Faith in Europe: 
the Challenges Confronting Christianity its Former Heartlands
A background paper for the NW Archdeaconry Forum 
The title given to this paper is both deliberately ambiguous and potentially controversial. It indicates the intention to reflect on the relationship between faith and society in the context of modern Europe, while making certain assumptions regarding the shifts, or transformations, that have taken place within recent European history.
 The reference to the former ‘heartlands’ of Christianity clearly implies that a major change has occurred in which the Christian faith has declined in power and influence on this continent and has been displaced as the primary source of ethical values and cultural meanings.
The ‘shift’ to which reference has been made is variously described as ‘the end of Christendom’, or the ‘growth of secularization’, or again, the coming of ‘World Christianity’. Each of these phrases points to a different aspect of the current situation, all of which are complex in themselves and have generated considerable discussion. We will not attempt to enter into such debates but will take as our starting point the reality of the situation in which Christianity in Europe confronts new and difficult challenges. After centuries of dominance it finds itself in a culture which is increasingly post-Christian. As many observers have pointed out, this is not the same thing as a ‘pagan’ culture and evangelizing societies in which the Gospel has never been known is a quite different task from bearing witness among people who have known the Christian story, but have turned away from it. That is a new kind of challenge for which there is little precedent in the history of the church and its mission across the ages.

Prophetic Voices in the Wilderness

While the seriousness of the situation we face has only become clear to the majority of Christians relatively recently, it is not difficult to identify the voices of prophets who have ‘cried in the wilderness’, warning of both the internal corruption of Christianity and the growing indifference of the wider population, for a very long time. The roots of the modern, Christian critique of Christendom can be traced to the early nineteenth century to  Soren Kierkegaard, who viewed himself as being like a missionary called ‘to reintroduce Christianity into Christendom’.
  In the 1930s, faced with the tragic compromises which the German Church made with the Nazis, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrestled constantly with the theological and missionary challenge of this situation, and his voice remains one which speaks with remarkable clarity on these issues. Preaching in 1933 he said:
We do not know [Christ’s] plan. We cannot see whether he is building or pulling down. It may be that the times that by human standards are times of collapse are for him the great times of building. It may be that the times which from a human point of view are great times for the church are times when it is pulled down.

Bonhoeffer’s response to the crisis is characteristically theological in that his absolute concern is to ask what God is doing in the midst of the crisis. His answer is that there is an element of profound mystery in the history of the church, so that its periods of triumph and outward glory may actually conceal a terrible corruption, while times of declension and weakness offer the opportunity for the rediscovery of its true identity and character. At the very point at which German Christianity seemed to be making a fatal compromise with an evil ideology, Bonhoeffer could confess that the true church exists close to ‘the precipice of the valley of death’.
When the Second World War was over and peace returned to Europe, the crisis to which Bonhoeffer referred in Germany now became evident elsewhere across the continent. A prisoner of war returning from Russia used a striking image to explain the gulf that had opened up between many ordinary people and the church: 
There is a preacher talking from behind the pulpit. We don’t understand him. A glass cover has been put over the pulpit. This smothers all sound. Around the pulpit our contemporaries are standing. They too talk and they call. But on the inside this is not understood. Thus we still see each other talk, but we don’t understand each other anymore.

This dramatic picture was cited by the Dutch theologian J.C. Hoekendijk in  The Church Inside Out. First published in 1964, this book provoked controversy within ecumenical circles but it is now clear that it was a prophetic challenge to a church that foolishly imagined things might ‘return to normal’ in post-war Europe. Hoekendijk understood that the world had changed and he insisted that the church could only meet the challenge of the age ahead if it abandoned the comfortable assumptions of the past and became a ‘messianic community’ in solidarity with a suffering world. The apostolic church, he argued, can be recognised not from the pulpit or the altar, but by its self-emptying presence within the world, ‘where the solidarity with the fellowman is not merely preached but is actually demonstrated’.
A year after Hoekendijk’s alarm call had been sounded, the great German preacher Helmut Thielicke issued a similar statement in his The Trouble With the Church: A Call For Renewal (1965). Anyone who has come across any of  Thielicke’s published sermons will know how significant his own ministry was in post-war Europe, yet in this book he despaired of the Protestant pulpit and, like Hoekendijk, recognised the increasing cultural gulf that was opening up between the church and the people. He observes that even during the Easter season, the news that Christ is risen is received in a ‘casual, matter-of-fact way’ because this potentially world-shattering message is presented as something routine:
But when the same old normal Christian vocabulary is rolled out once a year at Easter, the only reaction of the congregation is to think, “Yes, the usual thing. We’ve heard it all before. But it’s a good thing to have it said again; we need this repetition of the confirmation material once a year”.
 

