast to Lithuanians and Poles, for whom the Catholic Church,
ethnic identity and national struggles were intertwined already in the preCommunist period, or for Croatians and Slovaks, for whom a “religious
marker of ethnic identity” has become increasingly important since the
1970s99.
The levels of church-related religion are significantly higher in all these
societies where the church and nationalism have been closely connected.
Nevertheless, the cultural and national influence of the church does not
automatically spill over to all the other categories of religious authority. To
what extent the norms, beliefs and values of the church (for example, the
dogmatic positions of abortion) are supported by the population are the
social dimensions of religion, which are perhaps better explained by the
advance in modernization.
95
96
97
98
99
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3.4. Confession and ethno-religious homogeneity
Last, but not least, both post-communist and Western European societies
demonstrate that church-related religion is preserved better in societies
which are ethnically homogeneous, Catholic and mono-confessional. Previous studies have demonstrated on a global level that Catholic societies are
characterized by culturally similar social and cultural values, and the same
applies for the historically Protestant societies100. The traditionally Protestant
societies of Western Europe have maintained high levels of formal religious
affiliation, yet have secularized in most of the other dimensions of religion.
Protestants in post-communist societies have markedly more traditionalconservative attitudes regarding abortion, divorce, euthanasia and casual
sexual relationships than Protestants in Western Europe. Post-communist
societies also demonstrate the success of Communist regimes in the
undermining of the formal relationship of traditionally Protestant societies
with their churches. Because Protestant cultures had already experienced
significant secularization before Communist regimes – especially in the form
of secularization of education and declericalization of society (by dissolving
religious orders and nationalizing the monasteries) – the Communist
regimes could start the secularization of society from a significantly more
advanced position in Protestant, rather than Catholic societies.
Both regions demonstrate that as a rule, mono-confessionalism is linked
with higher levels of religiosity, and religious pluralism is linked with
relatively low levels of religiosity.101 A contributing factor to religious
homogeneity is ethnic homogeneity. Mono-confessional and ethnically
homogeneous populations of Poland and Lithuania were harder for Communists to control or subordinate than the multi-confessional or multi-ethnic
societies in Hungary, Latvia or Estonia.
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EUROPE: ITS SPIRITUAL FOUNDATION:
YESTERDAY, TODAY AND IN THE FUTURE
JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER1
■

Exactly what is Europe? Very much this same question was posed anew
quite explicitly by Jozef Cardinal Glemp during the work of one of the
language groups at the Episcopal Synod on Europe: Where does Europe
begin? Where does it end? Why, for example, isn’t Siberia part of Europe,
even though it is also inhabited by Europeans whose way of thinking and
living is European? Where do the borders of Europe end in the southernmost
reaches of the community of Russian peoples? Where is the border in the
Atlantic? Which islands are European and which aren’t? Why aren’t they
European?
In encounters such as this one, it becomes perfectly clear that only in a
completely secondary manner is Europe a geographical concept. Europe is a
cultural and historical concept, not a continent clearly definable in geographical terms.

1. The Rise of Europe
This becomes rather evident when we make an effort to return to the origins
of Europe, which ordinarily means evoking Herodotus (484–425 BC). This
historian was certainly the first person to look upon Europe as a geographical concept and he defined it in the following terms: “The Persians
consider Asia and the barbarians who live there as their property, while they
look upon Europe and the Greek world as a separate country”.
The confines of Europe had not been adopted as such, but it is clear that
the lands now constituting the core of Europe lay completely outside the
visual field of this ancient historian. In fact, the formation of the Hellenic
states and the Roman empire led to the formation of a continent that became
the basis for later Europe, but which had completely different borders. These
borders encompassed all the lands around the Mediterranean, which, as a
result of factors such as cultural bonds, sea traffic, trade and a common
political system, together made up a continent in the true sense of the word.

1

Reprinted from Inside the Vatican, June-July 2004, pp. 44–51; used by permission.
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Only the triumphal advance of Islam in the 600s and the beginning of the
700s traced a border through the Mediterranean, thereby cutting it into two.
As a result, everything which until then had been a single continent was now
subdivided into three: Asia, Africa and Europe.
The transformation of the ancient world took place in the East at a slower
pace than in the West. With Constantinople as its focal point, the Roman
Empire resisted there – albeit pushed to the outskirts more and more – until
the 1400s. While, by the year 700, the southern part of the Mediterranean
had fallen completely outside what up to then had been considered a cultural
continent, a more decisive expansion northward was underway at the same
time. The limes, or what up to then had been a continental confine, disappeared, and the way was opened towards a new historical space that now
embraced Gaul, Germany and Britannia as core territories, along with an
increasing propensity to reach out in the direction of Scandinavia.
In the course of this process of shifting confines, the ideal continuity with
the previous Mediterranean continent – geographically gauged in different
terms – was guaranteed by the construction of a theology of history: in line
with the book of Daniel, the Roman Empire as renewed and transformed by
the Christian faith was considered the ultimate and permanent kingdom of
the history of the world in general. Therefore, the peoples and states in the
process of coming into existence were defined as the Sacrum Imperium
Romanum (Holy Roman Empire).
The process involving this new historical and cultural identification took
place as an intentional pursuit under the reign of Charlemagne. Likewise,
emerging once again was the ancient name “Europe,” but with a change in
meaning: this title was now used to define the kingdom of Charlemagne,
while at the same time expressing an awareness of the continuity and
newness with which this new set of states was projecting itself as a force
projecting itself into the future. Projecting itself into the future, precisely
because it saw itself as the continuation of what had thus far been the history
of the world and therefore anchored in what perseveres forever. Likewise
expressed in this emerging self comprehension was an awareness of
definitiveness, together with an awareness of a mission to be accomplished.
It is true that the concept of “Europe” practically disappeared once again
after the demise of the Carolingian reign, while the word itself retained a
certain pride of place only in the language of learned persons. In ordinary
language, however, it then resurfaced at the beginning of the modem age, as
a form of self identification in relation to the threat represented by the Turks,
while its widespread and general use brings us all the way up to the 18th
century. Independently from this history of the actual word “Europe” the
consolidation of the kingdom of the Franks as the never-faded and now
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reborn Roman Empire, marked the decisive step towards what we now mean
when we speak of Europe.
At the same time, however, we certainly must not overlook the fact that
there was also a second root of Europe, a non-Western Europe. As
mentioned earlier, the Roman Empire resisted in Byzantium against tempests
in the forms of the migration of peoples and the Islamic invasion. Moreover,
Byzantium considered itself to be the true Rome because this was where the
empire had never passed away. As a result, the “east” continued to advance
claims against the other half of the empire – the western half. Now, this
eastern Roman empire also expanded northward into the heartland of the
Slavic world and created its own world, a Greek-Roman world distinct from
the Latin Europe of the West because of a different liturgy, a different
ecclesiastical constitution, a different culture and the abandonment of Latin
as the common language learned by all.
Certainly the elements that could have made these two worlds a single
one, a single and common continent, were more than sufficient. First, there
was the common heritage of the Bible and the early Church, which, in both
worlds, related beyond itself to an origin now outside Europe, in Palestine.
Then there was the common idea of “Empire,” the common and basic
comprehension of the Church, and hence a sharing of the fundamental ideas
of rule of law and juridical instruments. Lastly among these elements, I
would venture to mention monasticism, which, even in the throes of the major upheavals of history, basically remained the bearer not only of cultural
continuity but, above all, of fundamental religious and moral values, ultimate
orientations of man. As a pre-political and supra political force, monasticism
became the wellspring of ever new and necessary rebirths.
Despite this sharing of an essential ecclesiastical heritage, there was still
a profound difference between these two Europes and the importance thereof
has been highlighted especially by Endre von Ivánka. In Byzantium, empire
and Church were practically identified one with the other. The emperor was
also the head of the Church and considered himself the representative of
Christ. Much like Melchisedek, who was both king and priest (Gn 14:18), as
of the 6th century, the emperor bore the official title of “king and priest.”
In the Western empire, however, the departure of the emperors from
Rome begun by Constantine – enabled the autonomous position of bishop of
Rome to develop as the successor of Peter and supreme pastor of the Church,
in what had been the original capital of the empire. There was, therefore, a
dualism of authority, taught already at the outset of the era of Constantine: in
effect, Emperor and Pope had separate powers, and neither one of them
exercised total authority. Pope Gelasius I (492–496) set forth the vision of
the West in his famous letter to Emperor Anastasius and even more
explicitly in his fourth treatise, where, in contrast to the Byzantine typology
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of Melchisedek, he stressed that the unity of authority was to be found
exclusively in Christ: “Due to human weakness (pride!), He has separated
the two ministries for times to come so no one may become arrogant”
(chapter 11).
For matters regarding eternal life, the Christian emperors needed Popes
(pontifices), who, in their turn, abided by imperial orders regarding temporal
affairs. In worldly matters, the Popes had to comply with the laws of the
emperor enthroned by divine order, while the latter had to bow to Popes
regarding divine affairs. A separation or distinction of powers was thereby
introduced, which became of utmost importance for the later development of
Europe. We could even say that it laid the foundations for what is
specifically typical of the Western world.
Since rebellion against such delimitation was ever vivid on both sides,
along with an impulse to concentrate powers and a yearning to impose
power over the other side or party, this principle of separation has also
become the source of infinite suffering. How this principle should be lived
correctly and rendered concrete in both political and religious terms remains
a fundamental issue for the Europe of both today and tomorrow.

