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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines a series of interchurch consultations that took place 

between 1999 and 2009 with the participation of the Evangelical Church in Germany, the 

Roman Catholic German Bishops’ Conference and the Serbian Orthodox Church. The 

Protestant-Catholic-Orthodox ecumenical encounters began in the immediate aftermath 

of the Kosovo crisis, and aimed to support Serbia’s democratization and European 

integration. At a total of nine meetings, delegates from the participating churches, 

together with politicians, representatives of non-governmental organizations, and scholars 

from various fields, discussed the role of churches and religion in the two countries. The 

meetings provided a forum for exchanging knowledge and addressing the challenges 

confronting the churches and their social organizations. Through lectures, discussions, 

and meetings in working groups, the consultations focused on theological, legal, political, 

and social topics, such as church and state relations in Serbia, the role of churches in 

secularized society, Serbia’s relationship to the rest of Europe, reconciliation, and the 

healing of memories. 

Focusing on the content and the outcomes of the consultations, the author places 

them into the broader ecumenical, social and political context in which they took place. 

All available texts from the consultations are studied through the lens of critical discourse 

analysis. In addition, in-depth qualitative interviews are conducted with key initiators, 

organizers and participants of the consultations from the three primary participating 

churches. The dissertation also interacts with the existing theoretical framework for 
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ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, theories of secularization and the sociology of 

religion in Europe, as well as nationalism and memory studies. 

The Serbian-German consultations represent a unique, hybrid form of interchurch 

contact. The author argues that existing theories of ecumenical and interreligious 

dialogue should be reconsidered to include such meetings, which represent a broadened 

understanding of dialogue focused on both theoretical and practical aspects of life. 

Furthermore, the consultations may serve as a potential blueprint for similar future 

encounters in post-conflict societies and in countries undergoing political transition. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction to the Topic 

 At the beginning of October 1999, only a few months after the end of the war in 

Kosovo and the NATO air strikes over Serbia and Montenegro, high-ranking 

representatives of the Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the 

Evangelical Church in Germany met in Berlin to discuss the situation in Serbia. With the 

coming of winter and hundreds of thousands of refugees and internally displaced persons, 

the country was facing a potential crisis. “Humanitarian aid before the winter is the need 

of the hour,” echoed the call from the participants. The aim of the encounter was to 

explore how the churches and their humanitarian agencies in both countries could help in 

specific way, but as the press release issued after the meeting stated, “the medium and 

long term goals must be to integrate the Balkans  and to include a democratic Serbia and 

Montenegro in the new pan-European politics.”
1
 

After that first meeting, eight more rounds of German-Serbian interchurch 

consultations, the so-called Serbien-Tagungen (Serbian Meetings) took place, continuing 

through 2009. Between 1999 and 2005 meetings were held every year; after that every 

two years. Their location from 1999 until 2002 was in Germany; beginning in 2003 it 

                                                 
1
 “Erklärung nach Gesprächen mit Kirchenleuten und Kommunalpolitikern aus Serbien – Bischöfe Koppe 

und Atanasije: ‘Humanitäre Hilfe vor dem Winter ist das Gebot der Stunde’” (Declaration After Talks with 

Church Leaders and Local Politicians from Serbia – Bishops Koppe and Atanasije: ‘Humanitarian Help 

Before the Winter is the Order of the Day’), Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen der Serbischen 

Orthodoxen Diözese für Mitteleuropa, der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland und der Deutschen 

Bischofskonferenz 1999 bis 2004 (Hannover: Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, 2005), 12. 
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alternated between the two countries. The ecumenical scope of the consultations was 

broadened in 2000 to include Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant participants, with the 

joining of the Roman Catholic German Bishops’ Conference. Through lectures, 

discussions and meetings in working groups, participants focused on the role of churches 

in Serbian society and the challenges that confronted them.  

The church-organized consultations, which focused heavily on political and social 

subject matters and involved a significant number of participants representing 

governments and political parties, stand at the center of attention in the present 

dissertation. The goal of the research is not to produce an exhaustive historical narrative 

of the meetings but to examine their content and place them into the broader political, 

social and ecumenical context within which they took place, while highlighting some of 

the most significant developments along the process.  

 

Methodology & Source Material 

The present project of examining the consultations between the Evangelical 

Church in Germany, the German Bishops’ Conference of the Roman Catholic Church, 

and the Serbian Orthodox Church is approached from three directions and from an 

interdisciplinary point of view. First the broader context of the meetings is presented, 

followed by a detailed study of the actual consultations, and thirdly, assessing the 

visibility and impact of the process in society.  

The dissertation begins with a discussion of the most relevant and important 

theories from the field of religious studies, including the role of religion in secularizing 

societies, sociology of religion in Europe, churches and modernity, and church and state 
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relations. In addition to exploring the existing scholarship on ecumenism and 

interreligious/intercultural dialogue, some of the recent key developments in ecumenical 

relations in Europe are discussed. As part of this endeavor, it is unavoidable to address 

perceptions and representations of the self and other, along with theories of identity 

construction and nationalism studies, and memory studies.  

In order to understand the background and the broader context within which the 

consultations were initiated, a brief historical overview is provided, focusing on 

important developments in the two countries from the mid-18
th

 century onward, paying 

special attention to the role of religion and of religious communities in the process. The 

historical overview also addresses events and process of significance that impacted the 

relationship between the two nations. Finally, it presents the more recent and current 

political and social developments in both countries and in the world that shaped the 

immediate context of the consultations.  

In order to approach the actual content of the meetings, the research has examined 

all the available primary textual and audio materials from each consultation, the 

preparatory pre-meetings, and (when available), from post-meeting press conferences. 

These materials include, but are not limited to, minutes of individual consultations, the 

texts of presentations and lectures held at the consultations, media announcements issued 

by the participating religious communities before and after the meetings, and reports and 

summaries of meetings produced by the participating churches. The Evangelical Church 

in Germany does not consider these consultations as official dialogue, and therefore did 
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not place an emphasis on documenting them.
2
 Additionally, financial support for each 

meeting varied, to the amount of documents produced and stored after each individual 

consultation varied greatly. The uneven documentation presented a challenge for the 

research and much time was spent on locating and assembling the documents, at times 

one by one.  

Texts were studied through the methods of critical discourse analysis with keen 

awareness of the environment in which they were produced.
3
 The most important 

research questions to be answered through this approach include the following: What has 

been the premise for the ongoing consultations and what were their primary goals? 

Which issues have emerged as central? What was the relevance of these issues at the time 

within the immediate political and social context? What are different viewpoints on these 

issues among the participants? What are some of the specific conclusions emerging from 

the process? 

Materials from the following nine official rounds of consultations have been 

analyzed: 

1. October 1 – 3, 1999, Loccum, Germany. Topic: Framework for the Debate about 

the Role of Church in Reconciliation and Political Stabilization. 

2. July 4 – 6, 2000, Berlin, Germany. Topic: Humanitarian Aid and 

Democratization in Serbia. 

                                                 
2
 Due in part to this position, the Serbien-Tagungen are usually referred to as “consultations” or 

“interchurch consultations,” not as a “dialogue,” throughout the dissertation.  

3
 The scholarship guiding this part of the research includes Peter K. Manning and Betsy Cullum-Swan, 

“Narrative, Content, and Semiotic Analysis,” in Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (eds.), 

Handbook of Qualitative Research (London: Sage Publications, 1994), 463-477.  
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3. June 6 – 7, 2001, Berlin, Germany. Topic: Church and State in Serbia. 

4. July 2 – 3, 2002 Berlin, Germany. Topic: How Can Churches Support Building 

Serbian Society? 

5. September 14 – 16, 2003, Belgrade, Serbia. Topic: Church and Identity. 

6. October 31 – November 2, 2004, Berlin, Germany. Topic: East in the West and 

West in the East? 

7. November 24 – 28, 2005, Golubac, Serbia. Topic: The Clash of Cultures? The 

Cultural Heritage between Religion and Ethnic Groups: Outlook on the Future of 

South Eastern Europe. 

8. April 27 – 29, 2007, Berlin, Germany. Topic: State and Church in Serbia and 

Montenegro. 

9. October 19 – 20, 2009, Fruška Gora, Serbia. Topic: Church, State, and the Rule of 

Law. 

In addition to the textual analysis, in-depth interviews were conducted with key 

initiators, organizers and participants of the consultations from the three primary 

participating churches.
4
 The interviews aimed to gain insight into what went on behind 

the scenes, i.e. to glean information that may not be evident in the written materials. The 

goal was not to interview as many people as possible but rather to conduct qualitative 

conversations with a few individuals who possessed profound understanding of the entire 

                                                 
4
 The way interviews were prepared, conducted and evaluated was guided by recent scholarship on oral 

history. See for example, Alistair Thomson, “Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History,” The Oral 

History Review 34/1 (2006): 49-70; Ulrike Froschauer and Manfred Lueger, Das qualitative Interview: zur 

Praxis interpretativer Analyse sozialer Systeme (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verlag, 2003); and Kathryn Anderson 

and Dana C. Jack, “Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses,” in Robert Perks and Alistair 

Thomson, The Oral History Reader (London/New York: Routledge, 1998), 157-171. 
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series of consultations. The questions guiding this part of the research included: Why and 

by whom was this process initiated? Who decided on the topics to be discussed at the 

meetings and on what basis were these decisions made? What has been the role of the 

three main participating churches within this process and how can their relationship to 

one another be described – especially in terms of being equal or unequal participants? 

Where have been the major points of agreement and disagreement between the German 

and Serbian sides? How have these matters of conflict been treated at the meetings? 

Which questions or developments have led to unexpected turns along the way? 

Since the consultations were bilingual, all the documents that are available in both 

German and Serbian were studied in both languages. Primary texts concerning the 

consultations were divided into five categories: 1) project plans; 2) lectures and formal 

presentations at the meetings; 3) minutes of the discussions; 4) reports from the various 

working groups to the plenary meetings; 5) official press statements issued after the 

meetings and/or press conferences. There were a few types of texts that did not fit 

perfectly in these five categories. Press statements issued prior to the meetings were 

examined together and according to the procedures of category one. Personal notes, drafts 

and other documents supplied to the researcher by organizers and participants were 

analyzed together with the interviews, since these did not qualify as documents of 

statements that had been written in order to be made public. Texts available from the two 

off-shoot meetings in 2006 (nonviolent conflict resolution workshop for students) and 

2008 (seminar for teachers of religious instruction in public schools) were analyzed on 

the basis of combining the most fitting guidelines and questions from the general analysis 

used for texts. 
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As part of the textual and discourse analysis, each text went through at least five 

different readings, each serving a particular purpose and each driven by one or a cluster 

of research questions. The concerns that were relevant for all of the textual materials 

examined included identifying the central topic of the text along with the context within 

which it was written, linguistic building blocks, and style. Following separate analyses of 

each text the internal cohesion of all text within one given consultation was analyzed, for 

each meeting round. This reading aimed to determine what specific conclusions emerged. 

A final reading was completed in which the researcher looked for three things. First, 

signs of trends, developments, and changes over the course of time were noted. Second, 

texts were given an overall evaluation in light of the principles for 

ecumenical/interreligious dialogue, to establish how much and how closely they followed 

these guidelines. Finally, an evaluation of the overall conclusions of the process was 

made, trying to establish what the responses of the churches should be to certain 

situations and how the role of the churches was formulated and expressed throughout. 

This reading also attempted to determine how this particular series of consultations fits 

into the larger context of current ecumenical developments in Europe. 

While most of the research focused on the three main protagonists of the dialogue, 

the role other churches, religious communities, organizations and individuals 

representing the political sphere were not overlooked. Among these groups were 

representatives of minority churches (such as Methodists, Baptists and others) and of the 

Islamic and Jewish communities in Serbia; the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (especially 

its office in Serbia) which played a significant role in organizing, funding and co-hosting 

several events; other associations connected to the relationship between Germany and 
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Serbia (such as representatives of Danube Swabian organizations); and politicians and 

legal experts from both countries. 

The third approach to examining the consultations at hand aims to identify 

outcomes from the dialogue process. This is achieved in two main ways. First, a cursory 

look investigated the frequency and type of coverage given to the consultations both 

within the participating churches and in the secular media. Secondly, it explored what, if 

any, new initiatives have emerged on the basis of this process – for example, additional, 

specialized meetings, or forms of cooperation among participating churches in concrete 

ways. In the conclusion, a general evaluation of this particular process in light of the 

theories and ground rules about dialogue is provided. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introductory Remarks 

The nature of the dialogue begun between the Deutsche Bischofskonferenz – DBK 

(the German Bishops’ Conference of the Roman Catholic Church), the Evangelische 

Kirche in Deutschland – EKD (the Evangelical Church in Germany) and the Srpska 

Pravoslavna Crkva (the Serbian Orthodox Church) is primarily not theological in nature. 

This stands in stark contrast to most other bilateral or multilateral dialogues involving 

Orthodox churches in Europe, as shall be shown in Chapter Four. While not avoiding 

theological and ecclesiological questions altogether, these interchurch consultations 

focused on issues all predominantly relating to the relationships between church and 

society and church and state. This thematic focus will determine the theoretical and 

methodological approaches taken in the present study. 

This dissertation takes an interdisciplinary approach to examining the subject 

matter in detail and in a comprehensive manner. The present chapter examines relevant 

theoretical background literature for a critical exploration of the topic. In order to 

understand the context and the role of religious communities in society in general, it 

relies on historical, political and sociological studies, drawing in part from the sociology 

of religion and from political science. It also utilizes theories of identity construction and 

nationalism studies, along with memory studies, in approaching representations of self 

and other.  
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This chapter concentrates on three major theoretical areas. First, an exploration of 

the role of religion in Europe is presented. It begins with a rather general examination of 

what trends may be noticeable on the continent as a whole. This is followed by more 

region-specific analyses. Since the interlocutors of the dialogue in question represent both 

Western Europe and South Eastern Europe, the specificities in those two regions must 

first be understood, together with their similarities to one another and their differences. 

Special emphasis is placed on the changing role of churches and of religion on the 

continent in general, while taking into account the reasons behind this in Western Europe 

and those in transitional societies. Particular attention is paid to the role the churches in 

Germany have played in society since the end of World War II. The particularities of 

Eastern Orthodox Christianity within the European context, and especially in relation to 

European integration, are also explored. Another important aspect of church and society, 

namely the relationship between church and state, then receives attention. The first part 

concludes with a brief overview of what role the Serbian Orthodox Church has played in 

Serbian society in recent decades. The major trends in religious behavior and the 

significant developments in the study of religion that are discussed in this chapter have 

been selected for their relevance to the current religious situation in the two countries 

examined by this dissertation. 

Second, the theoretical foundations for ecumenical and interreligious dialogue are 

presented. An overview of the discipline’s development and its current challenges are 

discussed. This is followed by a look at some of the present understandings and 

interpretations of ecumenism, particularly by the churches participating in the dialogue 

under scrutiny. 
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Third, a few more theoretical fields are explored to the extent that they help 

provide a better understanding of the subject matter under consideration. These include 

representation of the other in both general and more specific terms. This means that in the 

case of Serbia and the Serbian Orthodox Church, their representation of the West is 

examined, while in the case of Germany and its churches, their views and perceptions of 

Serbia and the region of South Eastern Europe receive attention. The exploration of the 

process of one’s self-perception and representation of the other is achieved through 

anthropological and sociological approaches, as well as through textual study. In 

addition, the relatively new and growing discipline of memory studies is discussed here 

along with nationalism studies, especially as they relate to identity formation. 

 

Religion in Europe 

The Role of Religion in Europe and the Impact of Secularization 

 Particularly since the mid-20
th

 century, churches in Europe have been finding 

themselves facing drastic political and social changes. Among the sources of some of 

these changes stand social upheavals, wars, demographic transformations, shifting 

societal norms, and new geopolitical realities. The end of the colonial era signaled greater 

waves of immigration of people from beyond the continent. This phenomenon, coupled 

with population movements within Europe, has led to increasingly diverse societies, 

whose spiritual needs could not be successfully fulfilled in the old ways. As a result, an 

increasing plurality of religions has come to exist in much of Europe and can be observed 

(albeit to differing degrees) in all corners of the continent. In many cases, this diversity 



12 

 

has replaced the spiritual monopoly long held by one Christian church or denomination – 

or by a small group of them.  

Parallel to these developments, already notably present during the Renaissance 

era, but gaining widespread momentum especially since the Enlightenment, increasing 

secularization of societies could be observed in Europe. Before providing a description of 

this process and identifying some of its more significant ramifications, it must first be 

clarified what is meant by the terms secularism and secularization. The term “secularism” 

can refer to an epistemic category, or it can be a political doctrine. The Encyclopaedia 

Britannica defines secularism as a movement in society “directed away from 

otherworldliness to life on earth.”
5
 Secularism is also (perhaps more frequently) used to 

refer to the concept, which in turn has influenced political decisions, to establish a state 

without any official religion, or without any outwardly religious expressions in public 

life.
6
 “Secularization” refers to a process, which, for the purposes of the present 

dissertation, contains a combination of two categories. On the one hand it includes the 

intellectual development of secular humanism, which has been embraced by many 

modern-day states as a guiding social and political principle. On the other hand it 

encompasses the visible shrinking of influence and dominance of religious values and 

religious communities over the majority in a given society. Some of the classic examples 

                                                 
5
 Encyclopaedia Britannica online version, accessed November 24, 2010, 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/532006/secularism. 

6
 In my working definition of ‘secularization’ I also rely on the definition of the term provided in Peter 

Clarke (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 

599: secularization is “a process, by which overarching and transcendent religious systems of old are 

confined in modern functionally differentiated societies to a subsystem alongside other subsystems, losing 

in this process their overarching claims over these other subsystems.” 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/532006/secularism
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of understanding secularization as laicization include France, Turkey, and the United 

States of America. Both of these processes have affected the majority of the Western 

world.
7
 It should also be acknowledged that the political decisions of countries and 

empires were undoubtedly influenced by the intellectual processes of the times, so the 

two cannot be fully separated from each other. In addition to the secularization of 

political systems, society and culture, a secularization of consciousness has been taking 

place.
8
 

The secularization thesis, much of which was formulated in the 1960s and 1970s 

as a theoretical explanation for the relationship between religion and modernity, occupied 

a prominent place in Western scholarship of religion in the latter part of the twentieth 

century. It states that modernity and secularization go hand in hand. In other words, 

secularization is an unavoidable outcome of the overall progress modern society takes, 

regardless of the particular religious tradition or geographical location in question. This 

thesis has been challenged by many scholars of religion in the last two decades. For 

example, one of the staunchest proponents of the secularization thesis, Peter L. Berger, 

has been at the forefront of calling for its fundamental re-evaluation in light of more 

recent developments around the world.
9
 On the basis of the secularization thesis Europe 

                                                 
7
 The term “Western world” here refers to Europe and North America, and to a certain extent, to the 

countries previously or presently in their political and cultural orbit as colonies and/or territories. 

8
 See Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1969) and Bryan Wilson, Religion in 

Secular Society (London: Watts, 1966). 

9
 Among Peter Berger’s earlier and most influential works is Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden 

City, NY: Anchor, 1969). His re-evaluation of the secularization thesis can, for example, be found in Peter 

L. Berger, “The Desecularization of the World: A Global Overview” in Peter Berger (ed.), The 

Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics (London: Eerdmans, 1999), 1-18; 
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(and particularly Western Europe) were regarded by some scholars as the representative 

of what sociologist of religion R. Stephen Warner refers to as “the old paradigm” – in 

contrast to “the new paradigm” that had emerged in the United States.
10

 The old 

paradigm represents to Warner the approach to the sociological study of religion as it 

emerged in Europe, within the context of mostly established churches that held 

monopolies over much of the religious market of their respective countries and 

influenced many aspects of social life. 

The secularization thesis was developed in the post-World War II era, during the 

period of the Cold War, as Soviet-style socialist regimes ruled in Central and Eastern 

Europe, China, Cuba and elsewhere in the world and all of them exhibited antagonistic 

attitudes toward religion in general. These attitudes varied from country to country and 

ranged from outright hostility and persecution to a certain level of toleration that 

nonetheless still aimed at exiling religion from public life in general and at best relegating 

it exclusively to the private realm. Attitudes and official policies often changed within 

each country with time. What can be observed as a common thread though is the 

antagonism and contempt with which socialist governments treated religion and religious 

communities.
11

 

                                                                                                                                                 
and elaborated on further in Peter L. Berger, “Reflections on the Sociology of Religion Today,” Sociology 

of Religion (Winter 2001): 443-454. 

10
 See for example R. Stephen Warner, “Work in Progress Toward a New Paradigm for the Sociological 

Study of Religion.” American Journal of Sociology 98 (1993), 1044-1093; and R. Stephen Warner, “More 

Progress on the New Paradigm,” in Ted G. Jelen (ed.), Sacred Markets, Sacred Canopies (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2002), 1-29. Warner in essence argues that a new paradigm for the study of 

religion is necessary to more precisely describe the religious situation in the United States. 

11
 For specific case studies on how religion was treated in different countries, see for example Sabrina P. 

Ramet (ed.), Religious Policy in the Soviet Union (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Sabrina 
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Hostile attitudes towards religion were driven by a variety of underlying 

philosophical assumptions. One of them was the thesis that religion was ultimately 

incompatible with modernity and that as a mere social construct it would lose its 

significance and there would be no more need for it once education, intellectual, 

technological and societal advancements liberate people from the need for mysticism or 

superstition. The influence of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels is undeniable on this line 

of thinking, especially their claim in The Communist Manifesto that communism would 

ultimately abolish religion.
12

 Another important element of such philosophy concerns the 

understanding of social constructivism regarding the nature of religion, the roots of which 

go back a long way. 

Émile Durkheim, regarded by many to be the father of the sociological study of 

religion, wrote his groundbreaking work The Elementary Forms of Religious Life in the 

second decade of the 20
th

 century, where he formulated his theory about religion being an 

expression of the collective conscience and collective experience. In this seminal work 

Durkheim provided a definition and interpretation of religion that has influenced 

generations of scholars: “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 

things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite 

                                                                                                                                                 
P. Ramet (ed.), Protestantism and Politics in Eastern Europe and Russia: The Communist and 

Postcommunist Eras [Christianity Under Stress series 3] (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993); 

Melissa K. Bokovoy, Jill A. Irvine and Carol S. Lilly (eds.), State-Society Relations in Yugoslavia, 1945-

1992 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997). 

12
 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto: A Modern Edition (London: Verso, 1998), 

59. 
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into one single moral community called a Church all those who adhere to them.”
13

 He 

sees religion as an affirmation of society through the emotional intensity that is involved 

in religious practices. He also sees religion as a societal reality – the question is: Is it 

separate from society? For Durkheim, society is the “soul of religion” and society is a 

reflection of religion – but the latter is also true the other way around, as Ivan Strenski 

argues: religion is a reflection of society.
14

 At the same time, Durkheim argues that the 

“religion of mankind” will eventually come to replace traditional religion, and that 

religion encompasses an ever-shrinking time and space within human society. 

According to the traditional interpretation of Durkheim’s work, he claims that 

God is nothing other than society, although Strenski has recently challenged this 

reductionist understanding of society/religion. Such an understanding reduces religion to 

a purely social construct, which can only have a fundamentally social meaning and not 

much more. Especially when considering Durkheim’s assertion that rituals always 

precede belief, one cannot but think that Durkheim sees the generation of belief through 

practice, which makes belief itself a social construct. However, Durkheim does not deny 

the realness of religion at any point, especially as it relates to fulfilling social needs. 

While English anthropologist E. E. Evans Pritchard agrees with Durkheim that religion is 

a social product, he feels that Durkheim takes this claim too far by making society into 

                                                 
13

 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Free Press, 1995), 44. The book 

was originally published as Émile Durkheim, Les forms élémentaires de la vie religieuse. Le système 

totémique en Australie (1912). 

14
 Ivan Strenski offers a different interpretation in The New Durkheim (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press, 2006).  
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god, which, in Evans Pritchard’s view cannot be substantiated by any evidence.
15

 The 

fact that Durkheim seems to view society as homogenous is a serious shortcoming in his 

approach because it ignores the power dynamics that are always present in any given 

society: societies are never static but are always in motion, and power often determines 

the direction of that motion. By disregarding this dimension altogether, Durkheim fails to 

consider the implications that such fluidity can have upon religious beliefs and practices 

in society. 

Durkheim was undoubtedly influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution and by 

Marxism, both of which were omnipresent in European academic circles in Durkheim’s 

time. In contrast to Marx and other reductionists such as Feuerbach or Freud, Durkheim 

did not have an evolutionist understanding of religion, which “saw religion coming into 

existence at a certain stage of development or evolution of humankind, and then 

disappearing as the evolutionary process continued and the need for religion 

proportionately atrophied – and will eventually disappear altogether.”
16

 Although 

consequent scholarship has debated some of Durkheim’s theses, they have also been 

enormously impactful and his approach has influenced several generations of scholars. 

One of those who has been visibly impacted by Durkheim’s work and has in turn 

influenced others in their formulations and analyses of collective memory is Benedict 

                                                 
15

 E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 313. 

16
 Leonard Swidler and Paul Mojzes, The Study of Religion in an Age of Global Dialogue (Philadelphia, 

Temple University Press, 2000), 99. 
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Anderson.
17

 Anderson’s work (especially his concept of imagined communities), along 

with other scholars focusing on memory studies, will be discussed later in the chapter. 

Returning to Warner’s discussion of the old paradigm of the social study of 

religion, the paradigm expected two possible outcomes for religion: one held that religion 

would either become more privatized and therefore much less visible, or that it would 

become generalized, the property of everyone without necessarily maintaining much of 

its content. The other possibility was that it would become too particularized and 

embraced only within the private sphere, where it would remain in an inconsequential 

state, without having any influence beyond the individuals or small groups that held these 

common beliefs. The old paradigm also contained the assumption that religious 

disestablishment and religious pluralism would lead to greater secularization. This 

argument assumed that the greater religious diversity in a given society, the less people 

get involved in institutional religion and the less interest they have in religion in general, 

as those different groups “cancel out” each other’s claims. However, the disestablishment 

of religion would mean that once the obligatory nature of belonging is gone, people 

would not get involved in religious institutions voluntarily. Ultimately then, the presence 

of one or both of these factors could bolster the secularization of society. Warner 

                                                 
17

 There are a host of scholars internationally today who are relying on or are in ongoing dialogue with 

Anderson’s theories in their work. One particular interdisciplinary academic organization, the Association 

for the Study of Nationalities, promotes (along with other theories) Anderson’s framework as an important 

element for their focus of study. 
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interprets these reading to assume that disestablishment signals the “end of religion” in 

Europe.
18

 

Anthropologist Talal Asad engages secularism in his book Formations of the 

Secular, in which he sets out to find answers to the questions of how secularism has 

influenced the Abrahamic religions and whether it is possible to create an anthropology 

of secularism.
19

 His presupposition and starting point is the contemporary phenomenon of 

the resurgence of religion, which provides moral responses to issues that are of concern 

to people all over the world. For Asad, private reason can be kept religious but public 

principles must be secular.
20

 This, he argues, should be understood together with the 

attitude of reading and understanding Scripture as literature, as art. It is clear, he states, 

that the theory of progress from religious to secular held by many sociologists of religion 

and other scholars has been disproved and does not hold water anymore. Among those 

scholars strongly disagreeing with such a statement is Steve Bruce, who argues that the 

secularization thesis has not, or should not, be reversed. Although it may not accurately 

describe what is happening in every society of the world, based in large part on his 

research in Great Britain, Bruce argues that the indifference toward religion that is 

                                                 
18

 R. Stephen Warner, “More Progress on the New Paradigm,” in Ted G. Jelen (ed.), Sacred Markets, 

Sacred Canopies (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002), 1-29, here 5. Incidentally, Warner sees the 

end for European religion as the beginning for American religion. 

19
 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2003). 

20
 Ibid., 8. 
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observable in many Western societies today and is largely the result of lack of religious 

socialization does indeed lead to far-reaching secularization.
21

  

Secularism, although existent before, emerged to eventually occupy a central 

place in many Western societies in the modern world. Although there is much debate 

about the actual scope of Modernity, there is some agreement among scholars that the 

period of Classical Modernity was ushered in by the French Revolution.
22

 This 

intellectual development was born in large part out of a reaction to the intertwined 

relationship between the Roman Catholic Church and the French governing elite (the 

royal dynasty and the aristocracy), which was characterized by being authoritarian, 

opulent and oppressive. In large part, secularism was presented as an alternative to the 

rampant clericalism in France and other countries in Europe, where religious leaders 

exercised influence in the political realm (including budgetary considerations). The 

French Revolution is generally heralded as the beginning of the building of a secular state 

in Europe. Among the principles this new state was based upon was expressed by the 

slogan of the Revolution, liberté, égalité and fraternité. Anyone who accepted and lived 

by these principles could become a citizen of the French Republic, regardless of their 

                                                 
21

 Steve Bruce, God is Dead: Secularization in the West (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002). 

22
 Many agree that Classical Modernity corresponds to the “long nineteenth century” (1789-1914), as 

designated by historian Eric J. Hobsbawm, who expands on this idea in his trilogy: Eric J. Hobsbawm, The 

Age of Revolution: 1789-1848 (London: Abacus, 1962); Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Capital: 1848-1875 

(New York: Scribner, 1975); Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire: 1875-1914 (London: Weidenfeld & 

Nicolson, 1987). 
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origins or religious affiliations (or lack thereof). This process eventually led to a political 

decision to officially sever the French state from the Church.
23

 

Regardless of the official separation of church and state, the religious community 

or tradition of the majority of citizens often remained in the background and still exerted 

influence, thereby providing a cultural framework in an indirect way. This is partly why 

one of the challenges of secularism during the period of the birth of nation states 

concerned their relationship to religion. Even if they were considered secular states, did 

the dominant religion leave room for those who came from a different religious 

background? This issue still faces many European nations today, especially as they try to 

formulate and navigate their relationships to immigrants belonging to religions other than 

Christianity. Asad also names this as one of the great contemporary challenges to 

secularism. Official secularism has led to a host of legal and social dilemmas in France: 

should the niqab worn by some Muslim women be banned in public places, as an 

outward sign of religion? And if everyone who subscribes to the three principles 

mentioned earlier can be considered a French citizen, which means that there is no 

religious/ethnic majority or minority, then how can the rights of minority groups be 

protected when it becomes necessary? 

One of the pitfalls for scholars is to represent Europe as a monolithic whole.
24

 

This, I argue, does not reflect the current religious landscape accurately. Neither does the 

                                                 
23

 This process, however, was not complete geographically: the present-day départements of Bas-Rhin, 

Haut-Rhin, and Moselle were under German control at the time the French law on separating church and 

state was created in 1905. As a result, these territories even today fall outside the scope of this law and 

follow the Concordat instead, which was concluded between Napoleon and the Holy See in 1801. The 

Roman Catholic, Lutheran and Calvinist churches are officially recognized, as is the Jewish community. 

This means that religious communities are still supported from the central budget, clergy and professors of 

theology are state employees, and theology is taught at the public university of Strasbourg.  
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still oft-used rigid division into the categories of Western and Eastern Europe. Granted, 

the religious divide between Roman Catholic, and later Roman Catholic and Protestant 

Christian, Western Europe and Orthodox Christian Eastern and South Eastern Europe did 

exist for a long time.
25

 Although today there are still visible differences in many areas 

between most Western and Eastern European countries, the distinctions and divisions that 

were created mostly as a result of the Cold War are slowly changing. While East and 

West as geographical designations are undeniable, I make this claim mostly because in 

examining religion, we must keep in mind that prior to the ideologically motivated 

political divide created at the end of World War II, much of Central and Eastern Europe 

was integrated into the same political and religious field as much of Western Europe. For 

example, most of present-day Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia 

were part of the Catholic Habsburg Empire for centuries, although they had also been 

impacted by the Protestant Reformation. At the same time, parts of today’s Poland and 

the Baltic states were under Prussian and later German rule, where established churches 

(in these cases, primarily Lutheranism) also took deep root in local societies and 

institutional structures. Therefore, our understanding of the divisions (whether strictly 

geographical, ideologically based, religious or cultural) must be more nuanced. 

                                                                                                                                                 
24

 In more recent times, R. Stephen Warner has been moving away from such a representation, discussing 

instead the diversity in approaches to religion in various European countries. See for example, R. Stephen 

Warner, “Religion,” in George Ritzer (ed.), Encyclopedia of Social Theory (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 

2004), 635-640. 

25
 One of the differences between the Western Christian-influenced and Eastern Christian-influenced parts 

of Europe was that the Western part by and large participated in, and was consequently impacted by, the 

Enlightenment, while the Eastern portion mostly did not – in large part for reasons beyond the scope of the 

present discussion. 
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Even within Western Europe there is great variety as we examine its religious 

landscape up close. For example, considering the relationship between Church and State, 

there is an entire scale of varied ways of functioning and relationship between the two 

realms in different countries. We can see that some Western European countries have a 

strict separation of the two realms (with France as the prime example of a secular state), 

even though the primary religious establishments in these countries did play a very 

influential role in society in earlier times. At the same time there are other countries 

where religion is still closely connected to the state, as is the case in Germany, for 

example. 

Statistical data has confirmed the diversity of religious and spiritual beliefs within 

Europe – although one must treat these figures (as one would any other statistical 

information) cautiously, recognizing that they can by no means provide an adequate and 

accurate measure of the level or content of religiosity. In a 2005 poll conducted by the 

European Union, concerning in part beliefs and religious values on much of the 

continent, respondents were asked whether they believe that there is a God. While on 

average, 52% of European Union citizens responded in the affirmative, the results of the 

poll showed the highest numbers in Malta (95%), Cyprus (90%), Greece and Portugal 

(both at 81%), compared to the lowest percentages, which were measured in Sweden 

(23%), Estonia  (19%) and the Czech Republic (16%). Germany stood near the middle of 

this spectrum, with 47%. At the same time, in Sweden, Estonia and the Czech Republic 
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the percentage of those who answered that they believe in some sort of spirit or life force 

in contrast to calling it a God was at or above 50%.
26

 

Religious trends cutting across borders and regional divides can be observed on 

the entire continent. Apart from a growing degree of integration into pan-European 

structures (such as membership in the European Union, to which ten former Socialist 

countries in Central and Eastern Europe now belong), many societal, including 

religiously related, processes are either being mirrored or are taking place in a parallel 

way in Eastern Europe to processes happening in Western Europe. Even though Peter 

Berger refers to Eastern Europe as the exception to the desecularization thesis in his 

recent writings,
27

 I contend that it is much more helpful to first look at Europe as a whole, 

recognize the manifold nature of religious beliefs and practices throughout the continent, 

and then deal with possible exceptions on a case-by-case basis, before focusing our 

attention on just one region or country. 

What are some of the religious trends observable across Europe today? Let us 

begin by briefly mentioning the issue of established religion. Warner claims that the old 

paradigm theoretically privileged established religion and religious establishments and 

tended to take their word without any doubts on what qualified as being “truly religious” 

and what did not. While this may have been true before, there is observable movement in 

                                                 
26

 “Social Values, Science and Technology,” Special Eurobarometer 225, Wave 63.1 (June 2005): 7-8. The 

sample included respondents from the twenty five member states, from the candidate countries (Bulgaria, 

Romania, Croatia and Turkey), and from three of the EFTA [European Free Trade Agreement] countries, 

Iceland, Norway and Switzerland. 
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 Peter L. Berger, “The Desecularization of the World: A Global Overview,” in Peter L. Berger (ed.), The 

Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics (Washington, DC/Grand Rapids, 

MI: Ethics and Public Policy Center/Eerdmans, 1999), 1-18, here 9. 
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several European countries away from established religion and from traditional religious 

communities altogether. While in some European countries such as Great Britain, Greece 

and Denmark established churches remain in their place, disestablishment has occurred 

elsewhere, most notably in Sweden, where the [Lutheran] Church of Sweden was 

officially disestablished in 2000. In several of the countries with established churches, the 

level of religious engagement (measured for example by regular attendance or 

involvement in other religious activities) is at very low levels when compared to statistics 

in other countries. According to data combined from several years of polling by the 

European Values Study, Iceland (2.8%), Denmark (2.9%) and Norway (5.3%) are among 

the countries with the lowest percentage of those who attend religious services regularly 

(at least once a week or more frequently).
28

 Membership may still be relatively high, 

although in some countries, especially in Germany (and particularly in former East 

Germany), where all members of the established churches need to pay a church tax 

collected and processed by the government, the Landeskirchen (regional churches) have 

experienced a large number of people leaving their ranks – effectively “signing out” of 

the Church.
29

 In Eastern Germany, the number of those withdrawing membership from 

the Catholic or Protestant churches reached its height in 1992, and although numerically 
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 European Values Study, accessed November 17, 2010, 

http://www.jdsurvey.net/evs/EVSAnalizeQuestion.jsp.  

29
 Between 2001 and 2009 the percentage of members in the Roman Catholic Bishoprics and Protestant 

Landeskirchen compared to the total number of residents shrank from 64.4% to 60.6%. Although the rate of 

those leaving seems to have subsided since the 1990s, still close to 200,000 people choose to withdraw 

their membership from the Roman Catholic and the Protestant churches combined each year. Accessed 

November 17, 2010, http://www.kirchenaustritt.de/statistik/. 

http://www.jdsurvey.net/evs/EVSAnalizeQuestion.jsp
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still significant, it has been steadily decreasing since then.
30

 There are still large numbers 

remaining in the established or traditional churches of many countries who are only 

members on paper but do not actively practice their religion. To turn around the phrase 

coined by the English sociologist Grace Davie, these individuals represent the trend of 

“belonging without believing” – people may still be members of a religious community 

but their commitment and involvement levels are very low, if at all existent.
31

 

In general, church attendance in majority Catholic countries is still higher across 

Europe than in those with a Protestant majority. The percentage of those who attend 

religious services regularly (one or more times per week) is the highest in Malta (82.2%), 

Ireland (74.6%), Poland (60%) and Northern Ireland (49.6%).
32

 Other Catholic majority 

countries, such as Slovakia (40.6%), Italy (40.5%), Portugal (36.4%) and Croatia (31.6%) 

also have higher proportions of regular churchgoers than the average (which stands at 

20.2%).
33

 According to the most recent data available on Germany from this series of 

studies, in 1999 this percentage stood at 10.6%.
34
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 See Detlef Pollack, “The Change in Religion and Church in Eastern Germany after 1989: A Research 

Note,” Sociology of Religion 63/3 (Autumn 2002): 373-387. 
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A study drawing on cumulative data from three waves of the European Values 

Survey spanning the timeframe between 1981 and 2004 focuses on five countries: Great 

Britain, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Spain and Sweden. Examining the statistical 

data, the authors conclude that in all five countries the proportions of the non-affiliated 

and the non-attending increased.
35

 Expressed in numbers, this means the following during 

the time period in question: regarding (self-assigned) religious affiliation, Northern 

Ireland experienced a drop from 97% to 84%; Sweden from 93% to 74%; Spain from 

91% to 83%; Great Britain from 90% to 85%; and the Netherlands from 62% to 45%.
36

 

Regarding the percentage of those who attend church regularly, in the 1980s Sweden was 

at the bottom with 6%, followed by Great Britain with 13%, the Netherlands with 25%, 

while Spain (40%) and Northern Ireland (52%) had the highest levels.
37

 Between 1981 

and 2004 the proportion of those who never attend church grew in all five countries: in 

Great Britain the percentage went from 49% to 55%; in the Netherlands from 42% to 

48%; in Sweden from 38% to 46%; in Spain from 26% to 32%; and in Northern Ireland 

from 12% to 22%.
38

 Other countries with the highest levels of those who never or almost 

never attend church include France (60.4%), the Czech Republic (57.5%), the 
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Netherlands (48.3%) and Belgium (46.5%).
39

 This data illustrates the parallel trends of 

decrease in non-affiliation and non-attendance, while confirming that the traditionally 

Catholic countries (particularly those who have not experienced thoroughgoing 

institutional and societal secularization) are still generally experiencing higher levels of 

commitment to religious institutions than others.  

Overall, we can observe a general decline in the numbers and the influence of 

traditional and/or established churches. The countries in Central and Eastern Europe, 

where, after the fall of socialist regimes, many people flocked back to the traditional 

churches, may have been an exception to this trend, particularly during the 1990s. 

However, with the passage of time, church attendance levels have evened out in many of 

these countries and are now either stagnating (as in Estonia) or declining (as in Hungary 

and Poland).
40

 Many scholars attribute initial growth in religious attendance and various 

forms of religious expression to factors other than religious revival, such as the growth of 

nationalism and national or ethnic identification which were expressed in large part by 

religious belonging.  

The overall picture of traditional religious communities is not fully bleak: revivals 

and renewal movements within traditional churches can also be observed in many corners 

of the continent. The sweeping popularity of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal 

movement and other renewal groups within the Roman Catholic Church in recent years, 
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often including healing services, testifies to this.
41

 Another phenomenon with global 

dimensions is the ecumenical Taizé movement, which attracts a large number of 

Catholics, Protestants and Orthodox alike. Especially the European Young Adults 

Meeting, held every year, brings together tens of thousands of participants from all over 

the continent in the annually changing host cities.
42

 

Other popular renewal groups and tools for (re)invigorating active religious 

involvement include the Alpha Course, developed in its present form at a Church of 

England parish at the end of the 1980s. The series of sessions spread over ten weeks 

intends to introduce participants to the basic tenets of Christianity in a non-threatening 

and informal home setting, around a meal. This tool has spread all over Europe and has 

been utilized by a great number of churches of diverse denominations.
43

 The “Thomas 

Masses” aim to attract seekers, un-churched people and doubters (hence the name) and 

are popular throughout the continent. The first Thomas Mass was held in Finland in 1988 

and the intention was to create an ecumenical and participatory experience for everyone 

around a basic liturgy, regardless of their faith (or lack of) or the level of their 
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commitment. It is observable that what many of these movements and efforts have in 

common is removing the emphasis from a denomination-oriented approach. 

Concurrently, upon examining the religious landscape in Europe one can also 

notice the growth of non-denominational churches, many of which are influenced by 

North American Evangelicalism. This suggests that people are not looking for a 

denominational identification but rather for the religious or spiritual experience. The term 

“spiritual” is used purposely here, as another observable trend in Europe is the growth of 

interest in spirituality, as opposed to “religiosity” as it has been defined in the traditional, 

denomination-bound way. The terms “religiosity” and “spirituality” are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive or even oppositional but represent different emphases. By spirituality 

I mean here belief in the transcendent that inspires practice often beyond the institutional 

confines of traditional religion and the process of discovering the inner path of the person 

to lead them to find their reality. Spirituality may include beliefs inspired by world 

religions, neo-pagan belief systems, most often going back to the roots of pre-Christian 

Europe (such as Wicca, Druidism and the rekindling of other regional pagan traditions), 

prayer, meditation, or not exclusively religious activities and philosophies, often relating 

to self-help and self-empowerment (holistic healing approaches and alternative medicine, 

reiki, yoga, relying on spiritual mediums etc.), which nonetheless focus on connecting 

with the transcendent. Pierre Bourdieu refers to this occurrence as the dissolution du 

religieux,
44

 a redefinition of the limits of the religious field, which makes the previously 

existing boundaries unclear and the formerly held monopolies disappear. 

                                                 
44

 Bourdieu elaborated on this in the chapter “La dissolution du religieux” in Choses dites (Paris: Editions 

de Minuit, 1987).   



31 

 

There has also been growing interest in religious traditions outside of those that 

sprung up in the Western world (Eastern religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism or 

Taoism and their various branches). In other words, both belief in God without practicing 

any form of religion and a distancing from institutional religion and spirituality outside 

the traditional boundaries of primarily Christian religious structures are becoming more 

and more accepted across Europe.  

The growth of religious diversity in many Western European countries notably 

began after World War II and the end of the colonial age. While this is most prominent in 

Germany, in France and in Great Britain, increasing diversity is something most 

European countries are experiencing today. One of the main sources of this development 

irreversibly changing the European religious landscape has been the influx of immigrants, 

refugees, asylum seekers, and guest workers who usually bring their religion with them. 

Growing labor mobility within the continent, especially within the European Union, has 

also contributed to geographically spreading religious traditions. As a result, in most 

countries one can find representatives of an ever-growing array of religions, even in areas 

that have traditionally been religiously monolithic. Western, Northern and Southern 

European countries have growing numbers of Eastern Orthodox Christians; there are 

Muslims in virtually every European country today; and the reverse movement is also 

true, as Western and Northern Europeans are establishing new communities or reviving 

struggling ones in other parts of Europe, especially within the Protestant and Neo-

Protestant traditions.
45
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This brings us to a very important point: the issue of integration is a whole 

different matter and has posed serious challenges in a number of Western European 

countries.
46

 The presence of people belonging to diverse religious traditions does not 

automatically mean that the community has been able to negotiate and embrace these 

differences. In other words, religious plurality (that is, the presence of diverse religious 

communities and their followers) does not equal, or automatically turn into, pluralism. It 

is important to differentiate between the two terms, especially since in many academic 

circles the word “pluralism” is routinely used to refer to mere plurality. Diana Eck, 

director of The Pluralism Project at Harvard University, defines the term “pluralism” as 

“the energetic engagement with diversity,” which moves beyond tolerance and is “the 

active seeking of understanding across lines of difference.” She also contrasts pluralism 

to relativism, emphasizing that pluralism is “the encounter of commitments” and is 

“based on dialogue.”
47

 

A brief point concerning pluralism and tolerance should be made here. First, 

studies have shown that extended contact with people of difference in and of itself does 

not automatically breed tolerance. For example, in his study on value convergence and 
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congruence in relation to ethnocentrism in Belgium, Marc Hooghe concludes that 

“interaction by itself hardly introduces any new values, as could be predicted from the 

results of social-psychological research on group interaction. What matters is the culture 

and the rules governing that interaction.”
48

 While Hooghe acknowledges previous 

research that routinely attributes the positive relationship between social interaction and 

tolerance levels to the effects of a contact mechanism, he calls attention to another 

mechanism that may be in place as well, claiming that “the culture within an association 

can strengthen tolerance toward others.”
49

 Although this particular study focuses on 

ethnocentric attitudes, religio-centric attitudes are comparable to this phenomena, partly 

because in many cases, differences in religion also run along ethnic lines, and also 

because religion is often very closely tied to the assertion of cultural identity. 

Intentionality, then, emerges from these findings as a crucial component of learning to 

tolerate and even appreciate difference. What is meant in the present context by 

“intentionality” is the willingness to get to know others of different religious persuasions 

and the openness to the idea that one can even learn from them.  

What arises from Hooghe’s study is that those associations that have a negative 

effect on ethnocentrism may be rather homogeneous but have highly educated members 

who presumably already possess low levels of ethnocentrism to begin with. As a study on 

prolonged intentional contact between Israeli and Palestinian university students 

confirms, such an intentional contact mechanism guided by previously agreed-upon rules 
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and embracing clearly articulated principles can indeed bring about observable and even 

significant, measurable changes in attitudes and perceptions toward the other.
50

 A report 

by the Council of Europe deems such intentional contact among religious communities 

and between governments and religious communities so important that it gives policy 

recommendations for ongoing multi-level dialogue especially with minority and 

immigrant religious communities in Europe.
51

 This issue has also been approached from 

other disciplines, namely those of the sociology of religion and the study of human faith 

development, by scholars such as Thomas O’Dea, Gordon W. Allport, and James W. 

Fowler.
52

 Building especially on Allport’s formulation of the maturity of religion, 

Leonard Swidler identifies six signs of mature religion – as opposed to immature religion, 

which is egocentric, magical and wish-fulfilling. These six characteristics depict mature 

religious sentiment as 1) well differentiated, 2) dynamic, 3) productive of a consistent 

morality, 4) comprehensive, 5) integral, and 6) heuristic.
53

 The transition into mature 

religion from immature religion does not occur automatically. Instead, certain 

prerequisites must be present before a person may enter this stage.
54

 

                                                 
50

 Benjamin Mollov and Chaim Lavie, “Culture, Dialogue, and Perception Change in the Israeli-Palestinian 

Conflict,” International Journal of Conflict Management 12/1 (2001): 69–87. 

51
 The Council of Europe, Religion and the Integration of Immigrants (Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 

1999), 169-174. 

52
 See Thomas O'Dea, The Sociology of Religion (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1966); Gordon W. 

Allport, The Individual and His Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1950); James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1981). 

53
 Swidler and Mojzes, The Study of Religion, 120-122.  

54
 For more information, see Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan, “The Adolescent as a Philosopher: 

The Discovery of the Self in a Postconventional World,” Daedalus 100/4 (1971): 1051-1086 and James W. 