To these Protestant voices there were added similarly prophetic cries from  Roman Catholic sources. Karl Rahner warned of the ‘tyranny of statistics’ which, he said, would be against us for the next century ‘if we let them speak out of turn’. And, he added: ‘One real conversion in a great city is something more splendid than the spectacle of a whole remote village going to the sacraments’.
  Johann Baptist Metz’s The Emergent Church, published in an English version in 1981, warned Catholics who might have been tempted to regard talk of the crisis of Christendom as a problem exclusive to Protestant religion, that they needed to ask whether Catholic Christianity was of ‘great value for society, but devoid of any messianic future?’ He accepted the validity of Kierkegaard’s much earlier critique of Christendom which was ‘in no way obsolete today, but – for both Catholics and Protestants – more urgent than ever before’. Metz’s analysis of the problem facing European Christendom is among the most searching and incisive that I have discovered:

The crisis (or sickness) of life in the church is not just that the change of heart is not taking place or not taking place quickly enough, but that the absence of this change of heart is being further concealed under the appearance of a merely believed-in faith. Are we Christians… really changing our hearts, or do we just believe in a change of hearts and remain under the cloak of this belief in conversion basically unchanged? Are we 
living as disciples, or do we just believe in discipleship and, under the cloak of this belief in discipleship, continue in our old ways, the same unchanging ways? Do we show real love, or do we just believe in love and under the cloak of belief in love remain the same egoists and conformists we have always been?

It is significant that Metz (or his translator) used the term ‘emergent church’ to describe the situation within Catholicism some twenty-five years before this phrase became widely associated with developments among Evangelicals and Protestants in the early twenty first century. 

The common feature of each of these early prophetic voices is, first, that they clearly discern a looming crisis for European Christianity, and, second, that they concentrate their attention, not on factors within the wider society that might be the causes of this situation, but rather on the critical examination of the church itself. They are primarily concerned with the weaknesses and failures that are internal within the Christian community. And all of them recognise in the decline of institutional Christianity in Europe an opportunity for the recovery of true Christian identity and the emergence of a church freed from its too-close association with Western culture and so able to recover its missionary calling. As Rahner put it: ‘If we once have the courage to give up our defence of the old facades which have nothing or very little behind them… if, by letting all this go – then we can be free for real missionary adventure and apostolic self-confidence’.

The Coming of the Storm

The exact nature and causes of secularization on the continent of Europe are matters which provoke considerable debate. What is beyond dispute is that there has been a major recession so far as the inherited forms of faith are concerned and, as a result of this, Christians find themselves in unfamiliar territory at the margins of society and culture. Philip Jenkins describes the current situation for religion in Europe as follows:

European nations are presently undergoing historic transformations that mark a real crisis for the continent’s traditional religious alignments. Many indices suggest a sharp decline of religious practice among old stock white Europeans, whose ancestors would conventionally have described themselves as Christian.

Of course, there have always been traditions of Christianity on this continent that have existed at the margins of culture; ‘heretics’, non-conformists and Anabaptists who rejected the dominant power structures and insisted that true discipleship and the real practice of mission involved a radical imitation of Jesus that would inevitably result in rejection and suffering. Those who today inherit these traditions are able to adjust to the new context for faith in a secular Europe without too much difficulty. Their stance is represented by Stuart Murray who can welcome the collapse of Christendom as providing ‘tremendous opportunities for telling and living out the Christian story in a society where this is largely unknown’. Christendom, he asserts, is dying, ‘but a new and dynamic Christianity could arise from its ashes’.