2. The Turning Point Towards
the Modern Age
While on the basis of what has been presented thus far we may consider, on
the one hand, the rise of the Carolingian empire and, on the other, the
continuation of the Roman empire in Byzantium with its mission towards the
Slavic peoples, as the true birth of the continent Europe, the onset of the
modem age meant a turning point for both Europes, a radical change
affecting both the essence of this continent and its geographical contours.
Constantinople fell to the Turks in 1453 and Otto Hiltbrunner commented
upon this event in the following laconic terms: “the last... learned men
emigrated towards Italy and to the humanists of the Renaissance handed on
the knowledge of the original Greek texts; but the East collapsed in the
absence of culture.”
Such an affirmation may strike us as being somewhat uncouth, because
the reign of the Ottoman dynasty had its culture as well. It is true, however,
that this event marked the end of the Greek-Christian, European culture of
Byzantium. Therefore, one of Europe’s two wings ran the risk of
disappearing, but the Byzantine heritage was not dead. Moscow declared
itself as the third Rome, founded its own patriarchate on the grounds of the
idea of a second translatio imperii, and therefore projected itself as a new
metamorphosis of the Sacrum Imperium – a form of Europe in its own right
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which nonetheless remained united with the West, moving closer and
closer – to such an extent that Peter the Great tried to turn Russia into a
western nation.
This northward shift of Byzantine Europe also meant that the continent’s
confines started moving broadly eastwards. The setting of the Urals as the
frontier was an extremely arbitrary decision, but the world east of that
mountain range was becoming more and more like a sort of substructure of
Europe, neither Asia nor Europe; basically forged by Europe as the prime
subject, without any possibility of exercising its own rights as a subject and
therefore a mere object bereft of any chance to be the bearer of its own
history. For all intents and purposes, perhaps that defines the essence of a
colonial state.
At one and the same time we witness a dual process of substantial
historical significance in the West as well.
First, a large part of the Germanic world separated itself from Rome and
a new, enlightened form of Christianity saw the light of day. Therefore, then
running through the West was a line of separation which clearly formed a
cultural limes, a border between two different ways of thinking and
entertaining relations. Within the Protestant world there was also a cleavage;
firstly between Lutherans and Reformed believers, who were joined by
Methodists and Presbyterians, while the Anglicans tried to assume a middle
of the road stance between Catholics and Evangelicals. Then there was the
difference between Christianity lived under the form of a state Church,
which became the characteristic in Europe, and Christianity lived in the free
churches that found refuge in North America. We will return to this at a later
point.
Let’s take a close look at the second event, the discovery of America,
which shaped the situation during the modern age of Latin Europe.
Corresponding to the eastward extension of Europe, as Russia moved closer
and closer to Asia, was Europe’s radical egress from its geographical
confines towards America, towards that world on the other side of the ocean.
The subdivision of Europe into a Latin Catholic half and a Germanic Protestant half also crossed those waters and had an impact in that part of the
planet colonized by Europe. Initially, America was also a colony, a part of
an expanded Europe, but, with the upheaval of Europe brought about by the
French Revolution, America took on its own stature as an independent
subject. Even though marked so deeply by its European birth, from the 19th
century onwards America began to assume a position of equality with
Europe.
In an effort to learn more about Europe’s profound and innermost identity
by looking back over its history, we have considered two fundamental
turning points in that history. First, the dissolution of the old Mediterranean
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continent caused by the creation of the Sacrum Imperium located farther
north, where, beginning with the Carolingian epoch, Europe began to be
formed as a Latin-western world. Together with this there was the
continuation of the old Rome at Byzantium with its expansion towards the
Slavic world. As a second step in this process, we looked at the downfall of
Byzantium and the subsequent shift of a part of Europe northwards and
eastwards, as well as the internal division of Europe into a GermanicProtestant world and a Latin-Catholic world. This was then followed by the
leap towards America, which also felt the impact of that internal division,
but ended up assuming a position as an independent subject vis-a-vis
Europe.
At this point we must focus our attention on a third turning point, whose
readily visible beacon was the French Revolution. It is true to say that the
Sacrum Imperium was already considered close to its natural demise as a
political entity, beginning with the late Middle Ages. It had become
increasingly fragile also as a sound and unchallenged interpretation of
history. Only now was this spiritual framework formally crumbling into
pieces, however; the spiritual framework without which Europe would never
have become a reality.
This was a process of considerable magnitude in terms of both politics
and ideals. From the viewpoint of ideals it meant that the sacred foundation
of history and the existence of a state was rejected.
History was no longer to be gauged on the basis of an idea of God which
preceded it and gave it form. Statehood was looked upon in purely secular
terms, based on rationality and the will of citizens.
Witnessed for absolutely the first time in history was the emergence of a
completely secular or non-denominational state, which abandoned and set
aside the divine warranty and divine regulation of the political element,
considering such elements as belonging to a mythical vision of the world. In
addition, such a state declared God Himself to be a private matter, belonging
to neither the sphere of public life nor the common formation of civic
volition. The latter was considered to be solely a matter of reason, with
respect to which God did not appear clearly knowable.
In other words, religion and faith in God belonged to the sphere of
feelings and not that of reason. God and His will ceased to have any
relevance in public life.
Towards the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th
century this gave rise to a new type of schism, whose seriousness we see
only now in clearer terms. There is no real name for it in German, because it
spread among German-speaking peoples at a slower pace, but in the neoLatin languages it was identified as a division between clergy and laity or
laypersons. During the last two centuries this laceration penetrated into the
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“Latin” nations like a deep wound, while Protestant Christianity initially had
an easier time in granting freedom of expression to liberal and enlightenment
ideas cropping up around it, without causing any destruction to the framework of broad Christian consensus. The realistic political aspect inherent in
the dissolution of the old idea of empire can be described in the following
terms: the nations or states which had become identifiable as such, following
the formation of unified linguistic areas, appeared as the only true bearers of
history, thereby obtaining a status unheard of or impossible in the past. The
explosive and dramatic gravity of what had now become an historical subject
in the plural may be seen in the fact that the major European nations knew
they were the stewards of a universal mission. This mission had, of
necessity, to lead to conflicts among them and we were the ones who
suffered the mortal impact thereof in the century which recently ended.

3. The Universalization
of the European Culture and Its Crisis
We must now consider a further process which ushered the history of recent
centuries into a new world. Prior to the modem age, the old Europe with its
two halves basically knew only one “next door neighbor,” with whom it had
to deal in matters regarding both life and death; in other words, the world of
Islam.
Then there was the turning point of the modem age with the expansion of
Europe towards America and parts of Asia essentially bereft of major
cultural subjects. Now coming into the picture was a movement towards two
continents thus far on the outskirts of Europe’s focus of interest: Africa and
Asia. Here as well, efforts were made to transform them into branches of
Europe, into colonies. To a certain degree this was a successful endeavor,
since both Asia and Africa now pursue the ideal of a world forged by
technology and its ensuing prosperity. As a result, ancient religious traditions struggle in the throes of crisis there as well, and expressions of purely
secular thinking are becoming increasingly dominant in the public arena.
Equally evident, however, is an effect to the contrary. The rebirth of Islam is connected not only with the new material wealth of the Islamic
countries, but is nourished by Islam’s ability to offer sound spiritual grounds
for the life of peoples, grounds which seem to have slipped out of Europe’s
steady hand. Therefore, despite its lasting political and economic might,
Europe is increasingly looked upon as condemned to decline and downfall.
In addition, the major religious traditions of Asia, above all its mystical
component expressed in Buddhism, are emerging as spiritual powers against
a Europe in the process of denying its religious and moral foundations. The
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optimism regarding the victory of the European factor which Arnold
Toynbee was still able to sustain at the beginning of the 1960s now seems
strangely outdated: “Out of 28 cultures we have been able to identify ... 18
have died and 9 of the remaining 10 – actually all of them except ours –
reveal that they have already suffered a death blow.”
Who would dare to repeat such words today? And, perhaps in more
general terms, what is our culture? What is there left of it? Is European
culture that civilization of technology and trade so victoriously widespread
through the world? Or didn’t that civilization come into being in a post
European world following the end of the early European cultures? What I
see here is a paradoxical synchrony: with things like the victory of the
technical-secular/post-European world and the globalization of its model of
life and way of thinking, people all over the world, especially in the nonEuropean worlds of Asia and Africa, have the distinct impression that the
values, culture and faith of Europe – the very bases of its identity – have
reached their end and exited life’s stage, while now the center stage is being
taken by the value systems of other worlds, such as pre-Colombian America,
Islam and Asian mysticism.
At this time, when Europe seems to have reached the pinnacle of success,
it seems like it has become empty within, paralyzed by a crisis of its
circulatory system, paralyzed by a crisis threatening its very survival, which
is entrusted to transplants that cannot help but alter its identity.
Corresponding to this interior sapping of its constituent spiritual forces is
the fact that Europe seems to be taking its leave in ethnic terms. In Europe,
there is a strange shortage of future-oriented willingness. Offspring represent
the future, but children are looked upon as a threat for the here and now.
They take something away from our life, people say and think. Children are
considered a limitation on the present and not a source of hope for the future.
Necessary here is a comparison with the fading Roman empire: it continued
to work as a huge historical framework, but was actually living off those
who were to dissolve it, because it had no life-giving energy at all.
This brings us to current problems and issues. Regarding Europe’s
possible future there were two opposing diagnoses. On one hand there was
the thesis propounded by Oswald Spengler, who believed he could set a sort
of natural law for the major expressions of culture: there were the moments
of birth and gradual growth of a culture, its moment of full bloom, followed
by its slow corpulence, ageing and death. Spengler enriched this thesis of his
in a most impressive manner, using documentation drawn from the history of
cultures which depicted this law of natural destiny. His thesis sustained that
the West had reached its final epoch, and was hastening towards its demise,
despite all the efforts to avert it. Quite naturally, Europe could hand on its

