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A Message on . . .

A CHANGING EUROPE

On the evening of that day . . . Jesus came and stood among [the
disciples] and said to them, “ Peace be with you.” When he had said
this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were
glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “ Peace be

with you. As the Father has sent me, even so | send you.”

From the Gospel for the Second Sunday of Easter,
John 20:19-21

Remarkable eventsin Central and Eastern Europeare profoundly
changing our world. Largely peaceful revol utionshave brought down
oppressiveregimes, lifted hopesfor demaocratic rightsand opened walls
between East and West. The changing face of Europe offersnew
possibilitiesfor peace and devel opment. Churches, whichin some
situations hel ped shapethese events, aredirectly affected by what is

happening.

The Church Council of the Evangelica Lutheran ChurchinAmerica
joinswithal whorgoiceinthisflourishing of freedom, evenaswe
recognizedifficultiesin the present and uncertaintiesin thefuture. We
bid the congregationsand membersof our churchto pray for the
leaders, people and churchesin theselandsand to renew our
commitment to peace. The Risen Jesus, whoseliving presence creates
theonechurch, unitesuswith our brothersand sistersin Christin
Central and Eastern Europe. The Gospel’ sgift of peace empowersus
for peacemakingin God'schangingworld.

A New Situation

1989 marksaturning point inthe history of Europe. Changesinthe
Soviet Union’sdomestic and foreign policiesopened thedoor to
dramatic, unantici pated devel opmentsin Central and Eastern Europe. In
Poland, Hungary, the German Democratic Republic (East Germany),




Czechodovakia, and Romaniapeoplerose upto endtotalitarianrule.
Bulgariaand Yugodaviaal so experienced mgor change. IntheBaltic
satesof Estonia, Latviaand Lithuaniapeoples movements showed
new vitality. Only Albaniaseemed to remain unchanged.

With the collapse of the old, anew order isbeginning to emerge. Free
electionssignal the movement from one-party communist ruleto
pluraistic democracy. Countriesareworking on aternativesto the
highly-centraized economic systemsof the previousregimes. Citizen
organizationsareforming to respond to social and economic questions,
including thoserel ating to the environment. Both theintegration of
Europeand the unification of Germany are being pursued. The United
Statesand the Soviet Union are negotiating troop and armament
reductionsin Europein apost-Cold War atmosphere.

These devel opments present enormous, complex challengesthat will
test peopl€ simagination, wisdom and patience. They pointtothe
suffering that comesfrom socia change and economicdidocation. In
addition, explosive ethnic and nationalistic dynamics poseacontinuing
danger. Yet eveninthemidst of sobering redlities, we sharethe hopefor
abetter futurethat these eventshave awakened.

ChurchesParticipate

During many yearsof legd restriction, harassment and repression,
churchesfaithfully preached the Gospel and respected and nurtured
human dignity. Asan outgrowth of their tested witnessto Jesus Chrig,
churchesand Christians participated in and supported their countries
recent transformation. Many L utherans, aswell asRoman Catholics,
Orthodox, Reformed and other Protestants, engaged inthe strugglefor
freedom. Inmany placesthisparticipation wasecumenical .1

In East Germany, for example, wherelargely L utheran bodiesarethe
dominant religiousgroup, churchesweresignificant actors, so much so,
that some speak of “the Protestant Revolution.” Throughtheyears,
these churcheswere openly critical of repressive policiesof the
government. Asafree spacein society, they provided a“roof’ for the
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gathering of the peace groupswho played adecisiveroleinthe
“turning” inthat country. Asthe meeting point for demonstrations, they
set theclimatefor the non-violent character of the East German
transformation. In thetransition to amore open soci ety, church leaders
acted asmediatorsamong the opposing politica groups,; some became
leadersinthe new politica parties. Asformer enemiesof thechurches
fell from power, churchesdemonstrated the meaning of Christian
forgivenessand compassion.

Freedom for theChurches

Wejoyfully welcomethe new religiousfreedomin Central and Eastern
Europe. Itisauniversal human right that appliesnot only to Chrigtians,
but a so to Jews, Muslimsand others.

Theguarantee of religiousfreedom givesthe churchesnew opportunities
to carry out their mission. Church buildings are being reopened,
congregationsare being reorganized and public socia ministry istaking
on new forms. Evangelization and youth education are possibleonan
intensescale, and Biblesand Chrigtian literature are openly distributed
and eagerly read. Church leadersand studentsare morereadily ableto
securevisasto visit other countries, and in many places seminariesand
other church-related ingtitutions are attracting increasing interest and
participation. We add our prayersof thanksgiving to those of the church
throughout theworld for the new freedom that the churchesin Central
and Eastern Europe enjoy.

We d so wel comethe continuing democrati zationinthe Soviet Union,
andin particular, President Mikhail Gorbachev’spromiseto accelerate
freedom-of-consciencelegidation. However, wejoin with the Eighth
Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation to voice our concern that
the process of opening “ new avenuesfor religiousand civil freedom and
for self-determination of nations. . . hasonly begunand till is
suppressed inthe Baltic Statesof Estonia, Latviaand Lithuaniaby the
USSR.” 2 Inthe present serious situation, we pray that changein the
Baticswill take place through an orderly and peaceful processof

negotiation.
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New Challengesfor Us

AsL utheransin the United Statesand the Caribbean, we havemuch to
learn fromthe churchesin Central and Eastern Europe. Their storiesof
fathfulnessareavividtestimony to Christiandiscipleship. Their
participationintheir peoples strugglespromptsusto examineour own
public respongbility. Theres stance of workerswho drew strength from
their own Roman Catholic piety calsustoreflect on how our faith
enablesusto stand against forces of injustice. The devotion of
Orthodox worshippers, whosefaith wasand is sustained through the
dramaof theliturgy, remindsus of the power of Word and Sacrament
for our lifetogether. Thefervent trust that God answersprayer,
demonstrated by many Christiansinthe East, invitesusto pray with
renewed confidence.