Fowler, Stages of Faith (New York: Harper & Row, 1981). 



35 

 

Finally, another observable trend in Europe today is a growing degree of 

ecumenical and interreligious cooperation in a climate of increasing religious diversity. 

Peter Katzenstein and Timothy Byrnes recognize the upsurge in cooperation and 

emphasize the strengthening of transnational religion in Europe today, asserting that 

recent enlargements have infused a renewed religious vitality into the European Union 

and have brought the issue of religion more to the forefront of the European public 

space.
55

 They also allude to signs of religious renewal and evangelization, spreading from 

Eastern to Western Europe to a certain degree, especially within transnational religious 

communities, such as the Roman Catholic Church. Some of this is clearly intentional, as 

illustrated by the following statement Pope John Paul II made in 1997:  

The Church in Poland can offer Europe, as it grows in unity, her 

attachment to the faith, her tradition inspired by religious devotion, the 

pastoral efforts of her Bishops and priests, and certainly many other values 

on the basis of which Europe can become a reality endowed not only with 

high economic standards but also with a profound spiritual life.
56

 

 

In conclusion, it is safe to say that the religious landscape of Europe as a whole 

has been transformed significantly in recent decades, and, as current trends indicate, it 

will continue to change. One of the noticeable shifts occurring is the decreasing fidelity 

to one’s religious affiliation throughout one’s lifetime. This is the result of a combination 

of several of the trends mentioned above, including the increase of religious diversity, 
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greater population mobility, the growth of non-traditional religious communities and 

increased interest in spirituality as opposed to traditional ways of religion. The old 

paradigm of established or national churches having monopoly over the religious life of 

the people residing within any given country is increasingly a thing of the past and must 

be reassessed. Although the situation in Europe cannot be as accurately described as a 

religious marketplace like that of the United States, regulated by the laws of supply and 

demand, rational choice theory may nonetheless be helpful to keep in mind in light of the 

increasing competition among religions.
57

 

 

The Changing Role of Religion and of Churches in Western Europe 

 As has been shown, there are various trends concerning religion and spirituality 

observable throughout the European continent. However, the specificities and differences 

that still exist between Western Europe and the rest of Europe should be examined in 

more detail. While any discussion concerning Western Europe vs. Eastern Europe must 

begin with a clarification of how these two areas are conceptualized, more attention will 

be given to this issue later on, first when discussing the role of religion in Central, 

Eastern and Southeastern Europe and transitional societies, then later when discussing its 

impact on identity formation and communal or national self-identification. For now, let 

us clarify that the term “Western Europe” will be used here as it most often is, referring 
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to the industrially advanced democracies of Western, Northern and Southern Europe 

(Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom), while also 

including Austria and Switzerland (which are at times labeled Central European 

countries) and Greece, as far as it relates to its most recent history and its membership in 

the European Union. 

Some of the changes in religious life already discussed have had a more profound 

effect on Western Europe than on other parts of the continent. These include the changing 

role of established churches as they lose their dominance in society not only numerically 

but also regarding their influence in public life and over political decisions. Apart from 

Sweden, where disestablishment has already taken place, similar discussions have arisen 

in recent years in Denmark and the United Kingdom as well, with a call for 

disestablishment. In England, even Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, has 

stated that in principle he does not oppose the separation of church and state but is 

worried that the outcome of an actual separation may be that religion is pushed into the 

private sphere.
58

 

The rate of immigration has also been significantly higher to Western European 

countries than elsewhere in Europe.
59

 Immigration from non-bordering countries and 
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from outside Europe has been going on for a longer period of time than in other parts of 

the continent, too. The effects of immigrant communities on the religious market and the 

resulting growth in religious diversity have already been discussed. Coupled with each 

other, these two trends have created a more open religious market in much of Western 

Europe and have changed general understandings of how and why one assumes and 

retains membership in a religious community. 

 

The Particularities of the Religious Landscape in Germany 

How are these trends reflected in the religious landscape of Germany and how 

have they impacted it in recent decades? Certain aspects of religion and the role of 

churches in Germany in recent history will be discussed in greater detail later in this 

chapter and in Chapter 3. However, there are a few important things to be pointed out at 

this juncture. First, in Germany, there is no one established state church. Instead, a 

historically rooted system of Landeskirchen (regional churches) is in place, which 

includes a significant amount of cooperation and entanglement between church and state. 

This system also has clearly delineated responsibilities for the members of these 

churches, which includes paying church taxes.  

From Germany’s recent history, the re-unification of the country in 1990 must be 

noted, as it brought together the two parts of Germany that had been separated following 

World War II. The reunification has produced socially significant trends: among these the 
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most important ones are the internal labor migration from East to West and the still 

existing difference in income and living standard, which is higher in the Western regions 

than in the East. Other indicators, such as the rate of unemployment, also differ between 

the two parts, with Eastern Germany on average having significantly higher percentages 

(13.25% in 2008) than Western Germany (7.11%).
60

 These factors directly affect the 

churches in the Eastern parts of Germany as people in large numbers (especially younger 

ones) are moving to Western Germany in search of jobs, and in most cases, end up 

relocating permanently. Out of the Bundesländer (the sixteen states that make up the 

Federal Republic of Germany) that had belonged to the DDR, only Berlin (now uniting 

East and West Berlin), the federal capital city, showed a net migration gain in 2007, due 

to internal migration within Germany. The others had an average annual loss of more 

than ten thousand people.
61

 Earnings in former East Germany are still significantly lower 

than those in former West Germany.
62

 

While in the Federal Republic of Germany (also referred to as West Germany) 

religious freedom and the free functioning of churches were permitted, in the German 

Democratic Republic (or East Germany), religious freedom had been somewhat restricted 

by the government. Consequently, when examining the current religious situation in 
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Germany, one should be aware of the spectrum of societal processes and attitudes toward 

religion within the country as a result of these changes. As Sabrina Petra Ramet notes, 

“the GDR [German Democratic Republic] (1949-90) had the distinction of being the only 

communist system in which Protestantism was clearly the predominant religious force.”
63

 

This set it apart from other Central and Eastern European countries, so when examining 

the situation of religion in this time period, the specificities of the German situation 

should be taken into account. One of the differences was that high level of cooperation 

with other Protestant churches in Western countries (most notably in West Germany) was 

at times allowed by allowed by the government, although there were significant 

fluctuations in governmental attitudes toward permitting such interactions. 

While restricting relations with churches abroad and occasionally relaxing such 

regulations, the authorities in East Germany also aimed at limiting religious practice and 

expression at home, most notably during the 1950s. Additionally, they also tried to fill 

the void created by the absence of religion in rites of passage. Most notably, the practice 

of Jugendweihe (a secular coming of age ceremony) as an alternative to the religious rite 

of passage known as ‘confirmation’ and practiced by the Protestant churches became 

widespread during this time. This practice removed the younger generation from a 

religious milieu and offered them a secular alternative.
64

 As a result of several factors, 
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secularism was spreading in East Germany at a very high rate and church membership 

was dropping. The Evangelical-Lutheran church had played an important role in society 

not only due to the fact that it was the majority church body but also because it performed 

other roles in society as well, most notably in the fields of education, health care, social 

services, and to a certain extent, publishing. In spite of dropping membership numbers, 

members of the Evangelical-Lutheran church, as well as of other churches, emerged as 

playing important roles in the public arena that eventually contributed to leading to 

political changes at the end of the 1980s. Ramet attributes the seeds of this activism to the 

emerging pacifist and ecological work of the churches from the early 1980s onward.
65

  

Concerning immigration and its effect on religious diversity in Germany today, by 

far the largest group of foreign-born residents is from Turkey.
66

 Together with people 

originating in other countries and also coming from other continents (and along with an 

estimated 15,000 German converts), they represent a significant Islamic presence in 

Germany. In Western Europe the highest percentage of Muslims can be found in France 

(where they make up somewhere between 6 and 10 percent of the total population), 

Belgium (accounting for about 6% of the population), Austria (around 6%), the 

Netherlands (where their share is around 5%), and Sweden (around 5%). In Germany the 
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percentage of Muslims was 5.4% as of 2009.
67

 Other numerically significant religious 

communities include Eastern Orthodox Christians, most of whom are immigrants from 

other parts of Europe, as well as representatives of non-Western religions, including 

Buddhism and Hinduism most prominently.  

 

Religion in Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe and the Particularities of 

Transitional Societies 

After a discussion of religion in general terms in Western Europe, religious trends 

on the rest of the continent must also be addressed. This section aims to describe some of 

the common experiences and processes that have characterized religious life in Central, 

Eastern and South Eastern Europe. For our immediate purposes, these three regions are 

identified in the following way: Central Europe refers to the four Visegrád countries: the 

Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia;
68

 Eastern Europe denotes the countries 

located east of these four nations: Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, the European part of 

Russia, and the Baltic nations. Finally, South Eastern Europe is used as a collective term 

to refer to the countries located on the Balkan Peninsula, including all the Yugoslav 

successor states in addition to Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania – although usually not 

Greece, unless otherwise noted. In the case of a purely geographical division, Greece 

clearly belongs to South Eastern Europe but the particular classification used for the 
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purposes of the present dissertation is based partly on the fact that all the other countries 

listed above are formerly Socialist. 

Based on how one defines and understands Europe vastly differing lines of 

division may be drawn up on the continent. If Europe is understood as a space of ideas 

(Ideenraum) or as a common cultural space (Kulturraum), then the shared intellectual and 

cultural heritage determines the easternmost borders. A view of Europe as a place of 

discourse (Diskursraum), a reality constructed and therefore existent primarily through 

and within the intellectual realm, will lead to different delineations. While keeping these 

various approaches in mind, the present dissertation considers the common historical 

experience to be one of the most relevant factors. The geographical categories described 

above attempt to further break down what is often referred to as Eastern Europe into 

smaller sections, which allows for a more precise and thorough examination of the 

specificities and commonalities of religious life. There are vast cultural and religious 

differences among (and even within) these smaller regions: Central European countries 

have been influenced primarily by Western forms of Christianity (Catholicism and 

Protestantism); in most of Eastern Europe (except for the Baltic countries and the 

Western part of Ukraine) Eastern Christianity (Orthodoxy) is the dominant religion, while 

in South Eastern Europe Western Christianity, Eastern Christianity and Islam can all be 

found. However, as some scholars argue, there are certain commonalities that may make 

it possible to draw up a historical geography of a distinct Eastern European Christianity, 

for which sacred sited and holy lands play an important role.
69
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One thing brings all of these religiously and culturally diverse nations together, 

which is relevant for our study, namely that they all were under socialist (or communist) 

rule for close to half of the 20
th

 century – albeit in different forms: Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland and Romania were Soviet satellite 

states; the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was a non-aligned nation, and 

Albania, the world’s first officially atheist state, reached complete international isolation 

by the end of the 1970s after breaking with the USSR in 1960 and China in 1978. While 

the regimes’ attitudes toward religion may have varied between countries, in general it 

can be stated that these governments exhibited explicitly hostile attitudes toward religious 

communities and practitioners, which was often coupled with severe persecution, 

bloodshed, and various ways of limiting religious practice. The fact that significant 

political changes have taken place in most of these countries since then is also a 

commonality they share: they have all had to address the role of religion and religious 

communities in societies of transition. Much of the discussion has centered on the 

position and engagement of churches and religious communities in relation to civil 

society within the larger context of the political and societal transitions.
70

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Christianity and Modernity in Eastern Europe (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2010), 329-

371. For a global look at the importance of place in religion, especially as it relates to remembrance and 
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As it has already been mentioned, based on the factors or criteria one uses, vastly 

different borderlines along the edges and within Europe may be drawn up. Hungarian 

sociologist of religion Miklós Tomka identifies the reason behind the most prevailing 

dichotomy and also calls for a more refined geographical and socio-cultural 

categorization that moves beyond the East-West divide: 

Western public opinion often concentrates on communism and its 

consequences, silently taking for granted that this is the main source of 

division in the continent. […] However, stronger than the impact of 

communism may have been the delay of modernization […] and its socio-

religious reflection, the latter
 
including specific institutional expressions 

and political relations. All three criteria, namely the Communist past, 

limited modernization, and Eastern Orthodox culture, shape social identity 

in Eastern Orthodox Europe in particular. In contrast, the countries of 

Central Europe […] were under Soviet domination in past decades; they 

may be regarded as socioeconomically backward as compared to their 

western neighbours, but they still always oriented themselves to the West 

and took a direct part in Western economic, social, and religious 

developments. To Western Europe they can appear marginal. For the East, 

however, they were representatives of modernity.
71

 

 

While I do not agree with some of Tomka’s sweeping statements and somewhat 

oversimplified classification, the point he makes here is nonetheless important: that a 

number of historical, political and cultural factors should be taken into account when 

studying religion in Eastern and Central Europe. Let us first take a brief look at what has 

happened since the decades-long monopoly by secular governments in the region in 

question came to an end.
72

 Several different processes began taking place parallel to one 
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another, all of which should be considered. As Tomka points out, religious revival and 

extended atheism can both be observed in the region – which has led observers to draw 

contrasting conclusions. 

On the one hand, when the regimes fell in 1989 and 1990, organized religion was 

in many cases quick to fill the void that the lack of religion in public life had left, and 

which, in most cases, had been filled by state-organized ceremonies, which were now 

gone. Religious communities (and this was particularly true in the case of those that 

represent the majority of the population in a given country, and which had been 

historically significant in the life of that nation) to begin a highly visible public discourse 

on their role as preservers and revivers of certain cultural or national values. In several 

countries, membership of the nation began to be increasingly defined along religious 

lines. Parallel to institutional strengthening and the revival of religion in public life 

followed the growth of individual religiosity and practice, although scholars have pointed 

out that this revival of religiosity in several South Eastern European countries was often 

more about the awakening of nationalism rather than of explicitly religious values.
73
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Comparing poll results by the European Values Study from 1990 and 1996/97, 

one can see that out of all the formerly Socialist countries included, the rate of those who 

consider religion important for life grew in most nations, except for the Czech Republic 

and Poland where it stagnated, and East Germany, where the numbers dropped 

considerably.
74

 Interestingly, according to the same polls, attendance of religious services 

during this same time period grew in the Czech Republic (the share of those who attend 

services at least once a week rose from 6.3% to 9.2%), dropped somewhat in Poland 

(from 65.6% to 56.1%), and also fell slightly in (former) East Germany (from 8.8% to 

4.9%). These three countries have often been seen by scholar as exceptions to the general 

trends occurring throughout Central and Eastern Europe. 

The Czech Republic, according to poll results, is one of the most secularized 

countries in Europe. It constantly figures as the country with one of the smallest 

percentages of regular churchgoers – and their numbers keep dropping – and by and large 

secular values are reflected in many of the country’s laws as well.
75

 Religious 

communities have reacted to such a great degree of secularization in different ways: 

while some have attempted to embrace some of the more liberal policies of the state and 

have placed an emphasis on contextualizing their message, others have chosen the path of 

resistance. The latter group sees their role in society as preserving morals and (sexual) 

purity, standing up against atheism and secularism while propagating religious and 

religiously based values. Pope Benedict XVI underscored their message in his visit to the 
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Czech Republic in September 2009, when in his speeches he challenged listeners to build 

on the Christian heritage of the Czech Republic and of Europe for the future, and spoke 

about the responsibilities of Christians in society, especially amidst competing world 

views.
76

 In short, differing reactions to religion and religious communities could be 

observed in various countries. However, there is one experience which they all found in 

common, namely reconfiguring and renegotiating the role and place of religion in society.  

When examining the specific region of South Eastern Europe, certain similarities 

that are present in the whole area can be observed. One of them is that all states are post-

Socialist transitional societies in which religion had been persecuted or isolated to 

varying degrees, and all, with the exception of Slovenia, can be described as 

multiconfessional.
77

 This religious diversity is the result, in part, of the centuries-long 

Ottoman Turkish presence in countries such as Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 

Macedonia and Serbia, and in some areas to foreign settlers who brought their religion 

with them. The latter is true for example for the Protestant and Catholic Saxons in 

Transylvania, or for the Catholic and Protestant German, Slovak and Hungarian colonists, 

most whom came to the former Yugoslav regions of Bačka, Banat and Baranja, as well as 
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Slavonia
78

 beginning in the 18
th

 century, sent by the Habsburg emperors to repopulate the 

southern border areas of the empire when the Ottoman Turkish armies were retrieving. 

Adding to the religious diversity in South Eastern Europe are the remnants of Jewish 

communities. Although the presence of Jews on the Balkan Peninsula can be traced back 

to Roman times,
79

 the ancestors of several of today’s still existing Jewish communities in 

Greece, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia and Macedonia were Sephardic Jews who came 

from Spain as the result of the expulsions by the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand and Isabel 

following 1492.
80

 

When speaking of South Eastern Europe it must also be mentioned that national 

and ethnic identity are very important factors that have significant religious ramifications 

in several different ways. Firstly, the presence of strong national churches dominates the 

religious scene in many countries. Churches such as the Serbian Orthodox Church, the 

Bulgarian Orthodox Church, or the Roman Catholic Church in Croatia see themselves as 

representatives of an entire nation, uniting the whole country. One of the logical 

outcomes of such claims is that everyone who identifies themselves as a member of the 

particular national or ethnic group (e.g. Serbian, Bulgarian, or Croatian) is expected to 
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belong and to be faithful to “their” national church.
81

 By extension, some churches have 

claimed that their cultural influence and presence in society is so strong that even if a 

Serb or a Bulgarian does not belong to the national church (and may be a practitioner of a 

different religion), they are still counted as Orthodox Christians by virtue of being a 

member of the particular ethnic group. Just as ethnic and religious identifications 

coincide in the case of many majority ethnic groups in the region, the same is true for a 

large number of (especially historically present) religious minorities. For example, the 

descendants of Slovak settlers in Vojvodina
82

 are (except for one village) Protestants. 

Members of the Hungarian minority in the same province are overwhelmingly Catholic 

and in smaller number Protestant. Both of these groups differ both in ethnicity and in 

religious affiliation from the majority Serbian Orthodox population. This makes them 

doubly vulnerable to discrimination. As Zsolt Enyedi claims, in South Eastern Europe 

“nationalism […] deserves attention because it is intrinsically related to discrimination 

among churches.”
83

 It should also be noted that the persecution of ethnic minorities in 

this region often leads to the persecution of religious minorities and it is often very 
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difficult to determine the real motivation (whether ethnic or religious hatred) behind acts 

of intolerance against a religious minority.
84

 

Regarding Serbia, the limited amount of statistical data available comes from 

surveys conducted in 1996 and 2001 in Serbia and Montenegro, from which the 

following can be observed: the percentage of those who identify themselves as religious 

persons is relatively high and even grew during this period (in 1996: 59.7%; in 2001: 

74.5%) compared to those who are non-religious and whose number was shrinking (in 

1996: 35.4%; in 2001: 22.7%). However, this did not seem to translate into high 

percentages of belonging to a religious denomination (in 1996: 18.6%; in 2001: 6.0%) or 

into regular attendance of religious services (at least once a week in 1996: 5.8%; in 2001: 

9.5%), although the percentage of those who said they pray to God outside of religious 

services at least once a week stood at 36.7% in 2001.
85

 

At the same time, it must be mentioned that due primarily to being under scrutiny 

during the long process of European (re)integration, there is a heightening consciousness 

in South Eastern Europe of human rights, including religious freedom, and many of the 

countries are looking for models they can follow in this field. Although the term 

‘European integration’ is most often used to refer to pursuing membership in the 

European Union, from the point of view of human rights, membership in the Council of 

Europe is also of tantamount importance. As a condition for membership, ratification of 

the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
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Freedoms (ECHR) is required, whereby member states also become subject to rulings of 

the European Court of Human Rights in cases involving alleged human rights abuses by 

national governments. Currently, all South Eastern European countries are Council of 

Europe members.
86

 Regarding membership in the European Union, there are great 

differences within the region: Slovenia became a member in 2004; Romania and Bulgaria 

became members in 2007; Croatia has been a candidate country since June 2004, as has 

been the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia since December 2005. Albania (2006; 

2009),
87

 Bosnia and Herzegovina (2008; not yet), Kosovo (under UN Security Council 

Resolution 1244),
88

 Montenegro (2008; not yet), and Serbia (2009; not yet) are all 

potential candidate countries.  

In Yugoslavia the study of religion is not a new discipline that emerged only after 

the breakup of the country. Even during the time of the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia, the sociological study of religion occupied professors in various parts of the 

country. After the instruction of sociology at the university level was introduced in 1959, 

Esad Ćimić (first in at the University of Sarajevo then at the University of Zadar, Croatia, 

also lecturing in Zagreb, Ljubljana, Split and Belgrade) emerged as one of the foremost 
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representatives of the first generation of sociologists of religion. Others during this time 

and in the emerging generation included Branko Bošnjak and Štefica Bahtijarević in 

Zagreb, Zdenko Roter and Marko Kerševan in Ljubljana, Srđan Vrcan in Split, and 

Andrija Krešić, Vuko Pavićević and Đuro Šušnjić in Belgrade, who have all had active 

teaching and publishing careers. Ćimić’s understanding of religion moved away from a 

strictly socio-historical interpretation to be more anthropologically and psychologically 

based. As a pioneer in this field in Yugoslavia, he also created a typology of religiosity 

and atheism, and a methodology for researching religious phenomena.
89

 During this time 

period, Marxist ideology mixed with the popularity of Durkheim’s claims about religion 

both influenced some of the sociologists of religion and impacted their work.
90

 

The first generation of scholars passed on their mandate to their students, many of 

whom studied with them before the breakup of the country, and therefore they form a 

relatively small and tight-knit community that continues cooperation across present-day 

borders. Among the most noteworthy and most productive representatives from the 

present generation are Prof. Dragoljub Đorđević in Niš, Serbia; Milan Vukomanović in 

Belgrade; Sergej Flere in Maribor, Slovenia; Ivan Cvitković in Sarajevo; Ankica 

Marinović Bobinac in Zagreb; and Zoran Matevski in Skopje, Macedonia.
91

 Although 
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their personal approaches (such as philosophical or anthropological) may differ from one 

another, they are seeking to find answers to some of the most burning questions regarding 

religious life throughout former Yugoslavia today. Apart from sociologists, the few 

others who take a scholarly approach to religion in other disciplines include Prof. Sima 

Abramović of the Faculty of Law at the University of Belgrade, who has published on 

church and state relations in Serbia and acted as legal advisor to the government for the 

current law regulating church and state relationships,
92

 and academician and psychiatrist 

Vladeta Jerotić.
93

 

To sum up, more than twenty years after the collapse of Socialist regimes in 

Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe, the processes regarding the clarification of 

religion’s role in society and public life are still going on in many of these countries. The 

following sections will examine different aspects of this ongoing process. First, a look at 

the specificities of Eastern Orthodox Christianity in relation to the rest of Europe is 

offered, followed by a discussion of various stances taken by churches in the region 

towards European integration. Finally, an overview of developments in the field of 

church and state relations and legislative activities is provided, before a more detailed 

analysis of the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Serbian society in recent decades. 
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Church and State Relations 

The nature of the relationship between church and state (or, more precisely, 

between religious communities and the state) varies throughout Europe. There is no one 

model that each nation follows, and the ways and levels of cooperation differ greatly 

from country to country. As Hungarian political scientist Zsolt Enyedi remarks, looking 

at the present-day situation on the continent as a whole, “there is no common European 

model yet, although state support for church institutions, respect for the self-

determination of religious communities and the extension of privileges to a growing 

circle of religious organisations seems to be the norm in most countries.”
94

 

Church and state relations in European countries may be categorized on the basis 

of different factors, including legal, societal, or institutional approaches, or based on the 

type of system established for the financing of religious communities. A number of 

scholars have attempted to create a comprehensive typology that accurately describes the 

current landscape of church and state relationships in Europe. Among them is Leuven 

professor of canon law Rik Torfs, who observes that some form of financial support for 

religious communities from the state exists in every country in the European Union. He 

distinguishes between three different systems prevalent in European Union member states 

and sees church and state relations in all EU countries as either fitting perfectly into or 

being variations of the following three systems: 

1. direct financial state support (as in Greece); 
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2. a state-created framework for financing (such as in Germany or Italy, where 

religious communities benefit from tax collected by the state or levied by the 

churches themselves); 

3. separation between church and state, but indirect support (as is the case in France, 

for example).
95

 

Although Torfs focuses specifically on the issue of financing, his framework 

provides a fairly accurate view of the various forms in which European states relate to 

religious communities more generally. Taking into consideration the legal and societal 

changes occurring on the western half of the continent and reacting to a different and 

traditionally used classification, Silvio Ferrari, professor of law at the University of 

Milan, warns that the categorization of church-state relationships into separation systems, 

concordat systems and national church systems “over-emphasises the formal side of these 

relationships and does not pay enough attention to their content.”
96

 Instead, he argues, a 

common pattern in the structure of the constitutional legal provisions regarding religious 

freedom and current church-state relations in Western Europe can be observed. These 

provisions call for an impartial attitude on the part of the public authorities, both at the 

level of the individual religious subjects and at the collective level. State neutrality and 

impartiality are indeed important elements of church and state relations, called for both 
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by scholars and by activists, although in actuality states may not always follow these 

fundamentals.  

Regarding church and state relations in formerly socialist countries, Silvio Ferrari 

observes that the emerging model in these nations is not much different from that in 

Western Europe, since it also reflects “substantial respect of individual religious freedom, 

guarantee of autonomy and, in particular, the self-administration of the religious 

denominations, and selective collaboration of the states with the churches.”
97

 This 

implies that “after the collapse of Communist regimes, the opportunity to construct a new 

model of relations between church and state in the Central-Eastern part of Europe has 

been lost.”
98

 

Although the emerging systems of church and state relationships in Central, 

Eastern and South Eastern Europe are not radically different from their counterparts in 

Western Europe and in many cases attempt to copy those, in one area there seems to be 

an observably different movement in several of these countries that sets them apart from 

Western nations. In contrast to the moves toward the disestablishment of state churches in 

some Western European countries, as John Madeley observes, one of the important trends 

taking place in parts of Eastern and South Eastern Europe is a move more robust than 

first suspected towards antidisestablishmentarianism; in other words, towards “opposing, 
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or at least not supporting, the destruction of an existing establishment.”
99

 What Madeley 

means by this is that state authorities in a number of countries, in spite of being officially 

secular states or not having a legally established church, have embraced dominant 

religious communities as their national churches, providing them with numerous 

privileges and connections to the political elites. To put it simply, these churches are now 

de facto functioning as state churches, even if they are not officially established. 

Examples include Romania, Croatia and Serbia.
100

 

Approaching the subject matter from a standpoint of evaluating religious liberties, 

Paul Mojzes, with assistance from Zdenko Roter, offers the following classification of 

church and state relationships in Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe: 

Type A: Ecclesiastic Absolutism – where one religious institution enjoys 

preferential treatment by the state, while the others are discriminated against; 

Type B: Religion Toleration – where religion as such is preferred and supported 

by the state; 

Type C: Secularistic Absolutism – where the state hinders all religious expression 

in favor of a particular kind of secularist worldview; 
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Type D: Pluralistic Liberty – which allows the full expression and exercise of 

freedom within the context of a variety of truth claims.
101

 

The relationship between church and state in the Eastern Orthodox majority 

countries of South Eastern Europe has always exhibited specific characteristics that differ 

from models observable in those parts of Europe where the Roman Catholic Church or 

Protestant churches are in the majority. These are the results of historical developments, 

which have their roots in the relationship prevalent in the Eastern part of the Roman 

Empire, and also impacted by the governing structure and style of the Ottoman Turkish 

Empire. Although the specificities and concrete historical development of the relationship 

between church and state in Serbia will be discussed in a later chapter, it is important to 

note some of the general characteristics of the way in which Eastern Christian 

ecclesiastical structures relate to the state. 

In contrast to the Roman Catholic Church in the West, which is a transnational 

organization, in the East the churches developed along national lines and as 

autocephalous religious bodies. Although many (but not most) Orthodox churches in the 

world accept the spiritual leadership of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople 

(Istanbul), he is seen among church leaders as primus inter pares (the first among 

equals). This role emerged in the sixth century from among the four patriarchates that 

were in the Eastern Roman Empire: Jerusalem, Alexandria, Antioch, and 
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Constantinople.
102

 The autocephalous national churches have their own heads in the form 

of a patriarch or metropolitan, who are all seen as equals to one another, including the 

Ecumenical Patriarch. 

Regarding the structure of the Orthodox churches and their ways of relating to 

secular power, Steven Runciman describes their relationship in Byzantium as “undefined 

and imprecise.”
103

 By and large, the aspirations of ecclesiastical leaders in the East were 

not political, as was often the case in Western Christianity (for example in the Investiture 

Controversies of medieval Europe).
104

 However, there was no clear central or 

comprehensive doctrine or practice that was to guide church and state relations in 

Orthodox Christian countries. Consequently, varied forms of relating to secular 

authorities developed in different countries. These relationships have also been 

complicated by the fact that Orthodox churches are in general national churches – that is 

they see their mandate to unite all the faithful belonging to one nation or cultural/ethnic 

group. When the borders of the state and the residence of those belonging to the nation do 

not perfectly coincide, serious problems concerning ecclesiastical and spiritual 

jurisdiction may arise, as shall be seen later. 

Examining variations in church and state relations in particular as they relate to 

nationalism within the Orthodox world in recent history, Pedro Ramet noted four distinct 
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patterns in 1988: that of “simple cooptive nationalist,”
105

 in which the church hierarchy is 

coopted and espouses a nationalist line endorsed by the regime, as has been the case in 

Greece; “non-nationalist independent,” where the church is too weak to offer any 

resistance to the policy of the state; “nationalist defiant (or independent oppositionist),” 

where a church’s opposition is organically related to its nationalism; or “simple cooptive 

antinationalist,” where an otherwise nationalist church is sapped of its nationalist strength 

by the slow strangulation of being “quarantined” from the public and is penetrated and 

coopted by the regime, as was the case in communist Russia.
106

 

In connection to the concept and modern experiences of cooptation of churches by 

secular government, the notion of Caesaropapism must be at least briefly discussed at this 

juncture. This term is most often associated with the Eastern Orthodox churches and 

more specifically with the church in Byzantium during its golden age. It refers to political 

power taking over the spiritual authority of the church; when the head of state is also the 

head of the church and has authority of judgment in religious matters. Scholars have 

argued, however, that the situation in Byzantium was one of interdependence between the 

two realms as opposed to one being subordinate to the other, and have reiterated that 

caesaropapism is not an Orthodox dogma by any means.
107

 It also seems clear that 

ultimate doctrinal authority in the East rested with the church councils and not in the 
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hands of secular authorities. In spite of traditionally associating the term with Byzantium, 

caesaropapism could be observed elsewhere in Europe. Most notably it is present in 

England, where King Henry VIII declared himself the head of the newly formed Church 

of England, an arrangement that remains symbolically in place up until today (even 

though the actual power formerly held by the monarch has been assumed by the General 

Synod of the Church of England). In Russia, it was Tsar Ivan IV “The Terrible” who 

subordinated the Russian Orthodox Church to the state in 1547, and Peter the Great who 

reformed it and extended his political authority over it.
108

 The concept of symphonia is 

regarded by many Orthodox church leaders and theologians today as the ideal paradigm 

within Eastern Orthodoxy for church-state relations.
109

 This model, which is believed to 

have been operational in the Byzantine Empire, recognizes church and state as 

complementary to one another and their relationship to be based upon mutual respect.  

We thus see that when examining the current situation of church and state 

relations in Europe most scholars tend to agree on a few main points. These include the 

fact that Europe does exhibit a few distinguishable patterns and trends in church-state 
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relations and that there is no complete separation of church and state in any European 

nation. There is no pan-European model for church and state relations but in several 

countries, historical standing seems to be one of the most important factors in 

determining which religious communities receive preferential treatment by the state.  

The following two brief subsections present introductory remarks concerning the 

current church-state structures in Germany and in Serbia. Since the topic of church and 

state relations stood at the center of the interchurch consultations examined in this 

dissertation, the specifics in both countries, along with the historical developments that 

have impacted the present-day model of functioning, will be discussed later in much 

greater detail, particularly in Chapters Three, Four and Five.  

 

Church and State in Germany 

Having explored a few specific examples as well as larger regional trends, let us 

now turn to a discussion of the present state of church and state relations in the two 

countries of focus, Germany and Serbia. In the Federal Republic of Germany the two 

largest churches are almost equal in size and are active throughout the entire territory of 

the country.
110

 The Catholic Church in Germany (Katholische Kirche in Deutschland) 

consists of 27 territorial bishoprics, with the German Conference of Bishops (Deutsche 

Bischofskonferenz) uniting all 27 bishops. The Evangelical Church in Germany 

(Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland) brings together 22 independent Lutheran, 

                                                 
110

 As of December 31, 2009 the Roman Catholic Church had 24,909,332 members, while the Evangelical 

Church in Germany had 24,194,986. Religionswissenschaftlicher Medien- und Informationsdienst, accessed 

December 1, 2010, http://www.remid.de/remid_info_zahlen.htm. 

http://www.remid.de/remid_info_zahlen.htm


64 

 

Reformed and United [Lutheran-Reformed] regional churches, or Landeskirchen. The 

borders of these regional churches do not correspond to the present-day boundaries of the 

16 federal states or Bundesländer. The reason for this is that the churches’ territories go 

back to earlier times in history. Their borders in some cases still reflect the boundaries 

drawn after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, according to the principle of cuius regio, 

eius religio (whose realm, his religion). This in turn reflected the outcomes of the 

Religious Peace of Augsburg in 1555 (with the addition of the recognition of the 

Reformed faith), when the Lutheran and Catholic confessions were recognized as 

essentially equal and each prince was given authority to decide which one to follow, for 

himself and for the territories he governed. 

Among the legal sources regulating the relationship of these church bodies to the 

German state is firstly Das Grundgesetz für die Bundesrepublik Deutschland (The Basic 

Law [Constitution] of the Federal Republic of Germany), which in Article 4 guarantees 

the freedom of conscience, religion, creed and ideology, along with their undisturbed 

practice.
111

 The current Constitution also incorporates certain articles of the 1919 Weimar 

Constitution that further spell out individual rights for the practice of religion. However, 

much of the legal responsibility of regulating church and state affairs falls under the 

competency of the various Bundesländer. Relations with the Roman Catholic Church on 

the federal level are governed by the Reichskonkordat of 1933 with the Holy See, while 

13 of the 16 Bundesländer
 
also have signed various concordats with the church. There are 

also treaties with the Evangelical Church in Germany, as well as with various Catholic 
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dioceses, which cover subjects such as the regulation of religious instruction in public 

schools, the financing of churches, and providing religious assistance in the military.
112

 

The state is obligated to provide certain financial assistance to these two church 

organizations. However, close to eighty percent of their operational costs are covered by 

the church tax (Kirchensteuer). Each person who is a member of a religious organization 

recognized as a legal entity is obliged to pay a certain percentage (usually between eight 

and nine percent) of their wage and income tax liability to the religious community to 

which they belong.
113

 This payment is processed by the state, which takes between three 

and five percent of the collected tax money from the churches for its services. In order to 

stop paying church tax, one needs to officially withdraw from their religious community. 

However, churches in general view this act (referred to as Kirchenaustritt, exiting the 

church) negatively and see it as a failure of fulfilling one’s obligations to the church (the 

Catholic view). The churches also receive public funds from the state for certain services 

they provide in society, most notably through their networks of hospitals. 

 

Church and State in Serbia 

In the Republic of Serbia, the constitution decrees that Serbia is a secular state, 

church and state are separate from one another, and no religion may be established as a 
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state church.
114

 It guarantees the general individual rights and freedoms regarding one’s 

religious beliefs (or lack of) and their practice,
115

 and provides a few statements regarding 

the equality of all religious communities and reiterates their separation from the state.
116

 

The Law on Churches and Religious Communities (Zakon o crkvama i verskim 

zajednicama) from 2006 provides another legal source regulating church and state 

relations in greater detail.  

Legislative activity aimed at regulating religious freedom and the functioning of 

religious communities in Serbia began in 2001, soon after the fall of Slobodan Milošević 

(1941-2006), with the Draft Act on Religious Freedom (Predlog zakona o verskim 

slobodama), which never passed in parliament. Work continued on consequent drafts, 

and the Serbian Ministry for Religious Affairs presented sixth drafts before the bill 

entitled Law on Churches and Religious Communities (Zakon o crkvama i verskim 

zajednicama) was accepted in parliament on 20 April 2006.
117

 Serbian President Boris 

Tadić signed the bill into law amid protests by several local and international non-

governmental organizations and religious communities, although he did concede that the 

law is not in harmony with every stipulation of the European Convention for the 
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Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR) and would therefore 

need some changes and additions. 

Based on the provisions of the never-accepted 2001 draft act, the 2006 law 

recognizes seven traditional religious communities whose legal standing is automatically 

acknowledged on the basis of agreements with former governments.
118

 All other religious 

communities were required to re-register; otherwise they would lose the privileges of 

being a religious community. As of May 2010, sixteen religious communities have been 

added to the register.
119

 Human rights organizations have indicated that in some cases the 

government has either denied registration or arbitrarily slowed down the process for 

several religious communities, including the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the International 

Society for Krishna Consciousness.
120

 In the same year the Serbian government decided 

to begin the long-awaited process of return of nationalized private property. As the first 

step, the parliament passed the Law on the Return (Restitution) of Property to Churches 

and Religious Communities (Zakon o vraćanju [restituciji] imovine crkvama i verskim 
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zajednicama) on the return of nationalized and confiscated property to religious 

communities on 25 May 2006.
121

  

Another area of church and state relations in Serbia that is now regulated by 

national legislation is religious instruction in public schools. It is based on the 2001 

Government Directive on the Organization and Introduction of Religious Education and 

Education in an Alternative Subject [Civic Education] in Elementary and High Schools 

(Uredba o organizovanju i ostvarivanju verske nastave i nastave alternativnog predmeta 

u osnovnoj i srednjoj školi);
122

 and on the Law on Changes of and Addenda to the Law on 

Elementary Education (Zakon o izmenama i dopunama Zakona o osnovnoj školi) and the 

Law on Changes of and Addenda to the Law on and High School Education (Zakon o 

izmenama i dopunama Zakona o srednjoj školi).
123

 These legislative acts made religious 

instruction an alternative subject taught for one hour per week; pupils may choose to 

attend civic education classes instead. The state is obliged to provide finances for the 

religious instruction held by the seven recognized religious communities, regardless of 

the number of students interested at a particular school. Religious instruction in public 

schools began in the 2001 academic year. 
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Churches and European Integration 

The European Union does not regulate religious life in its member states, nor does 

it explicitly support religious communities. However, The Treaty on the Functioning of 

the European Union calls for the Union to “maintain an open, transparent and regular 

dialogue with these churches and organisations.”
124

 This statement is underlined in one of 

the resolutions of the highest legislative body of the EU: the European Parliament 

“stresses that, besides dialogue with civil society, there also needs to be an open, 

transparent and regular dialogue between the Union and churches and religious 

communities, as provided for by the Treaty of Lisbon.”
125

 

Churches and religious communities relate to European Union institutions mostly 

through umbrella organizations. The most prominent among these are the Commission of 

the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Community (COMECE) and the Conference 

of European Churches (CEC-KEK). COMECE is made up of bishops delegated by the 24 

[Catholic] bishops’ conferences in the European Union, while Switzerland and Croatia 

(which has candidate status in the European Union and is set to join in July 2013) 

currently hold observer positions. The Conference of European Churches is an 
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ecumenical fellowship of Anglican, Old Catholic,
126

 Orthodox and Protestant churches 

from all over Europe. Its Church and Society Commission is the most frequent 

interlocutor with EU institutions.
127

 Both of these organizations maintain offices in 

Brussels and also have an ongoing cooperation with one another. Representatives of 

Muslim communities to EU institutions are brought together under the umbrella of the 

Muslim Council for Cooperation in Europe. The representative body of Jewish 

communities to the EU is the European Jewish Congress. The “open, transparent and 

regular dialogue” has taken the form of annual summit meetings between EU officials 

and religious leaders since 2005. In recent years, the European Union has been 

represented at these meetings by the three presidents of the European institutions (i.e. the 

European Commission, the European Parliament, and the European Council).  

In addition to the dialogue summits, the Bureau of European Policy Advisors 

(BEPA) maintains an ongoing “Dialogue with Religions, Churches and Humanisms,” 

where European secular humanists are also officially represented. These meetings, often 

in the form of conferences, workshops and dialogue seminars take place at various 

locations in EU member states. The topics often concern religious values in European 

societies and finding common ethical principles. The above mentioned religious 

organizations interact with other pan-European entities as well, most notably with the 
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Council of Europe, which gathers 47 member states from Europe and the Caucasus and 

focuses on advancing human rights, democracy and the rule of law.
128

 Religious 

communities in EU founding member Germany are represented before the European 

Union and the Council of Europe through all of the above mentioned organizations. 

Serbia is not an EU member state but is member of the Council of Europe, and four of its 

religious communities, including the Serbian Orthodox Church, are members of the 

Council of European Churches. The Union of Jewish Communities in Serbia is associated 

with the European Jewish Congress
 
.
129

 

Apart from the institutional cooperation of churches and religious communities 

with Europe-wide institutions, issues surrounding ethical questions and religious values 

in European societies are of interest for the present study. As it has already been 

mentioned, some scholars believe that the recent EU enlargements have resulted in 

bringing a renewed religious vitality into the Union, causing the issue of religion to 

occupy a more prominent position in the European public space. In any case, public 

discussions about the role of religion and of religious communities within the European 

Union have proliferated in recent years. One of the ongoing dialogues by BEPA, for 

example, is titled “A Soul for Europe” and is looking to provide a spiritual and ethical 

dimension to the European Union.
130
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In Germany, although in its Western part the churches have been affected by 

various facets of European integration for decades, interest in the role of religion and 

religious communities relating to the continent-wide integration process is still 

considerable. This is evidenced by the large number of publications, public discussions 

and meetings, conferences and working groups that take place throughout the country.
131

 

For the purposes of the present study it is also important to mention that Dr. Josef 

Homeyer, Bishop of Hildesheim and one of the initiators of the consultations, served as 

President of COMECE from 1993 through 2006. 

Another area relating to the public role of religion in the EU concerns the very 

heart of European identity and the identity of the European Union. As many of the 

discussions relating to the role of religion and religious communities in the EU asks the 

question whether there is an overarching European identity, and along with that, whether 

there are any common religiously inspired values and ethical principles shared by all on 

the continent. At its very inception, one of the goals of the European Union was to bring 
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peace (a concept partly inspired by and in harmony with world religions) to formerly 

warring countries. However, this was to be achieved primarily through economic (and as 

later developments increasingly demanded, political) integration. Although many of the 

leading figures of early European integration efforts – Robert Schuman, Alcide De 

Gasperi, and Konrad Adenauer, to name a few – were religious individuals, and some of 

them were also in the leadership of Christian Democratic parties, the idea of achieving a 

united Europe has always been a secular undertaking. At the same time, one cannot deny 

the indirect influence of religious values that these and other outstanding civil servants, 

visionaries and supporters of European integration had on the EU. The struggle between 

the two realms came to its apex in the early spring of 2003, when a draft Constitution for 

the EU was being prepared. In its preamble the text made references to Europe’s religious 

and cultural heritage. Religious leaders, churches and governments wanted to make an 

explicit reference to Christianity and the Christian God as having played a decisive role 

in shaping Europe. Opposing this were those who either wished to leave the mention of 

any specific religious tradition out of the text, or those who were for an inclusive 

approach, namely to acknowledge the influence of other world religions (most notably 

Judaism and Islam) on the history of the continent, along with the positive contributions 

of secular humanism.  The ensuing public debate lasted for several months and reflected 

how difficult it is on such a diverse continent to reach an overarching political 

compromise that finds the balance between religion and secularism. 

To sum up, as European integration continues, churches and religious 

communities remain engaged in direct cooperation with pan-European institutions not 

only regarding explicitly religious concerns but also fighting against poverty, addressing 
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issues of immigration, being involved in upholding cultural traditions and so forth. Not 

everyone sees their contribution as positive. Katzenstein and Byrnes, for example, claim 

that “religion, as a political force, will be more likely to hinder further integration of the 

European continent.”
132

 While the truth of their claim can only be proven with time, one 

should also keep in mind that the emergence of a European civil religion can also be 

observed today. Although there are a variety of different definitions for civil religion, the 

one employed here comes from Robert Bellah, who states, “Although matters of personal 

religious belief, worship, and association are considered to be strictly private affairs, 

there are, at the same time, certain common elements of religious orientation that the 

great majority of Americans share. These have played a crucial role in the development 

of American institutions and still provide a religious dimension for the whole fabric of 

American life, including the political sphere. This public religious dimension is expressed 

in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals that I am calling American civil religion.”
133

 

Several of the symbols of a European civil religion already exist: there is a 

European flag, anthem, and a designated Europe Day. Could this perhaps be a way of 

bridging religious differences and creating a common non-religious religious space for 

Europeans? There are religious, political and civic leaders who argue that with a civil 

religion people would lose the actual content of religion and would only keep the outward 

form.
134

 They are fiercely opposed to this idea and wish to retain their respective 

                                                 
132

 Katzenstein and Byrnes, “Transnational Religion in an Expanding Europe,” 689. 

133
 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil religion in America,” Daedalus 134/4 (Fall 2005): 40-55. 

134
 Recent scholarly treatments of civil religion in Europe can be found for example in Silvio Ferrari, “Civil 

Religions: Models and Perspectives,” George Washington International Law Review 41/4 (2010): 749-763; 

 



75 

 

religious traditions. However, this is an interesting debate that will likely remain relevant 

and in the center of discussions in the near future, especially as European integration 

continues and the question in much of Europe regarding Islam, Turkey, and Europe’s 

place in the global geo-political arena must be pondered. 

 

Orthodoxy and Modern Europe 

 With the expansion of the European Union and as a result of the already discussed 

religious consequences of increasing labor mobility within Europe, the presence of 

Eastern Orthodox churches is becoming more and more widespread across the continent. 

Eastern Orthodoxy is receiving growing visibility and a greater voice in pan-European 

ecclesiastical and even political affairs. At the same time, this new situation makes 

Orthodox churches face challenges they have not hitherto encountered. This new 

situation has caught the attention of some scholars in recent years.
135

 

 The specificities of church and state relations in Orthodox majority countries, as 

well as their relationship to the concept of nation and to nationalism, place Orthodox 

churches in a situation much different from their Western Christian counterparts. In the 

specific case of Serbia, not only is the Serbian Orthodox Church facing a uniting Europe 

that is overwhelmingly secular yet influenced by Western Christianity, but it is also still 

dealing with the legacy of the less-than-friendly policies of the Socialist governments 
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toward religion and religious communities, the still lingering questions concerning 

extreme nationalism and the precise role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in the most 

recent wars, and finally, it is facing a reality of modernity that much of Serbia had not 

thoroughly experienced.  

In spite of all these challenges and the still strong anti-Western voices in society 

(and within the Church), the question of European integration from an Orthodox 

standpoint has been openly discussed in recent years by church officials and theologians 

and remains in the center of attention today, as Serbia’s intention to join the European 

Union has been freshly confirmed. Among the public discussions of the topic a 2003 

conference titled “Christianity and European Integration” stands out, where political 

leaders and representatives of churches discussed different aspects of the role religion can 

play in the formation of a European identity and in the public life of Europe and all 

seemed to agree that religion remains a significant part of European identity.
136

 Apart 

from religious dignitaries, in attendance was then-Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Goran Svilanović and President of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia Vojislav 

Koštunica, who stated that “Serbia, as a post-Communist country, needs moral renewal 

and spiritual healing.”
137

 Other elements, particularly relating to national identity and 

nationalism, and anti-Western feelings, that the Serbian Orthodox Church has to contend 

with today, will be discussed in later chapters in bigger detail. For now, let us turn our 
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attention to another important theoretical consideration, that of ecumenism and 

ecumenical/interreligious dialogue. 

 

Ecumenism and the Theory of Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue 

What is Ecumenism? 

The word “ecumenism” comes from the Greek “οἰκουμένη” meaning “the globe” 

or “the inhabited world” and, by extension, “universal.” It originates from the word 

“οἶκος” meaning house or family. The meaning of ecumenism, as defined in the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, is “the movement or tendency toward worldwide Christian 

unity or cooperation.”
138

 In its modern-day usage, the term refers to the universal 

church,
139

 the “holy catholic church” of the confessions; the totality of Christian believers 

in the world as the family. 