240

JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER

gifts to a new and emerging culture, as had already transpired in previous
declines of a culture, but its life span as a subject had come to an end.
Branded as “biological,” this thesis met with numerous and impassioned
opponents during the period between the two world wars, especially in
Catholic circles. The most impressive opponent of all was Arnold Toynbee,
even though he used postulates which wouldn’t find much of an audience
today. Toynbee highlighted material-technical progress on the one hand,
and, on the other, real progress which he defined as “spiritualization.” He
admitted the fact that the West – the western world – was in crisis and saw
as the cause of that crisis the lapse from religion to the worship of
technology, nationhood, military might, etc. In the final analysis, he
considered the crisis to be “secularism.”
Having ascertained the cause of the crisis, he felt it was possible to
suggest the cure, which meant once again introducing the religious factor. In
his mind this entailed the religious heritage of all cultures, but especially
“what there is left of western Christianity.”
Opposed here to the biological vision is a voluntaristic one counting on
the force of creative minorities and outstanding individual personalities.
Here comes the question: is this diagnosis correct? And if it is, do we
have the power and means to once again introduce the religious moment, in
a synthesis of residual Christianity and the religious heritage of humankind?
Basically speaking, the issue at stake between Spengler and Toynbee
remains an open one, because we are unable to see into the future.
Besides that, however, it is our task to ask ourselves what may guarantee
the future, what is able to continue nourishing the interior identity of Europe
through all its historical metamorphoses. Or, in much simpler terms, what
promises, today and tomorrow, to bestow human dignity and life in conformity with that dignity.
In order to find an answer to such queries we must once again look within
our present and, at the same time, keep ever in mind its historical roots.
Earlier on we had reached the point of the French Revolution and the 19th
century. That was the time characterized especially by the development of
two European models. Adopted in the Latin nations was the secular model,
where the state was clearly distinct from religious entities, which were
attributed to the private sphere. The state itself rejected any religious
foundation and considered itself based solely on reason and its insights. In
the face of the frailty of reason, these systems turned out to be fragile and
easily fell the victim of dictatorships. Where they did survive, it was because
parts of the old moral conscience continued to persevere even without the
previous foundations, thereby making basic moral consensus possible. In the
Germanic world, on the other hand, there were various expressions of
models of liberal Protestant state churches, in which an enlightened Christian
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religion – essentially considered as moral life, but with forms of worship
guaranteed by the public authorities – guaranteed a moral consensus and a
broad-based religious foundation, to which the individual, non-state religions
had to adapt. In Great Britain, the Scandinavian countries and, initially also,
in Prussian-dominated Germany, this model guaranteed national and social
unity for a long time. In Germany, however, the decline of Prussian state
Christianity created a vacuum which became an open space that was soon
occupied by a dictatorship. Nowadays, state churches have fallen the victim
of sheer wear and tear everywhere. Religious entities which are derivations
of the state are no longer generating any thing akin to moral force. Then
again, the state itself cannot create moral force, but must presuppose it and
then construct upon it.
Between these two models we have the United States of America.
Formed on the basis of free churches, it began nationhood with a rigid dogma of separation between church and state. Then again, above and beyond
single religious denominations, it was molded by an underlying ProtestantChristian consensus not forged in confessional terms, which was linked to a
particular awareness of a religious-type mission towards the rest of the
world. This bestowed special public weight upon the religious factor, which,
insofar as a pre-political and supra-political force, could be a determining
element for public life. Certainly, it is quite evident that in the United States,
as well, the dissolution of the Christian heritage continues inexorably, while
at the same time the rapid increase of the Hispanic element and the presence
of religious traditions from all over the world changes the general picture.
Perhaps we should also remark that the United States is actively
promoting the spread of Protestantism in Latin America, and consequently
the decline of the Catholic Church as a result of inroads made by free
churches. This endeavor is based on the conviction that the Catholic Church
could not guarantee a stable political and economic system, thereby failing
in its duty as an educator of nations. Conversely, what people expect is that
the model of free churches would pave the way for a moral consensus and a
democratic formation of public volition similar to those in the United States.
In order to complicate the picture even more, we must admit that the
Catholic Church now forms the largest religious community in the United
States and is resolutely on the side of Catholic identity in its life of faith.
Regarding the relationship between church and state, however, American
Catholics have embraced the traditions of the free churches, in the sense that
a church clearly separate from the state constitutes a better guarantee for the
moral foundations of everything.
Therefore, the democratic ideal appears as a moral duty in profound
alignment with the faith. There are ample grounds for interpreting such a
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position as an updated continuation of the aforementioned model sustained
by Pope Gelasius.
Let’s return to Europe. The two models illustrated earlier were joined by
a third one in the 19th century; that is to say, socialism, soon subdivided into
totalitarian socialism and democratic socialism. Beginning from its point of
departure, democratic socialism was able to enter the mainstream of the two
existent models as a healthy counterweight to radical liberal positions, both
enriching and correcting them. Here, as well, it turned out to be something
above and beyond confessions: in England it was the political party of
Catholics, who didn’t feel comfortable in either the Protestant-conservative
camp or the liberal party. In Wilhelm’s Germany the Catholic “center” felt
closer to democratic socialism than to the rigidly conservative Prussian and
Protestant forces. In many ways, democratic socialism was, and is, close to
the social doctrine of the Catholic Church and, in any case, did contribute
quite a bit to the formation of a social conscience.
The totalitarian model of socialism, however, went hand in hand with a
rigidly materialistic and atheistic philosophy of history. History, in this
model, is understood deterministically as a process of progress passing
through the religious phase to the liberal one, in order to reach the absolute
and definitive society, where religion is transcended as a relic of the past and
the correct interplay of material conditions can guarantee the happiness of
all. The apparent scientific basis of this approach, however, conceals an
intolerant dogmatism: spirit is produced by matter; morals are produced by
circumstances and are to be both defined and practiced in keeping with the
aims of society; everything which helps to foster the advent of the final and
felicitous state is moral. The overturning of the values which had constructed
Europe is complete here. Moreover, here is a complete rupture with respect
to the overall moral tradition of humankind. No longer are there such things
as values independent from the pursuits of progress. At a given moment in
time, everything can be permitted and even necessary, can be “moral” in the
new sense of the word. Man, as well, can become an instrument. The
individual counts for nothing at all and the future becomes the one and only
terrible divinity deciding every thing for everyone.
In the meantime, the Communist systems had run aground and sunk on
the reefs of their false economic dogmatism. However, people all-too-readily
overlook the fact that they sank, even more deeply, due to their scorn for
human rights, for their subordination of morals to the requirements of the
system and its promises of a glorious future. The real catastrophes they left
in their wake are not economic in nature, but rather the drying up of the soul,
the destruction of moral conscience. In this I see an essential problem for
Europe and the world at large.
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Old line Communists admit the extent of their economic failures and
that’s why they’ve all become economic liberals. And yet the moral and
religious issue that constitutes the very core of the problem is almost
completely swept aside. Therefore, the problem left behind by Marxism is
still with us in the dissolution of man’s primordial certainties about God,
himself and the universe. The dissolution of the awareness of intangible
moral values is once again our problem right now and could lead to the selfdestruction of the European conscience. Apart from Spengler’s vision of
cultural decline, we have to begin looking upon this as a real danger.

4. Where Do We Stand Today?
This brings us face to face with the following question: how must things
forge ahead? In the violent upheavals of our time is there an identity of
Europe with hopes of a future? An identity for which we can commit
ourselves, heart and soul? I am not prepared to delve into a detailed
discussion on the future Constitution of Europe. I would just like to indicate
the constituent moral elements which, in my opinion, should be included.
A first element is the “unconditional manner” in which human dignity
and human rights must be presented as values preceding any and all forms or
expressions of state jurisdiction. These fundamental rights are not created by
lawmakers, not are they conferred by citizens, “but rather exist by proper
law, are always to be respected by lawmakers and are given to them
beforehand as values of a superior order.” This validity of human dignity
prior to any political deed and any political decision ultimately evokes the
Creator. Only He can establish values based on the intangible essence of
man. The fact that there are values which may not be manipulated by anyone
is the real and true guarantee of our freedom and of human greatness. The
Christian faith sees in this the mystery of the Creator, and the condition of
the image and likeness of God which He has conferred upon man.
Nowadays, practically no one would directly contest the precedence of
human dignity and fundamental human rights with respect to any political
decision; all too recent are the horrors of Nazism and its racial policy. In the
concrete area of the so-called progress of medicine, however, there subsist
very real threats for these values: when we think of things such as cloning, or
the conservation of human fetuses for purposes of research and organ
donation, or the vast field of genetic manipulation, the slow consumption
threatening human dignity cannot be disregarded by anyone at all. Added to
this, in ever-increasing magnitude, is the trafficking of human beings, the
new forms of slavery, the trafficking of human organs for transplants. Ever
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trumpeted are “good ends” in an effort to justify what can in no way be
justified.
Regarding sectors such as these, the Charter of Fundamental Rights does
enshrine a series of firm points which deserve applause. Regarding important
points, however, the draft of the Constitution is still all too vague, while
hanging in the balance there is the principle at stake and its seriousness.
In summary, inscribing the value, dignity, freedom, equality and
solidarity of man in the basic affirmations of democracy and rule of law
implies an image of man, a moral option and an idea of law, all of which are
by no means obvious, but which are fundamental factors in the identity of
Europe; an identity which should be guaranteed likewise in the concrete
consequences of those factors and which can be defended only if there is a
corresponding moral conscience formed, over and over again.
A second important point revealing the identity of Europe concerns
marriage and the family. Monogamist marriage as the fundamental structure
between man and women, as well as the basic cell in the foiniation of the
state community, was forged on the basis of the Biblical faith. This is what
bestowed upon both Western and Eastern Europe its particular countenance
and humanness, also and precisely because the form of fidelity and sacrifice
projected therein always had to be gained anew with great hardship and
suffering. Europe would not be Europe if that basic cell of its social edifice
were to disappear or be altered in any essential way. The Charter of
Fundamental Rights stipulates the right to marriage, but fails to express any
juridical and moral protection for it and doesn’t even define it in more
precise terms. And we all know, the extent to which marriage and the family
are threatened – on the one hand by the emptiness inflicted upon their
indissolubility through increasingly easier forms of divorce and, on the
other, by an increasingly widespread form of behavior involving domestic
partnerships between men and women without any legal form of marriage.
In glaring contrast with all that is the request for the life communion of
homosexuals, who, rather paradoxically, are now asking for a legal form
which should be tantamount to marriage. Such a trend or propensity takes us
completely outside the confines of the moral history of humankind, which,
despite all kinds of juridical forms of matrimony, always knew that marriage
in its essence is the special communion of man and woman open to offspring
and hence to the family. It is not a matter of discrimination here, but rather
the question of what is the human person insofar as man and woman, as well
as how the “being together” of man and woman may receive a juridical
form. If, on the one hand, their being together draws farther and farther away
from juridical foi ns and, on the other, a homosexual union is increasingly
considered as being of the same status as marriage, then we are face to face
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with a dissolution of the very image of man, whose consequences cannot but
be extremely grave.
My final point has to do with the religious issue. I wouldn’t want to get
involved in the complex debates so recurrent over the past few years, but
rather highlight just one aspect fundamental for all cultures: respect for what
is sacred for someone else: most especially, respect for sacredness in the
loftiest sense, respect for God. If this respect fails to be observed, something
essential in society is lost. In society at present, thanks be to God, whoever
dishonors the faith of Israel, its image of God and its great personages is
liable to punishment in the form of a fine. The same applies to anyone who
publicly insults the Koran and the fundamental tenets of Islam. When it is a
matter of Christ and what is sacred for Christians, however, freedom of
opinion emerges as the supreme good and any limitation thereof is said to
threaten or even destroy tolerance and freedom in general. And yet this is
exactly where we see the limit of freedom of speech: it may not destroy the
honor and dignity of anyone else. Freedom of speech is not the freedom to
voice falsehoods or destroy human rights.
Here in the West there is a strange form of self-hate we can only consider
pathological. Yes, in a rather praiseworthy manner, the West does strive to
be open in full to the comprehension of external values, but it no longer loves itself. All it sees in its own history is what is disgraceful and destructive,
while it no longer seems able to perceive what is great and pure. In order to
survive, Europe needs a new, critical and humble acceptance of itself; but
only if it really wishes to survive. The multi-culturalism now being
encouraged and fostered with such passion comes across at times as mostly
an abandonment and denial of what is one’s own, a sort of flight from self.
Multi-culturalism, however, cannot subsist without shared constants,
without points of reference based on one’s own values. Part thereof involves
reaching out with respect to elements sacred for others, but we may do this
only if the Sacred One, God, is not extraneous to us.
We obviously can and must learn from what is sacred in the eyes of
others, but before others and for others it is our duty to nurture respect within
ourselves for what is sacred and reveals the face of God which has been
revealed to us: the face of the God who has mercy on the poor and the weak,
widows and orphans, foreigners; the face of the God who is so human that
He Himself became man, a man who by virtue of His own suffering
bestowed dignity upon distress and filled it with hope.
We would be denying the identity of Europe if we do not do this, but we
would also fail to accomplish a service to others, which they have a right to
receive from us. In the eyes of the cultures of the world, the absolute
profanity gradually assuming form in the West is something profoundly
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alien. These cultures are convinced that a Godless world has no future.
Therefore, multi-culturalism itself summons us to return within ourselves.
We have no idea how things will evolve in Europe. The Charter of
Fundamental Rights may be a first step, a sign Europe is once again
consciously seeking its soul. In this sense we have to agree with Toynbee
that the destiny of a society always depends on creative minorities. Believing
Christians should look upon themselves as such a creative minority and help
Europe espouse once again the best of its heritage, thereby being at the
service of humankind at large.