However, for Europe’s historic state churches, and especially the Roman Catholic Church, the current situation presents a series of difficult challenges. 
On the one hand, the loss of Christendom involves, from this perspective, a tragic abandonment of much that was good, including the noble vision of a society and a culture shaped by the truth and values of the gospel of Christ. That loss is deeply felt and creates profound anguish as the symbols of the Christian presence across the continent ‘risk becoming a mere vestige of the past’. The phrase comes from Pope John Paul II who, surveying what he described as a ‘time of bewilderment’, called on Europe: Open the doors to Christ! Be Yourself. Rediscover your origins. Relive your roots.

The motivation for this summons to return and recover a lost memory is not just to be found in the desire to keep alive the vision of a Christian society, but also in genuine concern about what Europe may become in the absence of a unifying faith. Roman Siebenrock, a teacher of Catholic theology in Austria, observes that modern Western society lives by values ‘which it does not itself produce’ and he warns that the text ‘If you do not believe, you will not abide’ (Isaiah 8:9), ‘will continue to be written over future European history’.

However, as we have seen above, there are other voices to be heard within the Catholic Church, rejecting any strategy involving an attempt to revive past glories and frankly recognising the need for radical reformation. Peter Hunnermann is Emeritus Professor of Dogmatic Theology at the University of Tubingen and President of the European Society of Catholic Theology. In an article entitled ‘Evangelization of Europe? Observations on a Church in Peril’, he argues that the evidence from parishes throughout the continent reflects a church in ‘a process of dissolution’. In France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Holland, Belgium and Ireland the priesthood is ageing and not being replaced and all the evidence points to ‘the loss of fundamental conviction about the truth of the Christian faith’. In other words, for Hunnermann it is not simply a matter of a lost memory, but rather an active, deliberate repudiation of Christianity on the part of very large numbers of people in Europe.
Hunnermann believes that the shift in Western culture, involving the rejection of patriarchal structures and the creation of ‘a multitude of competing public spheres or frameworks of public interaction’, has left the Catholic Church isolated and seeming like a relic from a bygone age. 

The notion or even the possibility of infallible magisterium teaching that the Catholic Church is given a special position in the plan of God is viewed as incomprehensible and improbable, especially among young people. Making such claims provokes general disapproval.
 
The way ahead, according to Peter Hunnermann, will involve a new approach to mission in which conversion to Christ is ‘given priority in the modern European church’. Extreme ‘Roman centralism’ must be replaced by Christian communities which meet ‘to celebrate the memory of Christ’s death and resurrection, to be renewed by his word, by common prayer and praise’. In a response to this remarkable statement, Maria Carmelita de Freitas asks when  the Catholic Church will ‘be ready to take seriously the signs of the present day crisis?’ – and she quotes Karl Rahner, who in 1972 asked: ‘Do we think… 
of how the Christian faith must be proclaimed when it is no longer propped up by prevailing social realities?’.

We have eavesdropped on this Catholic dialogue for long enough, but I trust it demonstrates both the range of responses within that church to the current context within Europe, while also identifying signs of convergence between Christians who see the priority to be the re-shaping of believing communities in ways that enable them to bear credible witness to Christ in a post-Christendom situation. This convergence transcends the old lines of ecclesiastical and denominational divisions as the life-and-death struggle of Christianity across the continent places the same urgent questions on the agendas of Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, and Nonconformist Christians.

Which Way is the River Flowing?
If contemporary Europe may be described as ‘secular’, there are other significant developments that serve to complicate the picture still further. It has been estimated that between 1970 and 1985 some 4,300 people were leaving the churches every day in Europe and North America, but during this same period the churches of Africa were witnessing 16,500 conversions each day – an annual growth rate of over 6 million converts.
  In other words, the religious recession in Europe has to be set against a massive accession in many other parts of the world. As Lamin Sanneh observes, 
The contemporary confidence in the secular destiny of the West as an elevated stage of human civilization is matched by the contrasting evidence of the resurgence of Christianity as a world religion; they are like two streams flowing in opposite directions.

The phenomenon of World Christianity has considerable significance for our understanding of the European situation, but its relevance is massively increased in the era of globalization, not least as the result of migration. London has been described as having ‘the world in one city’ and this pattern of ethnic diversity, or hybridity, is now characteristic of every major city in Europe.  Much attention has been given to the influx of Muslims in Europe, but the significance of the presence of Christians among African, Asian and Latin-American diasporas is often overlooked – perhaps because it is an embarrassment to people who, having imagined they had shown Christianity out of the front door, now discover it returning at the back entrance to Europe! Gerrie ter Haar argues that the influx of non-Western (especially African) Christians ‘is nothing less than a new phase in the religious history of Europe’ and she points out that ‘the secular outlook of many Western academics poses serious problems in understanding the religious worldview’ of these incomers. Many of the leaders of these churches ‘are convinced of Africa’s mission to bring the gospel back to those who originally provided it’.