The adjective “ecumenical” refers to events and processes that aim at involving 

all, or at least as many as are willing, of the different branches of Christianity (for 

example Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant). The term has been used to 

refer to both efforts that wish to bring about a greater level of unity among churches, and 

to projects and events that aim at increasing the level of agreement and/or practical 

cooperation among churches.
140

 Ecumenism is “intra-religious” or more precisely, 
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“interchurch” dialogue, that is, dialogue within one particular religious tradition – 

Christianity.  

“Interreligious dialogue,” in contrast, is the term used to define dialogue among 

representatives of different religious traditions (such as in Jewish-Muslim or Hindu-

Buddhist dialogue). The term “ecumenical” is sometimes casually (and incorrectly) used 

to describe events or movements that are in reality interreligious. The official dialogue 

process under examination in the present dissertation is technically an interreligious 

dialogue, as it has involved representatives of other religions (most notably of Judaism 

and Islam) at many of its meetings. While this fact will not be overlooked, it must be 

acknowledged that to a large extent, the dialogue in question is indeed more an 

ecumenical dialogue, since its main actors, initiators and organizers represent various 

branches of Christianity, which is also reflected in the topics chosen for discussion at the 

meetings. 

The definition and theory of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue will be 

discussed in ample detail in the following section but in order to provide an initial 

working formulation of what is meant by the term, the following is offered by Leonard 

Swidler: “dialogue is a two-way communication between persons who hold significantly 

differing views on a subject, with the purpose of learning more truth about the subject 

from one another.”
141

 It is important to note that the word “dialogue” in the present 
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context carries not only the strict meaning of the term as it is used in communication 

theory (the mutual exchange and two-way or multi-directional flow of information 

between two or more parties), but also a respectful process guided by clearly articulated 

principles, where the goal is to create understanding, and as Swidler states, to learn – all 

the while being open to the possibility of being changed through this process.  

A brief discussion of the history and background of ecumenism is the next step. 

However, rather than recapping the entire history of the ecumenical movement, which 

has been documented,
142

 a few key events and movements will be emphasized, all of 

which have had a significant direct or indirect impact on the dialogue process in question. 

A more detailed examination of the immediate context of the dialogue follows in Chapter 

Four. 

It must be made clear that ecumenical initiatives existed long before the twentieth 

century. However, in the form as we know it today, the modern ecumenical movement 

emerged at the turn of the nineteenth
 
and twentieth centuries and gained fresh and even 

greater momentum in the second half of the twentieth century. Among important 

developments that acted as catalysts for this process is the fact that the twentieth century 

was exceptionally bloody and wars and other forms of mass scale violence were often 

enacted partly with the support of religious communities and openly justified through 

their theological claims and interpretations. The death and devastation caused by the two 
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world wars, and especially the Holocaust, cried out for thoughtful responses from 

religious individuals and communities (primarily Christians), who also needed to 

evaluate the role of their churches and their potential complicity in those events. 

The occasion considered to mark the birth of modern-day ecumenism was the 

World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910, which brought together a large 

number of representatives of different Protestant churches and missionary organizations. 

The Movement for Faith and Order, an outcome of this conference, was founded in order 

to explore ways in which greater agreement and unity could be reached among churches 

in the areas of theology/beliefs and ecclesiastical structure. At around the same time, the 

Movement for Life and Work was formed focusing on practical cooperation by churches 

in spite of their differences (and with the understanding that through working together 

these differences could be addressed, discussed, and perhaps even settled). These 

movements representing the two equally important sides of ecumenical work merged to 

form the World Council of Churches, a worldwide fellowship of churches, in 1948, 

which today consists of “349 churches seeking unity, a common service and Christian 

witness.”
143

  

Up until this point, the ecumenical vision and endeavor had been a largely 

Protestant one. Other churches became involved in the process only later, such as the 

Orthodox churches, which gradually joined beginning in the 1960s. Today almost every 

canonical Eastern Orthodox Church is a member of the World Council of Churches. The 

Roman Catholic Church is not a WCC member but it has had ongoing regular 

                                                 
143

 This is the self-description of the organization found on the opening page of their web site and on their 

promotional materials, accessed December 8, 2010, http://www.oikoumene.org/. 

http://www.oikoumene.org/


81 

 

cooperation with it. In the first few decades of the post-World-War-II ecumenical 

movement Protestants remained in large numbers at the helm of ecumenical efforts – a 

trend that is now beginning to slowly change as representatives of various Christian 

traditions are taking up leadership positions in global or regional ecumenical movements 

and organizations, although the percentage of Protestant involvement in leadership is still 

very high. 

The collaboration between the Roman Catholic Church and the WCC began at the 

end of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), which was a watershed event and 

marked a very significant development in the way the Roman Catholic Church views and 

relates to other Christian churches and also other religions. The Pontifical Council for 

Promoting Christian Unity had been established in 1960 (under the name Secretariat for 

Promoting Christian Unity) by Pope John XXIII and played an important role at Vatican 

II, preparing and presenting conciliar documents on a variety of ecumenism-related 

issues, including the decree on ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio.
144

 

The widely varying views of, and levels of need for, ecumenism and dialogue 

among Christian churches can be attributed to the vastly varying views of ecclesiology 

held by the different branches of Christianity.
145

 Since this does not fall strictly under the 

purview of the present project, it will not be discussed here beyond mentioning what is 
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absolutely necessary for establishing the immediate context of the dialogue in question. A 

few words of explanation are offered in a later chapter when the particular ecclesiological 

issues relating to the dialogue process under scrutiny will be examined. Noteworthy 

ecumenical initiatives within Europe are discussed in some detail in Chapters Three and 

Four. 

 

Theories of Ecumenical, Interreligious, Interideological and Intercultural Dialogue 

In discussing some of the relevant theories of interreligious, interideological and 

intercultural dialogue, the following questions may serve to guide us: How did the need 

for dialogue arise and what developments in human history have contributed to that 

process? What reasons do theorists and practitioners give for the necessity of dialogue 

among people coming from different backgrounds? How have changing views in 

theology impacted dialogue and vice versa; And in what ways have especially Christians 

been reflecting upon the impact of dialogue on their theology? 

The concept of dialogue and the developments in intellectual history that have 

made it possible have occupied the interest of scholars from a wide range of academic 

disciplines, many of them further developing the ideas put forth by their contemporaries 

in other disciplines. Among those whose work is most often cited are the theologian 

Ewert Cousins,
146

 the physicist and author of books on the history of science, Thomas 
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Kuhn,
147

 the philosopher of religion and theologian John Hick,
148

 and the philosopher 

Paul Ricœur.
149

 Forerunners of critical thinking and questioning traditionally held 

Christian views included the philosopher and paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de 

Chardin.
150

 All of these thinkers tried to review their knowledge within their discipline in 

light of human intellectual, social and scientific developments in modernity and post-

modernity. 

Ewert Cousins builds on the argument of Karl Jaspers that the time period 

between 800 – 200 BCE constituted an outstanding era of transformations in human 

consciousness including the emergence of individual identity and self-reflection, and also 

resulted in significant milestones in philosophy and theology, Jaspers calls the Axial 

Age.
151

 Cousins claims that we are now living in the Second Axial Period marked by the 

emergence of a global consciousness, which must be appropriated in ways that include 

ecological consciousness, respect of justice, human rights and striving for peace. The task 

of religions in this era, Cousins states, is to “avoid both a narrow fundamentalism and a 
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bland universalism” and to “channel their spiritual resources toward the solution of global 

problems” while entering into dialogue with other religions.
152

 

Leonard Swidler, referencing all the aforementioned thinkers’ theories, lays out a 

fervent call for dialogue.
153

 He claims that we are now living in the Age of Convergence, 

which has replaced the Age of Divergence when diverse opinions led to opposing and 

mutually exclusive stances about life and the universe. Today, humankind is slowly 

recognizing that divergent opinions may be complementary to one another. This is a 

result in part of living in the Second Axial and due to the major paradigm shift that 

Modernity brought us (echoing Thomas Kuhn here), which includes a changing 

understanding of truth claims.  

Today, argues Swidler, truth claims are increasingly not considered anymore to be 

static and absolute, but truth has come to be seen more and more as relational, relative 

and perspectival due to a variety of factors and developments. These include the 

emergence of modern hermeneutics, according to which every interpretation of truth is 

necessarily and interpretation and not the truth itself. The works of Hans-Georg Gadamer 

and Paul Ricœur are of particular significance here, formulating a new hermeneutics. It 

must be noted that many churches find this particular view of truth to be controversial 

and disagree with it vehemently.  
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The recognition of the limits of human language(s) is a factor that must be 

considered, Swidler states. This happens on two levels: firstly, all human language is 

limited to trying to formulate abstract concepts and to express the transcendent by using 

sound, which automatically limits it; secondly, each human language sees and expresses 

reality somewhat differently from other languages and cultures, due to the context within 

which it is used. Language can therefore be a doubly limiting factor. The development of 

historicism, especially when contrasted to absolutism, is seen as moving in the direction 

of a relational understanding of truth.  Historicism aims to understand truth claims within 

the context in which they were originally stated (in their Sitz im Leben, or their particular 

setting in life).  

Recognizing the intentionality of texts, namely that they are always written from a 

certain point of view and with specific intentions, is another element leading to a more 

relational view of truth. This is coupled with the sociology of knowledge, which 

acknowledges that truth statements made by people reflect their own social, cultural, 

gender roles and positions, in other words they are standortgebunden (standpoint-bound), 

as Karl Mannheim has put it. Finally, Swidler identifies dialogue – an ongoing, mutual 

“conversation” with reality as yet another element towards building a “de-absolutized,” 

dialogic view of truth. This resulting de-absolutization of truth is a mark of Modernity, 

claims Swidler. He issues a call to make dialogue a way of life as, in his words, we are 

entering from the Age of Monologue into the Age of Dialogue.
154
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Originating in large part in the developments of the underlying philosophical 

stances mentioned above (which themselves are mostly products of the Modern and Post-

Modern ages), the pluralistic hypothesis, as put forth by John Hick for example, has 

gained popularity in many Western societies since Modernity but still finds strong 

opposition in various corners of the global Christian landscape.
155

 This hypothesis states 

that there are many valid and legitimate ways of relating to ultimate or transcendental 

Reality – which is one of the goals, generally speaking, of religion.
156

 According to the 

pluralistic hypothesis, there is a difference between the Real an sich (as it exists 

independently of human perception, not limited by human concepts) and the Real as 

perceived and experienced by humans. Accordingly, Hick sees the major world religions 

as embodiments of different perceptions and interpretations of the ultimate Reality from 

different points of view. They are also valid “soteriological spaces,” as Hick calls them, 

meaning that they are valid sources of salvation/liberation – or whatever else the ultimate 

goal of the specific religion may be. Although the human variant is the constant and 

common element among these different perceptions, religions generally share the focus 

on pointing from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness (regardless of whether this 

Reality is personal, as in the Abrahamic religions, or impersonal, as for example in 

Theravada Buddhism).  The legitimacy and necessity of interreligious dialogue is almost 
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a natural consequence of such a view of religious pluralism, in that each religious 

tradition expresses valid elements of the truth, interprets the universe from different 

viewpoints, and has unique insights that it can contribute to the dialogue.
157

 

Philosophical distinctions have resulted in changing views of world religions. 

Theologians have been grappling with making sense of the challenges of living in a 

religiously plural world. Christian theologians in particular, according to Roger Haight 

(whose own theology has been influenced by Hick), have followed two main directions 

vis-à-vis religious pluralism.
158

 Haight presents these two streams through the examples 

of two influential 20
th

-century Catholic theologians: Karl Rahner and Edward 

Schillebeeckx. Rahner’s cosmology is Christo-centric and Trinitarian: for him, other 

religions are truly valid but only because Christ has not been fully proclaimed to them. 

For Rahner, Jesus Christ is the true revelation of God, but other religions act as vehicles 

for the salvation of those who believe in them and follow them, although Jesus Christ is 

actually constitutive of the salvation these religions offer and it is his grace that these 

religions mediate.
159

 Rahner offers this view to counter Christian exclusivism, 

recognizing de facto pluralism (or perhaps better stated, plurality), but not theological 
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pluralism. It is possible that people holding such a view will engage in interreligious 

dialogue, although they may always question the validity of the truth claims of other 

religions. 

Edward Schillebeeckx, in contrast, presents a Theo-centric view of the world, 

beginning with the historical framework. For Schillebeeckx, the Trinity is not the starting 

point, but it is the historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth.
160

 He sees all religions as non-

absolute and finite, but expresses the uniqueness of Christianity among them. However, 

to him, uniqueness does not equal absoluteness. The same God is present in all religions; 

Christianity just happens to be mediated by Jesus Christ. This view sees other religions as 

equally valid and accepts religious plurality and pluralism in principle, as well as in 

reality. Schillebeeckx’s stance can be described a pluralistic; doing Christian theology in 

full awareness of other religions and their truth claims. 

After presenting the main points of these two different positions, the notions of 

“exclusivity” and “absolutism” should be mentioned. As we have seen already in this 

chapter, some religious communities have embraced (or reverted to) this philosophical 

position in the face of secularization and increasing religious diversity. This standpoint 

states that only one’s own religion has exclusive claims to the truth and to the ultimate 

Reality; all other religions are illusions or mistaken interpretations of Reality. Absolutism 

states that the truth claims of one’s own religion are absolute and unshakeable.  This view 

does not encourage interreligious dialogue for a few different reasons. Firstly, it does not 

even recognize other religions and their followers as equal interlocutors that can be 
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respected. Secondly, when encountering representatives of other religions, the meeting 

will most likely lead to efforts at converting the other to my religion and conversion is 

definitely not a desired outcome and goal of dialogue.   

While in Western countries, generally speaking, the pluralistic hypothesis and the 

de-absolutizing of truth are becoming more widely accepted, in societies that have not 

experienced a thorough encounter with the ideas of the Enlightenment and Modernity, 

such stances are rare to find. Does this mean that traditional and fundamentalist religious 

communities are automatically discredited from being potential interlocutors in a 

dialogue? Should they relativize the truth claims they have in order to enter this dialogue? 

A word of caution is necessary for those who find themselves in such situations. 

Sometimes those who describe themselves as tolerant of others and their differences may 

have a very difficult time tolerating those whom they perceive to be intolerant – in other 

words, they only tolerate those that they find to be like-minded. At the same time, I 

contend that traditional religious communities with absolutistic views still may be able to 

engage in dialogue, and this seems easier when practical cooperation in order to help a 

community of people is at stake. That one must subscribe to religious relativism is a fear 

that (especially more traditional) religious communities often express when they explain 

why they do not wish to enter into dialogue with others. Haight addresses this concern by 

arguing, “It is not necessary that a recognition of historicity and pluralism lead to 

religious relativism. And it remains to be seen whether the recognition of truth in other 

religions undercuts the universal relevance and truth mediated by Jesus Christ.”
161
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However, the question remains: how does one behave in dialogue so that there can be 

positive outcomes from the encounter? 

This discussion leads us to even more foundational yet crucial questions. What 

exactly are the ultimate goals of dialogue? Are the only desirable outcomes that the 

dialogue partners learn more about one another which can lead to a greater degree of 

understanding, or is there a broader agenda at work? Also, is the attitude of social 

positivism toward dialogue, particularly in the North American context, which places an 

inherent faith in the ultimately positive potential and historical progress of humankind, 

familiar to and accepted in the rest of the world? Finally, what kind of change will result 

from one’s engagement in dialogue? 

Regarding the goals of dialogue in general, there can be many different 

expectations. These can range from a practical view according to which the aim of 

dialogue is for churches or religious communities to come together and identify some 

common ground on the basis of which they can then address certain practical issues in 

their communities, be it through charity work, activism, or helping to establish an 

infrastructure for addressing the problem(s) at hand. Another possible expectation can be 

that the dialogue will lead to closer cooperation. Within the ecumenical context, 

examples of this include agreements between denominations on pulpit exchange, the 

mutual recognition of baptism, or even some form of establishing very close institutional 

ties. Yet another goal of (ecumenical) dialogue can aim at achieving the unity of all 

Christian churches – in theological understanding and in practice. While this is an 

abstract and elusive goal, many Christians nonetheless may enter dialogue with this end 

goal in mind.    
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To answer the last question regarding the outcomes of dialogical engagement, let 

us turn to Swidler, according to whom individuals involved in dialogue may experience 

the following changes: gaining more information about others; having a greater 

understanding of themselves; changes in attitudes and perspective, and changes in 

behavior.
162

 One way of describing the process that may lead to such transformation 

through dialogue is put forth by Swidler in the Seven Stages of Deep-Dialogue.
163

 The 

stages describe the progression from an intellectual and psychological point of view of 

discovery and self-discovery in human development. In short form, the stages are the 

following: 1) the first radical encounter with difference pushes one to develop self-critical 

thinking; 2) engaging in critical thinking as one enters the world of the other; 3) 

experiencing and inhabiting the world of the other from within; 4) after the experience of 

crossing over one returns to their own world but with an expanded horizon; 5) remaining 

in one’s own world, the changes resulting from having experienced the world of the other 

become apparent, resulting in a paradigm-shift; 6) the way one relates to themselves, 

their own community, and to others, is transformed through a dialogical “awakening”; 7) 

and finally, as the transformation takes root, not only does one’s perspective change but 

also their behavior and the new way of relating to the rest of the world is crystallized.
164
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The Practice of Interreligious, Intercultural and Interideological Dialogue: Ground 

Rules for Engaging in Dialogue 

The above discussion of truth claims, along with the different attitudes guiding 

those participating in dialogue, is relevant for the discussion of both ecumenical and 

interreligious encounters, as well as for interideological and intercultural gatherings. For 

people coming from various traditions and understandings of the world, what are some of 

the important principles their conduct should be guided by? Swidler has laid down 

suggestive ground rules for engaging in dialogue, also called the Dialogue Decalogue.
165

 

These are ten guidelines he recommends following in order to create an atmosphere 

where honest exchange can take place. 

The proposed guidelines are: 1) entering into dialogue in order to learn, change 

and grow; 2) the mutual exchange of experiences should involve the communities 

represented, not just the individuals involved; 3) entering the dialogue with honesty and 

sincerity and assuming the same about our dialogue partners – in other words, building 

trust; 4) an important reminder to compare only the comparable: practice with practice 

and belief with ideals; 5) all participants should identify themselves and they should also 

be able to recognize themselves in the interpretation provided by others; 6) one should 

come to the dialogue with an open mind to discover where the points of disagreement lie 

– instead of assumptions; 7) participants should be and view one another as equal 

partners in this endeavor; 8) personal trust is a key; 9) a healthy amount of criticism of 

one’s religious, ideological or cultural traditions is necessary; 10) finally, each dialogue 
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participant should try to experience the other’s tradition from within – thereby stepping 

into their shoes temporarily in order to gain a better understanding of how the other sees 

the world. According to this progression, the experience of dialogue and of the other 

leads one to re-evaluate not only what they know about the other but also what they know 

about themselves. In this way, dialogue becomes a process of discovery along with an 

important element of self-discovery. 

The differences in religious traditions that are encountered during the dialogue 

need not automatically mean an impasse or the end of dialoguing constructively. Instead, 

as Swidler suggests, it should be kept in mind that differences may be of three different 

kinds: 1) they might be complementary to one another (emphasizing, for example, one 

aspect of the religious experience over another); 2) they may be analogous, namely that 

different terms describe the same ultimate reality; 3) and they may be contradictory to 

one another. Such an approach to differences may help bring greater understanding not 

only of other religious traditions but also of one’s own within the context of others. 

Even with guidelines in hand, one usually does not jump directly into dialogue, 

though. The steps of preparation, the introduction or prolegomena must take place before 

honest dialogue can take place. Various different situations may call for extended 

prolegomena. These include lack of knowledge about one another that precludes any 

meaningful interaction that can be termed dialogue, or when representatives of 

communities coming together after violence, war or other forms of conflict have taken 

place between them. Although often times official meetings under such circumstances are 

referred to as “dialogue” encounters, in reality they are often only prolegomena leading 

up to true and fruitful dialogue. This however does not lessen their importance. Building 
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trust and rebuilding a healthy image of the other are crucial components of moving 

forward. Just what is at stake and how important it is to remember rightly will be 

explored in the following segment. 

 

Other Theoretical Tools 

Theorizing the Balkans: Perceptions and Representations 

Before examining the interchurch consultations in question in greater detail, 

attention must be focused on a few more theories that relate to how history is viewed and 

remembered, how communal and especially national identities are formed, and what 

ways of representing the other that grow out of that. The much used quote attributed at 

times to Winston Churchill that the Balkans have an excess of history, is an interesting 

thought. However, it is not only the large number of tragic historical events and changes 

impacting the local populations that makes this part of Europe stand out, but it is the way 

they are remembered and in many cases kept alive, that makes history a still significant 

factor in the present. Histories, milestone events and times of suffering and injustice at 

the hands of others have been appropriated by governments, rulers, political parties, 

religious communities, nongovernmental organizations and many others. Examining 

these areas briefly is important for a number of reasons. First, as Chapter Three will 

demonstrate, there is a long history between the two countries represented at the dialogue 

under scrutiny and at times this history involved suffering at the hand of the other. 

Second, the representations of the other that grew out of this history have undoubtedly 

influenced the relationships among the churches and religious communities participating 

in the dialogue. Third, as we shall see, the dialogue has addressed questions relating to 
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identity and how the religious communities represented sees themselves within the 

geographical, but more importantly, cultural, East-West divide. Only a cursory look at 

some of the leading thinkers and theories will be presented here, while the specific issues 

will be discussed in greater detail together with the consultations when they were actually 

addressed. 

In her book Imagining the Balkans Maria Todorova addresses some of the issues 

relating to identity formation and self-identification in the geographical area referred to as 

the Balkans. The central claim that Todorova makes is that the Balkans have been 

depicted for several centuries now as a backward and dangerous place, inhabited by 

backward and dangerous people. The word “Balkans” (also in it adjectival and other 

forms) has gained a pejorative meaning in most Indo-European languages and has been 

represented as “the other Europe”. In this way, Todorova claims, Western historiography 

of the Balkans reflects a very similar attitude to the Orientalism described by Edward 

Said,
166

 even though she claims that in the Balkans there are many more nuances of 

historical attitudes that need to be taken into account. Karl Kaser identifies some of the 

central differences by stating that “both Orientalism and Balkanism are inventions, but 

the two terms differ insofar as Balkanism refers to a concrete geographic entity and to 

Byzantine and Ottoman histories.”
167
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Similarity to Orientalism can be noted in the fact, Todorova acknowledges, that 

Western representations of the Balkans and Balkan peoples have been clearly driven by 

colonial and hegemonic interests. Rejecting the idea of applying post-colonial scholarship 

to the Balkans however, Todorova instead proposes that the rhetorical paradigm of 

“Balkanism” and “Balkanist discourse” be used to describe representations of the region 

and points out that unlike many other ideas in European intellectual history (such as 

antisemitism and misogyny), Balkanism “has not yet been coupled with its 

complementing and ennobling antithesis.” Balkanism is not merely a sub-species of 

orientalism, she cautions, since the Balkans do not belong to the Middle East and the 

majority of its population is white and Christian, and Christianity in Balkans had also 

opposed Islam at various times.
168

  

Recognizing that the religious element in the East-West conceptualization has 

traditionally been important, Todorova explains:  

 

One of the versions of the East-West dichotomy played itself out in the 

opposition between Greek Orthodoxy and Catholicism. It is Catholicism 

and not Western Christianity in general that is part of the dichotomy 

because it was the political and theological rivalry between Rome and 

Constantinople that created a rift between the two creeds and attached to 

Orthodoxy the status of a schismatic, heretic deviation (and vice versa).
169
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Todorova’s point is driven even further in the statement made by Samuel 

Huntington that “Europe ends where Islam and Orthodoxy begin.”
170

 This claim, which 

has been repeated many times by a number of politicians and other public figures, 

expresses how this religious division, taken to an extreme, can serve as a ground for the 

West for contrasting and distancing itself from religious others.
171

 Based on the divisions 

within Christianity and the later appearance of Islam on the Balkan Peninsula, 

Huntington has also famously claimed that a civilizational fault line runs straight through 

the Balkans, separating East from West in terms of civilizations. However, the Balkan 

Peninsula lies inextricably within the European continent and, as Andrew Hammond 

points out, the designation given to the Balkans as “the other Europe” also implies that 

the Balkans are seen less as the alien outsider and more as the “outsider within”.
172

 

Regarding German views in particular of the East, Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius observes 

that there has never been only one German vision of the eastern parts of Europe, although 

various ones have been undoubtedly influenced by “the enduring tradition of seeing a 
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German cultural mission in the East, a frontier myth.”
173

 As Jan C. Behrends notes, it 

would be helpful if future research on the topic would focus on Eastern Europe as both a 

Projektionsfläche (an area of imagination) and an Erfahrungsraum (an area of 

experience).
174

 

The contrasting conceptualizations and representations of “East” and “West” from 

both sides of the divide and the questions of how it may be more precisely approached 

and eventually overcome are indeed among the central recurring themes that emerge from 

many recent scholarly works. Milica Bakić-Hayden responds to the concept of Balkanism 

as described by Todorova and argues that “Balkanism can indeed be viewed as a 

variation on the orientalist theme and uses the example of Yugoslavia to support her 

claim.”
175

 Examining the views of the other within the Balkans and considering the 

hierarchy of views held by various sub-groups regarding their neighbors, she posits, 

together with Robert Hayden, that “in terms of cultural representations, of distinguishing 

disvalued Others, one might envision a system of ‘nesting’ orientalisms, in which there 

exists a tendency for each region to view cultures and religions to the south and east of it 

as more conservative or primitive.”
176
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As the Balkans are being habitually posited as the antithesis to the West at the 

same time local populations have internalized Balkanism to a certain extent – as is 

reflected in the statement about nesting orientalisms. Embracing this way of thinking has 

meant that in the last two centuries the Enlightenment, secularization, industrial 

development and the spread of rationalism have been described with terms such as 

“modernization,” “Europeanization” and “Westernization.”
177

 Some of the local elites 

have been complicit in embracing the Balkanist discourse: as historian Holm 

Sundhaussen explains, “the elites in the Balkans are split into ‘Westernizers’ and 

adherents to different kinds of anti-Western concepts.”
178

 And, as Thomas Bremer points 

out, those Serbs who embraced the Enlightenment and modernization in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 

centuries were not popular at all within the Serbian Orthodox Church.
179

 

Apart from the initial geopolitical query of where Europe ends and whether the 

Balkan Peninsula really belongs to Europe, the question of Serbia’s symbolic location 

must also be asked. Christos Mylonas, who in Serbian Orthodox Fundamentals tries to 

map out Serbian identity, begins with the premise that Serbian Orthodoxy is actually the 

sacralization of the Serbian national identity.
180

 One conclusion can be drawn 
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immediately from this statement is that anything non-Orthodox will consequently be by 

nature non-Serbian. Mylonas highlights the long-standing historical connections between 

Serbs and the rest of the Orthodox world. He also emphasizes the communal experience 

of the faith (which grows out of Orthodox ecclesiology and a universal understanding of 

membership). His archetypal Homo Serbicus possesses traits of a common Balkan 

mentality built on Orthodoxy. From such a viewpoint, perceptions of Europe particularly 

during Ottoman times,
181

 he claims, amounted to “an idealised abstraction of a civilized 

world whose importance for the Balkan population was primarily inspirational.”
182

 

Apart from the approaches by historians, political scientists, anthropologists, 

theologians and sociologists, the method of textual analysis in communication studies has 

also produced a few noteworthy contributions to Serbian studies. For example, in their 

article “The Kosovo Battle: Media’s Recontextualization of the Serbian Nationalistic 

Discourses,” Karmen Erjavec and Zala Volčić explore in part how the East-West tension 

is formulated and presented at the intersection of nationalistic discourse and the media.
183

 

They claim that their analysis of the coverage of current issues in Kosovo by the two 

most popular Serbian newspapers has shown that “the newspapers construct a bipolar 

opposition between Christianity and Islam, describing Muslim Albanians as a 
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homogenous social group responsible for the Islamization of Kosovo, Serbia, and the 

whole of Europe.”
184

 

An analysis of texts exploring representations of the Religious Others in the 

official bi-weekly publication of the Belgrade Patriarchate, Pravoslavlje, from 1990 

through 1992 shows underlying anti-Western stances that are rarely expressed explicitly 

in the articles but still permeate them.
185

 What is observable during this period of time 

marked by the disintegration of Yugoslavia and the wars in Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia-

Herzegovina, is the process of a conscious distancing from the “international 

community.”
186

 In a memorandum of the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox Church 

from June 1992, the Balkans are for example contrasted to Europe, listed as two 

completely different categories. Then the following statement is made: “But Serbia was 

Europe even before Western Europe. Up to this day, [Serbia] has been devoted to the 

deepest Christian foundations of Europe, to which Serbian spirituality and culture 

attest.”
187

 Even though the second quote seemingly stands in contrast to the first one, it 

nonetheless also exhibits the same antagonistic stance towards “Europe” by positing 
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Serbia as older than (Western) Europe and the faithful preserver of its spiritual 

foundations. 

Looking at more recent publications by the official organs of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church, the 2006 article “Europeanization and Orthodoxy” by Dr. Gordana 

Živković should be mentioned. Živković is author of several books and other publications 

about the Serbian Orthodox Church and a frequent contributor to Pravoslavlje. In this 

article she lists many of the stereotypes and perceptions held about the European Union 

in Serbia. These assumptions include the fact that integration into the EU would mean 

having to leave one’s identity behind and conforming to the EU’s “shared economic, 

political, cultural, spiritual and civilizational space.” Živković warns however, that 

Europe must not be understood as a uniform entity, but rather as a pluralistic community, 

which allows for differences to be expressed.
188

 At the same time, the author argues that 

common cultural and religious foundations tie EU member states together. In this lies the 

assumption that Serbia and its Eastern Orthodoxy also shares this common heritage, and 

it that sense, naturally belongs with the rest of Europe. This article is among the very few 

in Pravoslavlje that present a more nuanced (and not black-and-white) understanding of 

the concerns surrounding European integration. 

The other approach, namely presenting Serbia and Europe as opposites to one 

another, is illustrated by a speech given by Lavrentije (Trifunović), Serbian Orthodox 

Bishop of Šabac. Lavrentije spoke in 2008 after having performed the Holy Liturgy in the 

monastery of Delić, marking the day of remembrance to Nikolaj Velimirović, the 
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Western-educated Serbian Orthodox bishop who died in 1956 and has been declared a 

saint. Velimirović was known for his vitriolic criticism of the West. After warning his 

audience about the traps and dangers presented by modern Europe, Lavrentije made the 

following statements: 

 

There is nothing that we can learn from them in the field of spiritual and 

moral values! On the contrary, if we become a part of Europe, we will lose 

our ethnic characteristics, although we will receive other promises… 

Europe is a furnace, in which all kinds of things are mixed and cooked 

together; those who are numerous will overcome the weaker ones. And we 

– we would drown!
189

 

 

Bishop Lavrentije then proceeds to contrast European values (or lack thereof) to 

Prince Lazar, hero of the Battle of Kosovo in 1389 lost to the invading Ottoman Turkish 

army, who, according to legend, chose the heavenly kingdom over earthly riches and 

glory. This rhetoric is all the more interesting since Lavrentije had spent several decades 

living in Germany as a bishop, serving the Serbian Orthodox diaspora. In this text, 

Europe and Serbia are clearly contrasted to each other and are presented as antithetical. 

Echoing Prince Lazar’s dilemma, the underlying message is that a choice between the 

two must be made – Serbia cannot embrace Europe if it wishes to remain true to itself. 

Although as Serbia faced an identity crisis in the 1990s and began to re-

conceptualize the ideas of the Balkans and of East and West, this effort in many circles of 

Serbian society led to the reinforcement and solidification of already existing stereotypes 

and conceptualizations of the ethnic and religious others. Anti-Western rhetoric in the 
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media and even in the religious press has become more pronounced. Much like the 

leaders of the Serbian Orthodox Church today, it seems that the Serbian population is 

also divided along the lines of self-identification (pro-Western vs. anti-Western, which is 

by extension, therefore pro-Balkan, or pro-Serbian).
190

 

As the question of identity has arisen within the Serbian context, we should be 

reminded of the issue as it concerns Germany and broader Europe. All the changes in 

population, with the resulting cultural and religious diversity, have shown the need to re-

evaluate what it means to be European. Today, as some second and third-generation 

immigrants increasingly identify themselves as Europeans, it is perfectly plausible that a 

Hindu, whose parents came to the United Kingdom from India, will identify her/himself 

fully as a European. It is also not unusual that a person of African or Afro-Caribbean 

descent will see her/himself as German. At the same time, the already mentioned 

discussion in present-day Germany about multiculturalism and the lack of assimilation by 

many immigrants present the other side of the coin, namely that some immigrants are 

choosing not to assume a more German identity. Their children, however, are struggling 

to find their identity between two different cultures, while often feeling like they do not 

fully belong to either one of them. The next question that should be examined is how this 

identity is maintained and how is remembering contributing to the formation and 

preservation of a communal identity.  
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Memory Studies and Nationalism Studies 

One of the essential roles memory can play in any society is that of national identity 

formation, and religion is often one of the basic elements of this memory. For a brief 

overview of the various definitions and concepts relating to national identity formation 

we may turn to the study of nationalism and to the chief theorists in this field. There are 

wide-ranging theories about where nationalism and national identity originate and who or 

what the catalysts of the process are. Ethnosymbolists stand in opposition to 

constructivists and instrumentalists in this debate. While most experts on nationalism use 

the concept of memory as an important component in the collective identity formation 

process, it occupies the most prominent place in the theories of scholars using the 

ethnosymbolist method of analysis. 

The work of Émile Durkheim has left a lasting influence not only on sociologists 

of religion but also on scholars of nationalism. One scholar in the middle of the historical 

chain, who has been undoubtedly influenced by Durkheim’s work and has in turn 

influenced others in their formulations and analyses of collective memory, is Benedict 

Anderson. His concept of “imagined communities” has been very influential and has left 

its mark not only on the study of history, nationalism studies and political science 

(especially regarding the process of state formation), but also on the study of religion. 

Anderson, as a social constructionist, sees nations as ultimately social products and 

hence, imagined communities.
191

 They must establish themselves through creating a 

                                                 
191

 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin & Spread of Nationalism 

[Revised and Extended Edition], (London/New York: Verso, 1991). 



106 

 

calendar, symbols, and rituals – what Pierre Nora has called “sites of memory”.
192

 Since 

nations are the product of a few clever ideologists who use these artificially forged 

identities and identity markers for their own purposes, Anderson argues that as these 

symbols and traditions are embraced by the people, they become real. Eric Hobsbawm 

and Terrence Ranger, also social constructionists, believe that these invented traditions 

have turned out to be among the longest-lasting and most powerful symbols to hold 

nations together.
193

 As Hobsbawm states, he emphasizes “the element of artefact, 

invention and social engineering which enters into the making of nations.”
194

 

In the words of Anthony D. Smith, the foremost proponent of the ethnosymbolic 

approach, a nation is “a named human population occupying a historic territory of 

homeland and sharing common myths and memories; a mass, public culture; a single 

economy; and common rights and duties for all members.”
195

 He explains, 

 

For ethno-symbolists, what gives nationalism its power are the myths, 

memories, traditions, and symbols of ethnic heritages and the ways in 

which a popular living past has been, and can be, rediscovered and 

reinterpreted by modern nationalist intelligentias. It is from these elements 

of myth, memory, symbol and tradition that modern national identities are 
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reconstituted in each generation, as the nation becomes more inclusive and 

as its members cope with new challenges.
196

 

 

Whenever the need arises for a common identity to be forged for a given community, the 

identity that is sought includes a common language, cultural and literary works, customs 

and rituals, as well as a common history including a myth of descent and a common 

destiny for the future.
197

 

The concept of territory plays an important role in the way some scholars define a 

nation. According to Steven Grosby, boundaries may be marked by language, religion, 

demography or most importantly, jurisdiction. He argues that through participation in 

patterns of activity, customs and traditions specific to it, for example, territory acquires a 

“transcendental significance” for the community that occupies it.
198

 Territoriality for 

Grosby is therefore an integral part of forging a national identity. While Oren Baruch 

Stier and J. Shawn Landres, editors of the compilation Religion, Violence, Memory, and 

Place address a similar issue, they rather focus their attention on specific sacred places 

and not necessary territories.
199

 They set out their hypothesis at the beginning of the 

book, stating that they view religion as an indispensable part of forming memory. The 
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contributing authors then proceed to describe and illustrate this claim through case 

studies from a variety of cultures, focusing on what role religion plays or has played in 

shaping memory at the intersection of violent histories and sacred locations. Although 

this may not be explicit in most articles, the underlying Durkheim-inspired assumption 

most often is one that views religion as an important tool in constructing mythologies that 

in turn create, reinforce or reinvent collective identities and act as unifying forces for 

creating social unity and cohesion. 

Stier and Landres refer to the work of Maurice Halbwachs regarding collective 

memory. Halbwachs sees religion as part of the social construction of collective memory, 

but these authors take his ideas further, beyond the immediate context of Christianity, 

within which Halbwachs had formed his theory. Stier and Landres also admit that they 

view collective memory as a cultural product which is the end result of negotiating 

different religious frameworks and meanings. Religion and memory are inextricably 

intertwined, they claim. 

Danièle Hervieu-Léger is one of the present-day scholars carrying Durkheim’s 

influence forward in her work on collective memory, especially as it relates to religion. 

She focuses on religious memory in today’s societies and sees it as a lineage of belief, 

which can be called upon by using anamnesia, which she defines as calling to mind the 

past, most often through rituals. The central claim made by Hervieu-Léger in her book 

Religion as a Chain of Memory is that “modern societies (and especially modern 

European societies) are less religious not because they are increasingly rational, but 

because they are less and less capable of maintaining the memory which lies at the heart 
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of their religious existence.”
200

 She attributes this process in modern society to both the 

process of secularization and also to the disintegration of the social fabric in these 

societies, which had previously been held together by religion. In this sense, she is 

following Durkheim by identifying religion as a tool to unify people and to construct a 

community based on shared beliefs and practices. For Hervieu-Léger, symbols and their 

meanings and functions are also important, acting as cohesive device. She observes that 

the process of metaphorization (which she takes from Jean Séguy) is characteristic of 

modernity and means that metaphorical concepts are used when speaking of the profane 

in religious terms in society, which leads to the emergence of what she terms 

“metaphorical religion”. 

Most importantly for Hervieu-Léger, we as individuals and as societies represent 

links in a long “chain of memory” that goes back through history. We are each links in 

this chain of tradition and memory. As she explains, “what matters here is not the actual 

substance of belief but the ingenuity, the imaginative perception of the link which across 

time establishes the religious adhesion of members to the group they form and the 

convictions that bind them.”
201

 Modern societies are losing this chain (it is breaking, and 

links are missing), but the memory can still be called upon, controlled and managed in 

societies. As this chain of memory is crumbling, it is sometimes replaced by several 

alternative memories, and can lead to a falling apart of memory into an endless number of 

pieces, which leads to the loss of collective memory of any depth.  
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Hervieu-Léger also claims that partly because we are missing this chain of 

memory, and because modern Western culture is increasingly centered on sound bites 

instead of longer narratives, we do not categorize knowledge anymore, which leads to a 

loss of identity. No wonder, she claims, that a resurgence of interest in the past can be 

observed, which is manifested in a variety of ways, including obsession with genealogy, 

or the growing popularity of history fairs and reenactments. For Hervieu-Léger, although 

she steps out from Durkheim’s shadow, the importance of religion created by community 

or society as a unifying force is evident. She also claims that some of the religious 

longings (especially the need to belong and to experience communal emotive moments) 

is instead reflected in mass spectator sports today, which mimic religious experiences. To 

sum up, for Hervieu-Léger religion is defined by the mode or way of believing and not by 

the content of belief, but the meaning of religion is still debated and her presentation 

lacks a clear conceptualization of that meaning. 

Another important work regarding religion and remembering is Grace Davie’s 

Religion in Modern Europe, which focuses primarily on collective memory.
202

 Her 

scholarship has also been influenced by Durkheim, and like Hervieu-Léger, she picks up 

on the role religion plays or can play in preserving, maintaining and mediating memory 

(or memories) in modern societies, and in the process, creating or reinforcing collective 

identity and a sense of unity. Davie approaches the study of religion in Europe today 

from a point of view of memory. Her two concepts aptly describing two parallel 

processes taking place in religious life in Europe have already been mentioned: 
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“believing without belonging” (which she applies primarily to the religious situation in 

her home, Great Britain) and “belonging without believing” (which she uses to describe 

much of what is happening in Scandinavian countries).  

The bulk of Davie’s work concerns the various types of collective memories she 

identifies and the different ways of handling them, in order to point out various processes 

going on in Europe right now in different countries and different realms of society. The 

first type of memory Davie discusses is vicarious memory, where a minority actively 

maintains religious traditions on behalf of the majority – who do not practice them much, 

if at all. This can describe situations in which ordained clergy is delegated most of the 

religious tasks. Then comes precarious memory which has many different interpretations 

from different angles. This is examined within the context of education – both in the 

public sphere and at denominationally run schools. Davie presents how the upholding of 

a Christian heritage in Europe is declining, yet no alternative value system has been 

found to replace it. Religious education is being questioned and removed from public 

schools in several Western European countries, partly in response to “more relevant” 

fields of study vying for space and time in the curricula that are viewed as equipping 

students better for what Davie terms a post-industrial society. No wonder, then, that “the 

knowledge base of younger people in terms of Bible stories, awareness of liturgy, and 

elementary church history is crumbling […]. The notion of a shared language or grammar 

of belief based on the Judaeo-Christian tradition exists only in pockets among young 

people….”
203

 At the same time, in certain countries religious education continues in 
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varying formats, including a number of in post-socialist states where it was reintroduced 

after the political changes, and in Germany, where the bi-confessional model still 

dominates.
204

  

Davie then discusses symbolic memory, which she sees as important for national 

revivals, but also for anniversaries of symbolic significance (it should be pointed out that 

she wrote her book Religion in Modern Europe on the eve of the third millennium). She 

also examines how collective religious memories are passed on by the media, which she 

calls “mediated memory.” The example of conflicting memory/memories is illustrated by 

case studies from Northern Ireland and Ireland, and from the Balkans. These are 

contesting and conflicting memories that religious traditions and legitimations are based 

on. As Davie states, “It has to be acknowledged […] that that some religious differences 

– interacting as ever with a multiplicity of other factors – become not only enduring but 

violent confrontations.”
205

 “Mutating memory,” by which Davie means endless 

reproductions and variations of European religious tradition, is also discussed, along with 

broken/ruptured memory, which happens when a link in the chain of memories is broken 

– a clear reference to Hervieu-Léger. 

Although I personally agree with much of what Davie says and how she perceives 

and describes the European religious situation, she unfortunately consciously limits her 

observations. As she states in the introduction, “in more ways than one, Europe reaches 
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its limits in the Balkans; the essentially European patterns that will emerge in the 

following chapters start to disintegrate at the margins of the continent.”
206

 Therefore she 

excludes large regions that lie beyond Western Europe from her book apart from making 

a few cursory observations on them, thereby making the title of the tome misleading. Her 

work could have benefitted from taking up the challenge of doing a more in-depth study 

of this oft-forgotten part of Europe, since sometimes the anomalies are what make us 

recognize patterns and systems that otherwise may not be easily detectable. The fact that 

Western European patterns may not apply to Eastern European nations is precisely the 

reason why they should be studied in detail together with religious phenomena in other 

parts of Europe, not the reason for excluding them from such an endeavor. 

Along with discussing the emergence or creation of national or communal self-

identity we should also briefly look at how during this process nations and communities 

often consciously look for identity markers that are directly opposite of the other people 

groups they see themselves as distinct from and how they appropriate memories. In his 

article “How to Make Enemies,” Miroslav Kiš depicts the various phases that lead 

individuals and societies to see their former neighbors and best friends as enemies. He 

identifies four such phases: the phase of identity, the phase of reaction, the phase of 

action, and the phase of technical rationality. Beginning with consciously creating a 

distance and through the use of propaganda and depicting the group in question as a 
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scapegoat, this process culminates in the rationalization of evil.
207

 Kiš places memories as 

a component of the second phase (the phase of reaction): 

 

Unfortunately, the experiences of hostility find their way to our memories. 

They become an integral part of our identity. In some cultures these 

memories acquire a status of sacred tradition which no son or grandson 

dares to forget. […] “I remember” both the good and the evil done to me 

and my own. The folklore and oral traditions keep these memories of 

enmity and past sufferings fresh. On the one hand there is a good side to 

this custom. History is an excellent teacher and memories, films, books, 

memorials, and monuments serve as a deterrence. On the other hand, such 

remembrances may become vehicles of perpetuating hostilities. Just to 

mention a name or a nationality and the surge of anger erupts.”
208

 

 

Kiš illustrates how memory can be used in both constructive and destructive ways, 

particularly in conflict and post-conflict situations. Memories can be used to create and 

increase the distance between “us” and “them.” The act of distancing oneself from the 

other(s) entails several stages. Kiš identifies the following ones: Distance of Difference 

(jokes, for example); Distance of Derision (ridiculing others); Distance of Defamation 

(name-calling and generalizations, such as assigning collective guilt to a group of people, 

considering them guilty by association); and finally, the Distance of Indifference 

(becoming oblivious to what is happening to my neighbor).
209

 Distancing eventually 

leads to alienation which causes a breakdown in communication, which in turn, 
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perpetuates the state of separation. Although not writing exclusively about the Yugoslav 

conflicts and wars, Kiš nonetheless does refer to those situations as examples.  

Why are all the above examined fields of study and theories important or relevant 

for the project at hand? They all emphasize that perception of self and of other may not 

often be consistent with reality. Regardless of which major approach to nationalism 

studies one prescribes to, they all seem to acknowledge the power that symbols (whether 

these are territories, boundaries or rituals) and conceptualized identity markers can have 

over communities. We have also seen how altering perceptions can eventually lead to 

complete distancing and even to violence. Mutual perceptions and misperceptions about 

one’s identity and intentions must be addressed in any dialogue encounter. In the case of 

Serbia and Germany, two nations that have had a long and at times turbulent history with 

one another, dialogue partners must grapple with these issues if they wish to create 

greater understanding of the other and to build better relationships with one another. 

Additionally, the way nations and communities remember is sometimes steered, or at 

least influenced by, religious leaders and traditions – although we have seen that with 

growing secularization their role is gradually diminishing. However, there is still a role 

that churches and religious communities can have in any potential process of re-

evaluating episodes in history that are incredibly painful, or officially misrepresented, or 

not talked about at all. Together with changing perceptions of ourselves and of the other, 

a new approach to the past is necessary. 

Croatian-born theologian Miroslav Volf has dealt extensively with many of these 

issues from a theological perspective in his books Exclusion and Embrace and The End of 
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Memory: Remembering Rightly in a Violent World.
210

 Volf has personally experienced 

institutional and other forms of violence while growing up as the member of a tiny 

religious minority (Pentecostal), being born in Croatia but growing up in Serbia, and 

being married to an American (which made him automatically suspicious and potentially 

a spy in the eyes of the Yugoslav Socialist regime). He proposes very practical ways in 

which violent memories can be dealt with and through which one is empowered to reach 

out in love and with forgiveness to both victim and victimizer. 

How is anyone able to forgive their victimizers for the horrific acts of violence 

that took place during the Yugoslav wars of succession? “Remembering rightly” is what 

Volf advocates as one of the keys that will make it possible. Let us first clarify what Volf 

is not saying: he is not equating forgiveness with forgetting. He claims that remembering 

is necessary, even in the process of healing. Although one may wish or choose to forget 

some elements of his/her ordeal (and certainly the pain of the experience) he/she should 

not do so completely. Volf does not deny the reality of the violence and suffering. By 

“remembering rightly” he means a conscious choice of redeeming the past: a certain kind 

of non-remembrance (which, however, does not equal repression of memories) of the 

atrocities. It also includes choosing to remember the perpetrator as a sinful human being 

and as someone who can be forgiven, just as, for Volf, God has forgiven us for our sins. 

Thereby, one can remember the hope and the possibility for reconciliation that is hidden 

deep within the tragedy. Not forgiving can become a burden but, as Volf claims, 
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choosing to forgive can let go of that burden and can open the road toward redemption 

and liberation by allowing God to rebuild and restore one’s broken world. It can also lead 

to reconciliation, which is the breaking down of walls that separate us from our enemies 

and separate us from the others.
211

 All of this, as Volf admits, requires a lot of dedication 

and hard work.  