IS THERE
A “MINIMUM OF RELIGIOUS EXISTENCE”?
ERICH GELDBACH
■

I
The highest German Court, the Federal Constitutional Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht), in a decision on July 2, 1980, came to the conclusion that
violation of religious liberty may be a reason to grant asylum. The Court,
however, also called for severe restrictions in the interpretation of religious
liberty. The right to religious freedom is only relevant for asylum seekers if
the “intensity and severity of the expected infringements violate the dignity
of the human person and would go beyond that which the citizens of the
home country [of the asylum seeker] would generally have to accept because
of the ruling system” (BVerGE1 54, 341). The same words appear in a
decision by the Federal Administrative Court on March 31, 1981. It is
conspicuous that both Courts use a language, which is not very specific.
Both go on the assumption that there may be different categories of violations of religious liberty, which are marked by the words “intensity” or
“severity”. How intensity or severity can be measured or what they include
is nowhere mentioned. Furthermore, a political system is given the right to
determine certain violations, which citizens must accept and an asylum
seeker must also endure, if he/she returns to his/her home country.
It is astounding that Courts would use this kind of language when a basic
human right is in question. When does the violation reach such a degree that
it is “intense” enough for German courts to grant asylum? One can find
phrases, which are just as vague and imprecise as are “intensity” and “severity” when, e. g. it is declared that a state may not intrude into the “primary
area of a moral person“, because otherwise, the “self-determination” which
is “necessary for an existence worthy of a human being” is no longer possible and “the metaphysical basis of human existence is destroyed”.
The Courts came up with a theory, which was first developed by the
Federal Administrative Court in a decision of Feb. 18, 1986 (BVerwGE 74,
41 ff.) and over the years received axiomatic status. The theory is enshrined
in the phrase “minimum of religious existence” (= religiöses Existenzminimum). Only if this minimum is infringed upon, do German courts agree that
the dignity of the human person is violated. As long as this is not the case,
1

BVerwGE = Bundesverfassungsgericht.
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encroachments upon religious liberty may take place, but they do not violate
the dignity of a religious person.
It is, therefore, important to ask some pertinent questions such as
•
•
•
•
•

Is it acceptable to make a difference between the dignity of the human person and a person’s right to religious liberty?
May there be violations of religious liberty without, at the same
time, violating the dignity of a person?
How would “intensity” and “severity” be defined and measured?
What is meant by religious freedom?
What is a “minimum of religious existence”?

Although all the questions are somehow interrelated, it is suggested that a
beginning is made with the last question and that a concrete example is taken
to illustrate what is meant.
An individual from Iran who is an asylum seeker converts from Islam to
Christianity in Germany. He/she is baptized upon his/her confession of faith
and participates actively in the life of the congregation by attending worship
services, Bible study and prayer meetings regularly as well as actively and
publicly witnessing his/her new faith. This person’s religious activities suggest that there is enough evidence that he/she really underwent a religious
conversion experience.2 German courts find it quite natural to expect those
individuals to refrain from any public worship or witness of their faith when
they are returned to their home country, Iran. The courts concede that it
would be almost impossible for these “apostates”, as they are referred to in
Islamic countries, to attend public church services of existing Iranian
churches, but that does not endanger the “minimum” of their religious existence. For such individuals could meet in private homes or within a neighborhood and could, without being physically endangered, discharge whatever religious duties they feel needed to be carried out. In other words, apart
from official church institutions, various possibilities exist to converse about
one’s faith, to confess one’s religion and to pray among like-minded “apostates” within the confines of one’s home. To attend a public worship service
is not indispensable for the exercise of the Christian faith and not necessary
for an individual to exist as a Christian believer. If a state intrudes into the
forum internum of an individual or if it demands an abandonment of one’s
2

No observer and no courts may therefore assume that this person only pretends
that a conversion happened for the sake of being treated favorably in his/her quest
for asylum. It must be added here that German Courts are very reluctant to accept a
religious conversion as reason for granting asylum if that conversion had nothing to
do with the reason for fleeing one’s home country. It is different if the conversion
was the reason or at least one of the reasons for escaping and applying for asylum.
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religion or if a person is hindered to confess his/her faith in the private
sphere, then, and only then, do German courts believe that an infringement
of religious liberty is at stake and in these rare cases, asylum needs to be
granted. The religious minimum is thus defined by the courts as a devotional
exercise with like-minded believers and within the private sphere of one’s
home. Any public exercise of religion is to be suppressed. This also includes
any missionary work, which is specifically mentioned.3
The point is that the concept of a “minimum” of religious activities severely limits the liberty of an individual to express his/her religious convictions. The judges seem to think that these limitations must be accepted as
they do not infringe upon the dignity of the human person. Their point of
departure seems to be Article 1 of the German Constitution, the Basic Law
(Grundgesetz). The law declares (against the background of the experiences
of the Nazi dictatorship) that the dignity of every human person is inviolable.
Even though there is no overall international or national definition of “dignity”, there can be no doubt that the civil rights as enumerated in the Basic
Law and which are “directly valid law on legislation, administration and
judiciary”, are all derived from the “dignity of the human person”. The dignity is the “basis” of the “Basic” Law. One could possibly use theological
language to explain what is meant and say that the “dignity of the human
person” is the norma normans, the norming norm, of all other rights. An
infringement upon this dignity must, therefore, be avoided at all times. The
next step in the thinking of judges is their contention that these principles
apply in Germany, and that it is not the task of the country to “export” the
value system of the Basic Law to other countries (cf. BVerwGE 74, 31;
BVerfGE 76, 143).4 They also expressly state that their concept of a “minimum” of religious existence is in accordance with “international standards”.
The questions that were raised above can now all be answered. The
judges differentiate between the dignity of the human person and religious
liberty. Under certain circumstances and in foreign countries, individuals
must accept limitations of religious expressions, especially in public. As
long as they can retain their belief system and practice it within their homes
or neighborhoods, the judges find no violation of their dignity. This also
gives the criterion for “intensity” or “severity” of state interventions. A state
may not forcefully change one’s religious affiliation. The forum internum,
where according to the courts, religious life primarily takes place, must at all
times be protected. It is a “sacred” realm within a person with an inherent
integrity that may not be touched. It is obvious, however, that the free exercise of religion is different from the “minimum” religious requirement. The
3

A summary of these arguments can be found in: BVerwG, 1 C 9, 03, Jan. 20,
2004, <http://www.bundesverwaltungsgericht.de>.
4
Decision of Feb. 18, 1986; and of July 1, 1987 respectively.
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exercise of religion is particularly limited as far as the public is concerned.
To avoid any public worship or any missionary activities is, according to the
theory of a “minimum of religious existence”, compatible with a limited
understanding of religious liberty as long as the forum internum remains
intact.
To claim, as German judges have been doing for a long time, that this is
in line with international standards is, for all practical purposes, nothing but
wishful thinking. All relevant international agreements do not know the
German limitations.
What is just as astounding as this theory is the more than friendly understanding of the highest German Court – the Constitutional Court – towards a
state religion: “Particularly if a state bases its existence upon a certain religion as is the case in Iran, measures which it undertakes for a closer definition and limitation of membership in this state religion cannot be seen as
persecution, notwithstanding its infringement upon religious liberty, as long
as the ‘minimum of religious existence’ which is commanded by the dignity
of the human person remains intact” (BVerfGE 76, 143).
Several objections must be made here:
1. The Christian religion cannot be individualized as the courts imply.
The community, i. e. the church as the body of Christ, to put it theologically, is of greatest importance for the Christian religion. In the
early church, theologians used to say, “One Christian is no Christian”, which adequately describes the state of affairs.
2. The “minimum” theory is not an international standard. The UNCharta on human rights, the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights know
no such limitations. Just as bread, water and human communication
within a household will not suffice for a human being to survive
physically, so the minimum of religious existence is not enough to
survive spiritually.
3. The right to do missionary work and to worship in public places of
worship is recognized in all relevant international agreements. A limitation of religion to a forum internum is, therefore, a gross misunderstanding of religious freedom as a basic human right.
4. The Christian religion is a mission-minded and mission-oriented religion. Jesus commanded his followers to take the gospel into all the
world and to disciple all the nations (Matth. 28). If mission is part of
the nature of the Christian religion, a limitation of religious activities
to the realm of a forum internum or a devotio domestica amounts to
a denial of Christian identity.
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It follows, then, that the minimum theory as put forth by German courts has
no international foundation, no theological basis and is very weak as far as
its judicial underpinning is concerned. It must not serve as a model in European countries.

