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No one could have predicted the series of sudden and dramatic
events which have been taking place during the past few months in
nearly every country of Eastern Europe. Even now they seem to defy
explanation. Still more astonishing is the fact that these radical
changes which affect the lives of millions of people are coming about
by-and-large without bloodshed and violence...a partial exception being
Romania. A new measure of political awareness is emerging among
peoples who have lived for a long time under one-party totalitarian
regimes, and, in the search for a new equilibrium, the confrontation of
opposing ideas appears not only possible but constructive, giving assur-
ance to the hope for the development of democratic structures which
will open the way for badly-needed economic recovery.

An artifcial division was introduced into Europe after the Second
World War, one based on a Marxist vision of human life and society.
With the passing of time, the obstacles that grew up around the bitter
confrontation of East and West appeared more and more to be insur-
mountable. But out of the turmoil of recent events, there seems to be
emerging now a common awareness, which is becoming a guiding force
for unity among peoples long separated by deep linguistic, religious,
cultural and political differences. There is the desire and need to
rediscover the common root from which has sprung the present Euro-
pean reality with all its multiplicity and plurality of expression.

Pope John Paul II, addressing the European Parliament in Strasbourg
in October 1988, expressed the hope that the whole of Europe may one
day recognize its common basis in Christianity, which respects differ-
ences among its people--Greek and Latin, German and Slavic, but gives
assurance of a unity that reaches "beyond social systems and different
ideologies".
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The words of John Paul II found a certain resonance in the address
of President Mikhail Gorbachev given to the same Parliament in July
1989, The leader of the East-European alliance pledged himself to make
every effort to overcome the longstanding conflicts separating the two
blocks, and to work to build a "common European house" for all its
peoples.

In just such a context the 3rd Colloquium of Catholic and Marxist
scholars convened in an ancient castle at Klingenthal near Strasbourg
on the 18th of October, 1989. Jointly sponsored by the Pontifical Coun-
cil of Dialogue with Non-Believers and the Soviet Committee for European
Security and Cooperation, the three-day meeting brought together two
highly qualified eight-man delegations, headed respectively by Cardinal
Paul Poupard and by the Vice-President of the Soviet Agency for
European Security and Cooperation, Professor Eugenij Silin.

The topic chosen for the Colloquium was: "The role of civilization in
building a common European house". At the end of three days of dis-
cussion, all participants agreed that it had been an exceptionally rich
experience, marked by the "high cultural level" of the dialogue, which
took plaCf in an atmosphere of "sincerity, openness, and exchange".
The texts™ thus far published confirm the joint statement given to the
press at the close of the Colloquium, that "a common consciousness had
emerged of belonging to the same great European family at the level of
thought, feeling, interest and hope."

During their previous meetings, which took place at Ljubljana in
1984 and Budapest in 1986, the Catholic and Marxist scholars had al-
ready committed themselves to develop a deeper and more positive
understanding of the different views with which each approached the
world reality. But those who took part in all three conferences were
quick to point out the dramatic changes that occurred at Klingenthal.
As Cardinal Poupard recalled, in 1987 each side was anxious to present
in careful and respectful terms its own position with the result that
most of the discussions ended in a series of monologues. "Only in rare
moments did we have a convergence of positions; the more burning issue
of religious freedom could hardly be mentioned at all. This time,
however, the problem became quite naturally the centre of our talks and
was discussed at great length along with other current issues such as
plurality of opinion, freedom of expression and association, etc." It was
also very natural for participants to engage in the study of their
common heritage, recognizing that "Europe has its roots in the humus of
Christian spirituality as well as in secular humanism."
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Professor Silin, in his opening address, invited all participants to
investigate, in a scientific and factual way, the common roots of Euro-
pean civilization. He noted that for a century now many scholars were
more anxious to underline the differences separating the many peoples
of our continent, in the East and West, the North and South. It is high
time," he said "to perceive, through all this diversity unifying elements
and areas of interdependence. To overlook this, would result in the
irreplaceable loss of basic values which have nourished hundreds of
generations."