The process and relationship between these elements that Volf advocates are 

illustrated by Figure 1 below: 

 

 

 

   Choosing to remember rightly 

 

Remembering    Forgiving 

  and forgetting    

 

Figure 1) The Process of Remembering Rightly 
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Both processes of forgiving on the one hand and of forgetting and of remembering on 

the other hand, which are in tight relationship to one another, should ultimately be 

leading one towards the goal of remembering rightly and empower one to make that 

choice to do so. In summary, as it is illustrated by Volf’s theology, Christianity gives its 

followers a somewhat unique challenge: to reach out to and to love both victim and 

victimizer. Accordingly, he maintains that Christian voices should be raised for both. 

Although a perpetrator should be punished, they should not be punished “too hard” – in 

other words, not so hard that rehabilitation becomes impossible. Compassion and 

understanding should be shown to both. After all, provided that one believes that all 

humans have the capacity to do evil, through our humanity we can sympathize and 

identify with both victim and offender. At the same time, the voices of Christians should 

be raised for the victim, and for their rights and protection, emphasizes Volf. Above all, 

the greatest challenge for Christians is to try to overcome the violent past of their 

religious tradition along with the violent interpretations of Scripture, and move beyond 

it, aiming at preventing violence. Or, to go even further: to focus their energy on 

creating sustainable peace through their words and actions and be a voice of peace 

within society. 

Finally, although the theorization of all of the issues mentioned here is an 

important step toward dialogue, there is a real need for putting it all into practice. As long 

as the idea of dialogue remains abstract and only theoretical, it will not have an impact. 

But how can dialogue even happen in instances when the dialogue partners had 

previously been in conflict with one another (whether at war in physical conflict or in 

ideological/dogmatic conflict)? What follows is a brief excursion to suggestions for 
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dialogue prolegomena in post-conflict situations, building in part upon Swidler’s 

Dialogue Decalogue, in light of the theories described in this section, and in conversation 

with the Healing of Memories project in South Eastern Europe.
212

 

Step one is rebuilding a healthy self-identity and self-definition – not an 

exclusively negative identification, but instead describing oneself in positive terms, 

constructively, non-violently and in non-absolute terms. Identification in primarily 

negative terms can easily lead to distancing, which is often the first stage of alienating 

ourselves from the other(s). Instead, one should be looking for positive identity markers 

and construct one’s identity in non-threatening, descriptive and honest terms. This builds 

on the fifth ground rule for dialogue, as Swidler sees it: “Each participant must define 

her- or himself.”
213

 Identifying ourselves positively requires us to look within ourselves, 

rather than primarily at the other. 

 Step two is rebuilding a healthy view of others, which is built on honesty. 

Generalizations and the stereotypes they lead to can be extremely dangerous. They can be 

both the stepping stones that enable us to distance ourselves from the others, and they can 

also be the result of distancing. As a consequence, when we see someone belonging to 

that group, we will automatically associate them with the stereotypes in our mind, 
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assigning to them an identity which may not even be close to describing who they really 

are. A fitting, albeit extremely disconcerting, example is how Islam and Muslims are 

often depicted in Western media today. As Edward W. Said has noted, “Malicious 

generalizations about Islam have become the last acceptable form of denigration of 

foreign culture in the West […] at a time when racial or religious misrepresentations of 

every other cultural group are no longer circulated with such impunity.”
214

 Especially 

since September 11, 2001, generalizations of Islam and Muslims, connecting them to 

religious extremism, abound in the worldwide media and can be found even among 

certain religious communities. This is not only true of the United States but of other 

countries, too, including Germany.  

Kiš’s description of distancing also aptly illustrates the progression that took 

place in the media regarding various religious communities of the former Yugoslav 

republics before, during and after the wars of the 1990s. Religious hate speech continues 

to be a problem in the Serbian media and in other former Yugoslav republic as well. The 

1998 publication “Hate Speech” in the Balkans of the International Helsinki Federation 

for Human Rights observed three years after the end of the Bosnian war that the Catholic 

Church and Islam were continually depicted by the Serbian media as the main enemies of 

Serbdom and Orthodoxy.
215

 The question is: How can this development be reversed? 
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Each step must be retraced and each participant of the dialogue must consciously work 

toward breaking down the false ideas we had built up in ourselves about the others. 

A third and important step of the prolegomena is moving away from the mirror. 

What often happens after conflict situations is that communication partners begin 

mirroring each other’s actions or retorting to each other’s claims and statements, 

especially when it comes to the number of victims of violence and war. Unfortunately, 

this leads nowhere, so dialogue partners should position themselves to move away from 

mirroring each other’s statements. Trying to measure one’s pain against the other’s leads 

to a war of numbers: a morbid outbidding of one other on who has suffered more, based 

on the number of victims. In order to achieve any success in dialogue, partners must 

acknowledge that losses on both/all sides have taken place and resulted in pain, while 

moving beyond comparing numbers. In this process, Volf’s concept of remembering 

rightly can be of great assistance. 
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CHAPTER 3 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Important Events and Developments from the History of the Relationship between 

Germany and Serbia 

 

Introductory Remarks 

The primary objective of the present chapter is to present an overview of the key 

historical events and developments in the relationship between Germany and Serbia from 

the second half of the eighteenth century until today. The focus is on examining not only 

diplomatic, political and economic ties but more importantly, relations in the fields of 

culture and religion.
216

 Rather than aiming to provide a comprehensive account of history 

in the two countries, which a number of outstanding scholars have already done,
217

 this 
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chapter highlights only those experiences that are of particular interest and relevance for 

the examination of the consultations. Throughout, the chapter makes mention of the role 

that the participating churches have played in their respective societies and of the 

relationships among them. Most of the historical processes and events mentioned are 

given consideration here because they were either directly addressed at the consultations 

between 1999 and 2009 or they formed part of the conceptual framework of specific 

consultations. Examples include 1804, the starting date of the First Serbian Uprising, 

which was featured in the subtitle given to the sixth consultation in 2004 and was 

therefore referred to in some of the lectures presented there. Another event of great 

significance that almost always surfaces in discussions of World War II in Serbia is a 

particular atrocity perpetrated by occupying Nazi German forces in the town of 

Kragujevac. This event has come to symbolize acts of violence committed by Germans in 

Serbian society and has also been used as a starting point by churches for symbolically 

initiating mutual forgiveness and reconciliation between Serbs and Germans.
218

 As 

Archpriest Milan Pejić of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Hannover, who has been the 

primary initiator of the dialogue process from the Central European Diocese of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church, simply puts it, “Kragujevac is very important for us, Serbs, 

and is therefore unavoidable in any discussion with Germans about World War II.”
219
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The historical connection between Germany and Serbia has been marked by 

periods of friendship and cooperation during certain eras and by conflict and war at other 

times. Apart from proven historical facts, perceptions of one another have played a role in 

impacting German-Serbian relations just as influentially. Historiography in both countries 

and representations of the other are therefore referred to and briefly discussed, where 

appropriate. 

 

Eighteenth Century: German Settlers in Serbia 

The eighteenth century in the southeastern corner of Europe began with 

significant political and territorial changes. The Holy Roman Empire had successfully 

defended Vienna from the Ottoman Turkish Imperial army in 1683 and consequently, 

together with its allies in the Holy League, drove the Ottomans out of Buda and all the 

way south of the Danube.
220

 The Great Turkish War of 1683-1699 ended with the Treaty 

of Karlowitz (today Sremski Karlovci in Serbia) signed in 1699, in which the Ottomans 

ceded control over Hungary, Transylvania and Slavonia to Austria.
221

 This peace treaty 

                                                 
220

 Following the defense of Vienna, Austrian troops and their Holy League allies pushed the Ottoman 

Turkish army southward, all the way to Skopje. Emboldened by this success and encouraged by the 

patriarch of Peć (the ecclesiastical center of the Serbian Orthodox Church since 1346, located in Kosovo), 

many Serbs in the area rose up in arms in support of the Austrians. After a successful Turkish counter-

offensive in 1690, however they feared retaliation and it is estimated that around forty thousand of them 

(their exact number is not known) migrated northward across the Sava and the Danube to Habsburg-

controlled lands under the leadership of Patriarch Arsenije III (Čarnojević). Emperor Leopold I (r. 1685-

1705) granted them religious autonomy and certain tax privileges. The “velika seoba” (great migration) to 

Austrian-Hungarian lands shifted the center of the church to the north, which was to flourish there in 

relative freedom during the next two centuries while Serbia remained under Ottoman rule and the Peć 

Patriarchate was extinguished in 1766. The Metropolitanate of Sremski Karlovci (Karlowitz) became of 

particular importance during this time, and its Metropolitans were the highest level representatives of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church within the Habsburg Monarchy.  

221
 The consolidated text of the treaty (both in Latin and in English) can be found in Clive Parry (ed.), The 

Consolidated Treaty Series Volume 22: 1697-1700 (Dobbs Ferry, NY: Oceana Publications, 1969), 219-
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signaled the change from an offensive to defensive attitude by the Ottomans on the 

Balkan Peninsula and at the same time can be identified as one of the crucial events that 

eventually led to the decline of the empire. The new constellation of power thus ended 

centuries of Ottoman rule in northern parts of what is Serbia today. The capital Belgrade, 

however, remained in Turkish hands. 

The next wave of serious conflict between the Ottoman Empire and the Habsburg 

Monarchy joined by Venice took place in the second decade of the eighteenth century, 

which ended with the Treaty of Passarowitz (today’s Požarevac) in 1718 and which gave 

Austria control over more of Serbia and, most importantly, over Belgrade
222

 – although 

the capital city was to be regained by the Ottomans in 1739 at the Treaty of Belgrade, at 

the end of the Austro-Turkish war of 1737-1739. The territories that were now located 

alongside the new border of the Ottoman Empire formed the southern tip of the 

Pannonian Plain, with the rivers Danube, Tisa (Theiß) and Sava acting as their natural 

boundaries. Although these rivers made the land fertile and ideal for agricultural 

cultivation, the area suffered from depopulation and rampant poverty as a result of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
246. A copy of the original treaty document was also consulted from the online collection of European 

Peace Treaties in the Pre-Modern Era, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, accessed February 16, 2011, 

http://www.ieg-

mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=

76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter

_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-

26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D. 

222
 One of the most successful military commanders of both the Great Turkish War and the wars of the 

early 18
th

 century against the Ottoman Turks was Prince Eugene of Savoy (1663-1736), whose decisive 

victory over the Ottoman army at Zenta (Senta) in 1697 marked a key battle in the war and forced the 

Ottoman Porte to negotiate a peace treaty for the first time. Then, in 1716, Prince Eugene defeated the 

Turks at Petrovaradin in another important victory. A folk song called “Prinz Eugen, der edle Ritter,” 

recounting his heroic deeds of fighting against the Turkish forces, is still popular in Germany and includes 

a list of toponyms from today’s Serbia, such as Belgrade, Zemun (in German, Semlin), the Danube river 

etc. 

http://www.ieg-mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D
http://www.ieg-mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D
http://www.ieg-mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D
http://www.ieg-mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D
http://www.ieg-mainz.de/likecms/likecms.php?site=site.htm&dir=&nav=85&siteid=133&treaty=428&page=1&lastsiteid=76&sq=%26is_fts%3D%26filter_select%3D%26filter_wt%3D%26filter_id%3D%26filter_l%3D%26filter_p%3D%26searchlang%3Dde%26searchstring%3D%26date%3D1699-01-26%26year_from%3D%26year_till%3D%26location%3D


126 

 

numerous waves of fighting over the previous decades. This geographical region was 

important to Austria not only for its agricultural potential but also for another reason: it 

formed part of the Military Frontier, a belt of defense stretching along the southern 

border of the empire from the Adriatic Sea all the way to Transylvania, created already in 

the seventeenth century and placed under the direct control of the emperor. 

Although already at the end of the seventeenth century there were a few Germans 

living in the Military Frontier, most of whom were craftsmen, the first wave of massive 

influx by German agriculturalists to the region of Bačka (Batschka in German) began in 

the second decade of the eighteenth century, during the reign of Emperor Charles VI (r. 

1711-1740). Later, Empress Maria Theresa (r. 1740-1780), in an effort to repopulate and 

economically revive the area, as well as to keep local and potentially rebellious 

populations under control, invited more settlers to come to the territories newly regained 

from the Ottomans. Most of those who responded to her call came from the Holy Roman 

Empire, including Swabia, Hesse, the Palatinate, Bavaria and Austria. Following the 

Patent of Tolerance issued in 1781 by Maria Theresa’s son and successor on the throne, 

Emperor Joseph II (who ruled the Habsburg lands between 1780 and 1790), Protestants 

(i.e. Lutheran and Calvinists) were also allowed to settle in the South East European 

lands – which up to that point had been possible only for Catholics.
223

 The end of the 

eighteenth century thus ushered in a third major wave of migration.  

                                                 
223

 Many of the German-speaking Protestant settlers came from the Palatinate. In addition to them, a 

number of Slovak Lutherans also came to settle in Bačka and Banat at the end of the eighteenth century. 

Even today, the overwhelming majority of the ethnic Slovak population in Serbia (Vojvodina) is Protestant; 

only one village (Selenča) has a religiously diverse ethnic Slovak population of Lutherans and Catholics. 

Czech settlers (both Catholic and Protestant) also came to Banat and (in significantly larger numbers) to 

Western Slavonia (part of Croatia today), where the Czech ethnic minority still numbers more than 10.000. 

In Vojvodina, the descendants of Czech settlers are much less numerous and are concentrated in the 
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It is estimated that from the end of the seventeenth century until the end of the 

eighteenth century about 150,000 settlers arrived from all corners of the Holy Roman 

Empire, the Austrian lands and Switzerland. In their new homes in what is southern 

Hungary today these settlers were to be collectively referred to as Ungarndeutsche or 

Hungarian Germans.
224

 Alongside the southernmost border of the Habsburg Empire 

(primarily in the territories that today belong to Serbia or Croatia, namely Bačka, Banat, 

Srem/Srijem, Slavonija and [South] Baranja)
225

 they came to be known as 

Donauschwaben or Danube Swabians
226

 – regardless of their actual geographical area of 

origin.
227

  

                                                                                                                                                 
southeastern corner of [Western] Banat, most notably in the villages of Češko Selo and Veliko Središte. 

The latter gives home to the only Protestant Czech community in Serbia today, administered by the 

[Hungarian-speaking] Reformed Christian Church in Serbia. 

224
 The area bordered by the Danube and Drava rivers and in the north by Lake Balaton in the present-day 

Hungarian counties of Somogy, Tolna and Baranya formed the largest region of German-speaking 

settlements in Hungary and came to be referred to by its new inhabitants as Schwäbische Türkei. 

225
 German-speaking settlers eventually came not only to the territories of today’s Hungary, Serbia and 

Croatia, but also to the region of Banat and other corners of the empire (including present-day Slovenia, 

most notably in Kočevlje/Gottschee and its environs), and in the nineteenth century also to parts of present-

day Russia, Ukraine and Moldova. They were being referred to by different names, based on the 

geographical location of their new home. Of greatest interest and relevance for this chapter are the settlers 

who came to the regions of Bačka, Banat and Srem – at least to those parts of these areas that are located 

within the borders of the Republic of Serbia today. These areas were Hungarian lands up until the end of 

World War I. Apart from the German-speaking settlers, ethnic Hungarians, Slovaks, Czechs and members 

of other nationalities within the Habsburg Monarchy came to settle in the above mentioned territories. 

Today Banat is divided between Romania – Eastern Banat – and Serbia – Western Banat. The eastern 

portion of Srem belongs to Serbia, the western part of Srijem to Croatia. Baranja is split between Hungary 

(northern part) and Croatia (southern part). 

226
 One of the reasons why this heterogeneous group may have been given a uniform designation is because 

a large number of the settlers arrived on the Danube, originating their waterway journey in Ulm in Swabia 

in the so-called wooden ulmer Schachtel boats. Gerhard Seewann claims that the term was introduced in 

1922 by geographers Robert Sieger and Hermann Rüdiger. See Gerhard Seewann, “Donauschwaben,” in 

Edgar Hösch, Karl Nehring and Holm Sundhaussen (eds.), Lexikon zur Geschichte Südosteuropas (Wien: 

Böhlau, 2004), 201-205, here 201.  

227
 A considerable amount of literature has been written about the Danube Swabians in German. On the one 

hand, there is a large number of Heimatbücher (books about a particular town or village) available from 
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The majority of the settlers (due to their agricultural activities) came to live in 

newly created villages but the development of some of the major urban centers in Bačka 

and Banat was also positively impacted by incoming settlers.
228

 The new colonists 

                                                                                                                                                 
virtually every settlement they had lived in. These usually contain photographs, personal testimonies and 

reminiscences, and often also copies of official documents relating to the settlement, such as cadasters, 

local population census results, maps of the village or town etc. Much of the work on these publications has 

been done by the people themselves, without much critical historical reflection. However, they are 

generally useful materials for collecting primary evidence about local histories, the details of life in these 

settlements and for representative examples of oral history. On the other hand, there are numerous 

academic publications about the history and life of Danube Swabians. The following organizations have 

been particularly dedicated to publishing activities: Institut für donauschwäbische Geschichte und 

Landeskunde in Tübingen, and Donauschwäbische Kulturstiftung in Munich. See for example Oskar 

Feldtänzer and Georg Wildmann, Donauschwäbische Geschichte I: Das Jahrhundert der Ansiedlung 1689-

1805 (München: Vorstand der Donauschwäbischen Kulturstiftung, 2006); Ingomar Senz (ed.), 

Donauschwäbische Geschichte II: Wirtschaftliche Autarkie und politische Entfremdung 1806 bis 1918 

(München: Universitas, 1997); Günther Schödl (ed.), Land an der Donau [Deutsche Geschichte im Osten 

Europas 5], (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1995). The 10-volume series Deutsche Geschichte im Osten Europas 

explores the life of German minorities from Russia to Bohemia, from Bucovina to the Adriatic Sea. 

Volumes 1 and 2 of the 4-volume publication Weißbuch der Deutschen aus Jugoslawien. Leidensweg der 

Deutschen im kommunistischen Jugoslawien (München/Sindelfingen: Donauschwäbische Kulturstiftung, 

1997) contain eyewitness accounts and records of other examples of oral history from 1944 to 1948 

(Ortsberichte 1944-1948; and Erlebnisberichte über die Verbrechen an den Deutschen durch das Tito-

Regime in der Zeit von 1944-1948, respectively) from a decidedly German point of view. 

  In contrast to the large number of materials in the German language, very little is available in Serbian and 

most of that was printed in the last few years. The history of the Danube Swabians – in German, 

Donauschwaben, in Serbian, (po)dunavske švabe – represents a black hole in Serbian historiography even 

today. Some of the very few books available include those published and / or promoted by the Gesellschaft 

für serbisch-deutsche Zusammenarbeit / Društvo za srpsko-nemačku saradnju (Association for Serbian-

German Cooperation), which is based in Belgrade. Some are translations from the German originals. See 

for example Nenad Stefanović, Jedan svet na Dunavu (also published in English as A People on the 

Danube) (Beograd: Tiker, 1996). The German version has been published as: Nenad Stefanović, Ein Volk 

an der Donau: Das Schicksal der Deutschen in Jugoslawien unter dem kommunistischen Tito-Regime 2
nd

 

Edition (München/Eggenfelden/Belgrad: Donauschwäbische Kulturstiftung, Humanitäre Hilfe 

Donauschwaben, Robert Lahr, Gesellschaft für serbisch-deutsche Zusammenarbeit, 2004). See also Zoran 

Janjetović, Nemci u Vojvodini (Germans in Vojvodina) (Beograd: Institut za noviju istoriju Srbije, 2009); 

Vladimir Mitrović, Zavičaj na Dunavu: suživot Nemaca i Srba u Vojvodini (translated from the German 

original titled Daheim an der Donau: Zusammenleben von Deutschen und Serben in der Vojvodina) (Novi 

Sad: Muzej Vojvodine, Ulm: Stiftung Donauschwäbisches Zentralmuseum, 2009). This is the 

accompanying volume to the exhibition by the same name, which was held first at the Museum of 

Vojvodina in Novi Sad, then at the Donauschwäbisches Zentralmuseum in Ulm between 2009 and 2010. 

Apart from these publications, there are a number of articles written mostly by Dr. Zoran Janjetović, which 

have been published in academic journals in Serbia or on the website of the Gesellschaft für serbisch-

deutsche Zusammenarbeit, accessed December 30, 2010, http://www.drustvosns.org/. 

228
 In Bačka the percentage of German-speakers was highest in the towns of Neusatz/Novi Sad (25% in 

1880; 16.5% in 1921) and Sombor (11.3% in 1880; 9.3% in 1921) and in Banat in Pantschowa/Pančevo 

(38.4% in 1880; 37.4% in 1921), Groß-Betschkerek/Zrenjanin (33.8% in 1880; 28.5% in 1921), 

Weißkirchen/Bela Crkva (69.2% in 1880; 54.5% in 1921) and Werschetz/Vršac (57.6% in 1880; 49.1% in 

 

http://www.drustvosns.org/
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created their own educational system
229

 and built their own Catholic or Protestant church 

buildings. Around three quarters of the Jugoslawiendeutsche (Germans living in the 

territories that were to belong to Yugoslavia) were Roman Catholic. The overwhelming 

majority of the remaining one quarter belonged to Protestant churches (mostly Lutheran 

and in smaller numbers Reformed as well as neo-Protestant churches).
230

 Germans also 

settled in the Kingdom of Serbia, where their number was largest in Belgrade.
231

 

The attitude of the German settlers to their new home and the relationship 

between them and their neighbors representing other ethnic groups went through several 

different phases. As Gerhard Sеewann notes, the first phase of their integration into the 

economic, social and cultural structures of their new homeland was characterized by 

adjustment in order to conform. The second, longer-lasting phase included two-way 

                                                                                                                                                 
1921). See Alajos Kovács, “A Szerb-Horvát-Szlovén állam népszámlálásának nemzetiségi adatai” (The 

Data concerning Ethnicity in the Population Census of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes), 

Statisztikai Szemle 7 (1926): 403-424, here 416. The calculations are based on the results of the 1880 

population census conducted in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and of the 1921 population census 

conducted in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. Considering the political situation and the 

cultural policies exhibited toward ethnic minorities in the newly established state, it is plausible to believe 

(as German organizations have posited) that the actual number of Germans living in the Kingdom of SCS 

was higher than what was reflected in the official census results. 

229
 The educational institutions that the German settlers established by the beginning of the twentieth 

century included several elementary schools and secondary schools, as well as a private teacher training 

academy in Bečkerek (today Zrenjanin; Großbetschkerek in German) which was relocated to Novi Vrbas 

(Neu-Werbaß) in 1933. For more information see Mihael Antolović, “Nemačko školstvo u Vojvodini 

(1918-1941)” (The German School System in Vojvodina [1918-1941]), Tokovi istorije 1-2 (2009): 107-

128.  

230
 See Holm Sundhaussen, “Die Deutschen in Jugoslawien von 1918 bis zum Ende des Zweiten 

Weltkrieges,” in Günther Schödl (ed.), Land an der Donau [Deutsche Geschichte im Osten Europas 5], 

(Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1995), 315-348, here 316. 

231
 The number of people of German nationality living in the Kingdom of Serbia in 1900 was 

approximately 7,500. The overwhelming majority of them lived in cities, including close to 5,000 in 

Belgrade. See Holm Sundhaussen, Historische Statistik Serbiens 1834-1914. Mit europäischen 

Vergleichsdaten [Südosteuropäische Arbeiten 87], (München: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 1989), 110. 
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acculturation and mutual acquisition with the other ethnic groups (including cultural and 

linguistic transfers),
232

 while the third, chronologically intersecting phase focused on 

supporting their market connections and relationships with neighbors.
233

 

This brief discussion of the history relating to the Danube Swabians is relevant to 

the topic of the present dissertation because the presence of German-speaking settlers in 

Vojvodina and Serbia made for the only prolonged direct contact in times of peace 

between members of the two groups on Balkan soil. Apart from the cultural and linguistic 

transfers with other ethnic groups that formed part of the population, the influx of settlers 

also contributed to the ethnic and religious diversity in Vojvodina that still exists today. 

Lastly, during this period Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant Christians came face to face 

with one another and for many of the Serbs living in Vojvodina, contact with the Danube 

Swabians was their primary way of encountering the “religious other”. 

During the period of the eighteenth century much of Western Europe was being 

influenced by the Enlightenment, which impacted political culture in general and acted as 

a forerunner to the awakening of nationalism. In the German lands philosophers such as 

                                                 
232

 A prime example of linguistic transfer from German into Serbian is the result of the pioneering role of 

German-speakers in the mechanical modernization during the nineteenth century. This is reflected in the 

presence of a number of words of German origin that are still used today to describe parts of engines and 

other mechanical details in everyday Serbian language. On the other hand, Danube Swabian vocabulary 

incorporated Serbian words from everyday life, most commonly words referring to articles of clothing and 

food. For more on the reciprocal linguistic and cultural transfer between the two people groups see Zoran 

Janjetović, “Gegenseitige Kultureinflüsse zwischen Serben und Donauschwaben in der Vojvodina,” 

Друштво за српско-немачку сарадњу/Gesellschaft für serbisch-deutsche Zusammenarbeit, 1991, 

accessed March 21, 2011, http://www.drustvosns.org/; and Sabine Kirfel, “Lehnprägungen als Ergebnis 

deutsch-serbischen Sprachkontakts: posrbice in slavenoserbischer Zeit,” in Wolfgang Dahmen, Petra 

Himstedt-Vaid and Gerhard Ressel (eds.), Grenzüberschreitungen: Traditionen und Identitäten in 

Südosteuropa [Balkanologische Veröffentlichungen 45], (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2008), 285-

294. 

233
 See Gerhard Sewann, “Donauschwaben,” in Edgar Hösch, Karl Nehring and Holm Sundhaussen (eds.), 

Lexikon zur Geschichte Südosteuropas (Wien: Böhlau, 2004), 201-205, here 202. 

http://www.drustvosns.org/
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Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–1781) and Moses 

Mendelssohn (1729–1786) represented new currents of thinking that also impacted the 

way people think about religion: the rethinking of the state also necessitated the 

rethinking of the church. On the other hand, in the words of Paschalis Kitromilides, “the 

reception of the Enlightenment in Southeastern Europe was an embattled process and met 

with powerful structural and cultural resistances.”
234

 Much of the tension that surfaced 

was between traditional culture and values on the one side and liberal political thought on 

the other. The Orthodox churches, which (as was also the case of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church) saw themselves as the primary preservers and protectors of traditional values and 

culture, stood in the middle of this constellation and often offered criticism and resistance 

to Enlightenment and rationalism throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
235

 

As a result, the Enlightenment had a much more limited impact in the Balkans. 

 

Nineteenth Century: Interethnic Coexistence and Serbia’s Fight for Independence 

                                                 
234

 Paschalis M. Kitromilides, Enlightenment, Nationalism, Orthodoxy: Studies in the Culture and Political 

Thought of South-eastern Europe [Variorum Collected Studies Series, CS 453], (Aldershot: Variorum / 

Ashgate, 1994), 54.  

235
 This contrast can be observed in the example of the reception of the works of Dositej Obradović (1742–

1811), one of the foremost Serbian representatives of Enlightenment rationalist thought. He began his 

career as an Orthodox monk and upon leaving the monastery he spent several decades traveling through 

Europe and Asia Minor. Obradović became the first minister of education in Serbia and received resistance 

to his rationalism and to his sharp critique of clericalism from the Serbian Orthodox Church. For more on 

the reception, interpretation and appropriation of Obradović’s life and works in Serbia see for example 

Wladimir Fischer, “The Role of Dositej Obradovic in the Construction of Serbian Identities During the 19
th

 

Century,” Spaces of Identity 3 (2001): 67-87.  
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The attempts at negotiating conflicting ideas regarding the social sphere and at 

reaching a compromise meant that by the time the intense armed struggle for Serbia’s 

independence began at the dawn of the nineteenth century,  

[…] Balkan nationalism, a hybrid nineteenth-century phenomenon 

combining modern conceptions of national identity with traditional 

corporate notions and values, was geared both toward the aggrandizement 

of the nation-state as well as to the preservation of power alliances and 

social structures in the shape in which they existed at the time of the 

attainment of national autonomy, which coincided with the twilight of the 

age of the Enlightenment.
236

 

 

The fight for national independence inaugurated the nineteenth century with 

tremors in Serbia, south of the Habsburg Empire’s border. The First Serbian Uprising 

(1804–1813) against Ottoman rule was spearheaded by the charismatic leader, Đorđe 

Petrović nicknamed Karađorđe (1768–1817). After initial territorial victories, the 

uprising eventually collapsed. The Second Serbian Uprising (1815–1817) was led by 

Miloš Obrenović (whose supporter assassinated Karađorđe) and continued the fight for 

independence, which resulted in the formation of the Principality of Serbia with 

Obrenović at its helm,
237

 although the country was only granted de jure independence by 

the Treaty of Berlin in 1878. Serbia became a Kingdom in 1882, upon the coronation of 

Milan Obrenović as king. 

                                                 
236

 Kitromilides, Enlightenment, Nationalism, Orthodoxy, 66. 

237
 In 1811 Karađorđe gained recognition as the supreme leader (vrhovni vožd) of Serbs with a right of 

succession for his family. However, after the collapse of the First Serbian Uprising his rival, Obrenović was 

recognized in 1817 by a national assembly as the prince of Serbia, a hereditary title. The ongoing conflict 

and rivalry between the two dynasties (trading places on the throne of what later became the Kingdom of 

Serbia) lasted until 1903, when the last Obrenović king and his wife were killed in an officers’ coup d’état 

in Belgrade and the Karađorđevič dynasty took control once again. 
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In Vojvodina in the meantime the Danube Swabians experienced increasing 

vertical mobility, particularly in the second half of the nineteenth century. Among the 

significant contributions originating from the Danube Swabians that have affected life in 

Vojvodina, and by extension in Serbia, in a positive manner was the introduction of a 

number of industrial innovations into agriculture and into other areas of production in 

various local communities. The Danube Swabians gave Vojvodina (and Serbia) a few 

outstanding citizens, among whom perhaps most widely known today is the industrialist 

Georg Weifert, who was born in Pančevo of German background. Between 1890 and 

1902 and again between 1912 and 1918 he served as governor of the National Bank of 

Serbia, and from 1918 until 1926 as governor of the National Bank of the Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.
238

 Entrepreneurs, merchants and city dwellers however made 

up only a relatively small percentage of Danube Swabians, as the majority of them 

continued to live in villages and worked in agriculture.
239

 

 

Twentieth Century: Turbulence and Tragedy 

According to the results of the 1910 population census conducted throughout the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, the proportion of the German-speaking population in 

                                                 
238

 In 1840 Ignatius (Ignaz) Weifert, the father of Georg Weifert (Đorđe Vajfert), took over what had been 

the first brewery in the Kingdom of Serbia, founded in 1722. His son later introduced mechanical 

modernization to the brewery, which increased its capacity manifold. From the profit produced by the 

brewery Weifert bought several mining businesses in Serbia and eventually became one of the richest men 

in the country. Since 2001 the 1,000-Serbian-Dinar banknote has born the likeness of Georg Weifert.  

239
 Holm Sundhaussen cites the following numbers: 26% of the Danube Swabians living in Vojvodina were 

involved in trade and industry, while 55% worked in the agricultural sector. See Holm Sundhaussen, “Die 

Deutschen in Jugoslawien von 1918 bis zum Ende des Zweiten Weltkrieges,” in Günther Schödl (ed.), 

Land an der Donau [Deutsche Geschichte im Osten Europas 5], (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1995), 315-348, 

here 325. 
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Central Bačka and in Central Banat was higher than 50% of the total.
240

 In other parts of 

today’s Vojvodina, such as the rest of Banat and Western Bačka, German speakers made 

up between one quarter and one half of the local population.
241

  

Regarding religious affiliation, most of Northern and Central Bačka had a Roman 

Catholic majority.
242

 In the area north of Novi Sad (in South Central Bačka) and in the 

south eastern part of Srem Lutherans
243

 represented between 10% and 25% of the total 

population; in the northern half of eastern Srem they accounted for up to 50%.
244

 The 

community of Reformed Christians was much smaller, with a statistically significant 

presence only along the Danube-Tisa-Danube Canal in the southern half of Bačka 
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 According to the statistical census data at the regional levels cited by Ingomar Senz, in Banat ethnic 

Germans outnumbered Hungarians overall (with 387,000 in comparison to 242,000) and accounted for 

24.5% of the population in that region. In Bačka, on the other hand, they made up 23.5% ot the total 

regional population but were overall in the minority compared to ethnic Hungarians (with 190,000 against 

364,000). Senz, Donauschwäbische Geschichte II, 328. There were close to three times as many German-

speakers living in Srem as Hungarian-speakers. A Magyar szent korona országainak 1910. évi 

népszámlálása I: A népesség főbb adatai községek és népesebb puszták, telepek szerint (The 1910 

Population Census of the Hungarian Crown Lands: Main Demographic Data According To Municipalities, 

More Populous Farms and Settlements), (Budapest: Magyar Királyi Központi Statisztikai Hivatal, 1912). 

241
 The question posed in the census asked about the respondent’s mother tongue, not their ethnic 

identification. As a result, a number of non-Germans, including Yiddish-speaking Jews were included in 

this category. Helmut Rumpler und Martin Seger, Die Gesellschaft der Habsburgermonarchie im 

Kartenbild. Verwaltungs-, Sozial- und Infrastrukturen nach dem Zensus von 1910 [Die Habsburger 

Monarchie 1848-1918 9: Soziale Strukturen 2], (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 

Wissenschaften, 2010), 62-63. 

242
 Rumpler und Seger, Die Gesellschaft der Habsburgermonarchie im Kartenbild, 72-73. 

243
 Traditionally, both Lutherans and Reformed were referred to as evangelical [Protestant] (from the 

German evangelisch). They were differentiated from one another by the added description “of the 

Augsburg Confession” (= Lutheran) or “of the Helvetic Confession” (= Reformed, i.e. Calvinist). 

244
 In municipalities such as Stara Pazova (Ópázova/Pasua), Nova Pazova (Újpázova/Neue Pasua), and 

Vinkovačko Novo Selo (Neudorf) Lutherans made up the absolute majority of the population. Stara Pazova 

was settled overwhelmingly by Slovak-speakers, the other two municipalities primarily by German-

speakers. A Magyar szent korona országainak 1910. évi népszámlálása, 470-473. 



135 

 

(between 2% and 10%) and north of the canal in Central Bačka (between 10% and 

25%).
245

 

World War I, which was to bring dramatic changes to South Eastern Europe, 

began when the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy officially declared war on the Kingdom of 

Serbia on July 28, 1914. The war pitted Serbia, who fought on the side of the Allied 

(Entente) Powers, not only against its northern neighbor but also against the German 

Empire. The end of the war in 1918 signaled the break-up of the Ottoman Turkish Empire 

on the one hand and of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy on the other. At the same time, 

upheld in part by supporters of Balkan pan-Slavism, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes was established with the Karađorđević dynasty at its helm. The Treaty of 

Trianon, signed in 1920, confirmed the territorial losses of Hungary to the Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and to other neighboring states. The newly formed Kingdom, 

established by the Treaty of Versailles in 1918, included Serbia and Montenegro as well 

as territories formerly belonging to Austria-Hungary, namely Carniola, Styria and most 

of Dalmatia from the Austrian part of the monarchy, Croatia, Slavonia and Vojvodina 

from the Hungarian part, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had been administered as a 

crown province. Belgrade was made the capital city of the Kingdom. The Banat was 

divided between Hungary, Romania and the new Kingdom, while parts of Bačka and 

Baranja remained in Hungary, with the other parts going to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats 

and Slovenes. 
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 Rumpler und Seger, Die Gesellschaft der Habsburgermonarchie im Kartenbild, 84-85. 
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According to the results of the first 1921 census conducted in the Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (with a total population of slightly more than 12 million), the 

total number of ethnic Germans living in the country was more than half a million 

(513,000), accounting for 4.3% of the population. The largest religions represented in the 

Kingdom were the Orthodox faith at 46.6% (with 5,600,000 adherents, which would have 

included most Serbs, Montenegrins and Macedonians), Roman Catholicism at 39.4% 

(with most Slovenes, Croats and Hungarians among its 4,700,000 members), and Islam at 

11% (with 1,345,000 followers, including most Albanians, Turks and Bosnian Muslims). 

The number of Protestants came to 217,000, making up 1.8% of the total population.
 246

  

The Serbian Orthodox Church in the various geographical parts of the new state 

was reorganized into one unified structure in 1920. At the same time the patriarchate, 

which had been abolished in 1766, was renewed with Belgrade as its center. 

Consequently, the Serbian Orthodox Church was able to strengthen its influence within 

the country and also in Catholic majority territories, such as Croatia and Slovenia by 

constructing churches and by establishing a metropolitanate in Zagreb. At the same time, 

the Orthodox theological faculty in Belgrade (1920) began working.
247

 However, the 

numerical advantage of the Orthodox Church over the Roman Catholic Church in the 

Kingdom was still relatively small. The political rivalry that was emerging between the 

two dominant ethnic groups in the Kingdom (the Serbs and the Croats) was mirrored in 
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 Alajos Kovács, “A Szerb-Horvát-Szlovén állam népszámlálásának nemzetiségi adatai” (The Data on 

Ethnicity in the Population Census of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes), Statisztikai Szemle 7 

(1926): 403-424, here 406. 
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 A short-lived Orthodox Theological Faculty was also established in Zagreb around this time, which 

stopped working after only a few years. 
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the relationship between the two largest churches (Serbian Orthodox and Roman 

Catholic) as well. 

Ethnic tensions arising from the radically altered geopolitical landscape and the 

renewed nation-building efforts, combined with determination of increasing ethnic self-

awareness (Selbstbewusstsein) in the post-war years affected other churches as well. The 

Lutheran Church in Yugoslavia, which had been an ethnically mixed church until the 

year 1921, was reconfigured along ethnic lines. When those of Slovak ethnicity founded 

a separate bishopric that year, the non-Slavic Lutherans also began taking steps toward 

creating their own separate ecclesiastical structure. The ethnic Germans (together with 

ethnic Hungarians and Slovenes) established their bishopric in 1923 and in 1927 Philipp 

Popp was elected as their episcopal administrator. On April 17, 1930, the German 

Evangelical [Lutheran] Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession in the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia was constituted with German as its primary language and viewing itself as a 

guardian of German identity.
248

 Ethnic and linguistic distancing within the hitherto 

ethnically diverse Reformed Church also appeared in the 1930s, with the formation of an 

independent German-speaking deanery in Novi Vrbas (Neuwerbaß) in the early 1930s, 

thereby breaking away from the overwhelmingly Hungarian-influenced Reformed 

Christian Church of the South Slav Lands. 

The relationship between Germany and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes (from the proclamation of royal dictatorship on January 6, 1929 onward known 
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 The German name of the church was “Deutsche Evangelische Christliche Kirche Augsburgischen 

Bekenntnisses im Königreiche Jugoslawiens” and the bishop’s seat was established in Zagreb. The church 

united ethnic German, and in smaller numbers also Hungarian and Slovenian believers from diverse parts 

of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, including Bačka, Banat, Slavonija, Srem, Slovenia, and Bosnia. 
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as the Kingdom of Yugoslavia) understandably cooled in the post-war years. This 

changed in the mid-1930s, from which point onward German influence in Serbia began to 

grow stronger. Economic, cultural and educational exchanges were maintained in large 

part through the initiative and assistance of societies for Yugoslav-German/German-

Yugoslav cooperation in both countries, although many public institutions such as 

universities were also involved.
249

 At the time of the nationwide census of 1931 there 

were almost exactly half a million German-speakers living in the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia, making up 3.59% of the total population. Their combined number in 

Vojvodina and Belgrade reached 353,000. Confessionally, 77% of the German 

population in all of Yugoslavia at this time belonged to the Catholic faith and 20% were 

Protestant.
250

 

In Germany at the same time, churches were facing the growing popularity of 

National Socialist ideology, which was to have the greatest impact (and also cause the 

greatest strife) within the churches of the Reformation. The Deutsche Christen (German 

Christians) movement, which was organized in 1931 within the Deutsche Evangelische 

Kirche (German Protestant Church), aligned itself with Hitler’s leadership and the idea of 

antisemitism, eventually incorporating an Aryan paragraph into the rules governing the 

affairs of the church. The movement’s aim at establishing a unified German Protestant 
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 Ranka Gašić, “Der deutsche kulturelle Einfluss in Belgrad in den 1930er Jahren,” in Dittmar Dahlmann 

und Milan Kosanović (Hrsg.), Deutsch-serbische Beziehungen vom Berliner Kongress bis heute 

[Internationales Symposium der Michael-Zikic-Stiftung, Bonn, 25. und 26. September 2000], (Bonn: 

Michael-Zikic-Stiftung, 2003), 91-113. 
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 Theodor Schieder (ed.), Das Schicksal der Deutschen in Jugoslawien [Dokumentation der Vertreibung 

der Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa 5], (Bonn: Bundesministerium für Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge und 

Kriegsgeschädigte, 1954), 11. The number of those who identified German as their mother tongue in the 

census included 10,000 German-speaking Jews as well.  
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church in close cooperation and obedience to Hitler’s regime eventually led to a split 

within the church, pitting the rival Bekennende Kirche (Confessing Church) against them. 

The Confessing Church, which opposed the adoption of an Aryan paragraph and the idea 

of the state exerting control over the church’s affairs, broke away and formed its own 

ecclesiastical structure. Among the leaders and theologians of the Bekennende Kirche 

were Martin Niemöller, Karl Barth, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. The church split remained 

in place through the end of World War II. 

The rise of National Socialism in Germany affected the Danube Swabian 

population in Yugoslavia as well, and gained some sympathizers.
251

 National Socialist 

ideas were most often transmitted through the local Kulturbund (cultural association). 

These cultural associations were connected to one another, forming a large network, and 

served as the primary avenues for reinforcing German national identity. In addition, the 

7th SS Volunteer Mountain Division “Prince Eugen” was initially created from volunteer 

Donauschwaben in the Banat in 1941, but low interest led to obligatory conscription in 

1943. The division fought against Partisan forces throughout Yugoslavia. 
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 It is very important to make a distinction at this point between the Volksdeutsche and the 

Reichsdeutsche. This term Volksdeutsche was used in National Socialist propaganda, referring to ethnic 

Germans living outside the borders of Wilhelmine Germany. Its usage intended to differentiate the 

Volksdeutsche from the Reichsdeutsche (Imperial Germans), the latter of whom resided within the borders 

of Germany. This term was also used to describe citizens of Germany residing abroad only for a period of 

time. As expats, most of the Reichsdeutsche in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia were employed at the 

diplomatic and cultural legations of Germany, at the local branches of German companies such as Siemens, 

or at educational institutions, therefore by and large representing German state and national interests. The 

Volksdeutsche on the other hand were Yugoslav citizens, who had lived as settlers for many generations, 

and many of whom now found themselves in the middle of conflicting interests and political powers vying 

for their loyalty. For more on this topic, see for example Zoran Janjetović, “Švabe u Vojvodini” (Swabians 

in Vojvodina), in Biljana Sikimić (ed.), Hidden Minorities in the Balkans / Скривене мањине на Балкану 

[Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Special Editions 82], (Belgrade: Institute for Balkan Studies, 

2004), 121-134. 
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As in Germany, the Nazi propaganda found greater resonance in general among 

Protestant Christians than among Catholics. Although certain members of the Protestant 

clergy openly embraced Nazi ideology and used the pulpit to spread their message, it 

would be incorrect to claim that all of them did so. Carl Bethke in his work on the 

German and Hungarian minorities in Croatia and Vojvodina asserts that the German 

Evangelical Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 

could best be described as a German national church (Volkskirche). At the same time he 

also warns that in spite of documentary evidence supporting the claim that the church’s 

leadership outwardly embraced Nazi ideology and maintained close ties with the Nazi-

sympathizer Deutsche Christen, the overall reality, especially what went on behind the 

scenes, was much more complex and therefore necessitates a nuanced interpretation.
252

 

The same is true when evaluating the behavior of the Danube Swabian population in 

Vojvodina; many of them were conflicted in their loyalties. It should not be forgotten that 

this group originated from varied geographical backgrounds and upheld regional cultural 

traditions; they had not been a unified population block but rather a heterogeneous group. 

In spite of growing pressure from the 1930s onward to identify themselves as Germans 

and uncritical supporters of the Third Reich, Donauschwaben exhibited differing levels 

of acceptance of the ideas of National Socialism. 

Yugoslavia was drawn into World War II through the occupation of the country 

that began with the air raid on Belgrade by the German Luftwaffe (Air Force) on April 6, 
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 Carl Bethke, Deutsche und ungarische Minderheiten in Kroatien und der Vojvodina 1918-1941: 

Identitätsentwürfe und ethnopolitische Mobilisierung [Balkanologische Veröffentlichungen 47], 

(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009), 516-530. 
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1941. The invading powers divided the country into several parts, with Germany, Italy, 

Hungary and Bulgaria each taking their share, while Axis-aligned puppet states took 

control of other areas.
253

 The territory of Vojvodina was divided between Hungary 

(annexing Bačka) and the NDH (occupying Srem all the way up to Zemun, just across the 

river Sava from Belgrade). Banat maintained some level of autonomy within Nedić’s 

Serbia, through local ethnic German civil government being handed certain competences 

while at the same time being ruled more directly by Germany. 

