A Soul in Europe – reflections on a conference in Belgium 16-21 October 2006

Some 25 Anglican clergy from the south of England travelled to a Benedictine Abbey outside Bruges for the inside of a week to explore some of the faith and cultural issues arising in an expanding European Union. We drew on the wisdom of the Benedictines, visited the EU parliament in Brussels, College of Europe in Bruges and the First World War battle fields around Ypres in Flanders.

What were some of the issues that stuck me or came at me afresh over this week?
Our stay at St Andrew’s Monastery was a reminder of the international scope of Christianity as this place has seen missions to Brazil, China, Congo, India and Poland and monks of up to 20 nationalities. This put me in my place as a Church of England Christian, a former missionary even! We need truly catholic vision to rise above our parochialism - spiritual, ecclesial as well as geographic.
The history of the Benedictines at Bruges demonstrated a readiness for self-sacrifice that is rather missing in the European church today – one of their monks had spent 40 years in a Chinese prison as punishment for his apostolic work there. The evident lack of vocations in Europe to the priesthood and religious life at present says something about the failure of the western church to attract such unselfish obedience to Christ and inevitably links to our materialistic climate.
In Europe the former role of the church in determining the shape of regional cultures is being put aside. Nevertheless it was said that if European culture is in many ways a fertile plain it is because Christianity is the stream flowing through it. We were reminded of the vitality of this stream through an evening looking at Flemish art. Is the flow of faith ebbing? Of course, but not so much in the east where 1000 monasteries have been founded or re-founded in the last twenty years. In 1986 Europe had 1000 monasteries, today it has 2000! 
In our discussions we recognised that Christian evangelisation is about building both faith and humanity – the religious communities remind us of how people are attracted by joyful, prayerful, welcoming communities.
The rule of St Benedict starts with the Latin word obsculta, or in English: listen. During our week we had opportunity to see how the nations are listening to one another in the European Union parliament in Brussels. This convergence since 1957 of 25, soon to be 27 nations into what will soon be a community half a billion strong is a remarkable phenomenon. Originally this was called the European Economic Community. Although the middle word has been dropped the EU seems still to be primarily of economic interest as was evident at the College of Europe. Any social or political aspects, let alone spiritual, seem to ride on the interests of business and consumers. There is a  spiritual challenge in the many failures of social cohesion within and among European nations which could be summarised by the question: how do we make citizens out of consumers?
I cannot end these personal reflections without mention of the visit to Passchendale, where I saw my great uncle’s name on the list of World War 1 dead, and to Talbot House in Poperinge where our soldiers found spiritual sustenance for their sacrifices, voluntary or involuntary. Almost a century on nations that spilt this blood sit side by side in a parliament where Christians still have a voice. Here is hope – and a reminder that healing the nations takes time especially when there has been bloodshed. 
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