Franc Rodé, Secretary of the Pontifical Council for Dialogue, present-
ing the Catholic position, stated that Pope John Paul II did not envision
a medieval type of Christianity for the future of Europe, but rather a
situation guaranteeing "full civil and religious liberty," which would
work to everyone’s advantage. In the words of Pope John Paul,
"(Christian) faith cannot help but be reinforced when confronted by
non-belief; just as atheism cannot help but measure its limitations when
confronted by people living out their faith."

According to Professor Silin, the existing differences in understand-
ing and evaluating the "why" and the "how" of human development are
well known. Without overlooking these differences, it is now important
"not to miss the opportunity to stress the common factors which unite
peoples from the same civilization." He compared the European reality
to a large tree with deep and powerful roots: "The sap, which rises
from these roots to nourish and give life to the multiplicity of differ-
ence in expression, is the priority of human wvalues, the supreme wvalue
of good, understanding the importance of every human life, an impor-
tance which is directly related to spirituality, humanism, uphclding the
rules of social life elaborated down through the centuries, the principles
of social justice, the equality of all men before the law, democracy,
liberty..." To refashion this unity, "some negative aspects of certain
cultural developments which have marked our times both in eastern and
western Europe" have to be overcome; there is now "a need to rid
ourselves of the mistrust and the cultivation of the image of the enemy,
these barriers and causes of alienation which characterized the period
of the Cold War, a time of ideological, military, and political confronta-
tion."

In the opinion of Moscow’s leading philosopher, Edward Arab-0gli, the
great values of European civilization are its concept of the individual
person as free and responsible, and the separation of the temporal and
spiritual powers, which implies equal condemnation of totalitarianism and
of theocracy. Professor Arab-0Ogli was of the opinion that this European
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civilization represents the most complete expression of the basic values
common to all humanity. He then insisted on the separation of political,
legislative, and executive powers in order to guarantee an impartial
enforcement of social justice.

Another Soviet scholar, Dr. Aleksandr Berkov, a jurist, underlined
the need to "de-ideologize" the basis of international relations. Refer-
ring to the international conventions recently signed in Helsinki and
Vienna, Dr. Berkov remarked that it is high-time to overcome the tradi-
tional interpretation of "interference in the internal affairs of other
States." When the basic rights of men are at stake, he said, the States
should accept a certain limitation to their own sovereignty.

Professor Nikolaj Kovalski, an historian and a political advisor to the
International Department of the Central Committee of the Soviet Commu-
nist Party, underlined the "enormous spiritual potential of European
civilization which we have as yet not been able to activate." Among the
concrete proposals put forward by the Soviet delegation was the "need
to elaborate a common juridical base."

The paper of Viktor Garadza, Director of the Institute for Scientific
Atheism in Moscow, concentrated on the connection between Marxism and
atheism. Traditional atheism was not founded on the rejection of God,
according to Garadze, but rather on the affirmation of man. It aimed
not so much at combatting God as at promoting man. There can be no
doubt that Marxism is atheistic, but it is humanism and not atheism that
is essential to it. Atheism is an historical phenomenon that arose from
the personal and social oppression endured by man in the course of his
history. In this sense, the illuministic type of atheism can be traced
back to the defense of personal liberty against the power of the Church
and her political allies. Marxist atheism, on the other hand, represents
a search for social liberation in an unjust society.

Garadza recognized the great contribution of Christianity to the
building up of a European culture; but he added that atheism, too, with
its secular humanism, must be reckoned as a basic element of that same
culture.

At a press conference held at the conclusion of the Colloquium,
Professors Kowalski and Silin said: "We are having regular meetings with
religious persons representing a wide spectrum of different religious
confessions. But the most dynamic force is that of the Catholics.
Catholic thought is well-developed, embracing many aspects of the
human person, and can have an important role in developing the ideas
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that will contribute to the building of the common European house."

A significant confirmation of the new approach to commonly shared
human spiritual values was the decision to hold the next Christian-
Marxist Colloquium in Moscow itself. This awareness that the time of
systematic and violent confrontation with religion is part of the past
seems to be widespread, not only among intellectuals, but also among the
political class of the Soviet Union. Commentators world-wide have
underlined the importance of the visit of President Gorbachev to Pope
John Paul II on 1 December, 1989. The event was given exceptionally
detailed coverage also in the Soviet media. Explaining to its readers the
new attitude of the Soviet leadership, the official newspaper Pravda
underlined '"the great influence exercised by the Church of Rome all
over the world" through its 800 million believers, adding: "Recently,
the international prestige of the Vatican has been greatly increased, due
in part to the political dynamism of the present Pope, John Paul IL."