So now, to return to our title: what is the situation regarding ‘Faith in Europe’? The answer to the question depends upon our angle of vision. Viewed from one perspective, that of Christendom, there is a massive crisis which appears to threaten the very foundations of the church, as well as creating fear and 
anxiety for the future of society and culture. But this assessment is based on a view that results from a series of blind spots which obscure other important data. The rejection of Christendom by post-modern people may not imply either atheism or a lack of concern about fundamental human values, or questions concerning the meaning and purpose of their own lives. There is considerable evidence to suggest the existence of a large and growing interest in spirituality and this has led sociologists to talk about ‘the return of the sacred’. At the same time, the presence of growing numbers of immigrant Christians across the continent whose faith has not passed through the filter of the Western Enlightenment adds a further ingredient to a situation that defies easy analysis. What then is the role of the church in this shifting, complex historical and cultural context?

Facing the New Europe

It may be helpful to notice at this point the distinctively Anglican response to the context we have described. First, the Church of England has recognised the gap between traditional patterns of church life and the culture of a postmodern society and has responded by actively encouraging  ‘fresh expressions’ of church. Following the presentation of the report, Mission Shaped Church to the General Synod in 2004, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York established the Fresh Expressions project and welcomed what Rowan Williams has called a ‘mixed economy’ of church forms. John Drane comments that ‘no other denomination in any country has affirmed the need for new ways of being church with the enthusiasm of the Church of England’.
   
Secondly, despite the controversy surrounding the 2008 Lambeth Conference, it is significant that this event was shaped to an unprecedented extent by a concern to discover appropriate missionary responses to a rapidly changing world. Mark Oxbrow amusingly comments that we might be forgiven for wondering why 

…the leader of a relatively small and declining church on a small island off the western coast of Europe should have any expectation that leaders of growing Anglican churches around the world should accept his invitation to spend three weeks in a small town in Kent.

But they did – or at least, most of them did! And something genuinely new took place in that the agenda at Lambeth was shaped by the objective of equipping bishops as leaders of a missional church. Oxbrow believes that Lambeth 2008 represents a change in Anglican identity of enormous importance in that, where previously Anglicans found their communion ‘through their historic links to Canterbury’, with the growth of the World Church the significance of those connections has receded and is being replaced by a focus on ‘Christ crucified’ as the basis of unity. The Anglican Communion, he asserts, will never be the same again and the events of 2008 may come to be viewed as the beginning of a journey ’into reconciliation, into renewed communion, into God’s future, into missio Dei. Missional Anglicanism begins to look very different after 2008’.
 
Of course, there were some who were unhappy with this approach and viewed it as simply a tactic to avoid the controversial and divisive issues that threatened to tear the church apart.  Rowan Williams’ response to such criticisms is worth quoting:

Some reactions to my original invitation [to attend Lambeth] have implied that meeting for prayer, mutual spiritual enrichment and development of ministry is somehow a way of avoiding difficult issues. On the contrary: I would insist that only in such a context can we usefully address divisive issues…. And this is also why I have said that the refusal to meet can be a refusal of the cross – and so of resurrection. We are being asked to see our handling of conflict and potential division as part of our maturing both as pastors and as disciples.

Given this recognition within Anglicanism of the urgent need for a missionary stance toward modern, Western society and culture, what are the implications of this for Anglican congregations within continental Europe?
 
First, if the picture of changes within Anglicanism that we have briefly sketched above is accurate, then the shift toward the shaping of a missionary church cannot leave congregations in Europe unaffected. It should be stressed here that the term ‘mission’ is being used in a broad sense to refer the whole range of actions that Christ sends his people into the world to perform in his Name. We may not restrict mission to either ‘evangelism’ or ‘social action’, but the so-called ‘five marks of mission’ can provide helpful direction in developing a missionary practice that is truly integral. These are:

· To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom;

· To Teach, Baptize and Nurture New Believers;

· To Respond to Human Need by Loving Service;

· To Seek to Transform the Unjust Structures of Society;

· To strive to Safeguard the Integrity of Creation and Sustain and Renew the Life of the Earth.
 