II
In the second part of the paper, the questions must be addressed why German judges reach such a conclusion and why they display such a remarkably
friendly attitude toward a state religion such as the one in Iran. These questions give cause to look for present as well as historical reasons.
The first question concerning mission undoubtedly has to do with the
outer appearance of both major churches in Germany. Until unification,
more than 90% of the population belonged to the Protestant territorial
churches or to the Roman Catholic Church. Comparatively few people were,
therefore, unchurched. The need to undertake home mission was virtually
non-existent. Accordingly, only very few people in the churches spoke of
“mission”. Mission work in the public “market place” was not an outstanding feature in church life. The two churches were not visibly present in society by missionary programs, but invisibly by relying upon privileges,
which they had inherited from the past. This state of affairs would support
the notion, inherited from the period of Enlightenment, that religion was a
“private matter”, and it is small wonder that judges would not see any need
to take public missionary work into consideration and to look at it as an essential element of religion.
Most observers of the German situation agree that active participation of
church members in the affairs of the congregations is very low. Church attendance on Sunday mornings for worship, for example, is down to less than
5% in Protestant regions. Sociologists refer to Western Europe as the most
unreligious or secularized part of the world, even though statistics until 1990
did not support this assertion. According to figures there was almost an identity between society and the two major churches. When unification came, the
statistics changed dramatically. Today one third of the entire population in
Germany is not on the church rolls. The reason is that most people in the
former German Democratic Republic (East Germany) had left the churches
in such great numbers that in this part of the country the unchurched make
up the vast majority of the population. The churches are in an extreme minority situation. This is not to say that the West Germans are more religious,
but to suggest that in the East, the figures display the real state of affairs. In
the East, it was culturally acceptable or even expected to leave the churches
whereas in the West there is an underlying, but hard to explain reluctance to
do so. In either case, the churches are confronted with an enormous task.
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Pope John Paul II spoke about “re-evangelizing” the European continent,
and the synod of the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD), the umbrella organization of all territorial churches, which was held in Leipzig in
1999 had as its theme “mission”. The churches are now squarely facing what
Karl Barth said a long time ago, namely that the Church is either a “missionary church” or it is no church at all. The German judges so far have failed
to see these theological and societal changes when they insist that public
missionary work is not part of the normal Christian behavior of individuals
or churches.
The outer appearance and the failure to notice major changes in both society and theological perceptions are two present reasons for the conclusions
of German courts. There are other reasons that take us back into history, and
they seem to be just as important. All reasons make up a syndrome that may
help to explain the current debate.
One of the most important reasons is undoubtedly that within German
history, the concept of religious liberty and its implications for religions and
society played almost no role until the end of World War I. The church in its
Roman Catholic and Lutheran manifestations went on the assumption that
religious pluralism, which is the natural outgrowth of religious liberty, is
detrimental to both the church and the state. According to Roman Catholic
thinking, this church was the only true church, and if that church had the
political influence, it would suppress any other religious organization. The
truth needs only one expression, which is in the form of the Roman Church.
Error has no right to go public. Therefore, Roman Catholic territories
granted as little tolerance as possible to others. In such territories where the
Roman Church was not in control, it sought as much freedom for Catholics
as possible.
Ever since Luther elevated the princes that had followed his teachings to
what he called “emergency bishops” was there a very close alignment between the Lutheran churches and the territories. Even today the Lutheran
churches are organized along territorial bounds: There exists no nation-wide
Lutheran church. Therefore, Lutheran churches would also “control” territories and would consider any new church as intruding into its own turf. The
two churches claimed virtually a religious monopoly in “their” territories.
The public functions of the churches were provided for by the prince-bishops
and the ruling nobility. The churches were closely tied to the powers that be.
The fact that Lutheran churches are defined by geographical boundaries
gave them a very provincial perception of the world. Even though the Roman Church is also organized along geographical entities called dioceses, it
never developed a provincial attitude as Lutheranism because all dioceses
were and of course still are part of a worldwide church with its focus on the
Pope in Rome as its center of unity.
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The overall setting, however, was in both cases damaging to the concept
of mission. This was re-enforced by infant baptism. Through this sacrament
or rite, newborns were admitted into the church. Neither a decision nor a
commitment was necessary for church membership. People were in the
churches from the beginning of life to their death. Any missionary work to
“win” people for the church ran counter to the idea of a total identity of
church and society. Thus, a culture of religion developed.
In the mid 17th century, a nobleman from Austria directed a question to
the professors of theology at Wittenberg University, the bedrock of orthodox
Lutheranism. He wanted to know how the Great Commission as recorded in
Matth. 28 (“go ye into all the world…”) is to be implemented as he saw no
Lutheran go into all the world. The professors responded that the Great
Commission had no relevancy for today. It had been a personal privilege
(personale privilegium) of the twelve Apostles. They had gone into all the
world and therefore fulfilled the Great Commission. The provincial attitude
led these learned professors to an interpretation of Scripture, which
represented wishful thinking rather than sound exegesis.
Then there is another long lasting factor. During the Enlightenment, the
concept of tolerance developed. But to whom would toleration be displayed?
It would be directed only to the judicially accepted religious parties, i.e.
Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism. All others were considered “sectarians” and excluded from any toleration. In religiously homogenous territories, there were hardly any dissenters or dissenting groups who were given
the opportunity to enjoy toleration. When in the 1830’s, dissenting churches –
Baptists, Methodists and others – began to emerge and to organize, both the
“accepted” churches and the territorial powers, including the courts, retaliated with persecution, imprisonment, harassment and severe discrimination. Not even in the so-called “tolerant” cities of Hamburg or Berlin was
there any toleration. Religion was coercive rather than free, intolerant rather
than forebearing, discriminatory rather than welcoming, forced upon people
rather than freely accepted, authoritarian rather than Christ-like. The enlightened idea of toleration was applied to oneself and to one’s own church in a
way that turned out to be harmful to any genuinely religious sentiments: The
church was tolerated as a public institution for the moral good of the common folk, but the enlightened people, mostly intellectuals, would privately
detach themselves from church control and would privately believe whatever
they wished. A dichotomy began to develop between “public” and “private”
religion, which amounted to a double standard. Public religion was the
churchly, orthodox religion that was needed to keep the general public in
line with accepted moral principles. The intellectuals, however, began their
journey into an “inner emigration” from the churches. They needed no moral
restrictions, which an authoritarian church seemed to dictate, but claimed
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they were “inwardly free” to follow their own reason or their reasonable
form of private Christianity which was considered superior to the revelatory
form of public Christianity.
The attitude that religion was but a private affair was later in the 19th
Century shared by the leaders of the Social Democrats and the Union
movement, although for other reasons. They identified the churches with the
ruling classes, and since there seemed to be no place in society for the new
working class, religion was rejected or at best declared to be the private
business of each person. The party platform of the newly organized Social
Democratic Party (SPD) declared that religion ran counter to societal
progress and hence should have no place in public life.
Whether a tolerant, enlightened society or a socially sensitive society was
the guiding principle, a missionary church was undesirable. It did not fit into
the pattern of thought.
These are some of the reasons why for a member of the intellectual elite
in Germany, the idea that the Christian religion had a missionary component
mattered very little. The present and past experiences with the church suggested that in order to be a respectable Christian one need not to be missionminded.
Why do judges react so favorably to a state religion? Again, the historical
lack of religious liberty seems a prime reason. Only at the end of WW I did
the Weimar Constitution declare that there is not to be a state church. However, the real consequences were not drawn so that a leading scholar in the
field, Ulrich Stutz, declared in 1925 that the separation of state and church
was only a “limping” separation. Whatever he had in mind by coining this
metaphor, the fact is that “limping” is not normal. It is either an inherited
defect or it is an acquired abnormality. But even after World War II, this
deviation from normalcy was not rectified. As a compromise, the articles
from the Weimar Constitution, which covered church-state relations, were
through article 140 incorporated as a whole into the new Basic Law. Ulrich
Scheuner, an expert in church state studies, suggested that the new situation
was a, “somewhat loosened continuation of the union of state and church.”
It takes little imagination to indicate that German judges are used to
thinking in terms of close ties between religion and state rather than a separation of the two entities for the good of the whole. Given this kind of judicial provincialism and the history of churchly provincialism, it follows that
the way out can only come from outside. This is exactly what seems to be
happening right now.
The European Union’s Council Directive 2004/83/EC of April 29, 2004
on minimum standards for the qualification and status of third country
nationals or stateless persons as refugees or as persons who otherwise need
international protection lists in Article 10 the reasons for persecution, which
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the member states of the EU shall take into account. Among these is religion
which is defined as follows: “(b) the concept of religion shall in particular
include the holding of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, the
participation in, or abstention from, formal worship in private or in public,
either alone or in community with others, other religious acts or expressions
of view, or forms of personal or communal conduct based on or mandated by
any religious belief”. This Directive says in no uncertain terms that visible
public worship and communal conduct constitute necessary elements of
religious behavior. Where these activities are denied, religious liberty is
being denied, and where religious liberty is denied, the dignity of the human
person is denied. It follows that the theory of a “minimum of religious
existence” cannot stand the test of the EU. It needs to be reversed, which is a
victory for all freedom loving people.

TIMES OF THE COLLAPSE
OF UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS OR
ABOUT META-ETHICS AFTER MACINTYRE
MEEGO REMMEL
■

Living through the decades before and after the last turn of the century
means we face both political and philosophical moral challenges. In fact,
ethics as such are under question in our world. Scottish philosopher Alasdair
MacIntyre has helped to bring a paradigm-shift in philosophical thinking,
providing a new perspective on virtue ethics looking at virtue, practice, narrative and tradition as a holistic complex. Christian ethicists have re-confirmed
their virtue-ethical argument relying on their own historical tradition, that of
the Christian community.

1. Before MacIntyre: Noah's Ark or Titanic?
The 20th century after Christ is quite unique. For the first time in human history an agreement was signed that humankind should follow a kind of universal human codex of ideology-free and tradition-free understandings of
ought and ought not principles, “without distinction of any kind, such as
race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or
social origin, property, birth or other status.”1
Obviously such a common understanding just could not be born over
night on December 10, 1948 when the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
The idea of a universally bound moral law of all known rights and wrongs
was born out of the long-lasting pains of wars of both a political and a philosophical nature. Stephen Toulmin has described this process in his terms of
“Cosmopolis: the Hidden Agenda of Modernity.”2 Modern human rights may
be seen as a symbolic declaration celebrating the “Enlightenment Project”
between 17th-20th centuries.

1

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Article 2.
<http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html>.
2
Stephen Toulmin. Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992.
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Another question is whether “the Project” ended up with a universally
safe Noah's Ark against all the moral waters and storms of different ideologies and traditions or just with another baneful Titanic?
The first warning sounds, questioning attempts to universalize a moral
law, were heard quite soon after launching the ship of modern human rights.
In 1958 the academic journal Philosophy published an article about Modern
Moral Philosophy by the young British philosopher Gertrude Elizabeth Margaret Anscombe, one of the most promising students of Ludwig Wittgenstein. Until 21st century actively well-known “Miss Anscombe” wrote:
To have a law conception of ethics is to hold that what is needed for
conformity with the virtues failure in which is the mark of being bad
qua man (and not merely, say, qua craftsman or logician) –that what is
needed for this, is required by divine law. Naturally it is not possible to
have such a conception unless you believe in God as a law-giver; like
Jews, Stoics, and Christians. But if such a conception is dominant for
many centuries, and then is given up, it is a natural result that the concepts of “obligation,” of being bound or required as by a law, should
remain though they had lost their root; and if the word “ought” has become invested in certain contexts with the sense of “obligation,” it too
will remain to be spoken with a special emphasis and special feeling in
these contexts.3
Anscombe argued that moral concepts like duty, obligation, and the like
cannot be meaningfully applied in the absence of a divine lawgiver. Still,
modernists were deriving their moral logic from their historically retained
understanding of moral law. At the same time it would have been much
more fruitful to talk about ethics in terms of personal virtues of character and
moral communities according to Aristotelian understanding of virtuous life.
Later on there were several quests to re-discover virtue as such, as well as
the virtue ethics, as a relevant school of ethical thought. It was only in 1981
that Alasdair MacIntyre published his breaking work of After Virtue4. The
book – which quickly sold, was widely commented upon, and soon republished5 – stated the modern “Enlightenment Project” to be burned out
because of its disintegration and depersonalisation of ethics. Along with his
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Gertrude Elizabeth Margaret Anscombe. Modern Moral Philosophy. – Philosophy, 33/1958, p. 6.
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Alasdair MacIntyre. After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory. Norte Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981.
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Alasdair MacIntyre. After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory. Second edition.
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later works6, MacIntyre argued that all the rival modern theories of universal
ethics discarded both their opponents as well as themselves, since all of them
claimed to be universal, at the same time rationally contradicting each other.
For example, emotivism “is the doctrine that all evaluative judgements and
more specifically moral judgements are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling.”7 At the same time, emotivism itself
should be also be considered just as an “attitude”, a normative “feeling” only
for those who’s “preference” it is to take it. As a result, modern moral discourse, using terms like good, and justice, and duty, has become detached
from any real life context, applying ultimately instead of to real people now
and here but to nobody, nowhere and in nothingness. So, different schools of
modern philosophical thought have just borrowed some attractive ethical
concepts from different traditions for “taxiderming” a monster for a museum
of ethics rather than for a socially embodied moral life.
But MacIntyre's aim was not just a critical one, but a meta-ethical one –
exploring further into the historical conditions of human moral life and ethical thought. Since every tradition has derived its moral convictions and ethical logic from their own traditional concept of telos – the ultimate aim of
life, then any kind of abstract approach to morality leads into telos-free society, like the modern one with all the questions about universalised principles, rules and regulations. So, according to MacIntyre, the contemporary
world has created a moral vacuum in which there is no moral objectivity.
People are left with only two real options: Nietzsche or Aristotle? The
choice is between the Nietzschean will-to-power ethics and the Aristotelian
virtue ethics. “There is no third alternative,” says MacIntyre.8

2. MacIntyre: extending ethics of virtue with
practice, narrative, and tradition of telos
The ethics of Aristotle, followed by Augustine and Aquinas, were telosoriented ethics, the ethics of an aimed character, virtue, and being, whereas
modern ethics has been just an ethics of action. But without an ethics of be6

Alasdair MacIntyre. Whose Justice? Which Rationality? Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988; Alasdair MacIntyre. Three Rival Versions of
Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition. Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1990; Alasdair MacIntyre. First Principles, Final Ends and
Contemporary Philosophical Issues. The Annual Aquinas Lecture. Milwaukee:
Marquette University Press, 1990.
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MacIntyre 1984, pp. 11–12.
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ing, modern ethicists were left only to comment on isolated actions. In summoning ethicists to look at persons and not just their actions, MacIntyre has
suggested that ethics should address the question: What type of people ought
we to become? Instead of asking whether an action is right, MacIntyre has
re-personalized ethics proposing that we start discussing not only what we
are doing now, but more importantly, who we are now becoming? According
to Aristotle, human beings are teleological beings, which is to say, human
living aims at an end, or telos. The Aristotelian telos of human life was always linked with a special kind of social relationship connected to the eudaimonia – “the state of being well and doing well in being well, of man's
being well-favored himself and in relation to the divine.”9 Such a kind of
telos is, at the same time, forming a moral vision for social life in the context
of virtues, practices, narratives, and traditions. All those concepts – virtue,
practice, narrative, and tradition – can be defined only in terms of the other
concepts.