A number of concentration camps were set up in the occupied territories, where 

the organized murder of Jews, Roma, Serbs and others was carried out.
254

 The most 

significant camps within Serbia were Sajmište, located directly across from Belgrade on 

the bank of the river Sava, Topovske Šupe in Belgrade, Banjica (near Belgrade), Šabac, 

and Crveni Krst in the town of Niš.
255

 Numerous atrocities were also committed by the 

occupying forces against the Serbian population. In one of the most notable incidents in 
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 These were the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Država Hrvatska, NDH, 1941-1945), Serbia 

under the leadership of Milan Nedić (1941-1944) and the Independent State of Montenegro (1941-1944), as 

well as a part of Macedonia. Between 1941 and 1943 a quisling government in Italian-occupied Albania 

was given jurisdiction over Kosovo, parts of Macedonia and a small section of Montenegro, effectively 

creating a “Greater Albania.” 
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 The largest concentration camp in occupied South Eastern Europe and the certainly most infamous one 

within the NDH was Jasenovac. During its years of operation between 1941 and 1945, it aimed to 

exterminate the large number of Jews, Roma, Serbs, Croats who had Communist ties or had opposed the 

Ustaša-regime and others who were held there, including children and Serbian Orthodox clergymen. The 

number of victims (and particularly that of Serbs, who were the most numerous) at Jasenovac has been a 

long-standing element in the political debates between Serbia and Croatia, with estimates ranging between 

20,000 to more than one million. Most independent researchers have estimated the total number of victims 

to be within the range of 60,000 to 99,000. 
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 The Sajmište (Fairgrounds) camp was on NDH territory. It was set up in 1941 initially as a collection 

center, later turning into a concentration camp, where Jews, but also Roma and Serbs (including captured 

Partisans) were brought. An estimated number of between 40,000 and 48,000 perished there. Crveni Krst 

(Red Cross) was located in the South Serbian town of Niš. Several thousand people from the camp were 

executed either on location or at Bubanj, just outside of the town. 
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the Central Serbian town of Kragujevac, several thousand men and boys were rounded up 

in the city center (many of them randomly) and executed on its outskirts in 1941.
256

 

As the tide of the war turned, so did the fate of the Danube Swabians. The 

approaching defeat of the Axis Powers became visible at the same time as the westward 

advance of Russian troops took place and as Josip Broz Tito’s (1892-1980) Partisan 

forces were making significant territorial gains within Yugoslavia. Fearing retaliation and 

death, thousands of Danube Swabians fled their homes in the autumn of 1944 and in early 

1945. Many villages were completely emptied overnight. The new Socialist government 

of Yugoslavia assigned collective guilt to the Danube Swabians population, denouncing 

them as collaborators of the Third Reich.
257

 At the end of the war and in the years 

immediately afterwards concentration camps were established by the new Yugoslav 

government specifically for Danube Swabians. Many of those who did not flee abroad 

ended up in these camps and it is estimated that the total number of those who perished 

there (many due to poor nutrition and disease) is as high as 64,000.
258

 In addition, a 
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 Atrocities such as this one and other forms of mass killing were carried out by the other occupying 

forces as well. In Novi Sad, for example, Hungarian Axis forces executed thousands of civilians (most of 

them Serbian, Jewish and Roma) in January 1942, in what is known as the Novi Sad massacre – although 

executions took place concurrently in several other towns of Southern Bačka as well. For more details, see 

Paul Mojzes, Balkan Genocides: Holocaust and Ethnic Cleansing in the Twentieth Century [Studies in 

Genocide: Religion, History, and Human Rights], (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2011), 

79-86. 
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 The pronouncement of collective guilt as collaborators led to the confiscation of property held by 

Danube Swabians after the end of the war, including church buildings and church-run institutions 

(kindergartens, schools and orphanages). The legal instruments upon which the confiscations were based 

include “Zakon o konfiskaciji imovine i izvršenju konfiskacije” (Law on the Confiscation of Property and 

on the Execution of Confiscation), Službeni list DFJ 40 (1945) and 70 (1945). 
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 In Banat these camps were located in Molin (Molidorf; 1945-1947) and Knićanin (Rudolfsgnad; 1945-

1948); within Bačka in Bački Jarak (Jarek; 1944-1946), Gakovo (Gakowa; 1945-1948) and Kruševlje 

(Kruschiwl/Birndorf; 1945-1947); in Srem at Svilara (the former silk factory) in Sremska Mitrovica 

(Mitrowitz; 1945-1947). Estimated numbers of victims were combined in consultation with the following 
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number of Danube Swabians (estimated to be between 12,000 and 30,000) who remained 

in Yugoslavia were taken to forced labor camps in Russia. Bishop Popp was charged with 

collaboration with the Fascist Ustaša-regime of the NDH and was executed in 1945.
259

 

Most of the ethnic Germans fleeing Yugoslavia traveled through Hungary and/or 

Austria, on their way to Germany. Some of them settled down in the first two countries 

and others traveled on to various corners of the world, but the majority of them came to 

live in the Federal Republic of Germany. According to the 1950 population census in the 

Federal Republic of Germany, 147,500 German speakers indicated Yugoslavia as their 

previous home. By adding the numbers from West Berlin (480) and Saarland (38), along 

with the estimate of 15,000 in the Soviet Occupation Zone, the total number of 

Jugoslawiendeutsche came to 163,000.
260

 The number of those declaring themselves as 

                                                                                                                                                 
sources: Mojzes, Balkan Genocides; Zvonimir Golubović, “Ko snosi odgovornost za posleratnu sudbinu 

folksdojčera Vojvodine (1944-1948)?” (Who Takes Responsibility for the Postwar Destiny of the 

Volksdeutschers from Vojvodina [1944-1948]?), Rad muzeja Vojvodine 51 (2009): 295-314, here 307; 

Theodor Schieder (ed.), Das Schicksal der Deutschen in Jugoslawien [Dokumentation der Vertreibung der 

Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa 5], (Bonn: Bundesministerium für Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge und 

Kriegsgeschädigte, 1954). Already at its second session in Jajce in November 1943, The Anti-Fascist 

Council of the People's Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) made a decision to expel all Germans after 

liberation. “Deklaracija drugog zasedanja Antifašističkog Veća Narodnog Oslobođenja Jugoslavije” 

(Declaration of the Second Session of the Anti-Fascist Council of the People’s Liberation of Yugoslavia) 

accessed January 11, 2012, 

http://www.arhivyu.gov.rs/active/en/home/glavna_navigacija/leksikon_jugoslavije/konstitutivni_akti_jugos

lavije/deklaracija_drugog_zasedanja_avnoja.html. See also, Peter Wassertheurer, Die AVNOJ-

Bestimmungen und der Völkermord an den Deutschen in Jugoslawien 1944-1948 (Wien: Felix-Ermacora-

Institut, 2003).  
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 During World War II, a significant number of clergy, representing all possible Christian denominations 

and stemming from various ethnic backgrounds, became victims of war-related violence and retaliation 

throughout Yugoslavia, by participants on all sides of the conflict. This was also true in Vojvodina and 

Serbia. 

260
 Schieder, Das Schicksal der Deutschen in Jugoslawien, 126. The number of Yugoslav-Germans who 

had fled to Austria was estimated to be around the same, at least 150,000. In addition, many fled to further 

destinations worldwide, including the United States, Argentina and Australia. Their total number has been 

estimated at 15,000. 
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German (by ethnic identification or by mother tongue) in Yugoslavia fell sharply, further 

decreasing as a result of political pressure on the remaining ethnic Germans which led 

many of them to hide their identity, in many cases taking up Slavic family names.
261

 

In spite of the fact that most every ethnic group suffered at the hands of others 

during and after the war, much of local historiography and popular literature has been 

reduced to a disagreement over the number of victims, with authors invariably claiming 

that it is their own ethnic group that suffered the most. Therefore, all statistical data 

relating to victims should be treated with care, while recognizing the magnitude of the 

loss of life and the tragedy in each situation. What distinguishes the situation concerning 

the fate of the ethnic Germans is that until the 1980s or 1990s it was forbidden to write or 

talk about what happened and was treated as a taboo subject. What happened to the 

Germans in post-World-War-II Yugoslavia has not been publicly named genocide. 

As historian Holm Sundhaussen has remarked,  

In Central, South-eastern and Eastern Europe there is hardly a nation or 

ethnic group whose members were not in one or another form and to one 

or another extent forced to leave their home during the course of the 20th 

century. They were forcibly resettled, expelled or fled because they 

belonged to a particular nation or nationality or were allotted to it, 

regardless of individual incrimination. The cause was always an 

absolutising of the nation and the associated stereotypes of oneself and 

others, which especially in times of crisis and war darkened the mutual 

patterns of perception and images of enemies to unrecognisability.
262
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 According to statistical data published in 1948, the total number of Germans in Yugoslavia stood at 

55,337, accounting for 0.35% of the population. These figures showed significant further decrease in 1961 

(20,015 and 0.11%) and in 1981 (8,712 and 0,04%). Savezni zavod za statistiku, Jugoslavija 1945-1985 

(Beograd: Savezni zavod za statistiku, 1986), 56. In 1991, there were 5,387 individuals who ethnically 

identified themselves as Germans.  
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The “disappearance” of the Danube Swabians from Serbia has left a black hole 

not only in the settlements where they had formerly lived and the milieu which they 

shaped, but also in the post-war historiography of Serbia, where almost nothing has been 

said about the peaceful coexistence of Donauschwaben in the South Slavic lands prior to 

the horrors brought about by the twentieth century.  

 

History after World War II 

The new geopolitical constellation in Europe after the war placed the churches 

and religious communities both in Germany and in Serbia into new and challenging 

situations. The various struggles experienced by churches during this period have 

surfaced many times at the meetings under examination, and will therefore be discussed 

in more detail (to the extent they are relevant) later, along with the discussion of the 

content of individual consultations. In order to provide background to the discussions that 

took place, the following points are to be noted here: 

 

Remarks on the Experience of the Churches in the Two Germanys during the Cold War 

From the four zones of occupation following the war, two countries were formed 

in 1949. From the French, British and American sectors emerged the Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland (Federal Republic of Germany; BRD) and from the Soviet zone the 

Deutsche Demokratische Republik (German Democratic Republic; DDR). The highest 

law in the Bundesrepublik was to be the newly created Grundgesetz (Basic Law), which 

remained in place after the reunification of the country in 1990. The Basic Law 
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established a parliamentary democracy, and relevant for the present discussion, 

guaranteed the self-determination of churches and religious communities and their 

independence from state interference.
263

 While the Bundesrepublik followed a social 

market-economy model and became engaged in the supranational integration of Western 

Europe, the Democratic Republic remained democratic only in name, and as an Eastern 

Bloc state, it was within the orbit of political, economic (as a member of Comecon) and – 

through the Warsaw Pact – military control by the Soviet Union. 

The hitherto united church structures were deeply affected by the division into 

two separate states. Although the reorganization of the Protestant Churches in 1948 

structurally brought together Landeskirchen from both East and West Germany into the 

new Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (Evangelical Church in Germany), it proved to 

be difficult for a variety of reasons to preserve this unity on the long run. The Bund der 

Evangelischen Kirchen in der DDR (League of Evangelical Churches in the German 

Democratic Republic) was consequently formed in 1969.
264

  

The role that churches and religious communities could play within the German 

Democratic Republic was severely limited by the government and this was also true for 

the Roman Catholic Church. According to Bernd Schaefer, two parallel features 

characterized Catholic life during this period of time under totalitarian rule. First, the 
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 Article 140 of the Basic Law. For more on this topic, see Axel Freiherr von Campenhausen, “Church 
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arrangement allowed for an “alternative public sphere” to exist, where relative freedom 

could be exercised. At the same time, some members of the clergy took the opportunity 

to “preserve hierarchical features and practices in their own domain.” Ultimately, 

Schaefer claims, the strict church-state separation actually contributed to strengthening 

the religious identity of the Catholics living in East Germany.
265

 

Dealing with the past and facing the complicity (or at least the lack of unified 

resistance) of the churches in the aggression committed by the Third Reich against its 

own citizens and against other countries slowly emerged as an important theme in the 

public sphere in the after-war years. In order to clearly distinguish itself from the 

theology and ideology represented by the Deutsche Christen, the EKD was intentionally 

named Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (Evangelical Church in Germany) – in 

contrast to being called the German Evangelical Church, in which case the ethnic identity 

would be emphasized. In the German Democratic Republic, where the majority of the 

population had traditionally been Protestant,
266

 all Landeskirchen in the Evangelical 

Church had been members of the Deutsche Evangelische Kirche (German Evangelical 

Church), which was strongly influenced by the Deutsche Christen (and therefore by 
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National Socialism).
267

 Only a few church bodies in the western half of Germany 

remained “intact” (in the words of the Bekennende Kirche) from this influence, i.e. did 

not participate in the 1933 church elections. 

Among the most significant milestones taken by the EKD toward publicly 

addressing the legacy of the most recent past was the Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis 

(Stuttgart Declaration of Guilt),
268

 which was issued by the Council of the EKD on 

October 19, 1945. The document stated, “It is with great sorrow that we say, 

‘Through us endless suffering has been brought upon many peoples and countries,’” 

acknowledged that the church did not put up enough resistance against the Nazi regime, 

and signaling a clear break with the past, it indicated a new beginning for the church.
269

 

The Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis, although immediately criticized by international 

observers for lacking reference to any specifics, served as the first step in a long process. 

Another significant document returning the attention of the EKD to facing the 

legacy of World War II was the Ostdenkschrift of the (Western part of the) EKD, which 
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was published on October 1, 1965.
270

 The document aimed to engage in discussion with, 

and promote reconciliation with, Poland and Czechoslovakia in particular. Although it 

stirred up a (sometimes painful) debate both within and outside the church for addressing 

issues hitherto considered to be taboos, the Ostdenkschrift was later seen by politicians 

and church leaders alike as a pioneering step in the process of the normalization of 

relations with Germany’s neighbors to the east.
271

 

The process of facing the past and making efforts at mending relationships was 

undertaken by representatives of the Roman Catholic Church as well, although the 

initiative did not begin in Germany. On November 18, 1965, ahead of the 1000
th

 

anniversary of Poland’s Christianization in 1966, Polish Catholic bishops sent a letter to 

their counterparts in Germany, in which they acknowledged the mutual suffering of the 

two people groups during World War II, and famously stated, “We forgive and ask for 

forgiveness”.
272

 The Deutsche Bischofskonferenz responded with a letter on December 5, 

which marked the beginning of a correspondence and eventually cooperation between the 

DBK and the Polish Bishops’ Conference toward Polish-German reconciliation.
273
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Part of the context, within which these efforts were taking place, was provided by 

the involvement of the churches in the Bundesrepublik in German-French reconciliation 

efforts as one aspect of the overall efforts toward European integration following World 

War II. There were also significant initiatives taken in the field of ecumenical dialogues 

during this time period. Regarding Lutheran-Orthodox dialogues, the EKD began 

separate bilateral theological dialogues with the Russian Orthodox Church [Moscow 

Patriarchate] as early as 1959; with the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in 

1969; and with the Rumanian Orthodox Church in 1979. All three dialogue processes 

have been primarily theological in nature and in spite of encountering some significant 

challenges along the way, they continue up to this day. 

 

The Experience of the Churches and Religious Communities in Yugoslavia 

During World War II, the division of the country into various zones of occupation 

created varying situations concerning the relationships between the churches and 

religious communities on the one hand and the state on the other hand.
274

 However, all 

churches and religious communities in Yugoslavia experienced significant loss resulting 

                                                                                                                                                 
that Bishop Homeyer was involved in the Polish-German dialogue. Between 1995 and 2004 he was a 
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from the war, both in terms of life, as many priests, pastors, and other religious office 

holders, members of religious orders, as well as religious laypersons were imprisoned, 

tortured, sent to forced labor camps, or were specifically targeted and killed; and also in 

terms of destroyed or confiscated property.  

In the first few years of the new Yugoslavia’s existence, as Fred Singleton has 

argued, “the view of the Communist Party … was that religion, as an outworn 

superstition, would wither away.”
275

 Through the legal separation of church and state and 

by taking away certain competences from the churches that they had hitherto exercised 

the new state was aiming at driving religion out of the public arena and into the private 

sphere of individuals. The regime’s underlying atheism and the conscious effort at 

establishing a secular(ized) society seemed to be accepted by a growing number of the 

population. Many of them embraced the Yugoslav ideal and began to claim a non-

ethnically based, overarching Yugoslav identity. In part due to wishing to distance 

themselves from the atrocities caused by religious extremism in the past, more and more 

Yugoslav citizens chose not to associate themselves with any form of organized religion. 

This can be observed from the growth of self-described non-believers in the census 

results. Whereas in 1948, no significant portion of the population claimed to be explicitly 

non-religious (although they may have considered their religious affiliation as purely 

“inherited”), by the 1953 census 12.6% of Yugoslav citizens described themselves as 

non-believers.
276

 

                                                 
275

 Fred Singleton, Twentieth-Century Yugoslavia (London: The Macmillan Press, 1976), 202. 

276
 Ibid., 194. 



152 

 

Another trend that could be observed in many parts of Yugoslavia, but in greatest 

measure in the federal republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina and in the Serbian province of 

Vojvodina, was the steady growth of ethnically and religiously mixed marriages over the 

next few decades. Demographic data reveals that children from ethnically mixed 

marriages were most likely to call themselves Yugoslavs (not identifying with one 

particular ethnic group) in the 1991 census, while those living in mixed marriages made 

up the largest percentage (44%) of non-religious persons and atheists.
277

 As can be 

inferred from this data, distancing from religious tradition, which often led to complete 

secularization, in many cases already appeared in the first generation of living in a mixed 

marriage. 

 

A Brief Overview of the Place of Religion in the Legal History of Serbia and Yugoslavia 

The history of the legal position of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Serbia has 

changed almost as many times as the political entity within which it is situated has 

changed – and this has occurred several times since the beginning of the twentieth 

century. There are a few different aspects of this broader issue concerning church and 

state relations that should be considered. One facet regards the theoretical framework, 

both from the viewpoint of the Serbian Orthodox Church (and of the other churches and 

religious communities in Serbia) and from the point of view of the government. These 

views often differed in how they understood and interpreted a proper and functional (if 
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not ideal) framework for the co-existence of these two realms. Among scholars, theories 

and classifications of church-state relations abound and the most prominent ones in 

Europe include those put forth by Rik Torfs of Leuven, Gerhard Robbers of Trier, and 

Silvio Ferrari of Milan (see the discussion under subsection 2.2.4. “Church and State 

Relations” in Chapter Two for more details). 

A second area concerns the practical interpretation of these theoretical models and 

the process of transforming the guiding principles behind the models into legislation. 

This subsection, while keeping in mind both of these areas, is dedicated to highlighting 

the background and the roots of several contemporary challenges and dilemmas in the 

field of church and state relationships in Serbia and in Yugoslavia, many of which were 

directly addressed at the interchurch consultations.  

The history of legal regulation of church and state relations in Serbia goes back to 

the Nemanjić dynasty in the Middle Ages.
278

 However, in the present discussion only a 

few select legislative activities from the beginning of the 20
th

 century onwards are 

covered, which still have direct consequences on the present situation of religious 

communities in the country.
279

 In addition, some of the societal consequences of these 

laws are mentioned that have been specifically discussed at the consultations. 
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The most important legal documents have been the national and federal 

constitutions, which tended to outline in broad strokes the place of religion within 

society. Since for most of the twentieth century Serbia formed part of larger political 

structures, first within the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, then within the 

federal state of Yugoslavia in its various forms, legislation at the republican level is also 

discussed. The laws at this level have generally interpreted and applied in specific ways 

the principles laid out in the national constitutions and laws. In addition, other legal 

instruments, including concordats and special agreements between governments and 

individual religious communities are discussed as relevant. 

 

The First Constitutions in the Twentieth Century 

The first constitution of the Kingdom of Serbia in the twentieth century was 

proclaimed in 1903, during the reign of King Aleksandar Obrenović (r. 1889-1903). 

Article 3 of the constitution declared Eastern Orthodoxy as the official state religion and 

proclaimed the autocephaly of the church, while Article 19 forbade proselytism directed 

at Orthodox believers.
280

 According to the first constitutional regulation of the Kingdom 

of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (created in 1918) from 1921, in what is today referred to as 
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the Vidovdan Constitution, the Serbian Orthodox Church lost its position as a state 

church, but the constitution did not establish the separation of church and state, either.
281

 

While the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church enjoyed special positions as 

privileged churches, the constitution acknowledged the religiously heterogeneous nature 

of the population.
282

 

Throughout the 1920s the Serbian Orthodox Church intended to sign a special 

agreement with the government, which eventually came into existence on November 8, 

1929 as the Law on the Serbian Orthodox Church.
283

 Concluded between the Episcopal 

Synod and the Ministry for Religious Affairs, it was the equivalent of a concordat, 

regulating various spheres of the relationship between the state and the Serbian Orthodox 
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Church. As the church had in the previous year regained its autocephaly and reestablished 

its patriarchate, it had a stronger position from which to contend with the government. On 

the basis of this agreement the Serbian Orthodox Church came to enjoy greater financial 

support from the state than other religious communities and formulated its own 

constitution, which was accepted on November 16, 1931.
284

 Upon the death of Patriarch 

Dimitrije on April 6, 1930 the government regulated the process of selection for the new 

patriarch with a special law.
285

 

During 1929 and 1930 the Kingdom of Yugoslavia additionally regulated its 

relations through specific laws with the Jewish Community (December 14, 1929),
286

 the 

Muslim Community (January 31, 1930),
287

 and with the Reformed Christian Church and 

the Evangelical [Lutheran] Christian Church in one joint law (April 16, 1930).
288

 The 

Roman Catholic Church also wished to regulate its position in the Kingdom and began to 

apply pressure on the government from the 1920s onward. The Holy See and the 

government of Yugoslavia eventually signed a Concordat in 1935, in spite of vehement 
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protests from the Serbian Orthodox Church, which saw its privileged position threatened 

and viewed the Concordat as an attempt at the consolidation of power and authority for 

the Roman Catholic Church within Yugoslavia.
289

 The Concordat Crisis spread and the 

opposition coming from Orthodox leaders, believers and from among Serbian politicians 

was so strong, culminating in violent clashes with the police in Belgrade, that the 

Concordat was eventually withdrawn on February 1, 1938.
290

 

After the dissolution of Parliament and the establishment of royal dictatorship in 

1929 a new constitution was promulgated for the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1931. 

Article 11 of the constitution guaranteed freedom of religion and conscience and declared 

that “recognized religious denominations
291

 have equal rights before the law and may 

publicly practice their worship.”
292

 Denominations other than those recognized by law, 

such as Baptists, Methodists and Seventh-Day Adventists, also enjoyed freedom of 
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worship in practice but were not allowed to conduct socio-civic acts such as to perform 

marriages or handle birth registers.
293

 

King Aleksandar Karađorđević’s attempt to satisfy various political demands 

within his country with the 1931 constitution and to end the royal dictatorship that he had 

imposed did not turn out to be a great success. In reality, the fact that he himself and the 

majority of the leadership in the country (many ministers, bureaucratic leaders, military 

officials) were Serbian, fueled animosity not only among divergent political groups, 

thereby threatening the stability of the country, but also between the two largest churches, 

the Roman Catholic Church and the Serbian Orthodox Church. This had become an 

important factor in church and state relations and undoubtedly played a role in the 

Concordat Crisis.  

 

Church and State in Socialist Yugoslavia 

In the new, Socialist Yugoslavia the curtailment of the scope of activities and 

influence of churches and religious communities within society was clearly expressed by 

the stipulations of the new constitution.
294

 With the end of World War II and the victory 
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of the Partisan forces, the newly formed Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia
295

 

under the leadership of Marshal Tito brought about a radically different era in church and 

state relations. Allying the country with Stalin, Tito at first aimed to follow the example 

of the Soviet Union in implementing a Socialist state. Accordingly, the Yugoslav 

constitution of January 31, 1946 was fashioned after the Soviet constitution of 1936.
296

 

Among the most important stipulations concerning religion and the religious 

communities were decreeing the freedom of conscience and religion (Article 25 §1) and 

the separation of church and state (Article 25 §2). The Constitution stated that “religious 

communities, whose teaching is not contrary to the Constitution, are free in their religious 

affairs and in the performance of religious ceremonies” (Article 25 §3) but “the abuse of 

the church and of religion for political purposes and the existence of political 

organizations on a religious basis [were] forbidden” (Article 25 §4). Religious schools for 

the education of priests were placed “under the general supervision of the state” (Article 

25 §3). The new constitution accorded the right of registering births, marriages and 

deaths exclusively to the state (Article 26 §5) and made only marriages concluded before 

competent state organs valid, with the possibility to have a religious wedding ceremony 

afterwards (Article 26 §2). 
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The principle of trying to limit religion and the activities of religious communities 

was also made visible in the 1945 Zakon o agrarnoj reformi i kolonizaciji (Law on 

Agrarian Reform and Colonization), which aimed at reforming the entire basis of land 

ownership in the country and established maximum amounts of land that could be owned 

privately. According to this law, a large percentage of church property, including 

agricultural land, was expropriated by the state.
297

 The Zakon o nacionalizaciji privatnih 

privrednih poduzeća (Law on the Nationalization of Private Economic Enterprises) from 

1946 and its amendment in 1948 resulted in the nationalization of church-run hospitals 

and medical installations, school buildings, apartments and the printing presses of both 

the Roman Catholic Church and the Serbian Orthodox Church.
298

 Stripping the churches 

and religious communities in this way of much of their property and of their social and 

educational institutions, coupled with other societal factors, played a part in their gradual 

loss of influence among the population. 

In 1948 Tito broke with Stalin and set an ambitious new course for Yugoslavia, 

wishing to maintain the country’s neutrality by not belonging to either political block 

officially.
299

 This significant break led to numerous legal and ideological changes within 

the country. On May 22, 1953 the Zakon o pravnom položaju verskih zajednica (Law on 
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the Legal Position of Religious Communities) was passed, signaling the beginning of a 

limited change in the government’s religious policy.
300

 The law, which implemented the 

principles of the 1946 constitution, was created after prior consultation with Orthodox 

and Muslim clergy, but nonetheless represented Communist interests and not those of the 

religious communities. Among its more important stipulations was the fact that it allowed 

the formation of new religious communities, and the operation of theological seminaries 

and a religious press. According to Paul Mojzes, while this law formally improved the 

status of religious communities, the Communist Party simultaneously sharpened its 

ideological attacks against religion.
301

 

After the 1946 constitution was amended in 1953 and further changes were made 

to it in 1963, a new constitution was written in 1974, Article 174 of which essentially 

kept the same stipulations as the 1946 constitution in defining the rights and duties of 

religious communities.
302

 In Vojin Dimitrijević’s assessment, one of the main 

shortcomings of this constitution was that it exhibited “a typically ‘socialist’ obsession 

with the prevention of ‘abuse’ of human rights.”
303

 Although the constitution viewed 

these rights as guaranteed, they were actually made conditional and dependent upon strict 

safeguards against possible abuse. 
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Particular legislative acts on religious communities also existed in Yugoslavia at 

the level of the constituent republics, and their role was to refine and specify the broad 

strokes that the federal constitutions and laws provided. These laws regulated the legal 

position of religious communities in Serbia, such as the one from 1965 (which was 

indeed a revision of the 1953 law, in order to bring it into harmony with the constitution 

of 1963), as well as the law of 1977. 

Paul Mojzes has provided a chronological overview and classification based on 

the changes in the stances that the Yugoslav government took vis-à-vis the churches and 

religious communities between 1945 and 1989:  

1.) Radical restriction of religious liberty (1945-53); 

2.) Gradual relaxation of restrictions (1953-6);  

3.) Significant liberalization (1965-71);  

4.) Selective restrictions re-imposed (1972-82);  

5.) On the threshold of full freedom; new opportunities (1982-89).
304

  

As Mojzes argues, these changes in attitude could be observed in the legislation 

and in the religious policies, in addition to the general human rights situation in the 

country during each of the aforementioned periods. 

Observing the same time period, Pedro Ramet has noted that “Yugoslav state 

policy toward the various religious groups [was], to a significant extent, affected by the 
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relationship that the latter [bore] toward nationalism.”
305

 To state this differently, as soon 

as the government perceived that the clergy of a certain religious tradition was getting 

involved in nationalistic agitation, it tightened the laws concerning religion and 

introduced stricter measures in its treatment of religious communities. At other times the 

Yugoslav government actually encouraged the expression of nationalist sentiments by 

religious leaders, when they served its own political interests – and at times in an effort to 

counterbalance the rhetoric being employed by other religious groups. 

 

Church and State in Serbia Since the Disintegration of Yugoslavia 

In the midst of the disintegration of Yugoslavia, the 1992 Constitution of the new 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia brought no significant changes in the field of church and 

state relations. It reinforced the freedom of religion and the fact that “no one shall be 

obliged to publicly express his religious convictions” (article 43). The constitution also 

underlined the principle of the separation of church and state and the equality of religious 

communities (article 18).
306

 

The Ustav Republike Srbije (Constitution of the Republic of Serbia) from 1990 

contained general and rather vague provisions regarding the position of religious 

communities and their relationship to the state.
307

 However, as the government repealed 
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the last of the laws concerning the Republic of Serbia in 1993, the country was left 

without any specific legal sources regulating the affairs of its religious communities. The 

ensuing legal vacuum has already been discussed in detail, as have been some of the 

significant legal developments in the field of church-state relations in Serbia between 

1999 and 2009. Let it suffice here that as of 2011, the 2006 Law on Churches and 

Religious Communities, although still viewed by certain religious communities as 

discriminatory, was by and large being applied in praxis and the seven traditional 

religious communities were being consulted by government representatives on a regular 

basis. Concerning the process of return of nationalized property, however, there were 

sharp conflicts taking place between the Serbian government and the seven traditional 

religious communities. Although in 2011 the Serbian Supreme Court confirmed the 

constitutionality of the law in the face of a legal challenge, during 2010 and 2011 the 

seven traditional churches and religious communities were publicly calling on the 

government to respect the provisions of the law and stop stalling or ignoring the process 

of return of properties. This group also stood in solidarity with the Federation of Jewish 

Communities in Serbia, which, according to the provisions of the law, was not able to 

claim any property taken from them before 1945. The constitutionality of the Law on 

Churches and Religious Communities has also been challenged. As a result of the 

personal relationship built through the consultations, the Serbian Orthodox Church 

enlisted Gerhard Robbers, who submitted an expert opinion to the Serbian Supreme 

Court in support of the constitutionality of the law.
308
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Further important areas in church and state relations have been regulated since 

2001 in Serbia, among them the already mentioned introduction of religious instruction in 

public schools and the role of the churches and religious communities in the public 

media. The Zakon o radiodifuziji (Law on Broadcasting), which was first adopted in 

2002, foresaw the creation of the Serbian Broadcasting Council, a group that would 

monitor the legality and quality of public broadcasting and grant or refuse giving licenses 

to media outlets.
309

 According to the law, at least one member of the council must be a 

representative of the churches and religious communities. Serbian Orthodox Bishop of 

Jegar Porfirije (Perić) has been fulfilling that function and has been the director of the 

nine-member council. 

 

Remarks Concerning The Role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Serbian Society in 

Recent Decades 

  Without aiming to present a detailed account of the role that the Serbian Orthodox 

Church has played in Serbian society since the disintegration in Yugoslavia, a few 

remarks are presented here concerning some important events and developments. Since 

this overarching topic was discussed at length at the interchurch consultations and formed 

the context of the discussions, important information relating to it is woven into later 

parts of the present chapter, and throughout Chapters Four and Five. At this juncture, 
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only a few brief observations are made, especially concerning the time period prior to the 

consultations.  

During the 1980s, due to the relaxation of governmental policies, the Serbian 

Orthodox Church was slowly beginning to return to public life in Serbia, while a 

revitalization of the Orthodox faith was taking place among the population.
310

 One of the 

developments taking place in the political scene at the time was the (re-)introduction of a 

multi-party system, so that political parties that had existed prior to World War II, as well 

as newly formed parties, became active in Serbian and Yugoslav political life. This also 

led to the proliferation of political options and the nationalistic political agitation, which 

had been growing especially since the end of the 1980s, grew stronger. In Serbia, 

Slobodan Milošević came to power as president of Serbia in 1989 with a nationalist 

political rhetoric that was also favorable toward the Serbian Orthodox Church.  

In the years after Tito’s death in 1980, it became apparent that Yugoslavia was 

struggling economically (burdened by a huge international debt) and was experiencing 

difficulties at reaching political consensus at the federal level among representatives of 

the member republics and various constitutive nations. Eventually, on June 25, 1991 

Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence from Yugoslavia, which the central 

Yugoslav government in Belgrade refused to accept. The Yugoslav National Army 

responded in Slovenia with a ten-day war, after which fighting ended and Slovenia was 

allowed to leave the federation. In Croatia, however, where a numerically relatively 

                                                 
310

 For more on the role of religion in post-1990 Serbian society, see Angela Ilić, “Serbia: The Role of 

Religion in Society from 1990 to the Present, in Ines Angeli Murzaku (ed.), Quo Vadis Eastern Europe? 

Religion, State and Society after Communism [Series of Balkan and East-European Studies 30] (Bologna: 

University of Bologna, Angelo Longo Editore, 2009), 224-237. 



167 

 

significant Serbian ethnic minority had lived traditionally, the situation was different and 

a war began which was to last for several years, as Serbs living there also resisted the 

break from the federation. There were several issues at stake, including, What will be the 

fate of the ethnic minorities in the newly independent republics? Is it possible to build a 

non-exclusive national state when the population is ethnically diverse? Bosnia-

Herzegovina, where none of the three largest ethnic groups had the numerical absolute 

majority in terms of the size of population, also wished to leave the federation and in the 

spring of 1992 fighting began.  

The wars in Croatia and Bosnia were not only fought by regular soldiers but also 

with large numbers of volunteers and with paramilitary units. Much has been written 

about the genocide and cruelties committed in that time period, which resulted in deaths, 

rapes, ethnic cleansing, and flows of refugees to neighboring countries, Western Europe, 

and eventually, into the whole world.
311

 The Serbian Orthodox Church was at the 

beginning supportive of Milošević’s politics and of the Bosnian Serbs, and expressed 

deep concern for all ethnic Serbs who now found themselves outside the borders of 

Serbia.
312

 The church’s territorial integrity was also broken by Slovenia’s, Croatia’s and 
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Bosnia-Herzegovina’s separation from the federation. At the beginning the church even 

regularly blessed soldiers and paramilitary fighters, and religious leaders were often 

photographed in the company of Serbian military, paramilitary and political leaders from 

all republics and breakaway jurisdictions involved in the wars. It was only after several 

years of wars and seeing that Milošević’s politics were ultimately going to harm Serbian 

interests in the region that Patriarch Pavle began to cautiously distance himself from the 

regime. Since in the conflicts the Serbian side was most often the aggressor, Serbs across 

the board got quickly labeled as such in international politics and by the Western media. 

This, together with the international sanctions imposed by the United Nations on the 

Yugoslav Federal Republic (composed of Serbia and Montenegro), contributed to 

Serbia’s increasing isolation from the rest of the world. 

 

Remarks Concerning German-Serbian Relationships Since the End of World War II 

In 1968 the Federal Republic of Germany and the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia signed a recruitment agreement (Anwerbevertrag) that allowed workers from 

Yugoslavia to find employment in Germany. Yugoslav citizens came in large numbers as 

guest workers (Gastarbeiter), among them also people of Orthodox faith. Similarly to 

other foreign guest workers, many Yugoslav citizens decided to remain long-term in 
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Germany. From the 1960s through the 1980s the economic ties between the two countries 

were strengthened, as is observable from statistical data.
313

 

During the 1990s the relationship between Serbia and Germany experienced 

several significant challenges and conflicts. After the beginning of the disintegration of 

Yugoslavia and soon after the start of the wars, it came to a serious break in Serbian-

German relations with the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia and independent states on 

January 15, 1992 by the European Community. Germany clearly played a leading role in 

initiating this decision (although the exact extent of this role is still debated today), which 

was seen by the political leadership in Belgrade as a clear indication of Germany taking 

sides in the Yugoslav conflicts.
314

 

 

The Ecumenical Context of the Consultations 

Ecumenical Developments in Yugoslavia Since the End of World War II 

This section highlights a few of the significant events and documents in the 

history of ecumenism in Yugoslavia, and particularly within Serbia, leading up to the 

interchurch consultations. The list does not strive to present a comprehensive picture of 
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all conferences, workshops and other initiatives in the region. The primary criterion for 

choosing to present certain developments over others was their relevance and connection 

to the consultations discussed in this dissertation. 

In the early years of the new Yugoslavia, which was ordered according to the 

Stalinist model, most of the churches and religious communities, but particularly the 

Serbian Orthodox Church, closed themselves not only to relationships with the state or 

society, but also to other religious communities, which, as Thomas Bremer argues, 

contributed to a general lack of ecumenical contacts during this era.
315

 The Second 

Vatican Council (1962-1965) provided a perceptible impulse for ecumenical activities 

within Yugoslavia. As Klaus Buchenau notes, the developments of Vatican II put the 

Roman Catholic Church in Yugoslavia into the position of initiator, while relegating the 

Serbian Orthodox Church to the position of reacting – which it did in an overwhelmingly 

negative way at the beginning.
316

 

The year 1968 marked the formation of the Ecumenical Council of Churches in 

Yugoslavia. In 1974, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference in Yugoslavia sent a pastoral 

letter to all members of the Catholic Church within Yugoslavia, calling them to renew the 

spirit and pursuit of ecumenism.
317

 In general, however, due in large part to the distance 

that the two largest churches in the country kept from one another, there was little 
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ecumenical cooperation and no lasting ecumenical tradition to speak of that emerged 

during this period of time – although many ecumenical activities and events took place in 

the following decades. The Roman Catholic – Serbian Orthodox dialogue in Yugoslavia 

included meetings between professors and students at the theological faculties of 

Ljubljana, Zagreb and Belgrade, as well as cooperation between religious leaders. In 

addition to building relationships between various Christian churches, efforts during the 

Cold War directed at initiating dialogue also included engaging the Marxist intellectual 

elite in Yugoslavia, most prominently through the internationally organized Christian-

Marxist dialogues.
318

 

With the breakout of the Yugoslav wars of secession, ecumenical meetings 

between high-ranking representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Roman 

Catholic Church in Yugoslavia (at times also including the leader of the Islamic 

Community in Yugoslavia) occurred repeatedly. Although the highest level of leadership 

from both churches was involved, these meetings ultimately contributed little to peace 

and failed to persuade the warring factions to lay down their arms and end the 

bloodshed.
319

 It also became increasingly difficult for the most part to bring 

representatives of different religious communities together, as in each of the former 

republics, and to varying degrees, religion was being instrumentalized by the political 

leadership for their own purposes. 
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Another regionally important development in practical ecumenical cooperation 

took place in the early 1990s. At the initiative of the World Council of Churches and 

largely in response to the influx of refugees from the Croatian and Bosnian wars, the 

Ecumenical Humanitarian Organization (EHO) was founded in Novi Sad in 1993. Its 

current members are the Slovak Evangelical Lutheran Church of the Augsburg 

Confession in Serbia, the Reformed Christian Church in Serbia, the Methodist Church in 

Serbia, the Greek Catholic Church in Vojvodina, and the Evangelical Christian Church of 

the Augsburg Confession in Vojvodina-Serbia. The organization has more than a dozen 

current projects aimed at social development and support (such as poverty reduction), 

interchurch cooperation, and health-educative programs. EHO also runs a School of 

Ecumenism, where participants learn not only about world religions and theories of 

ecumenism but also get to visit a variety of churches and religious communities and 

interact with their members. 

In the midst of the wars and the rising anti-Islamic, anti-Catholic propaganda a 

number of religious leaders raised their voices and spoke for peace and reconciliation. 

One of the well-known initiatives was organized by EHO and took place in Novi Sad, 

where weekly interreligious prayers for peace were held continuously from the summer 

of 1993 until December 1995 and participation was usually in the hundreds.
320

 After the 
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Dayton Peace Accord, in December 1995 a special prayer and thanksgiving meeting was 

held in the synagogue with official representatives of twelve local churches and religious 

communities and with the participation of several hundred believers. 

The disintegration of Yugoslavia and the creation of successor states affected the 

structural composition of those churches and religious communities that had been 

operating country-wide. As the borders were redrawn, so did the churches need to 

respond to the changing lines of jurisdiction, and their reactions were in large part 

determined by their varied ecclesiological understandings. The challenge that the Serbian 

Orthodox Church faced has already been mentioned and will continue to be discussed in 

later chapters. The Roman Catholic Church, which is a transnational church body, was 

affected in a different way. The local bishoprics in the new successor states continued 

their work, and new bishops’ conferences were created on national or (as is in the case of 

Serbia and Macedonia) on supranational levels.
321

  

The Protestant churches have had yet another kind of challenge and their struggles 

since the 1990s has clearly mirrored some of the ethnic tensions present in society-at-

large and reflected particular economic and political concerns that are still present. The 

Lutheran Church in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes was an ethnically mixed 

church until the 1920s, when the Slovak-speaking parishes began forming their own 

separate church structure. Adam Vereš was ordained as their bishop in 1929 and this 
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church functions still today as an independent church with its episcopal seat in 

Vojvodina.
322

  

The two other largest ethnic groups within the church, Germans and Hungarians, 

remained in one unified church body, which was headquartered in Zagreb. Today, 

independent Lutheran churches exist in Slovenia,
323

 Croatia,
324

 and Serbia.
325

 The 

Reformed Christian Church has traditionally united primarily Hungarian-speaking 

believers. Today, similarly to the situation among Lutherans, independent Reformed 

churches exist in Croatia and in Serbia. In Serbia, the entire church is only Hungarian-

speaking. In Croatia, separate church bodies exist today due to breaking away from one 

church as a result of differing ethnic and linguistic identities.
326

 

It was only in the summer of 2010 that an interreligious council was officially 

formed in Serbia – at the initiative of, and functioning within the framework of, the 

Ministry for Religious Affairs. The council was created June 17, 2010 in order to affirm 
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religious freedom and religious culture; publish statements (pastoral letters) on important 

social issues; organize academic conferences, discussions, round table talks and 

consultations on current topics; participate in the preparation of normative resolutions, in 

the analysis and interpretation of tendencies in public life; and discuss the importance of 

religious freedom and religious culture in the European context.
327

 The members of the 

council were Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković, Minister for Religious Affairs of the Republic 

of Serbia, Irinej (Bulović), Bishop of Bačka of the SOC, Stanislav Hočevar, Archbishop 

of Begrade of the Roman Catholic Church in Serbia, Adem Zilkić, Reis-ul-Ulema of 

Serbia, and Isak Asiel, Rabbi of the Jewish Community in Serbia.
328

 

 

The Serbian Orthodox Church within the Worldwide Ecumenical Movement 

The Serbian Orthodox Church joined the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 

1965 – among the last of the Orthodox churches to do so. In 1968, German, the patriarch 

of Serbia was elected as one of the six chairmen of the organization and was harshly 

criticized for this by anti-ecumenists within his own church. The Serbian Orthodox 

Church received significant financial help from the WCC during the late 1950s and early 

1960s. In Vjekoslav Perica’s interpretation, Patriarch German’s decisions regarding the 

involvement of the Serbian Orthodox Church in worldwide ecumenism reflect that,  
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accessed January 11, 2012, 
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The Serbian Orthodox Church had not altogether rejected the ecumenical 

initiative of the Second Vatican Council, but by joining the WCC 

nevertheless intended to send a message to the pope that relations between 

the Vatican and the independent-minded national Church of the Serbs 

would not develop in accordance with papal terms and conditions.
329

  

 

In the 1990s the relationship of the Serbian Orthodox Church with the World 

Council of Churches became fraught with tension due to the Yugoslav wars of 

succession. At the meeting of the WCC’s Central Committee in Geneva in September 

1995 (to which the Serbian Orthodox Church sent no representative), “some church 

bodies in the Netherlands and Switzerland […] suggested that the Serbian Orthodox 

Church be suspended from international church organizations such as the WCC.”
330

 

Following a discussion, at which General Secretary Konrad Raiser stressed the need for 

dialogue with the SOC, the Central Committee accepted with a majority vote and 

consequently published a statement concerning the conflict in former Yugoslavia, having 

decided not to openly criticize the Serbian Orthodox Church – which is therefore not 

mentioned by name in the document.
331

 In 1997, the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church decided that their church should withdraw from the WCC but 

this action was not carried out in the end – most likely due to disagreements among the 
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bishops of the church, who held diverse opinions not only about this particular question 

but also about ecumenism in general. 

After the wars broke out a number of internationally backed church-based 

initiatives were organized, aimed at bringing the principal religious communities of ex-

Yugoslavia together. Since these efforts in most cases focused on the whole of former 

Yugoslavia (in particular relating to the situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina) and were often 

conducted with the participation of a variety of international actors, they are not 

discussed in detail here.
332

 However, it should be mentioned that at the European level, 

the Conference of European Churches (CEC) was involved in organizing a series of 

conferences and forums aimed at peace (most intensively between 1992 and 1996 and 

most often together with the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences [CCEE]), where 

representatives from different churches in Serbia also participated.
333

 International 

church-related organizations also tried to use leverage and their influence in the 

diplomatic world, calling for and trying to facilitate peaceful solutions to the conflicts.   

As part of the involvement of the Conference of European Churches, the 

Theological Faculty of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Belgrade hosted a conference 

titled “Ecumenical Dialogue on Reconciliation,” organized by the CEC, February 19-22, 

1996. The conference brought together representatives not only of the CEC, but also of 

the CCEE, of the host Serbian Orthodox Church, and of other churches from Serbia, 
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Croatia and Bosnia. At the end of the conference the participants issued a group 

statement, in which they committed themselves to undertake and support reconciling 

actions.
334

 The meeting, which took place partly in preparation for the Second European 

Ecumenical Assembly (held in Graz, Austria in June 1997) and had seven bishops of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church in attendance in addition to Patriarch Pavle, did not seem to 

have a significant or lasting effect on ecumenical relations within Yugoslavia. 

At the global ecumenical level, the Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission has 

been conducting a regular theological dialogue since its first meeting in 1981. Since 1985 

the commission has adopted eleven common statements that have covered topics 

including the Ecumenical councils, the understanding of salvation, divine revelation, and 

the sacraments. The Serbian Orthodox Church has been represented by Bishop Irinej 

(Bulović) of Bačka, who has been a member of the Joint Commission. Irinej also 

represents the SOC at the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue 

Between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church, which has been in existence 

since 1980. 

 

German-Serbian Ecumenical Contacts and Relationships 

The first canonical Serbian Orthodox diocese on German territory was created in 

1969, as the West European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church, with Hildesheim-
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Himmelsthür as its episcopal seat since 1978.
335

 The first bishop of the diocese, which 

originally included Great Britain, Scandinavia, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Spain and 

Italy (and through 1973 also Australia and New Zealand), from 1969 through 1989 was 

Lavrentije (Trifunović), who between 1989 and 2006 served as Bishop of Šabac-Valjevo 

and since 2006, following the restructuring of the bishopric, has been Bishop of Šabac. 

The diocese was reorganized in 1990, when the Diocese for Great Britain and 

Scandinavia became a separate diocese and the territory covering the remaining countries 

was renamed into Eparhija Srednjoevropska (the Central European Diocese). The 

diocese was further divided in 1994, when Italy came under the jurisdiction of the 

Diocese of Zagreb-Ljubljana, while Spain was attached to the newly formed Western 

European Diocese.  

From 1991 through 2011, the Central European Diocese was led by Bishop 

Konstantin (Đokić), and the Serbian Orthodox Christians living in Germany, Austria and 

Switzerland belonged to the jurisdiction of this diocese. In May 2011, at its regular 

synodal gathering, the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Church made 

a decision to divide the diocese into two parts: one for Germany and one comprising the 

territories of Austria, Switzerland and Italy.
336

 Bishop Konstantin remained at the helm of 

the church in Germany, where the number of the Serbian Orthodox faithful is estimated 

to be at more than 250,000 today. 
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officers near Osnabrück.  

336
 This division reflected a general trend within the Holy Assembly in recent years, which aims to break up 

dioceses (not only in the diaspora but also within Serbia) that are deemed to be too large, either regarding 

its membership or its territory, and therefore not efficiently manageable. It is estimated that by 2011 up to 

one million Serbs of the Orthodox faith belonged to the Central European Diocese. 



180 

 

The Serbian Orthodox Church and the EKD have maintained a relationship over 

the years in large part through their common membership in the World Council of 

Churches – and in the Conference of European Churches. There was contact between 

representatives of the two churches for example through the Special Commission on 

Orthodox Participation in the World Council of Churches, which was co-directed by Rolf 

Koppe from the EKD. 

There were also some contacts between the Serbian Orthodox Church and the 

Roman Catholic Church in Germany, partly through the Ostkirchliches Institut in 

Regensburg
337

 and through personal contacts, such as the Roman Catholic Prof. Thomas 

Bremer, who, after spending one year in Belgrade as a student, has been regularly 

teaching as a guest lecturer at the Orthodox theological faculty in Belgrade. Additionally, 

both church bodies from Germany have been involved in collecting and sending aid and 

raising money to help Serbia during the Yugoslav wars. Bishop Homeyer of Hildesheim 

also attempted on several occasions and in various ways, through his personal networks, 

to facilitate meetings between Croatian Catholic and Serbian Orthodox clergy living in 

Germany.
338

 

In 1993, representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Germany and the 

Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland issued a joint statement, which bore the signature of 
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Bishop Konstantin and of Dr. Heinz Joachim Held, Bishop for External Relations at the 

EKD.
339

 This document is remarkable and therefore deserves attention for a number of 

different reasons.
340

 First, it represents a unique example of referring directly to war 

crimes, of which Serbian military and paramilitary groups operating in the wars in 

Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina were being accused of at the time but which the political 

and religious leadership were categorically denying; second, it is signed by the highest 

representative of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Germany; and third, because it also 

refers to some of the problems that Serbs living in Germany were facing at the time, 

especially the negative image they and their church had acquired within German society.  

Although the statement contained no direct expression of guilt and stayed away 

from admitting any role the church or its representatives may have had in the wars, it 

nonetheless lamented the participation of Serbian forces in the conflicts (“We, the 

representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church deeply regret the extent of the 

involvement of certain Serbian forces as perpetrators of this bloody conflict”)
341

 and 

made a direct reference to the role of rape as a weapon in the larger agenda of ethnic 

cleansing: “We particularly condemn the deliberate, cynical rape of women and young 

                                                 
339
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girls as a means of so-called ‘ethnic cleansing’.”
342

 For their side, the EKD expressed 

their deep regret concerning the fact “that it has come to terrifying outbursts of violence 

against foreigners and aliens in our country.”
343

 The two sides jointly committed 

themselves to “face all nationalist movements that destroy peace and justice: in Germany, 

particularly the newly emerging radical right, in the former Yugoslavia, particularly the 

domination of ethnic-nationalism.”
344

 Finally, after issuing a joint call for the respect of 

the rights of minority groups regardless of where they live, the representatives of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church declared their “willingness to meet and talk with all ethnic 

groups from the territory of former Yugoslavia who are living in Germany,” and asked 

the EKD to act as a mediator and promoter of such meetings.
345

 

In contrast to this joint statement, where representatives of the EKD and the 

Central European Diocese of the SOC took a shared position on a number of specific 

issues surrounding the Yugoslav wars, in 1994 the relationship between the EKD and the 

SOC cooled down considerably. On July 5, 1994 the conference of bishops of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church published Apel srpskom narodu i svetskoj javnosti (Appeal to the 

Serbian Nation and to the Global Public) in reaction to the peace plan and proposal for a 
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territorial partition of Bosnia-Herzegovina made by the Contact Group.
346

 The document 

stated,  

With full responsibility before God and the people and human history we 

call upon the entire Serbian nation to stand in defense of centuries-long 

rights and freedoms, of their vital interests necessary for the physical and 

spiritual survival and for the survival of their patrimony.
347

 

 

In the eyes of the Western public, including the churches, such a statement 

implied the condoning of armed conflicts. On July 22, 1994 Held’s successor, Bishop for 

External Relations Rolf Koppe, sent a letter to Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle, in 

response to the Appeal by the Serbian Orthodox Church. Bishop Koppe’s letter was 

originally not meant to be public;
348

 however it quickly got published and the Press 

Office of the EKD even issued an official press release on August 10, 1994, which 

contained ample quotes from the letter.
349

  

Koppe’s letter expressed that the EKD viewed the tone and the content of the 

Appeal “with great dismay and consternation,”
350

 which it could only interpret as a step 

back from the relationship that the two churches had cultivated and also as a distancing 
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from ecumenical positions and calls for peace. These statements were followed by a 

reminder of the 1993 joint statement and that in that instance the Serbian Orthodox 

Church had convinced the EKD of its peaceful intentions for the solution of armed 

conflicts in Yugoslavia. Several lines were then cited from the 1993 statement, which 

were meant to underscore that the SOC had supported these positions only a year before. 