Our admiration for the courageous action of peoplein Central and
Eastern Europeand our appreciationfor their democratic revolutions
stimulate usto renew and strengthen our own democratic traditionsand
ingtitutions. Thisisatimefor usboldly to examinethewaysinwhichwe
and our nation can contributeto peacein thisnew situation. Theold
stereotypes and pol arized attitudes of the Cold War now must giveway
to fresh thinking and acting that genuinely reducethethreats of war and
increase globa—including environ menta and economi c—security.

Weinthe Church Council commend our government’scommitment to
reducetroopsin Europe and € sewhere and itsintention to conclude
conventional, chemical and nuclear weaponstreatieswith the Soviet
Union. We are encouraged by the prospect of reduced military
expenditures and by the public debate on how our ingtitutions should
respond to pressing socia and environ mental needs. Wecall uponthe
membersof our churchto continueto follow closaly theeventsin
Europe, to participate vigoroudy inthe public discussion surrounding
these events, and to support actively policiesthat seek afreer, morejust
and peaceful nation and world.

Central and Eastern European countrieswill need thelong-term
economic and political support of other countriesand internationa
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organizationsin reconstructing their societies. Weurgeworld leadersto
bejust and generousintheir dealingswith these nations. We a so
underscoreour profound concern that renewed interest in Europe not
detract from our responsibilitiesto address human needsand political
changesinAfrica, Asaand LatinAmerica. Wewill work for policiesto
insurethat improved relationswith the East not be at the expense of just
relationswith the South. The goalsof disarmament and socioeconomic
development areintegrally related. Progressin both areas needsto go
hand-in-hand so that the grave economic disparitiesbetween therich
and the poor might be overcome.3

LivingOur Unity in Christ

Wherewe have beenindifferent to the suffering of peoplesand
churchesin Central and Eastern Europe, may we be given new
awareness of injustice and the boldnessto speak out. Wherewe have
been arrogant and sdlf-righteous, may we be humbleand self-critical.
Wherewe have contributed to the blindnessand hostility of the Cold
War, may our eyes be opened and we be empowered to build bridges.
Wherewe havefalen short, may werely morefirmly onthe promise
that the risen Jesusforgives, unitesand renewsthe church.

Wearegrateful for thosewho haveworked to establish and maintain
contactswith the churchesin Central and Eastern Europeinthedifficult
yearssince World War 11. We recogni ze, support and participateinthe
vital rolethat the L utheran World Federation and the World Council of
Churcheshave played and will continueto play in bringing together
Christiansfrom East and West. Wewill support programmaticinitiatives
of theseworld bodiestofulfill thisrole.

Today our churchisfaced with new possibilitiesto build upon these
relations. We havetherenewed responsibility to live out our unity in
Christ and to help strengthen thetrust that leadsto lasting peace. As
part of our global awareness, weinthe ELCA needtoincrease our
knowledge of and deepen our rel ationshipswith the churchesin Central
and Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, including the Orthodox,
Roman Catholic and Reformed churches. Our appreciation for the
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distinct culturesand other religioustraditionsin theregion needsto
grow. We encourage members, congregations, synods, colleges,
seminariesand other expressions of our church to explore how they can
contributeto thispart of our global misson.4

Aboveadl, thechurchesof Central and Eastern Europerequest our
prayersasthey facethe new chalengesof mission. They havelearned
well how to bethechurch with limited materia yet sgnificant spiritua
resources. Aswelearn fromthemwhat it meansto befaithful in such
circumstances, we pledge our prayersand support to these churches at
thiscritica time.

Onthis Second Sunday of Easter, we participateanew inthelife-giving
victory of theResurrection. Theliving Lord, who identifieshimsdlf with
thewounds of the cross, bestowson usthe Holy Spirit and sendsus
forthintheworld, asthe Father sent him, with the message of
forgiveness. Renewed by the Word and the Spirit, let ustake up the
challengesof our changingworld, “ Peace bewithyou.”

Church Council of theELCA
Second Sunday of Easter
April22,1990

The Church Council requests Bishop Herbert Chilstromto
communicate the ELCA ‘s solidarity with the churchesin
Central and Eastern Europe and our desire to build mutual
partnership with them. We ask that this message be sent to
the churches of the Lutheran World Federation, including
those in the Soviet Union, and to members of the World
Council of Churches and to Roman Catholic Churchesin
Central and Eastern Europe.

Endnotes
1. A significant example of this ecumenical cooperation was the European phase
of the World Council of Churches' conciliar process on “ Justice, Peace and the
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Integrity of Creation.”

2. The Eighth Assembly met in Curitiba, Brazil and adopted this resolution on
February8, 1990. The Assembly callson “its member churchesto beinformed
objectively about the Baltic situation; its member churchesto render al possible
spiritual and material assistance to the Baltic Lutheran churches; and all people
of good will to support the non-violent struggle and the longing of the

Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian peoplesfor freedom and self-determination.”

3. The Commission for Church in Society will soon initiate work on asocial
teaching statement, “Peace in God's Threatened World.”

4. For example, members may participate through the Companion Synods
Program of the Division for Global Mission, the Peace Education Program of the
Commission for Church in Society, varioustravel seminars, youth exchanges,

ecumenical consultations, and joint service, study and action projects.
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