2.1. Practice
MacIntyre defines the concept of practice:
By a 'practice' I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of
socially established cooperative human activity through which goods
internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to
achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and
partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and
goods involved, are systematically extended.10
The typical MacIntyrean abstruse definition is probably best explained by
Brad J. Kallenberg in his article The Master Argument of MacIntyre’s After
Virtue.11 He provides four short characteristics for defining the MacIntyrean
practice.
First, practices are socially established and cooperative human activities.
For practicing a practice there is a requirement for not just isolated individuals, but like-minded people challenged together by participating in a quite
9
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MacIntyre 1984, p. 187.
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complex and coherent activity aiming at some goal in a unified fashion. For
instance, practices like medicine or soccer or music.
Second, practices have goods that are internal to the activity, for example,
the game of chess, bringing joy of chess only to and being rewarding, recognized and appreciated only by the participants themselves.
Third, practices have standards of excellence without which goods cannot
be fully achieved. Like the joy of chess is in having played well. At the same
time the excellence of playing well is defined by the historical community of
practitioners.
Fourth, practices are systematically extended. The standards are growing
in time. No one today would go to a dentist who is practicing “well” on a
“well-working” technique used by the dentists in the 19th century.
Several practices may become an entire tradition in themselves, like contemporary medicine or science or warcraft which have developed their own
epistemology, authoritative texts, structured communities and institutions,
and even their own history. Virtues are connected to the practices as qualities
cultivated by striving for excellence in those practices. Regarding practices,
MacIntyre is defining virtue as “an acquired human quality the posession
and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are
internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from
achieving any such goods.”12

2.2. Narrative
Another key term for understanding the MacIntyrean concept of virtue is
narrative. Human behavior derives its meaning from the contextual stories in
which the behavior is embedded. Kallenberg explains:
MacIntyre reasons that if human actions are intelligible only with respect to stories that contextualize intentions, then that which unifies
actions into sequences and sequences into a continuous whole is the
story of one’s life. My life as a whole makes sense when my story is
told.13
For MacIntyre, the narrative provides the unity of human life in his or her
identity. The self has continuity in the course of time because it has played
the single and central character in a particular story – the narrative of a person’s life. At the same time one’s identity and story is always connected to
12
13
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the narrative of the community with which he or she is identifying himself or
herself. MacIntyre says:
For the story of my life is always embedded in the story of those
communities from which I derive my identity.14
Hence, MacIntyrean virtues are those qualities that assist one in the extension of his or her story, and by extrapolation, the extension of the story of his
or her community or communities, leading directly to the concept of tradition.

2.3. Tradition
MacIntyre has defined the word tradition as “a historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an argument precisely in part about the goods
which constitute the tradition.”15 It means that, firstly, tradition in MacIntyrean sense is a logical extension of the concept of narrative. As persons are
narratively extended throughout their life-span, communities are “historically extended” as traditions in the course of human history. Secondly, traditions are “socially embodied” because they can be lived out only in communities of people who are bound to the same authoritative voice or text.16
Communal life embodies the particular tradition’s persona in a particular
time and space by a particular generation of the same particular tradition.
Thirdly, traditions are necessarily long-standing “arguments” for a wider,
narratively extended telos-oriented historical communal life. In his Whose
Justice? Which Rationality? MacIntyre defines his understanding of a tradition as:
an argument extended through time in which certain fundamental
agreements are defined and redefined in terms of two kinds of conflict:
those with critics and enemies external to the tradition who reject all or
at least key parts of those fundamental agreements, and those internal,
interpretative debates through which the meaning and rationale of the
fundamental agreements come to be expressed and by whose progress
a tradition is constituted.17
So, MacIntyre also overcomes a kind of tension between the Aristotelian
polis and telos. In the course of history the virtue tradition has critically
14
15
16
17
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overcome its narrow sense of polis as the context for the telos of human life.
In medieval times the Christian tradition crossing the Ancient tradition of a
virtuous life extended both the meaning of polis and telos of human life. As
“every particular view of the virtues is linked to some particular notion of
the narrative structure or structures of human life,”18 the Good, at which
human life aims, was considered by Aristotelian thought to be a corporate
good that could not be possessed by isolated individuals but only jointly in
an earthly community. “This is why the notion of a final redemption of an
almost entirely unregenerate life has no place in Aristotle’s scheme; the story
of the thief on the cross is unintelligible in Aristotelian terms,” indicates
MacIntyre.19 But the Ancient telos of life was extended in the medieval age
beyond one’s life itself. In turn it allowed for the possibility of positive evil,
if the achievement of the human telos may counterbalance all evil, even evils
of the tragic sort.
The narrative therefore in which human life is embodied has a form in
which the subject – which may be one or more individual persons, or, for
example, the people of Israel, or the citizens of Rome – is set a task in the
completion of which lies their peculiar appropriation of the human good; the
way towards the completion of that task is barred by a variety of inward and
outward evils. The virtues are those qualities which enable the evils to be
overcome, the task to be accomplished, the journey to be completed.20
As MacIntyre shows, “the virtues are then on this kind of medieval view
those qualities which enable men to survive evils on their historical journey.”21 But if no evil whatsoever that could happen to medieval Christians
need exclude them from reaching their Christian eudaimonia, and medieval
thinkers took the basic historical scheme of the Bible to be one within which
they could rest assured, then it is right with MacIntyrean historical approach
to conclude:
To move towards the good is to move in time and that movement may
itself involve new understandings of what it is to move towards the
good.22
The telos of human life, as MacIntyre allows us to discover, is found to be
interconnected with all the key social concepts of practices and narratives
and the tradition, all of them providing a networked context for reflecting
and embodying the virtuous human life:
18
19
20
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The virtues therefore are to be understood as those dispositions which
will not only sustain practices and enable us to achieve the goods internal to practices, but which will also sustain us in the relevant kind
of quest for the good, by enabling us to overcome the harms, dangers,
temptations and distractions which we encounter, and which will furnish us with increasing self-knowledge and increasing knowledge of
the good. The catalogue of the virtues will therefore include the virtues
required to sustain the kind of households and the kind of political
communities in which men and women can seek for the good together
and the virtues necessary for philosophical enquiry about the character
of the good. We have then arrived at a provisional conclusion about
the good life for man: the good life for man is the life spent in seeking
for the good life for man, and the virtues necessary for the seeking are
those which will enable us to understand what more and what else the
good life for man is.23
So, Alasdair MacIntyre has revived the tradition of virtue ethics in a renewed
perspective of philosophical and ethical logic. At the same time MacIntyre
has allowed virtue ethics to be extended even after MacIntyre himself. We
may be After Virtue even After MacIntyre!