In contrast, claimed Koppe, the Appeal spoke a different language, which begged the 

question: Which SOC was the true one? The one that signed the 1993 joint statement or 

the one that issued the Appeal? 

The letter then addressed the central problem in the eyes of the EKD: presenting 

such an intense phyletistic bond between nation and religion was beyond comprehensible 

to the EKD and insinuated that the war going on in Bosnia-Herzegovina did have a 

religious character.
351

 Such a position, warned Koppe, even contradicted the recent words 

by spoken by Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew when addressing the European 

Parliament in Strasbourg
352

 – using him in this text as a counterweight to the Serbian 

arguments. The only possible interpretation, continued Koppe in the letter, was that the 

Appeal should be understood as a legitimation of the wars. He then went on to say, “If 

this is correct, then the Serbian Orthodox Church has positioned itself outside of the 

                                                 
351

 Phyletism (or ethnophyletism), a Greek term coined in the nineteenth century, refers to the principle of 
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common ground within the ecumenical fellowship of churches.”
353

 The letter closed with 

expressing hope for soon finding a peaceful solution in the region and by reiterating the 

concern of the EKD, which they felt bound by their shared membership in the ecumenical 

pan-ecclesiastical structures of the WCC and the CEC-KEK. 

In December 1994 Koppe visited Belgrade and he and Patriarch Pavle did get to 

meet and also talk about the issues mentioned in the letter.
354

 However, Patriarch Pavle 

also responded to Bishop Koppe in writing, with a letter in German, dated January 6, 

1995 (which is Christmas Eve according to the Julian calendar followed by the Serbian 

Orthodox Church). Pavle’s response was much less emotionally charged than Koppe’s 

and followed a diplomatic, at times quite distant, tone. After ensuring the EKD of the 

SOC’s gratitude that they cared about the situation in the former Yugoslav republics, 

Pavle explained that the controversial sentence in the Appeal (“we call upon the entire 

Serbian nation to stand in defense of centuries-long rights and freedoms, of their vital 

interests necessary for the physical and spiritual survival and for the survival of their 

patrimony”) in reality was a statement to combat wide-spread lies about the Bosnian Serb 

population and to affirm them in their identity. As Pavle explains, the Bosnian Muslims 

have been claiming to be the only autochthonous people in that country, while viewing 

the Bosnian Serbs as newcomers and aggressors. This was not true, said Pavle, who 
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proceeded to illustrate the long-standing presence of ethnic Serbs in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

by giving several examples from their history. 

This was followed by a response to the charge of phyletism, where Pavle stated, 

“The Orthodox Church in general, including our local churches, hold ethnophyletism to 

be a heresy, which destroys the unified, divine-human organism of the church: the church 

is constantly fighting against it.”
355

 He then continued with a lengthy theological 

explanation of what it means to be the church and to carry the cross of suffering. He 

assured Koppe and the EKD that the Serbian Orthodox Church was still committed to a 

peaceful solution to the conflicts, and acknowledged that the hasty recognition of Bosnia-

Herzegovina’s independence by the international community had made the situation even 

worse. The letter closed with a quote from the Appeal, talking about the suffering that 

Serbs were experiencing and thanked the EKD for their concern. 

The Dayton Peace Accord of November 1995 finally put an end to the official 

wars in former Yugoslavia. Although isolated incidents of violence continued for a while, 

the war was over and Serbia, which had received hundreds of thousands of (mostly but 

not exclusively ethnic Serb) refugees from Croatia and Bosnia, was faced with its own 

challenges in the coming years. The legacy of this exchange of letters between Patriarch 

Pavle and Bishop Koppe remained in the memory of both churches, and played a role in 

bringing about the series of interchurch consultations that stand in the center of this 

dissertation. 

                                                 
355

 Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle’s letter to Rolf Koppe, Belgrade, January 6, 1995: “Die orthodoxe 

Kirche überhaupt, also auch unsere locale Kirchen, hält den Ethnophiletismus für eine Häresie, die den 

einheitlichen, gottmenschlichen Organismus der Kirche zerstört: gegen ihn kämpft die Kirche 

ununterbrochen an.” 



187 

 

The immediate events leading up to the consultations are discussed in detail in 

Chapter Four but a few more examples of the relationship between the Serbian Orthodox 

Church and the EKD should be mentioned here. In 2000, Patriarch Pavle paid a visit to 

the Central European Diocese of the SOC. During his time in Germany he also visited the 

Christ Pavilion at EXPO 2000 in Hannover together with Bishop Konstantin, where he 

also met with Margot Käßmann, Bishop of
 
Niedersachsen for the EKD, and visited 

Bishop Dr. Josef Homeyer,
356

 who later became one of the key figures of the Serbien-

Tagungen representing the Deutsche Bischofskonferenz, in Hildesheim.
357

 

Hannover has indeed been an important location for the ecumenical activities and 

contacts for the Central European Diocese of the SOC. The headquarters of the EKD are 

located in the city, and particularly Archpriest Milan Pejić, who is Episcopal Vicar of the 

CED, has been very actively involved in various ecumenical events and initiatives. The 

close proximity of Hildesheim to Hannover has also facilitated the involvement of Bishop 

Homeyer in many of these events. It may have been a direct result of the long-standing 

personal contacts with the EKD at the local level in Hannover and at the regional level in 

Niedersachsen that the Serbian Orthodox Church did not join the Russian Orthodox 

Church in vehemently protesting the election of Käßmann, a divorced woman, as 

Chairperson of the Council of the EKD (the highest position within the organization) in 

2009. The Russian Orthodox Church threatened to end its relationship and ongoing 
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dialogue with the EKD altogether. Representatives of the Central European Diocese of 

the Serbian Orthodox Church expressed their disagreement with the reaction of the 

Russian Orthodox Church in the midst of this controversy.
358

 Bishop Käßmann has since 

resigned from this post (for reasons unrelated) but the crisis did lead to the cancellation of 

celebrations of the 50
th

 anniversary of the beginnings of the bilateral dialogue between 

the Russian Orthodox Church and the EKD and has caused a noticeable cooling of 

relationships between the two church bodies.  

The Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church was among the 

sixteen Orthodox dioceses that formed the Orthodoxe Bischofskonferenz in Deutschland 

(Orthodox Bishops’ Conference in Germany) in 2010, which altogether represents about 

1.5 million Orthodox faithful of varied ethnic backgrounds that live in Germany. In May 

2011, Radomir Kolundžić, a Serbian Orthodox priest in Berlin was chosen as deputy 

representative of the Orthodox Bishops’ Conference to the federal government of 

Germany.
359
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF THE CONSULTATIONS AND RELATED DOCUMENTS WITH THE 

HELP OF TEXTUAL STUDY AND INTERVIEWS WITH ORGANIZERS AND 

PARTICIPANTS 

 

Overview of the Aims and the Layout of the Chapter 

The goal of this chapter is not only to reconstruct the history of the Serbien-

Tagungen as much as possible, but also to examine and comment on the content of the 

discussions and on outcomes of the consultations. This analysis is accomplished within 

the framework of the political and social developments connected to the transition and 

democratization processes in Serbia, and also within the context of recent ecumenical 

developments in Europe. Additionally, the analysis of documents and important markers 

(such as statistics and information concerning the participants) relating to the dialogue 

process altogether and to each event separately is presented. The central questions and 

issues providing the framework for the analysis are presented in the following subsection. 

The outcomes of textual analysis of press releases are presented as separate entities 

throughout the text. The reason for this is that these documents were meant to reach a 

broader audience, and therefore their representation of the dialogue process, of the self 

and of the other is of crucial importance in identifying the stances participating churches 

took toward the overall dialogue process and to the central themes of individual meetings. 

Following a brief discussion of the central research questions and a few remarks 

concerning the methodology employed in the textual analysis, the dialogue process is 

introduced in chronological order, with a discussion of each consultation separately. The 
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analysis of the press releases is woven into the presentation of the individual sessions in 

the form of separate paragraphs. This section is concluded with remarks regarding the 

participants of the dialogue process. The rest of the chapter elaborates on the central 

themes that have emerged from the ten years of meetings, presents remarks regarding the 

content and history of the overall dialogue process, examines its outcomes and discusses 

the media coverage of these consultations in both countries.  

 

Introductory Remarks: Framing the Discussion 

 One of the fundamental questions at the outset of the examination of the dialogue 

process concerns the very nature of these meetings: Can the Serbien-Tagungen indeed be 

considered true dialogue? In order to be able to properly explore this topic, the first 

questions that need to be asked is: What is a dialogue and how can one go about 

measuring it? What criteria should be used for this measuring?  

Introduced in Chapter 2.1.2, Leonard Swidler’s Dialogue Decalogue: Ground 

Rules for Interreligious Dialogue, serves as the primary framework for examining and 

evaluating whether the participants are conducting a dialogue. The guidelines proposed 

by Swidler have been generally accepted and largely validated by dialogue practitioners 

worldwide, some of whom have followed Swidler’s recommendation to write their own 

Ground Rules that fit into the specific context of the field they work in.
360

 In addition to 

                                                 
360

 Swidler’s Dialogue Decalogue, first published in 1983 as “The Dialogue Decalogue: Groundrules for 

Interreligious Dialogue,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 20/1 (Winter 1983): 1-4, has been quoted and 

referred to by a large number of publications in the field of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue. Robert 

L. Kinast, earlier Professor of Pastoral Theology at the Catholic University of America, Richard A. Freund, 

and Ian Markham, President of Virginia Theological Seminary, are among those who claim Swidler’s 

Decalogue has been a benchmark document, containing principles that guide dialogue initiatives globally 

today. They have also drawn up their own versions of the Decalogue. See Robert L. Kinast’s application of 
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using the principles proposed by Swidler for measurement, the Serbien-Tagungen are 

also examined within the contemporary context of ecumenical and interreligious 

dialogues in Europe, with the intention to establish what characteristics this process 

shares with other dialogue initiatives. 

According to the official position of the EKD, the Serbien-Tagungen are not a 

dialogue – at least not in the same sense as the bilateral theological dialogues are that the 

EKD has been leading with various Orthodox churches. These are the dialogues with the 

Russian Orthodox Church [Moscow Patriarchate] (since 1959), the Ecumenical 

Patriarchate of Constantinople (since 1969), and the Romanian Orthodox Church (since 

1979). The meetings with the Serbian Orthodox Church, ecumenical partner churches in 

Serbia, as well as religious communities there, are instead viewed as a series of 

consultations.
361

 The reason, according to Oberkirchenrat Michael Hübner, Referent for 

Central and Eastern Europe at the EKD, lies in the lack of proper institutional and 

structural initiative and resulting makeup of the process – which is normally a 

characteristic of the official dialogues.
362

 This claim leads to a lot of questions, such as: 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Dialogue Decalogue to the field of pastoral education, “The Dialogue Decalogue: A Pastoral 

Commentary,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 21/2 (Spring 1984): 311-318; Richard A. Freund, board 

member of the Instituto Superior de Estudios Religiosos, “Applications of the ‘Dialogue Decalogue’ for 

Latin American Interreligious Dialogue,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 23/4 (Fall 1986): 671-675; Ian S. 

Markham, A Theology of Engagement (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2003), 11-12. 

361
 In addition to using the neutral terms “Konsultation” (consultation) and “Konferenz” (conference) to 

describe the individual meetings, internal and public EKD-documents also frequently refer to the process 

simply as Serbien-Tagungen but also as “Versöhnungsarbeit” (reconciliation work). The relevance and 

truthfulness of the latter description is further discussed in a later section of this chapter. 

362
 Oberkirchenrat Michael Hübner, interview by author, April 4, 2011, Hannover. The same statement 

about the Serbien-Tagungen being consultations rather than actual dialogues is made by former 

Oberkirchenrätin Antje Heider-Rottwilm, one of the key figures in the dialogue process from the beginning 

through 2008. Antje Heider-Rottwilm, interview by author, April 3, 2011, Hamburg. See also the official 

web site of the EKD, where the consultation with the Serbian Orthodox Church is not listed along with 
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What are the tangible consequences of the EKD’s view of the Serbien-Tagungen not 

being official dialogue meetings? How has this view affected the dialogue process? These 

questions, along with other remarks and considerations are discussed at the end of the 

chapter, after more about the actual history and content of the consultations has been 

presented. 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Among the guiding theories and approaches in this undertaking was critical 

discourse analysis, which has influenced discourse theories throughout Europe in the last 

twenty years and proved to be a helpful tool in approaching the public documents from 

the Serbien-Tagungen. The beginnings of critical discourse analysis (CDA) can be traced 

back to the early 1990s. The critical linguistics school developed at the University of East 

Anglia in the 1970s had the most direct influence on it, but critical discourse analysis has 

also been impacted by German conceptual history (Begriffsgeschichte) and by the 

Cambridge school of intellectual history. The foremost representatives of CDA, Norman 

Fairclough and Theun van Dijk, have published a significant number of works since then 

and it was partly in interaction with this literature that the approach to textual analysis in 

this chapter was formulated.
363

 The linguistic background of CDA is the assumption that 

language should be understood as both a political instrument and also as social practice. 

                                                                                                                                                 
other dialogue initiatives and conversations led by the EKD with Orthodox partners. “Orthodoxie-Arbeit 

der EKD,” accessed April 15, 2011, http://ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/referat.html. 

363
 See for example Lilie Chouliaraki and Norman Fairclough, Discourse in Late Modernity: Rethinking 

Critical Discourse Analysis (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999). 

http://ekd.de/international/dialog/orthodoxie/referat.html
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CDA, which has influenced not only political science, but several other disciplines as 

well, has been concerned with addressing discursive issues of social concerns and 

inequality. In light of this, Fairclough presents the desiderata for a CDA approach to 

media discourse by listing (among others) the following components/concerns: the 

combination of linguistic and intertextual analysis; that “analysis of textual practices 

should be mapped on to analysis of the institutional and wider social and cultural context 

of media practices;” and that “linguistic analysis of texts should be conceived 

multifunctionally, and be oriented towards representation and the constitution of relations 

and identities as simultaneous processes in the texts.”
364

 

The Hungarian political scientist Márton Szabó’s arguably most influential 

contribution has been the development of his political discourse theory. As Szabó himself 

explains, “According to the discursive approach, people are not situated beyond their own 

texts; rather, they form a reality together with their speeches, in which subject and object, 

objective and subjective, the signifier and the signified [a reference to Ferdinand de 

Saussure’s semiotic theory – A.I.], belong together.”
365

 This is why participants, their 

identities and their roles are analyzed together with the dialogue-related texts and events 

in this chapter. Although not every published document in connection with the Serbien-

Tagungen can be called explicitly political, or was authored by politicians, many of them 

nonetheless address discursive themes from the political sphere and may therefore be 
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 Norman Fairclough, Media Discourse (London: E. Arnold, 1995), 33-34. 

365
 “A diszkurzív szemlélet szerint a beszélve cselekvő ember nincs kívül saját szövegein, beszédeivel 

együtt egy olyan valógágot alkot, amelyben alany és tárgy, objektív és szubjektív, megnevező és 

megnevezett összetartoznak.” Márton Szabó, A diszkurzív politikatudomány alapjai: Elméletek és 

elemzések (The Foundations of Discursive Political Science: Theories and Analyses) (Budapest: 

L’Harmattan Kiadó, 2003). 
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analyzed in part by treating them as politically influenced or motivated texts. Particularly 

the press releases, which were decidedly public texts aimed at representing the dialogue 

process, the participants and other actors to the general public, were examined in light of 

Szabó’s theoretical framework. 

The press releases issued prior to and following the meetings were analyzed 

through a five-step process. The first reading of the twenty-one press releases from the 

nine meetings (only six of these twenty-one were in Serbian) examined the central topics 

expressed in each of them, any decisions or specific outcomes that resulted from the 

meeting, and any points of agreement or disagreement among participants that was 

mentioned in the text. The second reading of the press releases focused on the small 

building blocks of the text: the choices of words and their usage in the press releases, as 

well as their frequency. The most frequently used words in each of the press statement, in 

descending order, are listed right after the treatment of each text. The analysis examined 

the most often occurring words and expressions in the text, then evaluated whether those 

words were being used with positive, negative or neutral denotative and connotative 

meanings. The trajectory in the use of certain words was also mapped through the entire 

period of ten years. These findings are illustrated by charts and graphs in addition to the 

already mentioned information. The third reading focused on the style in which the 

documents were written. The fourth reading concerned the authors and/or signers of the 

press releases and their representations of self and other in the text. The fifth and final 

reading examined the internal cohesion within the press releases over ten years, in 

addition to comparing and contrasting German and Serbian press releases. 
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As already explained earlier, the following study questions were guiding the 

process of analysis: What is the goal of the whole dialogue process and what was the goal 

of each specific meeting? What are the main topics covered? Who set the agenda? How 

was the issue approached? What emerged as the most important points? Who participated 

and who did they represent? Who picked or nominated participants? How did the 

discussions go? What were points of tension or conflict? Were these resolved? How? 

What were points of agreement? What was the context at the time of the meeting and 

how did it influence the topic or the discussion? 

 

The History of the Consultations and their Analysis 

 This section provides a detailed historical presentation and analysis of each of the 

nine rounds of meetings. It does so by showing the immediate political and societal 

context within which they took place. Additionally, this part of the chapter discusses 

(where relevant) other meetings and consultations that were somehow connected to this 

process, and provides examples (where available) on how each meeting was perceived 

and represented in each country by the participating churches. In the process of recreating 

each meeting, information from primary documents, interviews with organizers and 

participants, secondary documents, media reports, and other sources were utilized. 

The structure and content of the meetings was usually decided quite precisely 

ahead of time by the main organizers of each event. The organizers of the first meeting 

were representatives of the Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church 

and the Evangelical Church in Germany. From the second meeting onward the dialogue 
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always included representatives of the German [Roman Catholic] Bishops’ Conference. 

The “engines” of the overall process have been: 

a) Rev. Milan Pejić from Hannover, archpriest and vicar general (протојереј-

ставрофор и архијерејски намесник / protojerej-stavrofor i arhijerejski 

namesnik) of the Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church;  

b) Bishop Rolf Koppe, leader of the Hauptabteilung IV für Ökumene und 

Auslandsarbeit (Department IV for Ecumenical Relations and Work Abroad) at 

the Kirchenamt (Central Office) of the EKD from 1993 through August 31, 2006; 

c) Oberkirchenrätin Antje Heider-Rottwilm, responsible for the Europe Division of 

Hauptabteilung IV at the EKD from 1997 through March 2008, a member of the 

Presidium of the Central Committee at the Conference of European Churches 

(CEC) and co-moderator of the CEC’s Church and Society Commission between 

2003 and 2009; and  

d) Dr. Josef Homeyer (1929-2010), Bishop of Hildesheim from 1983 through August 

20, 2004; from 1989 onward Member and between 1993 and 2006 President of 

the Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Community 

[ComECE], of the DBK – although he did not always participate in the planning 

meetings, in which instances he usually delegated someone from his office to 

represent him. 

 

The central topics of the meetings were usually decided upon together by Serbian 

and German organizers, based in most cases on the current and most relevant political 

issues in Serbia relating to the churches, and/or influenced by the latest developments in 
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ecumenical dialogue and cooperation in Europe. According to Milan Pejić, the principle 

guiding the preparation for each conference was that the program would alternate 

between addressing issues from a theological/ecumenical point of view and providing a 

political/social response to the questions. These two programmatic blocks would alternate 

throughout each conference.
366

 Examples of religious/spiritual input were common 

morning and evening prayers, attending religious services conducted in the tradition of 

the main participating churches, visits/pilgrimages to diverse religious sites, and prayers 

for travelling mercies at the end of each consultation. 

The organizers also decided early on in the process that in addition to the plenary 

sessions (which usually included the presentation of papers, question and answer 

sessions, and panel discussions) participants should also meet in a number of smaller 

groups where they could discuss specific issues or aspects of the central thematic, 

according to professional or personal interests. The outcomes from these small group 

sessions (called Fachgespräche, or technical/professional discussions)
367

 would be 

reported to the entire group of participants. Where available, the titles of presentations are 

listed first in the language in which they were delivered, and when available, also in the 

other official language of the conference. In cases of the latter, both titles are used in the 

same way they were made available by the conference organizers, keeping their original 
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 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 

367
 These will be referred to either in their original German name or translated as “working groups”. 
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wording in both languages (even when they do not represent a literal translation) and 

using the original alphabet (Latin or Cyrillic) in which they were published.
368

  

 

The Immediate Background and Context of the Consultations 

 After decades of life in Socialist Yugoslavia, where the political leadership of the 

country exhibited attitudes toward churches and religious communities that ranged 

between outright persecution and cautious toleration, the Serbian Orthodox Church found 

itself quite suddenly openly favored by the political elite in the late 1980s and was 

recognized (at least in political rhetoric) as an important societal actor in Serbia. The 

SOC, which had been a state church with special privileges within the Kingdom of Serbia 

up until 1918, began to search for its new identity in the changed political constellation. 

In 1990 the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Church welcomed “the 

democratization and indications of freedoms in [Serbian] society” in an official 

statement.
369

 In the coming years a number of bishops openly supported the political and 

territorial ambitions of the Serbian political leadership in the midst of the disintegration 

of Yugoslavia. After a few years of warfare resulting in destruction, suffering and major 

forced population movements (with many of the refugees from Croatia and Bosnia-

                                                 
368

 A brief note concerning the authorship of the press releases: according to information received during 

interviews with key organizers of the meetings, most of them were either written together or were mutually 

approved before publication by representatives of one of the two main organizing bodies, the Central 

European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the EKD. Wherever the information is available, 

the principal author(s) and/or issuer(s) of each press release have been identified. 

369
 “Саопштење Светог архијерејског сабора Српске православне цркве” (Communiqué of the Holy 

Assembly of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Church), Гласник Српске православне цркве (The Herald 

of the Serbian Orthodox Church) 6 (June 6, 1990): 124: “Поздрављајући демократизацију и наговештај 

слободе у нашем друштву...” 
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Herzegovina flooding into Serbia) the church recognized that it was being 

instrumentalized for political purposes, which realization led to diverse attitudes among 

the bishops of the SOC. Some distanced themselves from the violence, wars and extreme 

nationalism and began to criticize Slobodan Milošević’s politics openly, while others 

continued to view the upholding and protection of Serbian identity – within and beyond 

Serbia’s borders – as their primary task. 

Finding the new place and role of the church and of religion in general in a 

rapidly changing society was a challenge that not only religious leaders but also the 

country’s political leadership faced. As Dragoljub Mićunović, one of the founders of the 

Democratic Party, former member of parliament and an advocate for the development of 

civil society in Serbia has put it, “during the transition our society was faced with a 

question: What is the place of the church in society and what kind of a relationship exists 

between the church and the new non-Socialistic state?”
370

 This question still remains 

unanswered and the interplay has continued up to the present, as political powers and 

religious authorities have been constantly negotiating and testing the extent and the 

boundaries of the relationship and cooperation between the two realms.  

In the spring of 1998 the long-brewing conflict in Kosovo began to boil over in 

the form of a new wave of violence, which eventually led to war in 1999 and in return it 

resulted in the NATO air strikes against Serbia and Montenegro. All of this led to the 

further international isolation of Serbia (partly through the introduction of new sets of 

sanctions) and to the growing contempt of the international community for the country. 

                                                 
370

 Dragoljub Mićunović, “Uvodna reč,” in Dragoljub Mićunović (ed.), Crkva, Država i Civilno Društvo 

(Church, State and Civil Society), (Belgrade: Centar za Demokratiju, 2000), 11-12. 
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At the same time, the crisis brought Serbia back into the center of attention for 

international church organizations and national church bodies alike.
371

  

 Within the EKD, the Kosovo war and the resulting NATO air strikes in 1999 led 

to a serious debate on the ethics of peace (friedensethische Streit),
372

 which were 

expressed most often in the regular public statements made by Manfred Kock, 

Chairperson of the Council of the EKD, between March and June of that year.
373

 The 

central dilemmas concerned the armed involvement of NATO member countries (among 

them Germany) in the conflict: Could violent actions lead to peace or are they 

unavoidable for bringing an end to the violence in Kosovo? On the other hand, would 

standing by and not getting involved while atrocities are being carried out amount to 

complicity?
374

  

The EKD did much more than just raise doubts in the public sphere about the 

success of planned military intervention. Through the Diaconal Emergency Relief 

Service (Katastrophenhilfe des Diakonischen Werkes) it raised twenty-six million 

                                                 
371

 See for example the letters, statements and calls to peace by representatives of the World Council of 

Churches, the Conference of European Churches, the Orthodox Bishops in Germany, and by various 

Protestant and Orthodox church representatives (including the Serbian Orthodox Church) in epd-

Dokumentation 19/99 and 23/99. 

372
 During early 1999 most of the regional member churches that make up the EKD also issued their own 

individual public statements regarding the situation in Kosovo. These are all documented in epd-

Dokumentation. 

373
 In addition to Manfred Kock’s public statements, the EPD (Evangelischer Pressedienst = Protestant 

Press Office) published a large number of statements, letters and articles written by EKD representatives 

and member churches. See the individual statements issued by fifteen EKD member churches 

(Landeskirchen) in epd-Dokumentation 19/99. 

374
 See “Ecumenical Efforts in the Kosovo Conflict: EKD Contacts with the Churches in Yugoslavia,” EKD 

Bulletin No. 3/1999: 4-5; “Peace Ethics: Protestant Debate on the Kosovo War—Importance of Developing 

a Civil Peace Service,” EKD Bulletin No. 3/1999: 5-6. 
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German Marks for reconstruction aid in Kosovo and in the countries around it, and 

continued its direct involvement through the ecumenical relief agency ACT (Action by 

Churches Together) in Kosovo. In addition, in a joint project with the Serbian Orthodox 

Communities in Germany, the EKD Social Service Agency collected help for the people 

of Kragujevac in Serbia.
375

  

In this crisis situation and also keeping mind previous disagreements between the 

EKD and the Serbian Orthodox Church in the early 1990s about the SOC’s perceived 

support of Serbia’s nationalistic ambitions, the EKD considered it paramount to maintain 

contact with the churches in the region. Bishop Koppe paid a visit to Serbia together with 

Bishop Homeyer in 1998 and met with representatives of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church.
376

 In the spring of 1999 Bishop Konstantin of the Central European Diocese of 

the Serbian Orthodox Church paid a visit to Bishop Koppe, and around the same time 

representatives of the EKD, the Russian Orthodox Church and the Conference of 

European Churches initiated the formation of a Nonformal International Christian Peace 

Group that eventually brought together churches and church-based organizations from 

Europe, North America and in South Eastern Europe in an effort to act as mediators 

between major actors in order to bring peace. Following the first consultation of the 

group in Budapest on May 18, the representatives took a trip to Belgrade on May 27, 

where they talked with President Milošević, Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle and 
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 “EKD for Participation of the Religions at the Balkan Conference,” and “Survival and Reconstruction 

Aid in Kosovo: German Citizens Donate 26 Million Marks,” EKD Bulletin No. 3/1999: 6. 

376
 Antje Heider-Rottwilm, “Europa nach dem Kosovo-Krieg: Auswirkungen auf die Kirchen,” Oslo, 

15./16.11.1999, 2-3.Complete, original text of the presentation in German.  
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Russian Special Representative in Yugoslavia Viktor Chernomyrdin. There were also 

other church-related groups making visits to Belgrade during this time. Bishop Rolf 

Koppe was a member of a group from three Geneva-based church organizations, the 

World Council of Churches, the Conference of European Churches and the Lutheran 

World Federation, visiting Novi Sad and Belgrade between April 16 and 18 and also 

getting an opportunity to talk with Milošević. This group then visited Macedonia and 

Albania May 18-25, during the NATO air strikes and the flow of refugees from Kosovo 

into the neighboring countries. Right after the end of the war, the WCC and the 

Conference of European Churches sent a delegation that traveled around Kosovo June 29 

– July 2 in order to assess the situation and to find out how they could best help.
377

 

What emerged from all of these efforts was that the deepening of a relationship 

with the Serbian Orthodox Church as a central actor in Serbia and Kosovo should be a 

priority for the EKD. A better relationship could hopefully lead to greater cooperation in 

relief efforts, better ecumenical relations, and also opening the possibility for a long-term 

forum through which churches in Germany could positively impact the situation of 

human rights and ecumenical cooperation in Serbia. The EKD was also puzzled over why 

anti-violence protests within Serbia seemed to be completely ignored in the western 

media, and it wished to continue discussions on the meaning and role of churches within 

a given national context – a question that had already been an issue of contention 

between the EKD and the SOC in the past.
378

 It was within this context that the first 
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 Conference of European Churches and World Council of Churches, “Report of the WCC / CEC 

Ecumenical Delegation to Kosovo,” epd-Dokumentation 37/99 (1999): 56-63. 

378
 Antje Heider-Rottwilm, “Europa nach dem Kosovo-Krieg: Auswirkungen auf die Kirchen,” 7. 
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bilateral meeting between representatives of the EKD and the Serbian Orthodox Church 

took place in October 1999. 

Before continuing, the issue of financing must be discussed: Who supported these 

meetings and from what funds? How was money raised for the purpose of maintaining a 

process of regular meetings over the period of ten years? Examining the entire process of 

nine consultations it becomes visible that support came from a few different sources. On 

the one hand, the EKD raised a considerable sum of money through its own internal 

channels, whereby twice a year a specific request for donations supporting reconciliation 

work (Vershöhnungsarbeit) is announced in all local parishes of each EKD member 

church. Around 600,000 German Marks were collected through a one-time appeal, which 

were then in part set aside and carefully managed in order to be able to finance the 

process on the long run.
379

 In general, the host church(es) were responsible for covering 

the actual costs of the meeting on location (such as housing, meals, local transport), and 

since in 2003 the meetings began to alternate between Germany and Serbia, the Serbian 

Orthodox Church also began to participate in the process financially. In addition, in the 

years 2001 and 2002 the German Ministry for Foreign Affairs supported the meeting 

from funds provided by the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. This was the result 

of supporting a project request for the Serbien-Tagungen that had been drawn up by the 

EKD. In 2001 architect Dragomir Acović and his Belgrade office helped with the 

preparations for the conference.
380

 From 2003 onward, the Belgrade office of the Konrad 
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 Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm, interview by author, Hamburg, April 3, 2011. 
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 Dragomir Acović is a Belgrade architect and close advisor to the crown, to Crown Prince Aleksandar 

(Alexander) Karađorđević, as a member of the Privy Council. His father had also been in the service of the 
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Adenauer Foundation
381

 acted as one of the partner supporters and organizers of the 

consultations. In 2003 and 2005, the Belgrade-based Christian Cultural Center also 

participated in providing help with the organization of the events.
382

 The Central 

European Diocese of the SOC provided €5,000 for the process. There is no indication of 

any direct financial support from the German Bishops’ Conference, as Archpriest Milan 

Pejić has confirmed.
383

  

 

The First Meeting: October 1-3, 1999, Loccum and Hannover, Germany 

                                                                                                                                                 
royal family. Prince Alexander and his family returned to live in Belgrade soon after the end of Milošević’s 

rule, in July 2001. Since 2000, Acović has also been the head architect in charge of the interior of the 

Church of St. Sava in Belgrade. Acović was not the only royalist or royalist sympathizer to take part in 

these consultations: Prof. Dr. Dušan Bataković, who participated at the 2005 conference, is also member of 

the Privy Council, and Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković is a member of the Crown Council. Furthermore, two 

local-level politicians from the Serbian Renewal Movement participated in 2000, one of them also in 1999. 

The Serbian Renewal Movement, a monarchist political party led by Vuk Drašković, briefly joined the 

government in 1999 but throughout most of the 1990s it had been one of the political parties opposing 

Slobodan Milošević’s rule. One representative of the monarchist Christian Democratic Party of Serbia 

participated in the consultations in 2000 and 2001. In addition, two members of the royal family, Prince 

Vladimir, a first cousin to Crown Prince Alexander, and his wife, Princess Brigitte took part in 2004. The 

Serbian Orthodox Church has traditionally been close to the Karađorđević family.  

381
 The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) is a German political foundation in the tradition of Christian 

democracy and is associated with the center-right Christian Democratic Union (CDU). The foundation 

maintains 78 offices worldwide, where it runs programs, offers scholarships, and in general aims to 

promote freedom, liberty, peace and justice. For more on the organization, see their web site, accessed 

February 11, 2012, http://www.kas.de/wf/en/.  

382
 The Christian Cultural Center, a non-profit civic organization, was founded by Serbian Orthodox 

individuals representing various segments of society. As one of its central activities, the Center has 

published a number of books – some of these are translations of dictionaries, lexicons and monographs 

from foreign languages into Serbian, while others are original works written by local authors on topics 

relating to Christianity, world religions, and the relationship between religion and society. For example, 

Bishop Homeyer, up until just a few weeks before his death, was acting as an intermediary between Prof. 

Bigović and Catholic theologian Johann Baptist Metz about plans by the CCC for translating one of the 

books written by the latter. Nachlass Bischof Homeyer, Sign. 470. The Christian Cultural Center has also 

been organizing conferences and workshops, and supporting religious art through hosting exhibitions and 

offering training courses. 

383
 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 
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Topic: Framework for the Debate about the Role of Church in Reconciliation and 

Political Stabilization 

 The first of the Serbien-Tagungen was held October 1-3, 1999 at the Evangelische 

Akademie in Loccum and at the Serbian Orthodox Church Center “St. Sava” in 

Hannover, Germany. The meeting took place barely four months after the war in Kosovo 

and the NATO air strikes over Yugoslavia ended, and aimed at creating a framework for 

discussing the role of the churches in the processes of reconciliation and political 

stabilization. The immediate and very real needs of the population resulting from the 

conflict formed the context of the conversations. With the approach of winter, Serbia was 

facing a humanitarian catastrophe: in addition to chronic shortages of staple foods, 

medicine and other basic goods in parts of the country, a new flood of internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) from Kosovo, most of them ethnic Serbs or Roma, was added to 

the hundreds of thousands of refugees who had come to Serbia as a result of the wars in 

Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. In addition to focusing on the humanitarian aspects of 

the situation, which the social organizations of the Serbian Orthodox Church, other non-

governmental groups and the Serbian government were all trying to respond to, the 

conversations also focused on topics concerning the European integration and the internal 

democratization of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (comprising Serbia and 

Montenegro). One aspect of these processes was the strengthening of cooperation 

between participants from Germany and Serbia both in the realms of church and politics 

– the latter at all possible levels: local, regional and national. As a result, a large number 

of politicians participated in this first round of discussions. 
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The meeting was initiated by the EKD and by the Central European Diocese of 

the SOC. Among the twenty participants seven were from Serbia and only one, Auxiliary 

Bishop Atanasije (Rakita) of Hvosno, represented the Serbian Orthodox Church; the rest 

were all politicians, mostly from political parties in the opposition, and Dragomir Acović, 

advisor to the Serbian royal family. In contrast, among the thirteen participants from 

Germany the majority were representing the two church bodies (four, including Bishop 

Konstantin, the Central European Diocese of the SOC and four, including Bishop Koppe, 

the EKD) with two politicians at the national and one at the regional level from the 

federal republic of Niedersachsen (Lower Saxony, of which Hannover is the capital), and 

two journalists. 

The press release issued by the press office (Pressestelle) of the EKD after the 

first meeting (dated October 4, 1999) is focused and to the point. It is simply titled, 

“Statement following Discussions with Church Representatives and Local Politicians 

from Serbia”.
384

 The immediate concern of the text is the need for humanitarian aid in 

Serbia for the coming winter. However, the main focus and goal of the meeting was a 

discussion about the place of Serbia in today’s Europe and about the role of the churches 

in the process of reconciliation and stabilization of the situation in the Balkans (lines 4-

5).  

                                                 
384

 “Erklärung nach Gesprächen mit Kirchenleuten und Kommunalpolitikern aus Serbien – Bischöfe Koppe 

und Atanasije: ‘Humanitäre Hilfe vor dem Winter ist das Gebot der Stunde,’” Dokumentation der Serbien-

Tagungen der Serbischen Orthodoxen Diözese für Mitteleuropa, der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland 

und der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz 1999 bis 2004 (Hannover: Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, 

2005), 12. 
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The text places an emphasis on enumerating the points of agreement among the 

participants, which include the following: 

a) In response to the destruction of human lives during the most recent wars in 

former Yugoslavia, participants agree that no possible reason can ever justify 

the destruction of human life (lines 11-14); 

b) It is high time that the dialogue that has begun between Serbia and Germany is 

broadened to include other groups and institutions from public life (lines 15-

17); 

c) The flow of refugees into Serbia must be dealt with (lines 27-28); 

d) Serbia and Montenegro must begin building a democratic society in which 

human rights are respected (lines 31-33). 

The immediate concern is also connected to the tangible outcome of the meeting, 

as the press release contains an appeal to the European Union, governments, non-

governmental organizations, churches and others for coordinated humanitarian aid to the 

population living in Serbia at the moment (lines 23-26). The statement also expresses an 

expectation of reciprocal behavior in the region: along with stating the necessity that 

Serbia and Montenegro respect human rights, it demands the same from the authorities in 

Kosovo, where the Serbian minority and their religious heritage must be protected (lines 

38-41).  

Most frequently used words: Serbia/Serbian (10); war/destruction (6); church (5); 

Germany/German (4); politics/political (4); religion/religious (3).  The words refugees 

(2), human rights (1) and humanitarian aid (2) also appear. For the terms “refugees” and 
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“humanitarian aid,” this is one of two occurrences – they appear only in the press releases 

following the first two consultations. 

The language of the press release reflects the seriousness and immediacy of the 

situation, which is visible in the subtitle, “Bishops Koppe and Atanasije: ‘Humanitarian 

Aid Before the Winter is the Imperative of the Hour’”.
385

 It is written in terse prose and 

makes clearly formulated, black-and-white statements. The text also uses strong language 

to get its points across to the intended audience – which includes the European Union, 

churches, and non-governmental organizations. Examples include (emphases all mine): 

“the sanctity of life has been dishonored in obvious and tragic ways in the wars on the 

territory of former Yugoslavia (lines 10-11);”
386

 “…there is no goal under the sun that 

can justify the destruction of human life… (lines 12-13);”
387

 “utterly difficult situation in 

the Serbian municipalities (lines 18-19);”
388

 and “catastrophic situation (line 23).”
389

 

 

The Second Meeting: July 4-6, 2000, Berlin, Germany 

Topic: Humanitarian Aid and Democratization in Serbia 

According to estimates by the United States Committee for Refugees and 

Immigrants, in 2000 the number of refugees and internally displaced persons living in 

                                                 
385

 “Bischöfe Koppe und Atanasije: ‘Humanitäre Hilfe vor dem Winter ist das Gebot der Stunde’.”  

386
 In this and the following quotations, all emphases mine. “… die Heiligkeit des Lebens in den kriegen 

auf dem Boden des ehemaligen Jugoslawien in offensichtlicher und tragischer Weise entehrt wurde.” 

387
 “…daß es kein Ziel auf der Erde gibt, das Zerstörung menschlicher Leben rechtfertigen kann…” 

388
 “…die äußerst schwierige Situation in den serbischen Kommunen…”  

389
 “…katastrophale Zustände…” 
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Serbia was close to 650,000 (amounting for close to ten percent of the total population of 

Serbia, excluding Kosovo) and with that was the largest refugee population in any 

European country.
390

 Considering this situation, the second consultation held July 4-6, 

2000 in Berlin, Germany had humanitarian aid as one of its central topics. Participants 

talked about the adverse effects that the international economic sanctions had on the 

population in Serbia, expressed their concern about the isolation of the country, and 

discussed how political considerations and decisions impacted the work of humanitarian 

agencies. This last issue had several different aspects regarding developments both within 

the country and internationally, containing numerous opportunities for misuse, 

mishandling and distortions in connection with humanitarian aid. Within Yugoslavia, for 

example, in many instances the government tried to exert control over the movement and 

distribution of both publicly and privately collected humanitarian aid, while at the same 

time there were examples of other countries blocking the sale of critically important 

medical equipment to Serbia, referring to restrictions on selling new technology as a 

result of international sanctions.
391

 One of the outcomes of the discussion was a call 

issued by the participants for better coordination of aid being sent from abroad, in order 

to increase its effectiveness. 

                                                 
390

 Of the total 644,000 refugees and internally displaced persons living in Serbia, an estimated 454,000 

were refugees and 190,000 IDPs. United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, U.S. Committee 

for Refugees World Refugee Survey 2000 - Yugoslavia, June 1, 2000, accessed February 1, 2011, 

http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/3ae6a8d218.html. The press release issued after this consultation 

refers to around 700,000 refugees in Serbia. 

391
 For an analysis of the humanitarian situation in Yugoslavia in the 1990s and for more examples that the 

impact of the international sanctions had on the population, see Richard Garfield, Economic Sanctions, 

Health, and Welfare in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 1990-2000 (Belgrade: OCHA and UNICEF, 

2001).  

http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/3ae6a8d218.html
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Since the issue of humanitarian aid stood at the center of the consultation, a large 

number of representatives from humanitarian organizations (denominational, ecumenical, 

governmental, and non-governmental) from both countries were invited to participate at 

the meeting, including several delegates of Philanthropia (Човекољубље), the 

humanitarian foundation of the Serbian Orthodox Church. It was the first time that the 

Deutsche Bischofskonferenz was present at the consultation as one of the main 

participants. In addition to sending three people from DBK offices, the Roman Catholic 

Church in Germany was also represented through its related humanitarian organizations, 

such as Caritas International.  

The press statement issued after the conference repeatedly emphasized the support 

that can be given to democratically governed municipalities in Serbia through 

establishing partnerships with German cities and towns.
392

 In light of this priority, the 

number of local politicians participating from both countries was the highest at this 

meeting, at forty-five percent.
393

 Josef Vosen (SPD), one of the speakers, was the 

coordinator of city partnership projects with Serbia and Montenegro for the German 

federal government at the time. From among the cities represented, only Dortmund and 

Novi Sad had already had an ongoing partnership since 1981 but in spite of the emphasis 

                                                 
392

 “‘Humanitäre Hilfe und Demokratisierungsprozesse in Serbien’ – Konferenz auf Einladung der 

Serbischen Orthodoxen Diözese für Mitteleuropa unter Mitwirkung der Evangelischen Kirche in 

Deutschland (EKD) und der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz (DBK),” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 

23-24. 

393
 From Germany, the cities of Dortmund, Hannover and Bremen were represented; from Serbia, the cities 

and towns of Belgrade, Novi Sad, Niš, Arilje, Pančevo, Kraljevo, Kragujevac and Sombor sent their 

representatives. 
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in the discourse on city twinning, only one new partnership seemed to result directly from 

this consultation.
394

 

The press release issued after the meeting (dated July 6, 2000) and titled, 

“Humanitarian Help and Democratization Processes in Serbia,”
395

 is concerned not only 

with humanitarian aid but also with the democratization process in Serbia and the 

interaction of the two realms. The statement opens with a quote from Josef Vosen, who 

sums up the topic of discussion: “Non-political help for Serbia does not exist. Even when 

its primary goal is the relief of human need – independent of nationality, gender, religion 

or political orientation – humanitarian aid for Serbia always has both wanted and 

unwanted consequences [literally, ‘side effects’]” (lines 1-3).
396

 The text alludes to 

agreement among all participants on the points that the Serbian population should not be 

allowed to get isolated within Europe (line 14) and that Serbs want democracy (line 15). 

While the first statement refers to the possible negative outcomes of international 

sanctions on the further development of Serbia, which is present in the text of the press 

release, the latter statement is never explained. The press release is signed by the Central 

European Diocese of the SOC, the EKD and the DBK, in that order. The style of the 

press release is less vivid than that of the first one – although it does remind the audience 

                                                 
394

 Interestingly, Josef Vosen initiated a partnership between his own town of Düren and Gradačac, a town 

in the entity of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina [the Croat-Muslim Federation] within Bosnia-

Herzegovina in 2001. 

395
 “Humanitäre Hilfe und Demokratisierungsprozesse in Serbien.” 

396
 “Eine unpolitische Hilfe für Serbien gibt es nicht. Auch wenn ihr erstes Ziel die Linderung der Not von 

Menschen ist – unabhängig von Nationalität, Geschlecht, Religion oder politischer Einstellung –, hat 

humanitäre Hilfe für Serbien immer auch erwünschte und unerwünschte Nebenwirkungen.” 
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of the “dramatic consequences” of the sanctions against Serbia – but is nonetheless 

similar in that it is written in a simple way and makes straightforward statements.
397

 

Most frequently used words: Serbia/Serbian (13); democratic (7); humanitarian 

aid (5); politics/political (5); church (3); Germany/German (3); refugees (2). 

 

The Third Meeting: June 6-7, 2001, Berlin, Germany 

Topic: Church and State in Serbia 

By the time the third consultation took place, the political situation had drastically 

changed in Serbia. The second half of the 1990s had been marked by several waves of 

protests in the country – most notably in the winter and spring of 1996/1997, then in 

1998/1999 as the situation in Kosovo was heating up once again. Although they drew on 

a large number of participants, these demonstrations did not achieve their end goal, which 

was toppling the regime of Slobodan Milošević, who had been at the helm of Yugoslavia 

and Serbia in various functions since 1989 (President of Serbia 1989-1997, President of 

the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 1997-2000). The protests were nonetheless 

significant in that they strengthened and lent more visibility to civil society actors (in 

some cases even beyond Serbia’s borders) and united political parties in the opposition, at 

least for brief periods of time. On October 5, 2000, following massive protests after the 

Yugoslav presidential elections of September 24 in which Milošević declared himself the 

winner, a crowd of people stormed government buildings in Belgrade and the Milošević 

regime was overthrown in a popular uprising. Nation-wide elections followed soon 

                                                 
397

 “…dramatischen Auswirkungen…” 
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afterwards in December 2000 and a broadly pro-Western coalition government was 

formed, which came into power in January 2001. Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić 

represented the view of the governing Democratic Party and its coalition partners, which 

considered European integration to be one of Serbia’s primary goals, in addition to 

fighting corruption and initiating legislative reforms. The lawmaking activities were 

begun immediately after the new government came into power and also aimed at 

regulating outstanding issues in the field of church-state relations.  

In March 2001, the Commission for Church and Society (Комисија „Црква и 

друштво“) of the Central European Diocese of the SOC was formed, inheriting the 

structure and expertise of the former Commission for Orthodox Diaconal Work 

(Комисија за православну дијаконију). From this time onward, it was the Commission 

for Church and Society that represented the Central European Diocese of the SOC in the 

organizational preparations for the Serbien-Tagungen. The Commission also played a 

role in arranging and facilitating a meeting with representatives of the Central European 

Diocese, ecumenical partner churches, and political representatives during Yugoslav 

President Vojislav Koštunica’s official visit to Germany in May 2001. On this occasion, 

President Koštunica attended a doxology at the Church of St. Sava in Berlin on May 15, 

which was followed by a reception on the premises of the parish. Participants included 

several people who had played important roles in the Serbien-Tagungen. Among them 

were Bishop Rolf Koppe of the EKD; Karl Lamers, foreign policy representative of the 

CDU/CSU caucus at the Bundestag and participant at the Serbien-Tagung in 2000; 

Ambassador Michael Schaefer, Head of the Special Task Force on the Western Balkans 

at the Federal Ministry for Foreign Affairs, who was to participate at the consultations in 
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2001 and 2002; and Milovan Božinović, Ambassador of Yugoslavia to Germany, who 

took part in the meetings in 2001, 2002 and 2004. 