The Pope, welcoming Gorbachev’s visit as "a sign of times that have
slowly matured," and recalling the recent celebration of the Millennium
of Christianity in Russia, did not hide his concern about the "painful
sufferings which many citizens had to undergo in recent decades be-
cause of their faith." He then said: "I associate myself with the expec-
tations of millions of your citizens, and the millions of world citizens,
that the law on liberty of conscience, which is to be soon discussed in
the Supreme Soviet, may contribute to the guarantee that all believers
may have the full exercise of their_ right to religious liberty, which is
the foundation of all other liberties.

President Gorbachev, in his public address during the course of his
historic meeting with John Paul II, announced that he had invited the
Pope to visit Russia and made reference to its religious problem, saying:
"We have, living in the Soviet Union, people belonging to different
confessions: Christians, Muslims, Jewish, Buddhist and oth%rs. All of
them have the right to satisfy their own spiritual needs." On the
previous day, speaking at a solemn reception on the Capitol Hill of Rome,
Gorbachev had surprised his listeners when he said: '"There is a need
for a revolution in the conscience," adding '"the moral values elaborated
and carried forth by religion can help and are already helping the
cause of renewal, even in our own country." This turnabout in his
attitude towards religion was explained somewhat when he stated: "We
have given up our monopoly on truth, and this is due to a new way of
thinking, Vhich we have inherited from the best traditions of your
humanism."
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President Gorbachev was not far from the mark, perhaps, when he
commented in one of his speeches in Rome: "The year 1989 has been an
extraordinary year, rich in significance; we are moving towards the
opening of a new historic era. The world is on the threshold of a total-
ly new epoch." The hope that the new era may be one of peace and
true freedom for all peoples is shared by men and women of good will
all over the world.

As for Christians, their hope was expressed by John Paul II when
he augured that these newly rediscovered values may give to all be-
lievers the opportunity for proclaiming the Gospel of Christ to new
generations and for cooperating in the vast task of promoting human
development. And this not only on a European continent extending from
the Atlantic to the Urals, but in Asia and other continents as well.

Notes

1. Cf. Atheisme and Dialogue, Vatican City, XXIV (1989), 4, pp. 289-
360.

2. Cf. Science and Faith International and Interdisciplinary Colloqui-
um, Lubljana-Rome, 1984, pp. 275. For the Budapest Symposium, cf.
Atheism and Dialogue, XXI (1986), 4, p. 325ss. An Italian edition of all
the papers has appeared under the title: Societa e Valori Etici: Christia-
ni de Marxisti a confronto Citta Nuova, Roma, 1987, pp. 348

3. Rodé, commenting on Mr. Garadza’s presentation, remarked a
certain affinity with the statement of Vatican Council II in Gaudium et
Spes, 19, according to which atheism does not stand on intrinsic reasons
of substance, but only on contingent historical causes. When these have
ceased to exist, atheism would have no foundational reason of its own.
Cf. his long article in "L’Osservatore Romano, 12 Nov. 89, p. 6.

4., Pravda newspaper, whose director, Prolov, went to the Vatican
with the Soviet party, carried on the front page the complete text of the
Pope’s official speech together with that of Gorbachev. It was the
very first time in history that a text of a Pope reached the citizens of
the USSR through the Party press organ.

5. In the Soviet Union a new law on religious matters has been in
the drafting stage a long time; the churches have been consulted and
asked for comment. '

6. For the full text of the speeches of Gorbachev and the Pope, cf.
L’Osservatore Romano, 2 Dec. 89, p. 1 ss.

7. The following day, speaking in Milan, Gorbachev repeated this
idea: "Our attitude has changed towards problems which we used to
treat, I do not deny it, in a simplistic way, like the religious prob-
lem....What is new is that we have given up monoply on truth."
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