How are the Diocese of Europe congregations placed to practice mission in these ways? It is not my place to answer that question but a research project undertaken by Chris Martin in Lyon surveyed 33 churches within this grouping and produced, among much other valuable information, the following statistics:
 
42% of those questioned reported that British people were in the minority in their congregations; 63% indicated that people belonging to the Anglican tradition were in the minority, and that Catholics, Baptists and 
Independents made up the bulk of the regular worshippers; and, strikingly, 70% said their churches were growing in both numerically and spiritually.

It would seem to me that such congregations, which are both cross-cultural in terms of their location, and multi-cultural in regard to their make up, provide (at least potentially) models of the kind of missionary church which the Anglican Communion is seeking to develop. The presence of expatriate British CEOs, French spiritual seekers, and African refugees within the same congregation would suggest that the various strands which go to make up contemporary Europe actually come together within these churches in a way that has huge potential for mission. Where else might such a diverse range of people meet together, let alone form a community that transcends the social, economic and class barriers which otherwise would keep them apart? The very existence of such worshipping communities, committed to Christ, yet open to all who seek answers to the fundamental questions concerning human life, constitutes a vital and potentially fruitful form of witness on a continent in which love, social cohesion, and a meaning to life beyond mere consuming, are so obviously lacking. 

Of course, the creation of such congregations is related to language. It is the use of English that provides the common denominator. But I am also interested in another factor, namely, the importance of liturgy. Andrew Walker has argued that in a postmodern culture in which young people ‘have been weaned on electronic images’ the celebration of the Christian festivals and the creative and joyful use of liturgy is a key element in contemporary mission. Liturgy, he suggests, relates us to the ‘mysteries of the kingdom of God’ and draws us to Christ, and in a culture saturated with images, we must reclaim imagery and drama ‘to be hallowed and offered back to God’.
 
However, I recall a comment of John Stott that while we are often good at being ‘the church gathered’, we have neglected the task of being ‘the church scattered’. Which of course, returns us to the views of people like J.C.Hoekendijk and Dietrich Bonhoeffer which we quoted earlier. In a little study entitled Life Together, Bonhoeffer points out that Jesus lived out his life ‘in the midst of his enemies’, and he concludes that Christians belong ‘not in the seclusion of a cloistered life, but in the thick of foes’. It as the people of God live ‘in far countries among the unbelievers’ that the seed of the kingdom of God is planted in the world.
  And while the worshipping life of the church is potentially attractive to spiritual seekers, for believers it must not be a retreat from the world, but the means of nurturing and enabling them to become the ‘church scattered’, allowing the glory of Christ to shine in the darkness that increasingly envelops a culture that has turned away from the light.
Conclusion I end with a story. In 1950s Paris a visiting minister was preaching at the American Church in Quai d’Orsay. The previous Sunday the church had been packed but he now noticed a dramatic drop in the congregation. Realizing that most French people had attended the previous week because the organ was being played by a famous musician, he made his way to the door at the end with some heaviness of heart. But he was approached by a distinguished looking Frenchman who extended his hand and said warmly: ‘Thank you for the service. I came last week for the music, but this week I returned to hear you preach again. My name is Albert Camus; would you meet me for lunch tomorrow?’   This led to a growing friendship and to Camus eventually requesting baptism.
  The story illustrates the presence of spiritual hunger among apparently ‘secular’ people, and it suggests that English-speaking congregations on the continent of Europe may have a role in mission in Europe today far beyond their expectations.
© Dr David Smith, Glasgow/ February,2009
� I should stress that I am referring to ‘Europe’ as a whole. What is said in the following pages concerning the decline of Christendom relates to churches throughout the continent, including the British Isles. Obviously there are significant variations in the experience and extent of secularisation in different parts of the continent, but similar broad cultural trends can be recognised everywhere, and these are creating a situation in which, as I argue at the end of the paper, the experience of English-speaking Anglican congregations on ‘mainland’ Europe may have considerable significance for the missionary calling of the Anglican Communion as a whole.   
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