3. After MacIntyre: quo vadis Christian ethics?
A Roman Catholic moral theologian James F. Keenan writes:
MacIntyre offered an insightful agenda. (...) Christian ethicists are discovering, then, that virtue ethics can offer more resources than we ever
imagined.24
Interestingly enough, MacIntyre himself – because of his philosophical discoveries – returned to the Christian Church of Roman Catholic tradition, it is
true, whilst remaining still more as a philosopher and a meta-ethicist than a
proclaimer of his Christian convictions.25 But there are numerous other
23
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Christian ethicists for whom “MacIntyre’s work proved to be particularly
useful as it provided the vocabulary for getting a handle on the family resemblance shared by the ethicists.”26
A group of Baptist ethicists have confessed:
Influenced by our teacher James Wm. McClendon, Jr., we each taught
ethics persuaded that Christian convictions make a difference: Christians do ethics in a Christian way. In the process of sorting out just
what this Christianly way was we stumbled upon the conceptual resources that Alasdair MacIntyre provided in his book After Virtue. We
were initially attracted to MacIntyre’s work not primarily because of
his role in the renaissance of virtue ethics but, more significantly, for
his nuanced exegesis of our post-critical philosophical situation. We
admit rather sheepishly that our enthusiasm for MacIntyre’s thinking
originally bewitched us to see a theory of Christian ethics lurking in
his writings – as if Christian ethics needed yet another philosophical
theory! Simply put (and therein lay the danger), MacIntyre seemed to
be saying that moral oughts can be deduced in a straightforward manner from the answer(s) historical traditions give to the question: “What
is human life for?” However, this way of putting it overlooked MacIntyre’s deeper insight, namely, that each member of any (and all) traditions required lifelong training in order to see rightly just what the
given tradition maintained to be the telos of human life.27
Professor Nancey Murphy is identifying herself among the “unabashed fans
of Alasdair MacIntyre,”28 explaining his contribution to contemporary Christian ethics and its future:
He has accomplished three things of great value to Christian ethics.
First, he has revived the virtue tradition of moral inquiry, thus, offering to contemporary thinkers a fresh version of a venerable moral language. This is a welcome addition to the resources of modernity,
where the focus has been on rights, consequences, and the autonomy
of the individual. We believe that this new vocabulary, along with
MacIntyre’s account of the structure of moral reasoning, is especially
26
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helpful for Christian ethicists. It allows us to say the things we need to
say about the shape of the Christian moral life, and in a way more intelligible to ourselves and to outsiders that the language of modern
philosophical ethics allows.
Second, there has recently been a sea change in Christian ethics,
due largely but not exclusively to the prolific Stanley Hauerwas. Hauerwas tends to talk about Christian morality in terms of narratives and
community, virtue and character. Although Hauerwas is not a disciple
of MacIntyre, we perceive that MacIntyre’s contribution to the understanding of moral discourse in general – his revival of the virtue tradition, his critique of Enlightenment theories of ethics – will serve to order and interpret this new movement in Christian ethics (...) by a variety of thinkers here: James Wm. McClendon, Jr., Stephen E. Fowl and
L. Gregory Jones, John Howard Yoder, Craig Dykstra, Rodney Clapp,
Richard Hays, Luke Timothy Johnson, Grady Scott Davis, Stanley
Hauerwas, Tammy Williams, Mark Thiessen Nation, Michael Goldberg, William F. May, and D. Stephen Long. This list includes Protestants from a variety of traditions and Catholics; some identifiable as
liberal, some conservative, and one Conservative Jew. What all have
in common is that their works illustrate and apply MacIntyrean patterns of moral reasoning. Thus we claim that MacIntyre’s theory helps
make clear the structure and rationale of each essay.
Third, a major controversy in meta-ethics, that is, in thinking about
how to think about morality, involves the issue of particularity. It was an
assumption of modern philosophy that moral prescriptions or judgements needed to be universal. So the very notion of Christian ethics –
ethics especially for Christians – became oxymoronic. Modern “Christian ethicists” (if we may use the term) tended to accept this assumption
and made it their task to show Christian moral teaching to be merely an
instance of a universal moral code, or to show that Christian moral
claims could be justified by means of patterns of moral justification universally accepted, whether this be utilitarian or Kantian or social.
Against the universalists, MacIntyre argues that all ethical thought
is indebted to some particular moral tradition – even the Enlightenment tradition of “traditionless reason”! The danger inherent in such a
recognition, however, is moral relativism, that is, that there will be no
way to justify any community’s or tradition’s moral reasoning in the
(alleged) public forum. MacIntyre has complex and ingenious arguments to show that, despite the tradition-dependence of all specific
moral arguments, it is nonetheless possible to make respectable public
claims, showing one tradition of moral reasoning to be superior to its
rivals. So here is one case where it is possible to have one’s cake
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(one’s particularity as a Christian) and eat it too (justify one’s claims
in public).29
So, in contemporary virtue ethics, at least in the Christian tradition after
MacIntyre, we are challenged by a radical question: whose moral reasoning is
superior to its rivals concerning what we ought to become in our social life?
Modern attempts to universalize a moral law have collapsed, although there are
still humanists convincing: “Come on, for God’s sake, let us all go back to the
universal human rights!” Radical Moslems, instead, claim their tradition’s superiority by their powerful acts of religious terrorism. Radical Jews of Israel argue
for their right to pay back a genocide with another genocide. Traditional Eastern
meditative practices invite the superior ones radically away from the illusion of
this suffering world. What have the radical Christians to add? Postmodern secular sceptics may ask if there really are such people who might live for a communal polis, instead of one’s individual life-story, extending historically the
common Christian argument embodied in the radical story of Jesus? If yes, then
their “authoritative text” – in the name of Jesus! – should sound not only in oral
voice but also in physical actions as radical as it was stated in the life and teachings of Jesus: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of
God.”30 Could the former U.S. President Carter, who won the Nobel Peace Prize
in 2002 for his efforts to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to
advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social
development, in his world-wide peace-making initiatives extend the story of
Christian reconciliation in contemporary tensional political realm? Would at
least John Howard Yoder see it as an attempt for “Politics of Jesus”31? Professor
Glen Stassen, the key note speaker at the next international conference on Politics and Religion in Tartu, Estonia, in September 2006, has popularised many
“transforming initiatives for justice and peace” in his Just Peacemaking32 as the
very Christian way of life in the world of tensions. Would it be a telos for human
life in the perspective of Christian virtue ethics? Not yet. The last book by Stassen was titled Kingdom Ethics. Following Jesus in Contemporary Context.33
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THE TEMPLE IN THE POLIS:
FAITH IS NOT IDEOLOGY
MACIEJ ZIĘBA OP
■

Nor does the Church close her eyes to the danger of fanaticism or fundamentalism among those who, in the name of an ideology, which
purports to be scientific or religious, claim the right to impose on others their own concept of what is true and good. Christian truth is not of
this kind. Since it is not an ideology, the Christian faith does not presume to imprison changing sociopolitical realities in a rigid schema,
and it recognizes that human life is realized in history in conditions
that are diverse and imperfect. Furthermore, in constantly reaffirming
the transcendent dignity of the person, the Church’s method is always
that of respect for freedom.
– John Paul II, Centesimus Annus, 1991
Fervent Christians, in the name of love and freedom, have sometimes been
guilty of shedding human blood. Faithful believers, invoking the Gospel,
have drafted laws to segregate their fellow citizens into different classes.
From the lips of the same people who declare that love of one’s neighbour
must extend even to one’s enemies, one can nonetheless hear words of
contempt for those who profess different views. Why? The more we seek a
“new evangelization” or (to use the formulation of John Paul II) the louder
we say with the whole Catholic community to all those outside it, “Do not be
afraid to open the door to Christ,” the more insistently we should pose this
question.
To be sure, the Church has a human dimension, and to be “human” is to
be born into sin. Although people of the church have written many beautiful
pages in the chronicle of world events, ecclesiastical history is also a teacher
of humility. The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) reminds us that, “in
the life of God’s people pilgriming through the vicissitudes of human
history, a way of acting often appears which is not quite conformable with
the evangelizing spirit and even is opposed to it.”
The fact that the Church is made up of people who can be disloyal to their
professed values is only one objection that can be urged against its public
influence. Many outside the Church rather fear that fervent believers, in the
name of Christianity, will resort to force of law in order to burn heretics at
the stake, teach contempt for others, or hinder freedom of conscience.
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A spirit of hostility towards the Church has largely marked the postEnlightenment epoch. Modern politics were in themselves partially constituted by the intention to free public life from religious influence – in
public discussion, scientific research, and common opinion. Christianity is
often considered merely a religious variant of the dangerous secular
ideologies.
Yet according to John Paul II, there is a distinct difference between ideology and Christianity, and in Centesimus Annus, he unequivocally separates
the one from the other. He cites as typical features of an ideology that: (l) it
contains a conception of truth and goodness; (2) its followers believe that
they are free to impose their conception upon others; (3) it expresses the
whole of reality in a simple and rigid scheme. The Pope maintains that
Christian truth does not fulfill the second and third conditions, and so
Catholicism is not an ideology.
Theologians in the Middle Ages did not articulate the distinction between
faith and ideology. One should not be astonished at this, for the theoretical
difference between ideology and faith is not obvious, whereas the practical
temptation to ideologize the faith is extremely strong. Nor did the modern
philosophers who opposed the influence of Christianity on politics
comprehend this distinction. The burden of their thought was antireligious,
rather than anti-ideological. As a consequence, their teaching fostered yet
more lethal ideologies. Only today, after many sad experiences of history,
have we come to consider the problem of the difference between ideology
and faith.
What is at stake here is more than Church complaints about the imposition of unwelcome limitations on its activity or about the biased presentation of moral and religious topics in the popular media. A whole culture
now believes that both ethics and religion are, at most, private matters;
consequently, it finds itself embroiled in self-destructive conflicts. This topic
has been precisely and penetratingly described by outstanding secular
thinkers, including Hannah Arendt, Daniel Bell, Albert Camus, Robert
Nisbet, Allan Bloom, Irving Kristol, and also such Poles as Leszek
Kołakowski, Czesław Miłosz, and Adam Michnik.

1. “Possession”:
a necessary condition of ideology
What distinguishes Christianity from ideology? The key to the matter is the
notion of “possessing” the truth. Ideologists and their followers (whether
they be Muslims, Marxists, Christians, Freudians, or positivists) believe that
they possess a truth that explains reality. They believe that they possess an
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objective truth which other people, for reasons such as class, race, lack of
intelligence, blindness of sin, caste, or nation, are not able to perceive. The
attitude of the “possessor of truth” may manifest itself in the form of lofty
contempt for the rest of mankind, but it is usually only a step away from
imposing objective truth on the “subjectively” lost. (Those who are
“objectively” lost, history teaches us, one may try to eliminate.)
Fundamentalism is connected with this attitude of possessing the truth,
not with faith in the existence of absolute truth. Unfortunately, the view that
faith and fundamentalism are precisely coincident is deeply embedded in
contemporary culture. Each believer is regarded as at least a potential
fanatic, whereas fanatical positivists or relativists (that is, people convinced
that they have discovered an ultimate truth: that there is no absolute) are
regarded as enlightened and tolerant humanists.
When John Paul II states that the Christian truth is not an ideology, he
means something more than that the Church today understands very well that
it is not possible to embrace the complexities of the world in simple and
rigid forms, or that the Church has no wish to impose its conception of truth
and good by force. The Pope here says that by its nature, Christian truth has
the character that it cannot be “possessed.” Not only is fundamentalism not
an integral profession of the Catholic faith, but it is an abuse of Catholicism.
For Christian truth by its very essence has a complex, not to say a dialectical,
character. It is absolute and revealed to the Church, but at the same time, the
Church is not its “possessor.” The truth surpasses the Church immersed in
history – for it is above man, above reason, above philosophy, above
theology.
As Hans Urs von Balthasar put it, “The incomprehensible love of God,
acting through the event of Christ, extols Him highly above all... philosophical images of God.” One of the most important challenges for the
Church is to prevent this truth, revealed by God and not fully comprehensible to our intellect, from becoming simply an ideological version of
Catholic dogma. The incomprehensibility of the biblical God has a meaning
only as long as – again we quote von Balthasar – “dogmatic formulas
prevent it from renewed rationalization... surround like cherubs with blazing
swords, shocking for the Jews and Greeks, the madness of God’s love, not
permitting any cabalistic or Hegelian storm of gnosis.” That is why negative
theology is important: to judge what one cannot say about God. Even
positive theology, when it predicates attributes of God through analogy,
maintains that “although the similarity between the Creator and the creature
is so great, the difference will always remain greater” (Erich Przywara).
The relation, therefore, between the truth proclaimed by the Church and
the subsistent truth, God, is of this kind: First, the Church merely preserves
the revealed truth, of which God is the only possessor. Secondly, this truth
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surpasses the Church, one of whose important tasks is to defend this truth
from being enclosed in purely human categories. Thirdly, the Church
continues to grow in the knowledge of this truth, meditating on it with love,
and at the same time aware that never in the course of history, while time
and space exist, will this truth be known completely. As the Vatican Council
teaches, “The Church in the course of time constantly aspires to the full truth
of God.” Von Balthasar articulates this from a personal perspective: “A
Catholic may claim the right to the title of being a Catholic provided that...
he does not talk himself or others into believing that he has already achieved
this”.
God’s truth, therefore, by its very nature is anti-ideological. It cannot,
without being crippled, be treated as a closed conception which one may
impose upon other people. Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger reached a similar
conclusion by considering the difference between the Magisterium of the
Church and the ideological apparatus of the Marxist party:
That the teaching authority can come in danger of behaving like a
party organ cannot be doubted. But that structurally it is something of
this kind and thus an instrument of party constraint that is alien to
learning must be disputed. The difference between the structure of a
party constituted on ideological grounds and the Church lies precisely
in the question of truth. Materialism… presupposes that what we have
at the beginning is not reason but the irrational – matter. … Reason
does not precede man but only comes into being as a human construct.
… This means that truth is absorbed in the construct of the party and is
totally dependent on it. The fundamental conviction of the Christian
faith, on the contrary, is that at the beginning we have reason and with
it truth; it brings forth man and human reason as capable of truth. …
The community of the Church is admittedly necessary as the historical
condition for the activity of reason, but the Church does not coincide
with the truth. It is not the constructor of truth but is constructed by it
and is the place where it is perceived. Truth therefore remains essentially independent of the Church and the Church is ordered towards it
as a means.
This basic fact – that Christian truth is first in relation to the Church and not
embraced by it – is the source of the anti-ideological character of Christian
faith.
One of the fundamental principles of the modern state is the detachment
of religion from public life. This is probably the only feature that communism, Nazism, and liberal democracy possess in common. Totalitarianism
attempts to supplant religion with its own ideology. In liberal democracy,
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religion is treated as a matter of private opinion. Together with ideologies,
conceptions of morality, and superstitions of all kinds, religion has no access
to the public sphere, which in a modern state is supposed to remain “naked”.
Following an epoch of religious wars and persecutions, it is difficult not
to admit that there was some justification for this stratagem. Nevertheless,
based as it is on naive Enlightenment atheism (deism), this prescription is
incoherent in theory and unfeasible in practice. A public square never
remains naked. Even if religion sometimes (and the Catholic Church always)
disturbed the founders of modern democracy, paradoxically enough, a
“naked public square” meant for them a square in which the Christian
criteria of good and evil were in play and Christian institutions and customs
were established. In other words, the founders of liberal democracy wanted
Christianity without Christ and the Church. After eighteen or nineteen
centuries during which Europe had been formed by the teaching of the
Scriptures, how could these thinkers have imagined a completely different
world? Yet, from the point of view of intellectual cohesion, theirs was a
breakneck construction. Despite the intentions of the founders of the modern
state, it is not true that the public square is naked, that it has been cleansed
from all ideologies, philosophical systems, and religions.
The offensive propaganda initiated by the Enlightenment elite, “whose
only pabulum was anti-clericalism, who from anti-clericalism made only one
program, who believed that anti-clericalism is sufficient in order to change
governments, to perfect societies and to bring about happiness” (Paul
Hazard) provided justification for the use of the most brutal methods. In
practical life, the postulate of the “naked square” has been realized
sometimes through executions, more often through administrative force
(annulment of monastic orders, destruction of the educational system) or
confiscations.
The Church, deeply rooted in the culture, politics, and economics of the
Middle Ages, found itself suddenly attacked on all fronts and often
responded nervously, aggressively, and without understanding the essence of
the changes that were occurring. A serious discourse about the place of
religion in social life is impeded to this day, owing to the fact that the public
square has been built upon antireligious and anticlerical foundations. As a
result, it has become a place of mutual accusation and debate between
clericalists and anticlericalists.

