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CALLED TO UNITY -TOGETHER IN TIMIŞOARA
[bookmark: _Hlk151547927]Together for Europe (TfE) – “Friends’ Meeting” in Romania

In worrying times for Europe and the world, 221 Friends of Together for Europe gathered for their annual meeting from 16 to 18 November 2023 in Timişoara, European Capital of Culture 2023, to respond with renewed commitment to the 'call to unity'. From the outset, a commitment and a hope to be taken on together was envisaged: to enter into the cracks to dare for peace, to strengthen the path between Eastern and Western Europe, between the different Churches, to make a contribution to the continent with an injection of spirituality, of unity. Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, Reformed, Anglican and Free Church Christians from 29 countries, including Ukraine and Russia were present. And also, from the Middle East. The participants, from 51 Movements, represented the more than 300 Christian Movements and Communities united in the TfE network.

[bookmark: _Hlk151528998]Significant in this 2023 meeting in Timişoara was the openness to the world of Orthodoxy and the political world. Among those present were numerous political and religious authorities, including the former Prime Minister of Slovakia Eduard Heger, the Romanian Secretary of State for Worship Ciprian Vasile Olinici, and Bishops of various Churches.

The choice of Timişoara was due to the invitation of the Roman Catholic Bishop of the city, Josef-Csaba Pál. The city, as has been pointed out repeatedly, through recollections of its history and testimonies of young people and families, priests and bishops, has shown itself to be a miniature model of Europe: here, the harmony of the diversity of culture and faith and their coexistence resulted in mutual enrichment.

These were expressed right from the opening evening, especially thanks to the lively presence of many local young people with their traditional songs and costumes, “a promising sign of a Europe united in love”, as one Austrian participant put it.

Faced with the growing uncertainty and anguish caused by the war in Ukraine and even more so with the conflict that has broken out in the Middle East, German historian Herbert Lauenroth asked what prospects open up for 'our Together for Europe'. Statistics in hand, he did not ignore the crisis affecting all Churches. He spoke of the "disintegrating of a form of Church that is imposing in its visibility", but also of the appearance of "a new form" that of the "small flock of the beginnings" capable of "prophetic witnessing", "which corresponds to what the British historian Arnold Toynbee called the "creative minorities" "on which the destiny of a society depends". Lauenroth sees the key to this in the biblical account of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, where in the encounter with Christ, opposites are transformed into reciprocity. Lauenroth affirmed that “TfE becomes culturally 'sustainable' insofar it becomes the bearer of this 'Emmaus competence' and the way we welcome the other, the stranger”. 

Margaret Karram, current President of the Focolare Movement, gratefully acknowledged this constant dialogue to which the TfE network is committed, highlighting its extreme necessity at this particular time. "the word ‘dialogue’," she said, "seems almost impossible to pronounce today, yet it is one of the signs of hope, perhaps the most effective, because it is a powerful witnessing as well as having the power to change things if such witnessing is given by communities united by the life of the Gospel. This is what we 'dare' to hope and work for: to spread a great network of fraternity in the world, to be that 'leaven' that in the present times ferments forgiveness and reconciliation”.

Together with the Roman Catholic Bishop Josef-Csaba Pál, a fraternal, ecumenical testimony was given by the Greek Catholic Bishop Ioan Călin Bot of Lugosi, the Orthodox Bishop Lucian Mic of Caransebes and Bishop Reinhart Guib of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Romania. The conference participants were then made aware of the richness and great depth of the Orthodox Church when they proceeded to the Orthodox Cathedral of Timişoara to attend Vespers, presided over by the Orthodox Archbishop of Timisoara, Metropolitan of Banat, Ioan Selejan.

The final morning highlighted the expectations of the political world. Eduard Heger, former Prime Minister of Slovakia, invited the Movements to active citizenship and direct engagement. "Christians," he recalled, "have a very great potential, and we need your support to bring reconciliation to this conflicted world". He was echoed by the Romanian Secretary of State Ciprian Vasile Olinici, recalling the Christian roots of Europe, which gave it the ability to bring together the Christianity of the Gospel and Greek philosophy, Jewish traditionalism and Roman culture. “In this context,” he added, “it is easier to see a future that does not begin today, but one that is rooted in a culturally and humanly mature continent”. “Europe,” he concluded, “is looking for a fuel for unity and it is looking for it outside of Christianity. Our role today,” he added, “is to make Europe remember not only its history, but also that its future ought to be founded on Christian unity”. And he recognised in the commitment of those present “an important contribution for the future”.

The TfE conference was supported financially by, among others, the European Union. Philip McDonagh, Director of the 'Centre for Religion, Human Values and International Relations' at Dublin City University, spoke about the openness of the European Union to the contribution of citizens in shaping the future of the Union, quoting the Conferences on the Future of Europe in 2021 and 2022. An openness that involves governments, Churches, faith communities and civil society in building fraternity, and giving space to new ideas.

On the last morning, around 150 citizens of Timişoara joined those present together with their mayor Dominic Fritz. In his concluding speech, Gerhard Pross, TfE moderator, portrayed the image of the networking as 'fires of renewal', which, like so many small photovoltaic systems, transmit energy.

In the final message, the participants renewed their commitment: to remain "together” in order to witness that the common origins of their movements here in Europe are in God and in the unifying power of the Gospel. It is on this basis that they offer the opportunity for Churches and society to look with new hope to a future of peace and coexistence.

The next Together for Europe annual meeting 2024 will take place in Graz-Seggau, Austria, 
from October 31st to November 2nd 2024
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