The third consultation, which took place at the Conference Center of the Catholic 

Academy in Berlin June 6-7, 2001, bore the title, About the Relationship between Church 

and State in Serbia, and according to Archpriest Milan Pejić it was by all means the most 

significant project that the newly formed Commission for Church and Society of the 

Central European Diocese of the SOC was involved in that year.
398

 The press release 

announcing this meeting (dated May 31, 2001) and titled, “Conference in Berlin ‘On the 

Relationship between Church and State in Serbia’,”
399

 identifies church-state relations in 

Serbia as its central focus. Although the text mentions that the new, post-Milošević era 

calls for a new relationship between the state and the Serbian Orthodox Church, which 

includes a variety of issues, these are not specified. The only areas of church and state 

cooperation that the press release alludes to are religious instruction in public schools and 

pastoral care in the military. The Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church wishes to share its experiences in church and state relations in Germany with the 

participants living in Serbia, which is articulated as one of the goals of the upcoming 

meeting. The announcement identifies the Press Office of the EKD and the Press Office 

of the DBK as publishers. 

Most frequently used words: church-state relations (4); questions (3). 

                                                 
398

 Milan Pejić, “Годишњи извештај Комисије ‘Црква и друштво’ Епархијском управном одбору, 

2001. година” (Yearly Report of the Commission for Church and Society to the Diocesan Executive 

Committee, Year 2001), (Hannover, March 1, 2002), 3.  

399
 “Konferenz ‘Zum Verhältnis von Kirche und Staat in Serbien’ in Berlin.” 
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Arguably the most significant development in the area of regulating church and 

state relations in Serbia at this time was the newly created Predlog zakona o verskim 

slobodama (Draft Act on Religious Freedom, henceforth “draft law”). Work on the draft 

law began already in January 2001 and apart from local legal experts who were writing 

the text, international advisors were also invited to take part in the process. The draft law 

was intended to fill the legal vacuum that had existed since 1993 in the field of regulating 

the legal position of the religious communities and their scope of operation in 

Yugoslavia. As the result of the lack of legislation covering church-state questions, most 

areas that are normally considered to be part of church-state relations, including the 

registration of churches and religious communities, chaplaincy in the military and in 

hospitals, religious instruction in public schools, conscientious objection and civil service 

as an alternative, property rights and the question of restitution of formerly nationalized 

property, were not regulated. Since no formal registration process for religious 

communities was taking place during this time, religious communities were often at the 

mercy of local authorities who would either grant or deny them permission to things such 

as ownership of property, buying vehicles for official purposes, or running social and 

humanitarian programs. The legal vacuum thus led to confusion, discrimination, and in 

some cases, abuse, on the parts of religious communities and governmental authorities. 

The draft law therefore intended to establish a clear legal basis for church and state 

relations in Serbia on the principle of respect for human rights and in harmony with 

international legal instruments.  

The preamble of the draft law enumerated seven so-called “traditional” religious 

communities. The first of these was the Serbian Orthodox Church, which was not 
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designated as a national church but was noted for having played “a decisive historical 

role in the preservation and development of national identity,” and was therefore 

considered as primus inter pares.
400

 The list also included the Islamic Community, the 

Roman Catholic Church, the Jewish Community, the Slovak Lutheran Church of the 

Augsburg Confession, the Evangelical [Lutheran] Christian Church of the Augsburg 

Confession and the Reformed Christian Church.
401

 All of these religious communities 

were recognized for their long-standing presence in Serbia and for their contributions to 

society, and were selected because each one of them had possessed a special agreement 

with the Yugoslav Kingdom before World War II. The draft law was originally prepared 

for adoption at the federal (Yugoslav) level, but repeated attempts to pass it in the Federal 

Parliament eventually failed. Then, it was redirected to become republican-level 

(Serbian) legislation. The draft law received a lot of publicity in the process, its text was 

made available to the public, and although it did not become a legally binding document 

at this time, the list of traditional religious communities enumerated in the preamble was 

to be used by a number of future laws as a legal basis. One of the issues that minority 

religious communities, non-governmental organizations in Serbia, and some foreign 

governments strongly criticized was that most of the traditional religious communities 

listed as such by the draft law were essentially monoethnic in their composition, thereby 

                                                 
400

 The full text of the draft law in Serbian and in English was published in: Goran Bašić and Silvo Devetak 

(eds.), Demokratija i Religija (Democracy and Religion), (Beograd: Mariborska Inicijativa / Altera, 2003), 

241-244. 

401
 The last two churches on the list comprise primarily ethnic Hungarian believers. The Reformed 

Christian Church in Serbia functions exclusively in the Hungarian language; the Evangelical [Lutheran] 

Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession uses mostly Hungarian and on high holidays also holds 

services in German at some of its parishes.   
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perpetuating the “one nation-one church” understanding that had become widespread 

during the Yugoslav wars of succession and was blamed for having fueled acts of 

violence. In addition, the list was viewed as discriminatory against multiethnic religious 

communities and new(er) religious movements.  

It was within the context of these political and legal developments that the third 

consultation took place. In addition to high-ranking church representatives
402

 and 

politicians, there were several participants at the meeting who were working in church-

state related fields, such as coordinators from churches and from the federal governments 

in both countries for church-state relations; military chaplains from Germany; and those 

in supervisory positions for religious education in public schools. Importantly, experts in 

ecclesiastical law were also present; among them Prof. Dr. Sima Avramović from the 

Faculty of Law at the University of Belgrade, one of the authors of the draft law, and 

Prof. Dr. Gerhard Robbers, professor of public law at the University of Trier and director 

of the Institute for European Constitutional Law. Prof. Robbers had been invited as an 

advisor by the drafters of the new law in Serbia.
403

 

On the first morning of the conference, Archpriest Milan Pejić presented the 

introductory speech on the topic, which was in the form of a survey of New Testament 

                                                 
402

 In addition to representatives of the SOC, other churches and religious communities from Serbia were 

also represented: the Islamic Community in Yugoslavia, the Reformed Christian Church, and the Slovak 

Lutheran Church of the Augsburg Confession. There were no representatives present from the Roman 

Catholic Church in Serbia, due to a bishops’ conference taking place in Belgrade at that time. 

403
 Prof. Robbers is also member of the European Consortium for Church and State Research, a continent-

wide academic organization uniting experts in ecclesiastical and European law, which regularly publishes a 

journal, the European Journal for Church and State Research. Other members of the Consortium, such as 

Former Chairman and Director Prof. Dr. Rik Torfs, Head of the Canon Law Faculty at the Katholieke 

Universiteit in Leuven, Belgium, were also invited to act as advisors but could not accept the invitation due 

to other responsibilities. 
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passages relating to questions concerning the state. In addition to referring to scripture 

verses where Christ, the apostles and Paul address various issues connected to obedience 

to the state and what the role of the state should be, Pejić admitted that the Founder of the 

Church spoke nowhere in the Bible about specific forms a state should have or how it 

should be organized. Keeping to the point and sticking to Bible quotations for most of his 

speech, Pejić concluded that on the basis of the examples he had presented, “it is clear 

that the clergy should preach the Gospel and leave to the state ‘to do its own thing’.”
404

 

However, when it comes to a situation in which state authority has reached beyond its 

competence, then “the principle that was taught by the apostles applies: ‘we must obey 

God rather than human beings’ (Acts 5:27-28).”
405

 

The first official presentation was given by Bishop Justin (Stefanović) of Timok, 

member of the Holy Synod of the SOC, who spoke about the relationship between church 

and state in Serbia and Yugoslavia. After a very brief introduction and references to two 

possible extreme ways these two realms can relate (co-optation vs. strict separation), 

Justin presented the situation in Socialist Yugoslavia as an example of a system that was 

based on not only completely separating the church from the state but also excluding it 

from public life. He attributed the transformation to “a miraculous change in the 

consciousness of the nation, which also took place within the church, and favored the 

                                                 
404

 “Aus dem Gesagten ist ersichtlich, dass der Klerus das Evangelium predigen, und dem Staat ‚das Seine‘ 

überlassen soll.” Milan Pejić, “Einleitung (Eröffnungsrede),” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 33. 

405
 “Wenn es aber passiert, dass die Staatsmacht die Grenze ihrer Zuständigkeit überschreitet […] – gilt das 

Prinzip, das auch von Apostel gelehrt wurde: ‚Man muss Gott mehr gehorchen als Menschen‘ (Apg, 5, 27-

28).” Milan Pejić, “Einleitung (Eröffnungsrede),” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 33. 
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new political systems…”
406

 Justin gave great credit to the SOC for the role it played in 

this process, while claiming the interconnectedness and interplay of the two realms, 

stating, “today it is clear that the political changes would have been impossible without 

massive support from the church, and that without the political changes the church would 

not have become an essential factor in political life.”
407

 He then expounded – most likely 

as a constellation he considered to be ideal – upon the principle of “symphonia,” a 

mutually beneficial relationship between church and state, where each of the two actors 

has a clearly defined role. After listing some of the major moral and societal problems 

that the church must face after half a century of exclusion by the state, he closed by 

reiterating the belief that state and church should work together and therein lay great 

responsibility. 

Prof. Dr. Vojislav Milovanović, Minister for Religious Affairs in Serbia, gave the 

next presentation. In contrast to Bishop Justin’s speech, Milovanović described the 

church-state situation and the current developments in legislative activities from the 

government’s point of view. Emphasizing the legal vacuum and the serious efforts of the 

government to overcome it, he made the claim that the legislative preparations have been 

influenced by standards within the European Union, the legislation of the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia, and that all this was done with a special consideration to protect Serbia’s 

                                                 
406

 “Dann kam es zu einer wundersamen Veränderung im Bewusstsein der Nation, die auch innerhalb der 

Kirche geschah, die die Werte neuer politischer Systeme favorisierte...” Bischof Justin von Timok, “Das 

Verhältnis von Kirche und Staat in Serbien (Jugoslawien),” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 33. 

407
 “Heute ist es klar, dass die politischen Veränderungen ohne massive Unterstützung der Kirche 

unmöglich gewesen wären und dass die Kirche ohne politische Veränderungen nicht wieder zu einem 

wesentlichen Faktor im gesellschaftlichen und politischen Leben hätte werden können.” Dokumentation 

der Serbien-Tagungen, 34. 
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citizens from the activities of criminal religious cults.
408

 Unfortunately, nowhere did he 

explain what these groups were or who created the definition for such groups.
409

 In 

addition to the already discussed draft law on religious freedom, Milovanović made 

reference to developments in creating a draft law for the return of – what he calls illegally 

taken – church property. He also called attention to the destruction of Serbian Orthodox 

holy sites in Kosovo. He formulated the central priorities in church-state relations as: 

passing a new law concerning religious communities, preparation of a law on the return 

of property, preparation of a law on re-introducing religious instruction in public schools, 

and the completion of the Church of St. Sava in Belgrade, aimed at becoming the largest 

Orthodox church building in South Eastern Europe.
410

 In an interesting (and perhaps 

ethically questionable) arrangement, Milovanović, in addition to his role as minister for 

religious affairs in the government of Serbia between 2001 and 2004, maintained his 

                                                 
408

 “Wir haben die rechtsvergleichenden Erfahrungen genutzt, wir haben die traditionellen, die 

wirtschaftlichen Elemente der Europäischen Union einbezogen, wir haben auf die Gesetzgebung des 

Königreiches Jugoslawien zurückgegriffen, und besondere Aufmerksamkeit haben wir dem Schutz der 

Bürger vor der Tätigkeit krimineller Glaubenssekten gewidmet.” 

409
 The lack of clear definition of what potentially dangerous religious cults are (the word used in Serbian is 

“sekta”; literally, sect) resulted in a few specific problems in Serbia during the 1990s and 2000s. On the 

one hand, completely unqualified but enthusiastic individuals (including perhaps the most famous of them, 

former police captain Zoran Luković) emerged as self-proclaimed watchdogs for society, freely labeling all 

kinds of religious, quasi-religious and broadly esoteric movements as cults (the word being filled with 

negative connotations) and putting all of them into the same category. The press copied this behavior and 

as a result would routinely identify Baptists and Adventists together with Satanists and brain-washing cults 

as representing different manifestations of essentially the same destructive movements. Sometimes even 

one of the smaller “traditional” religious communities would get depicted as a destructive and dangerous 

group in newspapers. 

410
 The Church of St. Sava stands in the same spot where the Ottoman Turkish army burned the remains of 

St. Sava on the orders of Sinan Pasha in 1594 as a tactic against the Serbian population. Construction of the 

church began in 1935 but stopped due to World War II. Work was resumed in 1985 and after repeated 

hiatuses it began with renewed focus and impetus in 2000, receiving enthusiastic support from Serbian 

Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić.  
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position as chief master builder (протонеимар) in charge of the Church of St. Sava, in 

which capacity he continued to represent the interests of the Serbian Orthodox Church. 

Next, Heidrun Tempel, referent for churches and religious communities in the 

federal government, spoke about church-state relations in Germany. Her descriptive 

presentation does not put forth the German model as a potential example for other 

countries. Instead, she focuses on first of all, emphasizing what the German state is not 

responsible for in relation to churches and religious communities, then on the context of 

the European Union, followed by a discussion of some of the challenges concerning 

Muslim immigrants – which is clearly a different situation from that of Serbia, where the 

majority of the long-existent Muslim population is indigenous. Beside such 

demographical differences, even some of the guiding principles upon which the German 

system is based, differ from one another in the two countries – among these are the basic 

recognition of the public character (Öffentlichkeitscharakter) of churches in society, and 

the principle of complete state neutrality regarding the legal regulation of religious 

communities, together with the principle of and distance concerning their internal affairs. 

The question of dangerous religious cults, however, presents a common problem both 

countries face – and in Germany this issue comes most prominently to the fore in case of 

the Church of Scientology. 

The following presentation was held by Archpriest Milan Pejić, who in contrast to 

the previous speakers focused on his own personal experiences encompassing three 

decades to illustrate how church-state relations work in practice in Germany. Apart from 

discussing some of the difficulties related to Serbian Gastarbeiters finding their own 

identity, he told stories filled with self-reflection, undoubtedly considering 
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representatives of the SOC from Serbia to be his primary audience, constantly drawing 

parallels to or contrasting the experiences to those within Serbia. That is probably why he 

emphasized strongly the help and support that the SOC in Germany has received from its 

sister churches, which in many cases was crucial for its existence and survival. This text 

served as a juxtaposition to the more technical and theoretical presentation by Tempel, 

offering specific examples and even making a statement at the end that there is hope that 

exists within the German system.  

In the evening of the first day of the consultation vespers were held, and an 

evening lecture was delivered by Bishop Dr. Josef Homeyer on church and state in 

Europe. After presenting a historical overview of significant developments, he proceeded 

to offer a simple categorization of three different types of church-state relationships that 

exist in EU member countries (state churches, systems of separation, and systems of 

cooperation), also offering a very brief but helpful summary of the German system. 

Throughout his presentation Homeyer seemed to operate with the presumption that 

Europe is a community of values shared by all member states. He concluded by 

presenting a few ways (based on former EU Commission President Jacques Delors’ call 

for A Soul for Europe) in which churches can positively contribute to and be engaged in 

the EU-wide political and economic field. As part of the last point, the topic of 

reconciliation and the inclusion of Orthodox majority lands in this shared European 

community of values receive a very strong emphasis: “[…] reconciliation with the 

Orthodox Church is not only a theological and spiritual challenge for us, but it is a 
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challenge of the authenticity of one European history.”
411

 In Homeyer’s affectionate call, 

the churches are the primary actors who should be carrying on this work of 

reconciliation. 

The second day began with morning prayers and then four working group 

meetings took place. These concerned: 1) Legislation concerning religious issues 

(continuing the discussion on church-state legislation); 2) Religious 

instruction/training/upbringing (identifying and analyzing various models of religious 

instruction, discussing the values that churches wish to spread and support within 

society); 3) Army chaplaincy and civil service (hearing about experiences in these fields 

in Germany – at this time, neither of these were possible in Serbia/Yugoslavia); and 4) 

Church-based social services (presenting the experiences of these services within the 

social state). The afternoon was concluded with a plenary session of discussion and 

summary, moderated by EKD Auslandsbischof Rolf Koppe. The key questions guiding 

the discussion were: What central themes emerged concerning the situation in Serbia at 

the working group sessions? And, What were the expectations concerning continued 

cooperation between Germany and Serbia? In his closing comments, Bishop Koppe 

stated that the cooperation model of church-state relationships, as in Germany, could 

serve as a model for Yugoslavia. Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković, Minister for Religious 

Affairs in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, reported on his meetings with 

representatives of the Yugoslav Army concerning potential forms of cooperation with the 

churches and religious communities. He also emphasized that military training, through 
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sondern gilt uns als Herausforderung für die Authentizität der einen europäischen Geschichte.” 
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which young people can acquire discipline and learn about the importance of morals, 

could serve as an ideal way to fight the attacks of destructive pseudo-religious cults. This 

statement clearly indicates the obsession with such groups in Serbian society at the time.  

Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm emphasized the importance of introducing 

the option of civil service in Yugoslavia, and also talked about the mandate of churches 

in the work of bringing about reconciliation. Participants from both countries seemed to 

agree that the introduction of religious instruction in public schools in Serbia should be a 

priority, and that cooperation between the two countries should continue at all possible 

levels: in the realms of churches and religious communities, governments and political 

actors, and non-governmental organizations. Finally, Archpriest Pejić stressed that the 

Serbian Orthodox Church in Germany sees itself as a natural bridge in this process. 

According to the press release published after the meeting (dated June 7, 2001) 

with the title, “On the Relationship between Church and State in Serbia,”
412

 church-state 

relations in Serbia did indeed stand in the center of the discussions, with special attention 

to the newly created first draft of a law on religious freedom, which was meant to 

regulate the legal position of churches and religious communities, along with their 

relationship to the state. The model of cooperation between the state and the religious 

communities in Germany served as a possible example to Serbia. Apart from the issues 

mentioned in the press release issued prior to the meeting, participants also discussed the 

areas of pastoral care in hospitals and prisons, financing possibilities for religious 
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communities, and the relationship between state-run and church-operated social services. 

An important point mentioned in the press release was that in the preamble of the Serbian 

draft law the Serbian Orthodox Church was not referred to as a national church, but as a 

traditional church together with other historical churches. The concept of a national 

church regularly appeared throughout the period of the series of consultations and its 

significance is discussed separately in this chapter. 

Most frequently used words: church (9); Serbia/Serbian (8); religion/religious (6); 

together/cooperation (5); state/government (4); law (3). 

The second half of 2001 following the consultation was to bring several 

significant developments in Serbian politics, church-state relations, and in the 

cooperation among the three main church bodies participating in the Serbien-Tagungen. 

Only a few weeks after the consultation in Berlin, on June 28, 2001, former president 

Slobodan Milošević was extradited by the Serbian government to the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague to face charges of genocide 

and other crimes connected to the wars in Croatia, Bosnia, and Kosovo. Milošević’s 

extradition signified the end of an era in Serbia. 

In the field of church-state relations, the most noteworthy development took place 

regarding the re-introduction of religious education into public schools, which had 

already emerged as one of the central issues in previous years. The Serbian Ministry for 

Religious Affairs conducted a series of consultations with representatives of churches and 

religious communities, legal experts, and members of non-governmental organizations 

between March and July 2001, in preparation of a law to be adopted at the republic 
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level.
413

 These discussions came to an abrupt end in July 2001, when following a meeting 

behind closed doors with representatives of the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church on July 4, Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić announced the following day the decision 

that religious instruction by the seven “traditional” religious communities would be 

introduced by September 1, 2001.
414

 The legal instruments to facilitate this decision were 

created and approved within a short period of time: the “Uredba o organizovanju i 

ostvarivanju verske nastave i nastave alternativnog predmeta u osnovnoj i srednjoj školi 

(Government Directive on the Organization and Introduction of Religious Instruction and 

Alternative Civic Instruction in the Primary and Secondary Schools) became law on 

August 4, 2001.
415

 On April 25, 2002 the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia 

voted to pass two laws: “Zakon o izmenama i dopunama Zakona o osnovnoj školi” (Law 

on the Changes of and Additions to the Law on Primary School Education) and “Zakon o 

izmenama i dopunama Zakona o srednjoj školi” (Law on the Changes of and Additions to 

the Law on Secondary School Education).
416

 While these developments were seen by the 

Serbian Orthodox Church and the other “traditional” churches and religious communities 

as a major victory, those religious communities that were not allowed to conduct their 
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own religious instruction in public schools supported by the national budget according to 

these laws considered them discriminatory and together with a few human rights 

organizations challenged their constitutionality in a lawsuit that came before the 

Constitutional Court. The Court upheld the constitutionality of the newly created 

government directive and the ensuing laws.
417

 

Regarding the continued relationship and cooperation among the EKD, the DBK 

and the SOC, several visits and shared activities took place during the rest of 2001. 

Between July 12 and 27, Bishop Homeyer was in Serbia as a guest of the Eparchy of 

Bačka. He came in connection with the Foundations of Peace (Friedensgrund) initiative 

of the Bishopric of Hildesheim, which has run yearly programs for young people since 

1990, mostly in Eastern and South Eastern Europe, bringing them together with youth 

from other countries across confessional lines and engaging them in various forms of 

practical service to the local community. In 2001 the Friedensgrund program was held 

with the participation of 24 young people from the Bishopric of Hildesheim and with 

representatives from ten other nations at the Monastery of Kovilj near Novi Sad. During 

his visit to Serbia, Bishop Homeyer also had meetings with Patriarch Pavle of the SOC 

(with whom he discussed possible shared projects in the future), Yugoslav President Dr. 

Vojislav Koštunica, and Serbian Prime Minister Dr. Zoran Đinđić. The Commission for 
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Church and Society of the Central European Diocese of the SOC helped organize these 

meetings.
418

 

From August 29 through September 2, 2001 a group from the EKD, comprised of 

Bishop Koppe, Superintendent Heider-Rottwilm and Superintendent Reiner Rinne, 

accompanied by Archpriest Pejić travelled to Belgrade and Novi Sad for a visit where 

they met with high-ranking representatives of the SOC, the political leadership of 

Yugoslavia and Serbia, and with delegates of other churches and religious communities. 

Many of the persons they held discussions with had been involved in the Serbien-

Tagungen,
419

 but other people in important positions, such as Patriarch Pavle (who 

expressed his gratitude to the EKD for its continued support and interest in dialogue with 

the SOC), Bishop Irinej (Bulović) of Bačka, Dean of the Orthodox Theological Faculty in 

Belgrade Prof. Dr. Radovan Bigović, Deputy Prime Minister of Serbia Dr. Žarko Korać, 

and Crown Prince Alexander Karađorđević also received the delegation.  

It is interesting to compare the reports of the visit from both sides (the press 

release published by the EKD and the report submitted to the Executive Committee of the 

Central European Diocese of the SOC by Archpriest Milan Pejić). For example, the 

Serbian report only makes a passing reference to the EKD delegation meeting with 
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representatives of other churches and religious communities,
420

 while the EKD press 

release dedicates a paragraph to describing the central issue (preparing for religious 

instruction in public schools) discussed with delegates of the Lutheran, Reformed, and 

Methodist churches while in Novi Sad. The conclusion to the Serbian report contains 

excitement about the EKD’s promise to get more intensely involved in helping Serbia in 

the form of humanitarian aid, campaigning for the foreign debt relief of Serbia, and 

providing exchange programs and scholarships for students to study in Germany. The 

EKD report, on the other hand, is decidedly more cautious in tone, concerned with the 

challenges in the field of church-state relations and the equal treatment of all religious 

communities in Serbia, as well as the material needs for humanitarian aid. Although it 

emphasizes the shared values and responsibilities of the two churches within their 

respective societies and also within Europe as a whole, it is made clear that the Serbian 

side is looking to their German counterparts for help and advice, thereby suggesting a 

subordinate relationship. According to the EKD press release, the delegation also 

expressed the need for allowing conscientious objection in the upcoming legal reforms 

concerning military service, and supported making religious instruction in public schools 

a mandatory subject. 

In October, at the initiative of the Bishopric of Hildesheim, a group of Catholic 

and Orthodox young people (some of whom had participated in the Friedensgrund project 

in Serbia that year) spent time together at the St. Sava Orthodox Center in Hannover in 
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preparation for a summer school to be organized the following year.
421

 At the end of 

October, a delegation from the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church 

in Yugoslavia travelled to Germany together at the invitation of Bishop Homeyer, where 

in addition to discussions with church leaders, representatives from Serbia also met with 

the president of the parliament of Niedersachsen (Lower Saxony). Among the 

representatives of the SOC were Bishop Ignjatije of Braničevo, participant at the 2001 

Serbien-Tagung, and Prof. Dr. Bigović. These events all serve to illustrate how the same 

core group of people from both countries kept contact with one another in different 

contexts, and how personal relationships played an important part in maintaining the 

dialogue process.   

  

The Fourth Meeting: July 2-3 2002 Berlin, Germany 

Topic: How Can Churches Support Building Serbian Society? 

The fourth meeting, officially titled, “The Contribution of the Churches to the 

Building of Serbian Society in the 21
st
 Century,”

422
 and held at the Dietrich-Bonhoeffer-

Haus in Berlin, focused on the role of churches in society and was planned in response to 

the ongoing legal and political changes connected to the process of democratization in 

Serbia at the time.  
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There were several specific developments and concerns that had inspired the 

preparatory committee and helped frame the discussion, which is evidenced in the project 

description proposed by the Commission for Church and Society of the Central European 

Diocese of the SOC for determining the agenda of the fourth consultation.
423

 Among 

these issues of importance were developments at the European Union level, particularly 

the White Paper: European Governance, issued by the European Commission in July 

2001. In this document, both individual member states and the Union in general are 

encouraged to maintain intensive and ongoing dialogue with civil society actors, and the 

role of churches as important actors in civil society were specifically highlighted.
424

 The 

problematic in this field presented by the project description explains the central issues 

leading to tensions between the Serbian Orthodox Church and civil society in Serbia:  

The [Serbian Orthodox] Church is seen by one part of the Serbian public 

as the only relevant future-oriented spiritual power in the country; by the 

other part of the public it is rejected without compromise. Within the 

Serbian Orthodox Church itself the question of its role within society is 

not fully clarified – which would be necessary if the church wanted to 

actively contribute to building up society.
425

 

 

One of the central problems that had emerged in the midst of the transition 

process and is identified in this quote was the intra-church disagreement among bishops 
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regarding the role and positioning of the SOC vis-à-vis Serbian civil society. How should 

the two realms relate to one another? Was this supposed to be a hierarchical relationship? 

For some leaders of the SOC, it was unquestionable that the Church should stand above 

and outside of civil society. There were many other interpretations and understandings 

put forth by various ecclesiastical leaders, actors in civil society, and politicians 

concerning this topic. There were also incidents (which continued in the coming years) of 

mutual antagonism between various leaders of the SOC and representatives of certain 

civil society groups. Since this was a larger issue that formed the framework for much of 

the discussions throughout the Serbien-Tagungen, it is addressed separately in greater 

detail later in the chapter. For now, let it suffice that according to the EU and to the 

church actors at the consultations from Germany, churches and religious communities 

were among the many actors of civil society.
426

 Since Serbia seemed to have set out on 

the road of European integration, this question had to be cleared, especially if Serbia 

wanted to belong to the EU, which was presented in the project description as a 

community based on shared values (Wertegemeinschaft). 

There had also been a significant development in the field of ecumenism in 

Europe: the Charta Oecumenica: Guidelines for the Growing Cooperation among the 

Churches in Europe was signed by the presidents of the two organizations that jointly 

issued the document, the Conference of European Churches and the Council of European 
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Episcopal Conferences (CCEE) in April 2001. Although the Charta was mentioned at 

this consultation, it was going to receive much more detailed attention at the next 

consultation, in 2003. 

Bishop Konstantin of the Central European Diocese of the SOC delivered the 

opening words and blessing to the conference. The central presentations at the 

consultation concerned: 

- Philosophical-Theological Reflections on the Relationship between 

Church and Society in Serbia (by Boris Milosavljević, who was Deputy 

State Secretary for Religious Affairs in the federal government of 

Yugoslavia at the time);  

- The Contribution of the Churches to the Process of European Integration 

(by Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm);
427

 

- The Competence of the Church in Politics
428

 (presented from two different 

perspectives: by Archpriest Dr. Zoran Krstić, Rector of the [Serbian 

Orthodox] Theological Seminary in Kragujevac, and by Prof. Dr. Gerhard 

Kruip [Roman Catholic], who was Director of the Forschungsinstitut für 

Philosophie Hannover (Research Institute for Philosophy in Hannover) at 

the time);
429

 and  
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 “Die Kompetenz der Kirche für die Politik.” 

429
 The Institute was founded in 1988 by Bishop Homeyer, who continued to oversee the work of the 
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- The Role of Christians as Salt and Leaven in a New Society (by Roman 

Catholic Archbishop of Belgrade Stanislav Hočevar).  

The first day also contained a panel discussion on the topic “Church and Civil 

Society,” in which Prof. Dr. Radovan Bigović, Prof. Dr. Franz Kamphaus, Roman 

Catholic Bishop of Limburg, and Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Huber, Bishop of the Evangelical 

Church of Berlin-Brandenburg-Silesian Upper Lusatia,
430

 took part. On the second day, 

three working groups met around the following topics: 1) The Involvement of the Church 

in Preserving Human Rights; 2) Church, Culture and the Media; and 3) The Role of 

Women in the Church and Society. The consultation ended with a final plenary 

discussion, in which a specific follow-up project was proposed for the education of 

journalists in Serbia who report on church affairs. The role and importance of the newly 

founded NGO Hrišćanski Kulturni Centar (HKC, Christian Cultural Center) in Belgrade 

under the leadership of Prof. Dr. Bigović was emphasized, and this consultation marked 

the beginning of cooperation with the HKC, which was to continue throughout and even 

beyond the next few meetings. Prof. Bigović was also the representative of the Holy 

Synod of the SOC at this consultation, where the desire was expressed (apparently by all 

participants, as Archpriest Pejić later reported) that the next Serbien-Tagung should be 

held not in Germany but in Serbia.
431
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Antje Heider-Rottwilm’s presentation, “The Contribution of the Churches to the 

Process of European Integration,” emphasized recent developments within the European 

Union and the broader European community of nations. Speaking in part from her own 

personal experience and involvement as Member of the Presidium of the Central 

Committee at the Conference of European Churches, she emphasized the role of the CEC 

(of which the EKD and the SOC are both members, but also mentioning the CCEE), and 

underlines the fact that the European Union has no legislation concerning church and 

state relations but that the regulation of this relationship falls under the competence of the 

member states. Numerous examples are provided for how churches and church-related 

organizations have publicly addressed issues within the EU that concerned European and 

Christian values, such as the EU-wide antidiscrimination legislation, or questions relating 

to policies concerning asylum seekers and refugees. The presentation also explains 

through what channels and concerning which issues can churches raise their voices 

within the EU structures according to the Treaty of Amsterdam and in light of the 

responsibilities churches take upon themselves by becoming signatories to the Charta 

Oecumenica. Finally, a report is given on the most recent activities of the Church and 

Society Commission of the CEC, particularly following the guidelines published in the 

European Commission’s White Paper: European Governance. 

The consultation in 2002 had the second lowest number or participants after the 

first one in 1999, with a total of 38 persons present. Although significant sections of the 

consultation focused on the role of civil society actors, only a few representatives of non-

governmental organizations participated – and these were all church-related 

organizations. There was, however, one delegate from the Church and Society 
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Commission of the Conference of European Churches, and representatives from the 

Commission for Church and Society of the Central European Diocese of the SOC and 

from the Institute for Church and Society of the Protestant Church of Westphalia as well. 

The percentage of female participants stood at only twenty-one percent, although it did 

include three women in church leadership positions and a professor of women’s studies 

from Serbia. In addition to the three major church participants, the Islamic Community of 

Serbia was represented, along with the Reformed Christian Church in Yugoslavia. 

Among the politicians present from both countries were some of the same people who 

had been involved not only in the Serbien-Tagungen but also in related events in 

Germany and Serbia, such as Markus Meckel (SPD), Peter Weiß (CDU/CSU), and 

Predrag Marković (G17+). 

It had been the desire of the organizers to involve certain civil society actors in the 

dialogue process, whom they considered to represent best practices in their field in 

Serbia. Among these organizations was the internationally known Žene u crnom (Women 

in Black), who describe themselves as a women’s feminist-antimilitarist peace 

organization.
432

 In spite of repeated private meetings with Antje Heider-Rottwilm, 

representatives of this group declined to participate in the Serbien-Tagungen, apparently 

due to disagreeing on a number of issues with the SOC.
433

 

In the midst of legal changes and the democratization process, the focus of the 

discussions was on the need to strengthen civil society in Serbia and how the SOC and 
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other churches and religious communities may help in that process. In addition to an 

emphasis on the respect of human rights, the role and contribution of women to churches 

and to civil society were discussed. Again, although Europe-wide processes were 

discussed, the application seemed to be much more focused on the specific situation in 

Serbia with only a much lesser focus on Germany. 

The press release published following the meeting (dated July 4, 2002) and titled, 

“Fourth Serbien-Tagung Concludes in Berlin: Politicians and Theologians Discussed the 

Relationship between Church and Civil Society in Serbia,”
434

 reflects concerns and 

experiences from both countries regarding the relationship between the spheres of church 

and civil society. Serbian participants are quoted talking about the mutual distrust 

existing in Serbia between these two societal actors, the importance of ecumenical 

cooperation, and the need for greater involvement of the laity. Their German counterparts 

shared their experiences of how churches in their country have been trying to find their 

place of engagement in society, expressed the desire for the increased involvement of 

women in church life, and presented the Charta Oecumenica. The press release also 

revealed the discussion that concerned the location of the upcoming consultations, raising 

the possibility of organizing the next one in Serbia, and also mentioned that this 

particular meeting was supported by funds of the Stability Pact. The press release was 

issued by the Central European Diocese of the SOC, the EKD and the DBK. 
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Most frequently used words: church (19); Serbia/Serbian (11); civil society (7); 

religion/religious (5); society (5); state/government (5); together/cooperation (5); Europe 

(4); Germany/German (4). 

 The cooperation that began with the Christian Cultural Center (CCC) in Belgrade 

in 2002 was viewed by the Commission for Church and Society of the Central European 

Diocese of the SOC as of key importance, as it considered the CCC as its strategic 

partner in Serbia not only in organizing and facilitating future Serbien-Tagungen but also 

in realizing other shared projects. The Commission for Church and Society also helped 

act as a mediator in putting the CCC into contact with the bishopric of Hildesheim, which 

was also interested in continued collaboration. Following the 2002 consultation, 

preparations were also undertaken for the formation of an organization that would 

support the work of the Commission for Church and Society of the Central European 

Diocese of the SOC within Serbia. Again some of the same people expressed their 

interest as before, including Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković, Secretary for Religious Affairs 

in the federal government, and Dragomir Acović, Advisor to the Crown. 

 

The Fifth Meeting: September 14-16, 2003, Belgrade, Serbia 

Topic: Church and Identity 

The year 2003 began with significant changes for the residents of Serbia, in more 

ways than one. On February 4, 2003 the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia officially ceased 

to exist and Serbia and Montenegro formed a new state, a loose confederation called the 

State Union of Serbia and Montenegro. Then, as government reforms aimed at the 

judiciary, the military and the police continued, together with an intention to rid Serbia of 
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organized crime, Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić was assassinated outside one of 

the central government buildings in downtown Belgrade on March 12, 2003. In the 

ensuing state of emergency and at the parliamentary elections held later that year the 

struggle between pro-Western and nationalist political forces became visible once again, 

revealing how deeply divided Serbian society was.  

With the topic of Serbia’s intentions of international integration remaining in the 

center of public attention, a conference on “Christianity and European Integration” was 

held in Belgrade February 8-9, 2003. Organized by Prof. Dr. Bigović and the Christian 

Cultural Center, the conference featured presenters from various Christian traditions, 

among them Serbian Orthodox Bishop of Braničevo, Ignjatije, participant at the Serbien-

Tagungen in 2001, 2004 and 2005; Prof. Dr. Sima Avramović, Serbien-Tagungen 

participant in 2001, 2003 and 2009; Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković (2001, 2003, 2007); 

Prof. Dr. Thomas Bremer from the University of Münster (2004, 2005, 2007); and 

Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm from the EKD, who spoke on “The Churches of 

the Reformation and the Process of European Unification”.
435

 Further Serbien-Tagungen 

participants Bishop of Bačka, Irinej (2002, 2009) and Roman Catholic Archbishop of 

Belgrade Stanislav Hočevar (2002, 2003, 2004, and 2009) took part in the concluding 

round table discussion at the conference. 

Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle, President of the Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia Vojislav Koštunica and Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs Goran 

Svilanović greeted the participants of the conference, among whom were representatives 

                                                 
435

 “Die Kirchen der Reformation und der europäische Einigungsprozess.” 
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of the political, academic and religious communities. Presenters discussed different 

aspects of the role religion can play in the formation of a European identity and in the 

public life of Europe and all seemed to agree that religion remains a significant part of 

European identity and a factor in society that should not be overlooked.
436

 In his 

welcoming speech, President Koštunica stated that “Serbia, as a post-Communist 

country, needs moral renewal and spiritual healing.”
437

 

The project proposal drawn up by the EKD for the fifth Serbien-Tagung viewed 

the hosting of the consultation in Serbia as an important step in the dialogue process and 

claimed that there was already growing mutual trust among the participating groups (line 

44).
438

 The text viewed the position the Other within one’s concept of identity as one of 

the central points of discussion within the proposed thematic of church and identity 

(which it defined as the web of relationships among the individual, church, state, and 

society; lines 26-27). It continued to argue, “On the surface, this question should first be 

addressed at the level of national identity formation and the current and potential future 

role of churches and religious communities in the development of a sense of belonging to 

Europe in Serbia” (lines 28-31).
439

 While the project proposal stated a number of 
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 The proceedings of the conference have been published in Radovan Bigović (ed.), Hrišćanstvo i 

evropske integracije (Christianity and European Integration), (Belgrade: Hrišćanski kulturni centar – 

Fondacija Konrad Adenauer, 2003). 

437
 V. Matković, “Vojislav Kostunica na naučnom skupu ‘Hrišćanstvo i evropske integracije’” (Vojislav 

Koštunica at the academic gathering “Christianity and European Integration”), Danas, February 10, 2003. 

438
 “‘Kirche und Identität’, Konferenz in Belgrad, 14.-16. September 2003 – Projektbeschreibung,” 2.   

439
 “Vordergründig sollte diese Fragestellung zunächst auf der Ebene der nationalen Identitätsbildung sowie 

die derzeitige und potentielle künftige Bedeutung der Kirchen und Glaubensgemeinschaften bei der 

Entwicklung des Europa-Zugehörigkeitsgefühls in Serbien angesprochen werden.” 
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questions that were to guide the conversation, it also emphasized that the meeting should 

not only focus on theoretical considerations but discuss practical outcomes as well. 

The press release issued in advance of the fifth Serbien-Tagung (dated September 

9, 2003), which was to be held in Belgrade, was titled, “Religion, Ethnicity, Nation in 

Serbia: Joint Conference of the Evangelical [Protestant], Catholic and Serbian Orthodox 

Churches—‘Church and Identity’.”
440

 The issuer of the press release was the press office 

of the EKD
441

 and the text mentioned not only the focus of the encounter (“questions of 

identity formation, of delineation or of peaceful coexistence of diverse ethnicities, 

religions and confessions;” lines 1-2)
442

 but also the goal of the meeting as seen from the 

EKD and formulated by Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm: “The participants want 

to discuss the question of the meaning of churches and religious communities for 

people’s identity in Serbia” (lines 12-13).
443

 She continued by inviting Serbian 

intellectuals to the discussions, who may have been critical of the churches’ increasing 

role in Serbian society in recent years. This may have been a response to the discussions 

at the previous consultation, where it had been made clear that certain civil society actors 

in Serbian society did hold critical views of the churches’ participation in public life. As 

organizers of the consultation, the Central European Diocese of the SOC, the EKD, and 
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 “Religion, Ethnie, Nation in Serbien: Gemeinsame Konferenz der evangelischen, katholischen und 

serbischen orthodoxe Kirche—‘Kirche und Identität’.” 

441
 As authors of the press release, Silke Fauzi and Christoph Vetter (who was spokesperson of the EKD at 

the time) are identified.  

442
 “Fragen der Identitätsbildung, der Abgrenzung oder des friedlichen Zusammenlebens verschiedener 

Ethnien, Religionen und Konfessionen.” 

443
 “Die Teilnehmenden wollen die Frage nach der Bedeutung der Kirchen und Religionsgemeinschaften 

für die Identität der Menschen in Serbien diskutieren.” 
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the DBK were identified, while the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Christian 

Cultural Center in Belgrade were named as their local cooperating partners. 

Most frequently used words: religion/religious (10); church (7); identity (6); 

Serbia/Serbian (6); ethnicity (4). 

The consultation took place at the Palace Hotel in Belgrade September 14-16, 

2003. This was also the first time that the Serbia Office of the Konrad Adenauer 

Foundation was involved in the organization, in which the Christian Cultural Center also 

participated. The conference began with optional participation in Orthodox liturgy 

Sunday morning, followed by a tour of Kalemegdan Fortress for the guests from 

Germany. The actual program began that evening with a word of welcome by Patriarch 

Pavle, who stated that “Christianity brought Europe all those moral values on which laws 

rest today and it is most important to come to peace through the Gospel, in Europe and in 

the world, because only this way can lead to overcoming problems and solving the 

crisis.”
444

 Patriarch Pavle remained present the entire evening – as participant OKR Dr. 

Johann Schneider of the EKD recalled, he did not say anything more the rest of the 

evening but listened intently to the discussions that followed.
445

  

Participants were also greeted by representatives of each of the organizing units 

(the Central European Diocese of the SOC, the EKD, and the DBK, with the CCC and 

KAS Belgrade as project partners) and of the governments of the two countries. All of the 

                                                 
444

 “[…] хришћанство донело Европи све оне моралне вредности на којима данас почивају закони и 

да је најбитније да се еванђелским путем дође до мира у Европи и свету, јер се само на тај начин 

долази до превладавања проблема и решења кризе.” Информативна служба Српске православне 

цркве, “Црква и идентитет” (Church and Identity), September 15, 2003, lines 5-8. 

445
 OKR Dr. Johann Schneider, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 
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speakers emphasized the importance of Christian values in society, whether at the 

national or European level: Prof. Dr. Vojislav Milovanović, Minister for Religious 

Affairs in Serbia, stated that “the future of Europe and of Serbia is in the respect for 

Christian values, and this is the foundation for building a United Europe.”
446

 He also 

mentioned the 2001 Serbien-Tagung on church and state, which in his view had 

contributed to the introduction of religious instruction in public schools in Serbia.
447

 Kurt 

Leonberger, German Ambassador to Serbia and Montenegro, formulated his statement 

from a different point of view, claiming that “Europe needs Serbia because she is the 

bearer of Christian values in the Balkan region.”
448

 Bishop Rolf Koppe of the EKD 

stressed that “the Serbs living in Germany are active carriers of the cooperation between 

the Orthodox and Protestant churches and between the German and Serbian nations.”
449

 

Helmut Wiesmann, representing the Deutsche Bischofskonferenz, underlined that “the 

churches have always been the ones throughout history who calmed down tense 

situations between countries and peoples, and that is also the goal of European churches 

                                                 
446

 “[…] да је будућност Европе и Србије у поштовању хришћанских вредности и да је то основ за 

грађење Уједињене Европе.” Информативна служба Српске православне цркве, “Црква и 

идентитет” (Church and Identity), September 15, 2003, lines 11-12. 
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 “Kirche muss ihren Platz im Alltagsleben der Gesellschaft finden: Konferenz ‘Kirche und Identität’ in 

Belgrad geht zu Ende,” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 74, lines 18-19. 
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 “[…] да је Европи Србија потребна јер је носилац хришћанских вредности у региону Балкана.” 

Информативна служба Српске православне цркве, “Црква и идентитет” (Church and Identity), 

September 15, 2003, lines 14-15. 
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 “[…] да су Срби који живе у Немачкој активни носилац сарадње између Православне и 

Евангелистичке Цркве и немачког и српског народа.” Информативна служба Српске православне 

цркве, “Црква и идентитет” (Church and Identity), September 15, 2003, lines 16-18. 
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in modern Europe.”
450

 Some of the discussion that took place in the evening picked up on 

this theme of reconciliation featured in some of the welcoming messages – a topic made 

all the more relevant by the participation of delegates from Croatia. 

The presentations on the first full working day of the consultation were: “Church 

and Community: Concepts of Identity in the New Testament,”
451

 written by Bishop of 

Bačka Irinej who was not able to participate, so in his absence Archpriest Miodrag 

Milovanović from the Serbian Orthodox Theological Faculty in Belgrade read his paper. 

This was followed by a round table discussion on “Church and Identity: Concepts by 

Various Christian Churches,”
452

 with participation by Metropolitan of Montenegro and 

the Littoral Amfilohije (Radović), Monsignor Andrija Kopilović of the Roman Catholic 

Church in Serbia, and Prof. Dr. Eckart Schwerin, former Superintendent of the EKD. 

Mons. Kopilović grounded the dynamic dimension of the relationship between Christians 

and society, which is an essential feature of Christian identity, on the Trinitarian 

relationship within the Godhead.
453

 Prof. Dr. Schwerin spoke from his own experiences 

of having lived and worked for the church in the DDR.
454

 

                                                 
450

 “[…] да су Цркве увек у историји биле те које су смиривале напету ситуацију међу државама и 

народима и да је то циљ европских цркава у модерној Европи.” Информативна служба Српске 

православне цркве, “Црква и идентитет” (Church and Identity), September 15, 2003, lines 21-22. 
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 “Gemeinde und Kirche: Identitätskonzepte im Neuen Testament.” 
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 “Kirche und Identität: Konzeptionen der verschiedenen christlichen Kirchen.” 
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 “Kirche muss ihren Platz im Alltagsleben der Gesellschaft finden: Konferenz ‘Kirche und Identität’ in 

Belgrad geht zu Ende,” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 74, lines 30-33. 
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 “Kirche muss ihren Platz im Alltagsleben der Gesellschaft finden: Konferenz ‘Kirche und Identität’ in 

Belgrad geht zu Ende,” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 74, lines 34-38. 



245 

 

The day continued with a tour of Belgrade and a visit to the Christian Cultural 

Center, then with a presentation given by Peter Weiß, member of the German federal 

parliament representing the CDU, on “The Responsibility of Christians in a Democratic 

State,”
455

 in which he spoke about the role that churches played in the post-World-War-II 

reconciliation process between Germany and France. He also emphasized, together with 

other participants, that the central moral values in the democracies of Europe were deeply 

grounded in the Christian tradition. To these values – stated Weiß, – belonged human 

dignity, the ability to have individual freedom, as well as general human rights, especially 

the right to freedom of religion.
456

 Prof. Dr. Bigović, Sister Ines Kezić, ASC (Adorers of 

the Blood of Christ), coordinator of religious education at the Archbishopric of Belgrade, 

and Dr. Milenko Anđelić from the Baptist Alliance each shared their thoughts on the 

topic “Religion, Ethnicity, Nation and Identity Formation.”
457

 Prof. Bigović underlined 

the necessity for the separation between church and state, and raised the question, “how 

the churches, in light of their divisions could make a believable Christian contribution to 

the European integration process.”
458

 

Within the thematic block “European Perspectives,” Superintendent Antje Heider-

Rottwilm offered a presentation on “The Charta Oecumenica,” in which she reflected on 
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 “Verantwortung der Christen im demokratischen Staat.” 
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 “Kirche muss ihren Platz im Alltagsleben der Gesellschaft finden: Konferenz ‘Kirche und Identität’ in 

Belgrad geht zu Ende,” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 74, lines 20-23.. 
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 “Religion, Ethnie, Nation und die Identitätsbildung.” 
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 “[…] wie die Kirchen angesichts ihrer Spaltungen einen glaubwürdigen christlichen Beitrag zum 
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Gesellschaft finden: Konferenz ‘Kirche und Identität’ in Belgrad geht zu Ende,” Dokumentation der 

Serbien-Tagungen, 74, lines 40-42. 
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the process that led to the creation of the document, gave examples of its reception within 

Germany and across Europe, and identified the central content of the document – all the 

while emphasizing the importance of the Charta for member churches. Among the 

portions underlined from the Charta were the statements, “We believe in one holy 

catholic and apostolic church,” which the actual text of the document begins with, 

emphasizing the community of Christians across confessional boundaries. The second 

statement given special attention was, “The most important task of the churches in 

Europe is the common proclamation of the Gospel, in both word and deed, for the 

salvation of all.”
459

 Part of this commitment was to represent Christian values in society. 