THE TEMPLE IN THE POLIS: FAITH IS NOT IDEOLOGY

273

2. Devastation of the public square
The argument for the naked public square presupposes two axioms: (1) the
only real being is the individual; (2) there is no absolute. The contention
behind these two axioms is this: If the individual were to achieve his
fulfillment only as a member of society, it would be appropriate for society
to cancel individual freedom, to constrain man. If a social group were to
think that it possessed an absolute truth, it would be only a small step away
from creating a totalitarian ideology.
These axioms seemed to provide an effective panacea for the bloodthirstiness of religious wars, as well as the peremptoriness of Church
authorities. At the same time, however, these postulates have encouraged the
erosion of family life, the loosening of social ties, a weakening of national
identity, and the elimination of religion and morality from social life. The
social philosophy on which the liberal democracies were built has already
passed its period of fertility. Its creative tenets – the equality of citizens,
protection of individual freedom, and respect for various convictions in the
public square – have been absorbed. Nowadays, with ever-greater force, the
tendency of liberalism to destruction is manifesting itself.
If the only real being is the individual and there is no important general
norm of morality, value-in-itself is reduced to value-for-me. Ethics is a more
or less enlightened egoism – in the best case, pragmatism. Since debate
about public morality is impossible (for there is no such morality), moral
discourse becomes political discourse. “Justice” depends entirely upon the
number of adherents that can be mustered to support a given conception.
Since the only real being is the individual, society is a collection of interest
groups.
Because this is not an external disturbance in the functioning of liberal
democracy but its natural effect, liberal democracy cannot effectively
counteract the erosion of social communication and social consensus.
Increased legislation is the only means of self-defence. It specifies with full
particulars the rights of husbands in relation to wives and vice versa, protects
children and parents from each other, adjudicates quarrels between the
faithful and the hierarchical Church, legalizes business transactions with
particular countries, regulates the conditions of employment, work, and pay,
and determines immigration quotas, racial quotas, and sexual quotas.
The battle for favorable legislation becomes the highest norm of public
life. Society is a congeries of pressure groups, factions, and political parties
who account a law moral when it expands their power, and immoral when it
limits their entitlements. Instead of preventing harm and protecting the
innocent, this use of the law precipitates the destruction of the public square.
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Laws that are not based on a persistently conserved and continually renewed
moral consensus possess no authority.
When people regard the proclaimed law as the highest norm of social life,
they begin to perceive themselves and others as simply allies or enemies.
What someone talks about is unimportant. Instead, one asks whether the
speaker is a man or a woman, black or white and are they Catholic or Protestant, a pensioner or a government representative, a member of some party, or
a homosexual? Politics becomes the art of winning over the majority
amongst all possible “minorities”.

3. Social conclusion
The time may be slowly approaching for the breakdown of inherited
resentments. The Church has a deeper awareness that at the times when it
ideologized its faith, this constituted a real danger to public life. The fact that
it usually acted in good faith did not reduce the problem in the slightest, but
made it even more dramatic. Religious resentments do not assist the proper
development of liberal democracy, but rather destroy it completely.
On the threshold of a new and dangerous millennium, it is an anachronism to repropose 200-year-old solutions to the problems of the relation
between Church and state, ethics and politics, education and social communication, or Christianity and public life. For a long time, public dispute
has been dominated by people with a leaning towards either religious or
relativistic fundamentalism, but the majority today opposes a fundamentalist
approach, and dialogue in search of a new consensus is possible.
Both sides of the dialogue can endorse the view of John Paul II that
the postulate of neutrality connected with people’s outlook on life is
correct mainly in this domain, that the state should guard the freedom
of conscience and beliefs of all its citizens, regardless of which religion or outlook they avow. But the postulate not to permit under any
circumstances the dimension of holiness to social and national life is a
postulate of an atheistic state and social life, and it does not have much
in common with the neutrality connected with people’s outlook of life.
Mutual kindness and good will is necessary to obtain such forms of the
presence of what is holy in social and national life that will injure nobody and make nobody an alien in their own land.
Without a broad social imagination, a significant dose of patience, the
breaking down of many stereotypes and prejudices, and openness to mutual
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understanding, kindness, and good will, this not unreasonable expectation
does not have much chance of being realized. The creation of “forms of the
presence of what is holy in social and national life, which will injure nobody” is very difficult, but badly needed both for the Church and for the democratic state.

4. Political conclusion
To promote this new consensus, a clear definition of the political role of the
Church in a democratic society is necessary. The Church may opt to become
the subject of a political game, participating in the mechanisms of
legislation, exercising power in the state. But it could also consciously resign
from a share in concrete legal solutions and political games and concentrate
on the metapolitical sphere. The Church’s proper action in this sphere would
be the renewal and building of social consensus, in the light of moral values
and the vision of the human vocation proclaimed by the Gospel.
The Church cannot fulfill both a strict political role and a metapolitical
one; that is, it cannot claim the right to be one of the elements in a democratic game and at the same time contest this game, stressing that it is a
community of a different category. Out of loyalty to the Good News, the role
of the Church in the sphere of politics must be precisely defined and limited.
“The Church’s political stance must not be directed simply at the Church’s
power,” Cardinal Ratzinger stresses. “This can become a direct contradiction
of the Church’s true nature and would consequently go directly against the
moral content of the Church’s political stance. It is guided rather by
theological perception and not simply by the idea of increasing influence and
power.”
In the light of what has been said, the most realistic solution seems to be
to insist on the clear division of lay and clerical vocations. This division of
vocations is not a reaction to a special political context, but flows directly
from the hierarchical structure of the Church. (The assertion that the Church
can serve contemporary democracy better by stressing its hierarchical
structure than by succumbing to pressures for “democratization” might be
surprising to some.)
The laity has full right to political activity, but only to act on its own
account, without involving the authority of the Church. For the good of the
evangelizing mission of the Church – even if they are operating in a party
which calls itself “Christian” – politicians should recognize, as Cardinal
Hoeffner puts it, that “such a party is neither a Church institution nor
religious party nor a clerical one, but is a political party responsible for the
good of the entire nation. When it defines itself as Christian that does not
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mean that it finds itself under the care of the Church, but simply that it
acquaints itself with the Christian principles of social teaching.”
At the same time, the clergy, representing the hierarchical Church, does
not participate in the procedures of establishing law and political mechanisms. As the Pope puts it in Centesimus Annus, “The Church respects the
legitimate autonomy of the democratic order.” The Church requires a kind of
asceticism in the manifestation of its political sympathies. Even more, it
requires a constant distancing from all party games, legislative processes,
and electoral campaigns.
Any loss that the Church might suffer because of the reduction of its
direct influence on politics is compensated by the clear demonstration that
the Church is above politics. It is thereby manifest that the Church is opposed to the ideologizing of faith and to its transformation into a collection
of political solutions. Only in this way can the contemporary world observe
and understand that the Christian faith is not an ideology. In seeking “new
forms of the presence of what is holy in social and national life,” the Church
does not aspire to ownership of the public square. To yearn for a religious
state is a simple contradiction of the mission of the Church.

5. Ecclesiastical conclusion
To better grasp its identity, the Church has recourse to the contemplation of
biblical images, such as the sheep and its shepherd, the vineyard and the
landowner. Each of these images presents a different aspect of the mystery
of the Church. To set forth the proper relation of the Church to the democratic state, one may employ another great scriptural image: the temple. The
image of the temple standing in the democratic city-state, the polls, brings to
light features of the Church to which the symbols of the mystical body of
Christ and the people of God do not advert. The latter emphasize the
supernatural dimension and integration of Christ with the Church, on the one
hand, and the earthly dimension and human community on its pilgrimage to
a New Earth, on the other. But the image of the temple in the town – a
clearly marked sphere of the sacrum is more the issue here than a separated,
specifically built region – situates the Church in the world.
The Church is present in the world, where the powers of the hierarchy
and the laity remain structurally divided, and the hierarchy respects the due
autonomy of lay power. But the temple clearly cuts itself off from the town
and is not subject to its laws. This does not mean that only the clergy have a
right to enter the temple. Anyone may enter the temple, but then he is on
non-political grounds. To paraphrase St. Paul: there is neither Pole nor Jew,
feminist nor antifeminist, Christian democrat nor social democrat, for all are
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one in Jesus Christ. The Church as a temple in a democratic city-state is the
place of the real presence of God, the place of offering sacrifice, the place of
teaching and prayer. The temple is also a special place for the dwelling of
people who strictly identify their work and activities with the Church.
To acknowledge the relative autonomy of the political does not eliminate
the tension between the profanum and the sacrum. The Church is in the
world as well as above it: it serves the inhabitants of the polis, but is not
subordinated to the political order. At times the most important form taken
by its ministry to the world is to be “a sign which they will reject.” The
Church serves the world best when it is fully itself.
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