From the long list of things signatories committed themselves to Heider-Rottwilm chose 

to specially emphasize the following two: we commit ourselves “to resist any attempt to 

misuse religion and the church for ethnic or nationalist purposes” (III.7.), and “to 

counteract any form of nationalism which leads to the oppression of other peoples and 

national minorities and to engage ourselves for non-violent resolutions” (III.8.). The text 

of the presentation referred to the Serbien-Tagung being held in Serbia for the first time 

by stating, “I am pleased that we are sending a signal of dialogue and reconciliation from 

Belgrade.”
460

 The word “reconciliation” appeared several times in the text and in addition 

to being a desire expressed by the author it was also closely tied to the process through 

which the Charta was created. The presentation concluded by highlighting the 

                                                 
459

 Charta Oecumenica, April 22, 2001, accessed July 21, 2011, 

http://www.ceceurope.org/fileadmin/filer/cec/CEC_Documents/Charta_Oecumenica.pdf.  
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 Antje Heider-Rottwilm, “Die Charta Oecumenica,” 7: “Ich freue mich, dass wir von Belgrad aus ein 

Zeichen des Dialogs und der Versöhnung senden.” 
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significance of the Charta for Europe. The paper by Dr. Felix Leinemann, representative 

of the COMECE (The Commission of the [Roman Catholic] Bishops’ Conferences of the 

European Community), was titled, “On the Road to a European Constitution,”
461

 while 

Ambassador Prof. Dr. Darko Tanasković spoke on the topic of “Islam and European 

Identity”.
462

 The first day ended with evening prayers. 

The final day of the conference began with brief statements on the topic, 

“Overcoming Limitations: Examples of Communication.”
463

 They were provided by Rev. 

Christian Garve of the Ökumenischer Dienst (Ecumenical Service) Schalomdiakonat, 

Gregor Schneider-Blanc from the Diaconal Department of the Diocese of Hildesheim, 

Ana Raffai, Catholic theologian from the Zagreb offices of Schalomdiakonat, and 

Tihomir Popović, member of the Commission for Church and Society of the Central 

European Diocese of the SOC. The program was concluded with a final discussion and 

summary provided by Archbishop Hočevar, Bishop Koppe and Archpriest Pejić.  

Organizing the consultation in Belgrade allowed for greater Serbian participation, 

reaching sixty-eight percent of the total – the highest level of all Serbien-Tagungen so 

far. Although one of the goals of the meeting was to have participants reflect on the 

religiously diverse landscape of Serbia and to consider what the ethnically, religiously or 

culturally “Other” meant for them, traditional Protestant churches from Serbia were 

curiously absent, as were representatives of the Islamic and Jewish communities in 
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 “Auf dem Weg zur Europäischen Verfassung.” 
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 “Islam und europäische Identität.” 
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Serbia.
464

 In addition to the one Baptist referent, only the Roman Catholic Church in 

Serbia had three representatives present, including the Archbishop. The representation 

from the fields of academia and non-governmental organizations was slightly better: ten 

university professors participated in the consultation, all of them from Serbia,
465

 and in 

addition to the two NGOs represented from Western Europe, four NGO representatives 

were present from the region – three from Belgrade and one from Zagreb. However, all 

of these were local branches of foreign organizations (Schalomdiakonat and Konrad-

Adenauer-Stiftung from Germany and Pax Christi Niederlande), not locally founded 

groups. In spite of the emphasis at the 2002 consultation on the need for greater 

involvement of women in churches and civil society, female representation at this 

meeting was even lower than the previous time, at seventeen percent. 

The active participation at the consultation of Prof. Dr. Darko Tanasković – 

Orientalist and author, who at the time was Serbia and Montenegro’s plenipotentiary at 

the Vatican – as an invited speaker, deserves further attention.
466

 Although the title of his 

presentation seemed innocent, Prof. Tanasković is one of Serbia’s leading academic 
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 According to Antje Heider-Rottwilm, these churches and religious communities were always invited to 

the consultations, so their absence should not be interpreted as a result of not receiving an invitation. Antje 

Heider-Rottwilm, interview by author, April 3, 2011, Hamburg. According to the press release issued by 

the Communication Service of the SOC ahead of the meeting, Dr. Dimitrije Popadić was also invited as a 
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with the Baptist Union in Serbia. In the end, he did not participate. His name appears only in this one text; 

no other document, including the project proposal, the final program, or the rest of the press releases, 

mentions him. See Информативна служба Српске православне цркве, “Конференција Црква и 

идентитет” (Conference: Church and Identity), September 12, 2003, line 19. 
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 They represented departments of theology, law, sociology, psychology, philosophy, and political 

science. 
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 Tanasković had served as Yugoslavia’s ambassador to Turkey between 1995 and 1999 (and to 

Azerbaijan from 1998 to 1999) and was a member of the short-lived Yugoslav Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (2001-2003).  
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specialists on Islam who views Islam as a force fundamentally counter to European 

interests and values. He has therefore been warning of the dangers connected to renewed 

Islamic influence in the Balkan Peninsula, and of what he terms “Neo-Ottomanism” – 

Turkey’s perceived attempts at reclaiming the influence it once had over South Eastern 

Europe and eventually at the Islamicization of the entire continent in part through 

mobilizing Muslim communities living in the Balkans.
467

 Especially in light of the 

absence of representatives from the Islamic Community in Serbia and considering that 

there were some comments made by participants that were generally critical of Islam,
468

 

the question arises: How could such presentations and discussions contribute to 

reconciliation? 

The press release in German published after the meeting (dated September 16, 

2003) by the press office of the EKD and titled, “The Church Must Find Its Place in the 

Everyday Life of Society: The Conference ‘Church and Identity’ Concludes in 

Belgrade,”
469

 elaborated on the discussions held at the meeting with ample quotes and 
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 For a brief analysis of Tanasković’s views on Islam, see Paul Mojzes, “Orthodoxy and Islam in the 

Balkans: Conflict or Cooperation?” Religion, State & Society 36/4 (December 2008): 407-421. Mojzes 

claims that Tanasković’s approach “is that of a typical Orientalist writing about Islam in an effort to discern 

areas of possible weakness so that the Serbs will once again be able to defend themselves against their 

mortal enemies” (409). For more on Tanasković’s international connections and the larger public debate in 

Eastern European countries regarding Islam, see Patrick Hyder Patterson, “On the Ruin of Christendom: 

Religious Politics and the Challenge of Islam in the New West,” in Bruce R. Berglund and Brian Porter-

Szűcs (eds.), Christianity and Modernity in Eastern Europe (Budapest: Central European University, 
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some reflection offered by participants on the significance of the consultations so far. A 

broad selection of participants from Serbia are quoted and referred to by name: two from 

the SOC, one from the RCC in Serbia, and one Baptist; one politician and one 

representative of a non-governmental organization. Metropolitan of Montenegro and the 

Littoral Amfilohije (Radović) was quoted as stating that Serbs must learn about “the 

incarnation of the Church in everyday life, as it is suitable for modern society” (lines 27-

28).
470

 This statement appeared twice in the text, including the first paragraph. Baptist 

theologian Milenko Anđelić was quoted as saying that “on the one hand, the minority 

churches respected the treasures and traditions of the majority church for a nation; on the 

other hand however, they expected that the freedom of belief and worship would apply to 

all faiths in the country and that it must be characterized by mutual respect (lines 43-

47).
471

 This was a rare occurrence when the voice of one of the smaller and non-

traditional religious communities in Serbia was heard – perhaps on purpose. 

With the legacy of the Socialist regime in Serbian society in the center, the 

similarities in the experiences of churches in Serbia and in the eastern German states (of 

the former DDR) were also expressed. The role of Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle in 

welcoming participants of the meeting was emphasized. German participants emphasized 

that it was made clear during the meeting that Christian identity is never conceivable 

without inclusion of “the Other” (lines 13-14).  

                                                 
470

 “… die Inkarnation der Kirche in das Alltagsleben, so wie es der modernen Gesellschaft angemessen 

ist” zu lernen. 
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Most frequently used words: church (20); society (9); identity (6); Serbia/Serbian 

(6); religion/religious (4); together/cooperation (4); Europe (3); Germany/German (3); 

state/government (3); peace (2). 

A total of three short press releases were issued in Serbian by the Communication 

Service of the SOC in connection to this consultation. The first one, “Конференција 

Црква и идентитет” (Conference: Church and Identity), dated September 12, 2003, 

was a simple announcement of the outline of the program and the list of the presenters 

that had been invited. The second press release, simply titled, “Црква и идентитет” 

(Church and Identity), dated September 15, 2003, was published on the second day of the 

conference. It contains quotes from most of the welcome messages that were delivered on 

the opening evening of the conference. The text was written in a very positive tone and 

portrayed the Central European Diocese (both through the chosen quotes and by 

mentioning it in the text) as a centrally important actor not only for the Serbien-Tagungen 

but also as a bridge-builder between nations and confessions. The press release closed by 

referring to future conferences that were planned on the topic of Christian values and the 

proposed Constitution for a European Union (lines 23-26). The third press release, “Крај 

конференције Црква и идентитет” (End of the Conference on Church and Identity), 

issued on September 16, 2003, presented some of the conclusions emerging from the 

consultation:  

 

It was concluded that the identity of Christians is a continuing 

achievement of renewal and refinement of personality and of the natural 

surroundings. Christians are called to give themselves for the other. The 
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churches should talk amongst themselves about the similarities, not the 

differences.
472

 

 

 The concluding paragraph of this press release contained a list of quotes from 

some of the illustrious participants, all making generally positive statements. First 

Monsignor Andrija Kopilović of the RCC in Serbia was referred to having expressed his 

gratefulness for the good organization and stating that the consultation began on 

theological foundations and then it came solving concrete existential problems (lines 15-

17). Bishop Rolf Koppe was quoted next; he emphasized that “European nations must be 

open toward one another and that it is most important that they come to know and respect 

each other” (lines 18-19).
473

 He then proceeded to highlight that, “the Serbs living in 

Germany are a bridge between the two nations and that the diaspora is an integral part of 

the Serbian nation” (lines 19-20).
474

 The German press release also contained a reference 

to this statement. The last person quoted was Roman Catholic Archbishop Stanislav 

Hočevar, who was referred to as “His Eminence,” a title usually used for Orthodox 

bishops and only rarely for representatives of other churches.
475

 Archbishop Hočevar was 

cited as saying (among other things), “Through dialogue within churches and between 
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 “Закључено је да је идентитет хришћана, непрестани подвиг обнове и оплемењивања личности и 

природне околине. Хришћани су призвани да себе дају за другога. Цркве би требало да говоре међу 

собом о сличностима, а не о различитостима” (lines 7-10).  

473
 “[…] да европски народи морају бити отворени једни другима и да је најбитније да се међусобно 

упознају и поштују.”  

474
 “[...] да су Срби у Немачкој мост двеју нација и да је дијаспора саставни део српског народа.” 

475
 “Његово Преосвештенство.” 
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churches and states we must come to reconciliation.”
476

 “Reconciliation” was indeed the 

final word of the press release, which interestingly chose to quote one Protestant and two 

Catholic representatives and no one from the Serbian Orthodox Church. This stands in 

contrast to the final press release issued by the Pressestelle of the EKD, which in addition 

to three German participants, also used ample quotes from six Serbian delegates. 

However, there was no mention anywhere (unlike in the German press release) of the 

Baptist presenter, or of the representatives from Zagreb. Thereby two important groups, 

who represent populations with whom reconciliation would be needed, were ignored. The 

fact that the Charta Oecumenica was presented in Serbian for the first time during this 

consultation (which is mentioned in the German press release) was also completely left 

out of the Serbian press releases. 

 Following the first consultation to have been held in Belgrade, the circle of 

organizers all agreed that certain important decisions about the next meeting should be 

made as soon as possible. On September 29, 2003 the Commission for Church and 

Society of the Central European Diocese of the SOC sent a written opinion concerning 

the organization of future Serbien-Tagungen to its two principal partners, the EKD and 

the DBK. The main issues addressed in the text were: 

1) Questions regarding future cooperation with the Christian Cultural Center and 

KAS Belgrade; 
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 “Дијалогом унутар Цркава и Цркава са државама мора доћи до помирења.” 
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2) The location of future consultations (with arguments listed separately for holding 

the next meeting in Belgrade and for yearly alternating the location between 

Serbia and Germany); and 

3) Plans for forming an NGO in Germany, the function of which would be analogous 

to that of the Christian Cultural Center in Belgrade.
477

 

The document referred to the involvement of KAS Belgrade as “a situational 

solution” that seemingly arose out of necessity and stated that it led to problems during 

the conference, particularly resulting in tension and misunderstandings between the 

organizers from Germany and representatives of the KAS Belgrade office – presumably 

due to conceptual differences regarding the dialogue process.
478

 Although the 

participation of the CCC was not evaluated explicitly in the text, it may be assumed from 

the formulations that the organizers were satisfied with their involvement. This should 

not be surprising, considering that the organizers had already established a working 

relationship with its president, Prof. Dr. Bigović, and his participation in a previous 

Serbien-Tagung allowed him to have a better understanding of what these meetings were 

aiming to achieve. In spite of the serious concerns expressed in this document, the 

                                                 
477

 Tihomir Popović, “Stellungnahme der Kommission Kirche und Gesellschaft der Serbischen Orthodoxen 

Diözese für Mitteleuropa: Hinsichtlich der weiteren Organisation und Planung der ‘Serbien-Tagungen’,” 

(Hannover, September 29, 2003), 1-3. 

478
 Popović, “Stellungnahme der Kommission Kirche und Gesellschaft,” 1, 2. The issue of differing 

priorities between KAS and the church-based organizers of the consultations was echoed by other 

participants as well. Since KAS is a political foundation, its main interest in supporting the process was 

connected to its political dimensions, i.e. the potentially positive contribution that these discussions would 

make on the democratization process in Serbia. On the other hand, the church bodies involved always 

considered the goals of the consultations to be broader than that. In the end, the partnership continued, in 

part because KAS did continue to offer not only financial and logistical support for the consultations 

themselves, but even financing related activities that grew out of this process. 
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Belgrade office of KAS remained involved in the organization of future consultations, 

providing both administrative and financial support. 

Among the reasons listed in favor of organizing the next consultation in Belgrade 

was the claim that the meeting received much broader media coverage than those held in 

Germany. Drawing more public attention was seen as a positive outcome by the author of 

the text – especially in light of the claim that most media reports were positive in the way 

they reported on the event. It was also stated that according to the organizers, the most 

important audience to be reached with information on the consultations was precisely the 

Serbian public.
479

 

 

The Sixth Meeting: October 31 – November 2, 2004, Berlin, Germany 

Topic: Serbia: East in the West and West in the East? 1054 – 1204 – 1804 – 2004 

The organizers eventually decided to hold the next consultation in Germany again. 

The project proposal for the sixth meeting
480

 addressed the central issues emanating from 

the title chosen for the conference. In particular it emphasized the contrasting of East 

against West, as it has characterized public discourse in Serbia and also in the rest of 

Europe: 

Even the church of Christ in Serbia is often defined as part of these geo-

political categories, through which one tries to instrumentalize it. In 

particular, Serbs in the “nationalist camp” view themselves – especially in 

light of the contentions with Muslims in Bosnia and Kosovo – as 

descendants of those heroes who have fallen as “defenders of the Christian 
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 Popović, “Stellungnahme der Kommission Kirche und Gesellschaft,” 1. 

480
 “Projektbeschreibung—Serbien: ‚Der Osten im Westen und der Westen im Osten‘? 1054 – 1204 – 1804 

– 2004,” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 74-75. 
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West.” The West in turn symbolizes in their eyes the degenerate traitor of 

his own Christian ideals. This is how in the “national camp” a self-image 

is formed of Serbia as the only true European nation that had been left 

alone by everyone else to defend their formerly shared ideals. Ultimately, 

people like to identify with the Constantinople of 1204, ravaged by 

“Western” Crusaders, and brand the modern Europe as godless. 

Byzantium is defined as the “real Europe” and Serbia as its legitimate 

successor. Proponents of a Western-oriented intercultural society 

relentlessly criticize this approach. A true dialogue has not really taken 

place.
481

 

 

In addition to describing the situation in Serbia fairly accurately, this passage also 

drew attention to how Western Europe was being perceived by many Serbs – an 

important factor to take into consideration when organizing any type of meeting aimed at 

intercultural or interreligious dialogue. It also revealed aspects of self-identification 

within a considerable stratum of Serbian society. The text continued by formulating some 

of the key questions that should guide the presentations and discussions at the next 

meeting: 

 

How do the churches position themselves in this situation in view of their 

history and also in view of the future integration in Europe? Is the West 

truly godless, and Serbia, the bulwark of faith? Can the common heritage 

promote the spiritual and moral development of both sides? Which 

approach – the national or the “intercultural” – is more compatible with 

basic Christian principles? Can the differentiation between “Western” and 

                                                 
481

 “Auch die Kirche Christi in Serbien wird nicht selten im Rahmen dieser geo-politischen Kategorien 

definiert, wodurch man versucht, sie zu instrumentalisieren. Insbesondere Serben des „nationalen Lagers“ 

sehen sich – vor allem im Lichte der Auseinandersetzungen mit Moslems in Bosnien und im Kosovo – als 

Nachkommen derjenigen Helden, die als „Verteidiger des christlichen Abendlandes“ gefallen sind. Der 

Westen dagegen symbolisiert in ihren Augen den degenerierten Verräter seiner eigenen christlichen Ideale. 

So entsteht im „nationalen Lager“ ein Selbstbild Serbiens als einer in der Verteidigung ehemals 

gemeinsamer Ideale allein gelassener, einzig wahrer europäischer Nation. Letztlich identifiziert man sich 

gerne mit dem 1204 von den „westlichen“ Kreuzrittern verwüsteten Konstantinopel und stempelt das 

moderne Europa als gottlos ab. Man definiert Byzanz als das „wahre Europa“ und Serbien als dessen 

legitimen Nachfolger. Die Befürworter einer westlich orientierten, interkulturellen Gesellschaft kritisieren 

dieses Konzept schonungslos. Ein wahrer Dialog findet jedoch kaum statt.” Dokumentation der Serbien-

Tagungen, 74. 
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“Eastern” Christianity still be transferred today to “civil cultural 

landscapes”? Or, the other way around: How closely should the churches 

intertwine their mission with (party-related) political interests?
482

 

 

The press release published by the press offices of the EKD (but according to a 

note at the end of the text, originating from both the EKD and the DBK), announcing the 

sixth meeting, was published on October 28, 2004. The text echoed the formulation of the 

problematic as it appeared in the project proposal and made it clear that “the dialogue of 

an Orthodox Church with the churches and political representatives in the West is still not 

self-evident.”
483

 

Most frequently used words: Serbia/Serbian (12); West (6); East (5); 

politics/political (5); church (4). 

A brief press release (undated) was also published in Serbian with the title, “The 

Sixth Conference of the Central European Diocese, the German Bishops’ Conference 

(DBK) and the Evangelical Church of Germany (EKD): Serbia—‘East in the West and 

West in the East.’? 1054-1204-1804-2004.”
484

 It was also placed on the web site of the 
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 “Wie positionieren sich die Kirchen selbst in dieser Situation im Blick auf ihre Geschichte wie auch im 

Blick auf das in Zukunft zusammenwachsende Europa? Ist der Westen wirklich gottlos und Serbien das 

gläubige Bollwerk? Kann das gemeinsame Erbe die geistig-moralische Entwicklung beider Seiten 

befördern? Welches Konzept – das nationale oder das „interkulturelle“ – ist eher mit den grundlegenden 

christlichen Prinzipien vereinbar? Kann die Differenzierung zwischen dem „westlichen“ und dem 

„östlichen“ Christentum auch heute noch auf „zivile Kulturlandschaften“ übertragen werden? Umgekehrt: 

Wie eng dürfen die Kirchen ihren Auftrag mit (partei-) politischen Interessen verflechten?” Dokumentation 

der Serbien-Tagungen, 74-75. 
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 “Der Dialog einer orthodoxen Kirche mit den Kirchen und Vertretern der Politik im Westen ist nach wie 

vor nicht selbstverständlich.” Dokumentation der Serbien-Tagungen, 76. 

484
 “Шеста конференција Српске православне епархије средњоевропске, Немачке бискупске 
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истоку»? 1054-1204-1804-2004.” Note that the name of the EKD appears incorrectly in the original: it is 

referred to as “evangelistička” instead of “evangelička” (which is the correct term and the one that is used 

by both Lutheran churches in Serbia) and it is also called “of Germany” instead of “in Germany,” which is 
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Serbian Orthodox Church. The text opened by referring to the key dates enumerated in 

the title – two of which may not have been obvious to Western Christians: the conquest 

of Constantinople by the army of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 and the First Serbian 

Uprising against Turkish rule in 1804. Choosing these three dates (apart from all them 

conveniently being round anniversaries), was most likely done to represent two aspects 

relevant for the thematic of the Serbien-Tagungen:  

1) the schism and growing apart (at times even leading to armed conflict, 

as in 1204) between Western and Eastern Christianity, which is now among the 

central challenges that ecumenical endeavors are aiming to overcome;  

2) the attempts by Serbs to break free from oppression and the rule of 

foreign powers – and by association, gaining freedom of religion as well.   

The press release continued with an explanation of the central questions to be 

discussed by the participants, all of which relate to identity and to “the positioning of 

Serbia and of the Serbs between “East” and “West” in the confessional, cultural, and 

political sense” (lines 4-5).
485

 The third and final paragraph of the text cited the words of 

Patriarch Pavle from his Easter epistle of that year:  

 

Therefore, we should not replace the living Christ, who became a concrete 

man, with anything or with anyone: not with any national symbols or 

political ideologies. Let us unite in the Lord in the Liturgy, through the 

community with specific living people, and not in ideas or dead symbols 

                                                                                                                                                 
what “in Deutschland” in the official name of the organization translates to. The term “evangelistička” is 

also used in the 2003 press releases in Serbian. 

485
 “Конференција се бави питањем позиционирања Србије и Срба између конфесионалног, 

културног и политичког «истока» и «запада».” 
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and temporal things. Let us not tear the Body of Christ apart for love of 

power (lines 18-22).
486

  

 

 

Most frequently used words: East (5); West (5); culture (5); Serbia/Serbian 

(5); church (2); politics/political (2). 

Important developments for the norms of human rights protection in Serbia and 

Montenegro during 2003 included the new state union’s ratification of the Charter on 

Human and Minority Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Povelja o ljudskim i 

manjinskim pravima i građanskim slobodama) on February 28, 2003. Article 28 of the 

Charter on Human and Minority Rights made conscientious objection a legally valid 

option for the first time and made allowance for an alternative civil service lasting a few 

months longer than regular military service for those who refused to bear arms. Religious 

conviction was listed among the acceptable reasons for conscientious objection. As 

previous laws had permitted the refusal of military service on religious grounds, 

offenders were usually punished with prison sentences. Among them were often 

Nazarenes and Jehovah’s Witnesses. In order to turn the letter of the new law into reality, 

the Council of Ministers of Serbia and Montenegro issued a directive that allowed civil 

service in social or humanitarian institutions. This directive came into force November 

15, 2003 and on December 22 the first group of conscientious objectors was able to begin 

their civil service. By mid-2004, a significant proportion of conscripts had opted for civil 
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 “Зато, не замењујмо живога Христа, Који је постао конкретан човек, било чиме, било киме: ни 

националним символима, ни политичким идеологијама. Ујединимо се у Господу, у Литургији, кроз 

заједницу са конкретним живим људима, а не у идејама и мртвим символима и пролазним стварима. 

Не цепајмо Тело Христово због властољубља.” 
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service. In November the press reported that more than 13,000 had signed up for civil 

service, with 5,000 further applications pending.
487

 

In 2003 the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro also became signatory to the 

European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

(ECHR), which entered into force on the territory of the country March 3, 2004. This was 

a significant development because by ratifying the Convention the country obliged itself 

not only to uphold the standard of protection for the religious freedoms contained therein, 

but also to be subject to any binding future decisions of the European Court of Human 

Rights in case a citizen who could not find legal redress within the national justice system 

against the alleged abuse by state authorities of his/her freedoms concerning religion 

decided to take their case to Strasbourg. 

Boris Tadić, Minister of Defense of the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro at 

the time, announced in December 2003 that a team regulating religious issues affecting 

the army would be formed, in cooperation with the traditional religious communities. 

Plans for the work of this group included the introduction of instruction on Serbian 

Orthodoxy at the Military Academy and the opening of the Military Medical Academy 

for religious assistance by priests.
488

 Also of great significance for the Serbian Orthodox 

Church was the decision of the Government of the Republic of Serbia, according to 

which the Theological Faculty of the SOC, which had been part of the University of 

Belgrade until October 1952, was reintegrated into the structure of the university as of 
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 “Humanitarni radnici” (Humanitarian Workers), Politika, November 24, 2004: 10. 
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January 1, 2004. On June 1, 2004 Bishop Homeyer was awarded the highest honor of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church, the Order of St. Sava of the First Class as a recognition of the 

support he had shown to the church and to Serbia. 

The early part of 2004 was also marked by a serious crisis, as on March 18, 2004 

violence ignited in Kosovo once again between the ethnic Albanian and Serb populations. 

In reaction to the destruction of several historically and spiritually significant Serbian 

Orthodox churches and monasteries in Kosovo, mobs vandalized and set fire to several 

Islamic religious buildings in Serbia. Among these were the Bayrakli mosque (Belgrade’s 

only functioning mosque, built around 1575) and the minaret in the center of Niš. The 

violent crowds targeted the Muslim minority living in Serbia because they identified 

them with the (also predominantly Muslim) Kosovar Albanians. All of these events 

highlighted the still precarious nature of peace in South Eastern Europe. They also led to 

a call for Kosovo Serbs to boycott the October 2004 elections for the Kosovo Assembly – 

an initiative that was not only supported by the political leadership of Serbia but also by 

the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the SOC and explicitly by Patriarch Pavle himself. The 

argument used by the religious leadership was that as long as the basic human rights of 

Serbs living in the province were not guaranteed, they should not vote.
489

 

On July 6, 2004 the Serbian Ministry for Religious Affairs presented a new draft 

bill under the name Zakon o slobodi vere, crkvama, verskim zajdenicama i verskim 
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 See the communiqué issued by the Holy Assembly of Bishops, “There Should be No Call on Kosovo 

Serbs to Vote without Credible Guarantees,” on October 1, 2004, accessed August 3, 2011, 
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udruženjima (Law on the Freedom of Belief, Churches, Religious Communities, and 

Religious Associations). While the traditional churches and religious communities all 

supported this draft bill, several human rights organizations (including the Helsinki 

Committee for Human Rights in Serbia) and smaller religious communities, such as the 

Baptists, Pentecostals and the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, criticized 

it heavily. They claimed that the draft bill would perpetuate the strict hierarchy among 

religious communities already accepted by the laws regulating religious instruction in 

public schools. As a reaction to continued protests, the Serbian government eventually 

withdrew the draft bill from public debate in September 2004. A new draft was produced 

later in the autumn but at the end of the year the future of this new draft was not yet clear. 

The sixth Serbien-Tagung was held in Germany again, in part at the Dietrich-

Bonhoeffer-Haus in Berlin. The conference began on a Sunday and participants were 

invited to attend the liturgy at the Serbian Orthodox Church of St. Sava in Berlin in the 

morning, followed by lunch on the premises of the parish. The actual program of the 

consultation began later that afternoon, with welcome words and introductions before 

dinner.  

On the first evening, Prof. Dr. Thomas Bremer from the Ecumenical Institute at 

the University of Münster gave a presentation titled, “East and West in European Cultural 

and Religious History,”
490

 in which he offered a few observations regarding the East-

West separation within the continent. Prof. Bremer remarked that the North-South divide 

has actually been a much more important and tangible issue within several European 
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 “Ost und West in der europäischen Kultur- und Religionsgeschichte.” 
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countries (including Germany and France) and European regions, such as Central Europe, 

where it was caused by the impact of the Reformation, and even on a global scale. He 

portrayed how influential the conceptual divide between East and West has nonetheless 

been: “Even if today the political East-West confrontation has been overcome, our 

thinking remains as much characterized by this opposition as ever.”
491

 He then proceeded 

to address the problematic directly, talking about perceptions of the Orient and how as a 

result Orthodox Christians have been viewed by their counterparts in Western and 

Northern Europe. One section of his presentation concerned the question of what is 

understood by the word “Europe” and how Europe may be defined and delineated. His 

conclusion was that historical experiences, geography, or even cultural rationales were 

not very helpful in establishing where the borders of Europe lay. It is also questionable 

whether a true community of shared values encompasses the entire continent. Prof. 

Bremer cautioned against an understanding of the European Union as a community of 

Western or Christian states, but rather it should be understood as a community based on 

common interests and shared values. He argued against the exclusion of majority 

Orthodox countries from the EU and stated, “It is for the churches to rediscover this sense 

of their mutual complementarity and to actualize it in their lives again. This must begin 

with the fact that they know and understand each other.”
492

 After emphasizing this first 

step, Prof. Bremer concluded by saying, “It should not be about defining a culture as 
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 “Auch wenn heute die politische Ost-West-Konfrontation überwunden ist, so prägt doch dieser 

Gegensatz unser Denken nach wie vor.” 
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 “Es ist Sache der Kirchen, dieses Bewusstsein für ihre gegenseitige Komplementarität wieder zu 

entdecken und in ihrem Leben zu verwirklichen. Das muss damit beginnen, dass man sich gegenseitig 

kennt und versteht.” 



264 

 

binding and to require all others to adjust to it. Living together in diversity and with 

differences is a value, a cultural achievement that we should not give up so easily.”
493

 

The second day of the conference began with optional participation in Mass on 

the occasion of the Feast of All Saints in the chapel of the Catholic Academy, 

concelebrated by Belgrade Archbishop Stanislav Hočevar and Bishop of Hildesheim, Dr. 

Josef Homeyer. Then, first presenters of the day were Prof. Dr. Smilja Marjanović-

Dušanić from the Faculty of Philosophy of the University of Belgrade who spoke on 

“Eastern and Western in Medieval Serbia,”
494

 and Vladan Kostadinović from the 

theological Seminary of the SOC in Kragujevac, who addressed “Orient and Occident in 

Serbian Church History,”
495

 The rest of the day was dedicated to panel discussions, first 

on the topic of “The Impact of Historical Experiences on the Relations between the 

Confessions.”
496

 This topic was divided into two sessions, the first one focusing on the 

experiences in Serbia, with representatives from the Serbian Orthodox Church (Bishop 

Ignjatije of Braničevo), the Roman Catholic Church in Serbia (Archbishop Hočevar), the 

Reformed Christian Church (Pastor Károly Béres), and the Jewish Community (Aca 

Singer, Chairman of the Association of Jewish Communities in Serbia) taking part in the 

discussion. The second session approached the topic in relation to the ecumenical 

cooperation of churches, in which three speakers took part: Bishop Rolf Koppe of the 
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 “Es kann nicht darum gehen, eine Kultur als verbindlich zu definieren und die Anpassung aller anderen 
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EKD, Bishop Dr. Homeyer, representing the DBK and COMECE, and Romanian 

Orthodox Priest Prof. Dr. Viorel Ioniţa from the Conference of European Churches. A 

third panel discussion concluded the program in the evening with the title, “Imprisoned 

by History? Perspectives on Current Politics,” in which politicians from Germany and 

Serbia participated.
497

 

The third day of the consultation was spent on site, visiting the offices of the 

plenipotentiaries of the EKD to the German federal government. Here the participants 

first held morning prayers, then followed a panel discussion on the topic, “Political 

Consequences for the Arrangement of the Coexistence of Confessions and Religions: A 

New Law on Religion in Serbia,”
498

 with participants Archpriest Prof. Dr. Ljubivoje 

Stojanović and Snežana Stojković, both representing the Serbian Ministry for Religious 

Affairs, and Steffie Lamers, former minister for culture in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern.  

In contrast to the previous consultation, other churches and religious communities 

in Serbia apart from the SOC were relatively well represented this time: two delegates 

from the RCC in Serbia and from Reformed Christian Church each, and one 

representative each from the Baptist Alliance, the Islamic Community and the Jewish 

Community. Europe-wide church organizations such as the CEC and COMECE were 

both represented. At the request of Jürgen Gansäuer (CDU), President of the Parliament 
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 “‘Gefangen in der Geschichte?’ Perspektiven heutiger Politik.” The participants were Jürgen Gansäuer, 
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of Lower Saxony, a participant from Kosovo was invited, who was studying in Hannover 

at the time. Two members of the Yugoslav royal family (Prince Vladimir, a first cousin to 

Crown Prince Alexander, and his wife, Princess Brigitte) were also among the 

participants.  

The press release following the meeting (dated November 3, 2004) bearing the 

title, “Sixth Serbian Meeting from October 31 until November 2, 2004 in Berlin: 

Churches Jointly Contribute to Reconciliation and Integration in Europe,”
499

 included the 

following statement without indicating who said it (whether it was one participant, 

several participating churches or organizations, or even the result of an overall 

consensus): “In the discussion of certain historical dates, which are important for the 

Serbian view of history, it became clear that for the future of Serbia and for the process of 

integration
500

 of the peoples of Europe, a new approach to history is necessary” (lines 9-

11).
501

 In quite strong terms, the press release identified one of the central challenges 

facing the churches in Serbia today as “spreading this news [of reconciliation with God 

through Christ] and to living it, and thereby opening the way for the people out of the 
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 “Sechste Serbien-Tagung vom 31.10. bis 2.11.2004 in Berlin: Kirchen tragen gemeinsam zur 

Versöhnung und zum Zusammenwachsen Europas bei.” 
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 A note must be made about the word “Zusammenwachsen,” which is used repeatedly in German 
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 “Im Gespräch über einige historische Daten, die für das serbische Geschichtsbild wichtig sind, wurde 

deutlich, dass für die Zukunft Serbiens und für das Zusammenwachsen der Völker Europas ein neuer 

Umgang mit der Geschichte notwendig ist.” 
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captivity of history” (lines 21-22).
502

 The document closed with a common point of 

agreement by all participants that the churches have an important role in the 

reconciliation and growing together of Europe. 

Most frequently used words: together/cooperation (8); Serbia/Serbian (7); church 

(6); past/history (5); reconciliation (5); Europe (4); East (3); West (3). 

 

The Seventh Meeting: November 24-28, 2005, Golubac, Serbia 

Topic: The Clash of Cultures? The Cultural Heritage between Religion and Ethnic 

Groups: Outlook on the Future of South Eastern Europe 

There were a few significant ecumenical events that preceded the next Serbien-

Tagung. In January 2005 Bishop emeritus Homeyer traveled to former Yugoslavia, 

visiting Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, before heading to Hungary and ending his trip in 

Romania. While in Serbia, he attended a meeting of the Roman Catholic Bishops’ 

Conference in Serbia and Montenegro marking the end of the week of prayer for 

Christian unity and participated in ecumenical encounters. On January 27, he took part in 

the festivities on the Feast Day of St. Sava at the Faculty of Orthodox Theology in 

Belgrade, met with Patriarch Pavle and several priests of the SOC, and joined Bishop 

Lavrentije in Šabac, who was celebrating his 70
th

 birthday. Finally, he provided the 

introduction to an interreligious colloquium organized by KAS in Belgrade.
503

  

                                                 
502

 “Für die Kirchen gilt es, diese Botschaft zu verkündigen und zu leben und damit den Menschen Wege 

aus der Gefangenschaft der Geschichte zu eröffnen.” 

503
 Nachlass Bischof Homeyer, Sign. 513. 
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On October 20-21, 2005 delegates representing Christianity, Islam and Judaism 

had a meeting in Istanbul with members of the EPP-ED (European People’s Party 

[Christian Democrats] – European Democrats) Group in the European Parliament. The 

Serbian Orthodox Church was represented by Bishop Irinej of Bačka and by Bogdan 

Lubardić, professor at the Serbian Orthodox Theological Faculty in Belgrade. Bishop 

Irinej addressed the plenary session and gave a report on ecumenical and interreligious 

developments in Serbia and Montenegro. According to the statement published by the 

Information Service of the Serbian Orthodox Church, the aim of the meeting was “to lay 

the foundations for European solidarity and cooperation in order to enhance the 

continuing enlargement of the European Union.”
504

 

Immediately prior to the seventh consultation, the “Conference on the 

Contribution of the Churches to Religious, Cultural and International Cooperation on the 

Path toward European Integration” was held in the towns of Subotica and Bečej 

November 22-24, 2004. It was organized by the Bačka Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church and the Roman Catholic Bishopric of Subotica. Participants included 

representatives from all of the traditional churches in Serbia, government officials, 

among them Minister of Religious Affairs Milan Radulović and Prime Minister Vojislav 

Koštunica, as well as members of national minority councils and non-governmental 

organizations. The official message from the conference called Christian churches to 

                                                 
504

 Information Service of the Serbian Orthodox Church, “9
th

 Dialogue between the Orthodox Church and 

the EPP-ED Group,” accessed August 3, 2011, http://spc.rs/old//Vesti-2005/10/24-10-05-e.html#dia.  

http://spc.rs/old/Vesti-2005/10/24-10-05-e.html#dia
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“fruitful dialogue and fraternal cooperation.”
505

 The conference was among the most 

significant ecumenical events of recent times and received a lot of attention from the 

Serbian media. 

The press release preceding the seventh Serbien-Tagung (not dated, issued on 

June 6, 2005) with the title, “‘Clash of Cultures’? Cultural Heritage between Religion and 

Ethnicity: A Glimpse into the Future of South Eastern Europe,”
506

 states the problematic 

as the monistic and ethnically defined concept of culture according to which one ethnic 

group corresponds to one confession and “one culture.” The reasons given for such 

developments are historical. The goal of the meeting that the press release formulates is 

“to provide a dialogue platform, where the representatives of the churches and religious 

communities of South Eastern Europe can exchange thoughts over the problematic of 

‘cultural heritage’” (lines 30-32).
507

 The press release concludes with a list of questions 

meant for discussion. Although it is not elaborated upon and does not form the central 

focus of the press release, the text does mention Kosovo and Metohija as one of those 

parts of South Eastern Europe where hatred can still be observable within the population. 

                                                 
505

 “Message from the Conference on the Contribution of the Churches to Religious, Cultural and 

International Cooperation on the Path to European Integration,” (Belgrade: Information Service of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church, November 24, 2004), accessed July 30, 2011, http://www.spc.rs/old//Vesti-

2004/11/24-11-04-e.html#mes. The conference was featured prominently on the web site of the SOC in 

both Serbian and English. 

506
 “‘Clash of Cultures’? Kulturerbe zwischen Religion und Ethnie: Blick in die Zukunft Südosteuropas.” 

507
 “Das Ziel der Tagung ist es, eine Dialogplattform zu schaffen, auf der sich die Vertreterinnen und 

Verteter der Kirchen und Glaubensgemeinschaften Südosteuropas über den Problemkreis ‘Kulturerbe’ 

austauschen können.” 

http://www.spc.org.yu/Vesti-2004/11/26-11-04-c.html
http://www.spc.org.yu/Vesti-2004/11/26-11-04-c.html
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Most frequently used words: cultural heritage (10); religion/religious (6); South 

Eastern Europe (6); confession (used as a synonym for a Christian denomination) (5); 

conflict (5); ethnic (5); culture (4); identity (3). 

The seventh consultation was held in the Serbian town of Golubac on the Danube 

November 24-28, 2005.
508

 This location fell under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of 

Bishop Ignjatije of Braničevo, who had attended the 2004 consultation in Berlin and was 

willing to be the host of the next event. The town of Golubac was a good example for 

illustrating the central topic of the conference: shared cultural heritage. The first 

settlement originated in pre-Roman times, then belonged to the Roman Empire. The 

fortress, which still stands today, was built by the Hungarians most likely in the 14
th

 

century and from the 15
th

 century onward it changed hands between Serbia, Hungary, the 

Ottoman Turkish Empire, and the Habsburg Empire, and today stands on the border with 

Romania. 

The involvement of the Christian Cultural Center in the organization of this 

consultation was significant and highly visible. Most of the foreign guests, for example, 

first gathered on the premises of the Monastery of the Archangel Gabriel in Zemun (a 

district of the city of Belgrade) where they were welcomed by Prof. Dr. Bigović, who is 

the priest at the neighboring Church of the Archangel Gabriel, and his CCC staff and 

traveled on to Golubac together.  

The problems that different approaches can lead to when not harmonized became 

visible at the 2005 consultation, when Jürgen Gansäuer, President of the Parliament of 

                                                 
508

 The town’s many names in different languages attest to its eventful past: Columbria (Latin); Golubac 

(Serbian); Galambóc (Hungarian); Taubenberg (German); Güvercinlik (Turkish). 
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Lower Saxony, was invited to give a presentation. Gansäuer had been present at the 

Serbien-Tagung the year before and wished to make his views known to the participants 

of this consultation. The CDU politician had originally been invited because of his 

involvement in South Eastern Europe, particularly in Kosovo. The paper Gansäuer was 

going to present had been translated into Serbian ahead of time and was placed in the 

welcome folders that were given to participants upon their arrival in Golubac. Upon 

reading it, several participants from Serbia reportedly wanted to withdraw from 

participating in the consultation and leave immediately. It took a lot of behind-the-scenes 

negotiating and convincing by the organizers to calm everyone down so that the 

conference could go ahead as planned. The meeting was able to begin on November 25, 

as planned,
509

 with words of welcome from the host and from representatives of the 

organizations involved in preparing the event. The opening word and prayer was spoken 

by Bishop Ignjatije, who left immediately afterwards and did not take part in the rest of 

the consultation at all.  

After the opening of the consultation, the first round of discussions was dedicated 

to the cultural concepts of religions and confessions, in which representatives of the SOC 

and of the RCC in Serbia took part. Prof. Dr. Bigović, in his lecture titled “Christian 

Culture,” offered a few observations regarding the nature of culture from a theological 

standpoint and concerning the relationship of the human being to culture.
510

 Among his 

                                                 
509

 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 

510
 The English translation of Bigović’s lecture has been published as “Christian Culture,” in Radovan 

Bigović, The Orthodox Church in 21
st
 Century (Belgrade: Foundation Konrad Adenauer , 2009), 133-137. 

The quotations in the text are taken from this translation, which was done by Petar Serović. 
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central statements were the following: “Culture is a gift and a wealth of riches;” 

“Orthodox culture is theurgic; it is the culture of eschatological realism, a prosopography 

of its own kind.” He warned of the dangers of elevating culture to a level where it is 

viewed as sacred, and reminded the audience that Christians had not always been immune 

to idolizing culture. Prof. Bigović issued the following criticism, which also describes 

certain present-day tendencies within his own church: 

 

Today all Christian nations suffer from romantic visions of the past when 

everything “used to be ideal and perfect” as opposed to being “perverse 

and defective” today. An icon or a church is “more Orthodox” if it is a 

better copy of an already existing, old one. This tendency threatens to the 

Church into an ordinary museum of art or cultural antiquities and customs, 

undoubtedly stunningly beautiful, but tragically lifeless. The power of this 

cultural ultra-conservatism is neither small nor negligible…
511

 

 

The presentation concluded with an explanation of how “the Orthodox Church 

has never advocated a cultural unification of the world,” but has recognized and 

supported the expression of diverse cultures and traditions. According to such 

understanding, Prof. Bigović stated, “Europe should be seen as a mosaic of different 

cultures.”
512

 

The block unit focusing on “Religious Cultural Heritage: History and Present”
513

 

began with the presentation by Jürgen Gansäuer, “The Relationship between Religious, 

Cultural and National Loyalty in German Protestantism.”
514

 Gansäuer’s stance 

                                                 
511

 Bigović, “Christian Culture,” 136. 

512
 Bigović, “Christian Culture,” 136-137. 

513
 “Religiöses Kulturerbe: Geschichte und Gegenwart.” 

514
 “Das Verhältnis von religiöser, kultureller und nationaler Bindung im deutschen Protestantismus.” 
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concerning the Serbian political leadership and the SOC was very different from that of 

the EKD and the DBK. After having built relationships within the SOC and having led 

the Serbien-Tagungen for years, EKD and DBK representatives had come to understand 

to a greater degree the complexity underlying current political and societal issues in 

Serbia and in the South Eastern European region in general. They had been able to hear 

several different sides to each story, as told from the perspectives of both majority and 

minority communities (whether ethnic, religious, or other). This has led them to 

consciously approach the process of consultations with the SOC and other ecumenical 

partners in Serbia with great patience – rejoicing at each small step that was taken. 

Although they recognized the enormity of the challenges that the formulated goals of this 

process represented but at the same time they realized that it was a long and difficult road 

ahead of them, especially if these meetings were ever going to lead to any form of 

reconciliation. They had also aimed to avoid presenting themselves as those with more 

experience, from whom others could learn. Instead, they were trying to consider 

themselves as equals to their conversation partners.
515

  

In contrast, Gansäuer’s approach exhibited lack of patience (or willingness to 

consider the complexities and the suffering involved) and sympathy, particularly 

concerning Serbia.
516

 It was from this viewpoint that he presented the experience of the 

German churches in reconciliation efforts between France and Germany following World 

War II. He also portrayed this process as a model that Serbia should learn from and 
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 Antje Heider-Rottwilm, interview by author, April 3, 2011, Hamburg. 

516
 Antje Heider-Rottwilm, interview by author, April 3, 2011, Hamburg. 
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follow. He drew parallels between post-World-War-II Germany and post-Yugoslav 

Serbia. It is no wonder that participants from Serbia had vehemently objected to his 

planned presentation. 

The other papers presented in the same thematic block were:  

- “Serbia: Religious and Ethnic Identification between a Balkan Past and a 

European Future,”
517

 presented by Prof. Dr. Danijela Gavrilović from the 

University of Niš;  

- “Orthodoxy and Culture: Observations on Orthodoxy in America,”
518

 by 

Prof. Dr. Reinhard Thöle, Referent for Eastern Churches (Ostkirchen) at 

the Konfessionskundliches Institut of the EKD in Bensheim and advisor to 

the EKD on dialogue with Orthodox churches; and 

- “Religious Objects in a Multiconfessional Society,”
519

 presented by 

Dragomir Acović, member of the Privy Council of Prince Alexander 

Karađorđević and head architect in charge of the interior of the Church of 

St. Sava in Belgrade. 

After the Divine Liturgy on the occasion of the feast day of St. John Chrysostom 

in the morning, the consultation continued with the hot topic, “The Cultural Heritage of 

Kosovo and Metohija.”
520

 The session lasted for several hours. This discussion, in which 
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 “Serbien: religiöse und ethnische Identifikation zwischen einer Balkan-Vergangenheit und einer 

europäischen Zukunft.” 
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 “Orthodoxie und Kultur: Beobachtungen zur Orthodoxie in Amerika.” 
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 “Religiöse Objekte in einer multikonfessionellen Gesellschaft.” 
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 “Das Kulturerbe von Kosovo und Metohija.” 
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Serbs, Albanians and foreigners all took part, became heated, as vastly opposing 

evaluations of the current situation were being presented. One of the participants likened 

the position of the Serbs in the province to that of the Jews during the Holocaust in 

Germany. This of course elicited strong reactions not only from the participants from 

Germany but also from the ethnic Albanians present. It should be noted that there were a 

few representatives from Kosovo at this consultation, from different ethnic backgrounds, 

inducing Albanian, Serbian, and German (the latter represented by Walter Happel, SJ, 

director of the Loyola-Gymnasium in Prizren). 

The next major thematic block broadened the topic to the level of Europe. In this 

session, Prof. Dr. Thomas Bremer gave a presentation titled, “What is European Cultural 

Heritage?”
521

 After recognizing the impossibility of the task to define European cultural 

heritage in one presentation, Dr. Bremer proceeded to point out that the first problem in 

the process of creating such a definition concerns what we understand Europe to be. It is 

often defined as a community based on shared values – values which have largely been 

transmitted through the Enlightenment, and are admittedly based on Judeo-Christian 

values that have provided the basis for the recognition of the dignity of the human being 

with regard to for example human rights, freedom, and equality. Examining the influence 

that certain religious traditions (particularly Judaism, Christianity and Islam) have had on 

the continent he noted the fact that the borders between various religions and confessions 

have always been porous, which means that the cultural heritage of Europe cannot be 

                                                 
521

 “Was ist europäische Kulturerbe?” 
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static but rather it has been characterized by dynamic interactions. Dr. Bremer then 

observed, 

 

When one considers these phenomena as European traditions, then Europe 

appears to be the continent of religious pluralism. What is meant by this is 

not simply a juxtaposition of religious beliefs (because that can indeed be 

found elsewhere, too) but a process of mutually influencing one another, 

which has functioned more effectively here than anywhere else. [...] Thus, 

crossing over borders belongs to the European tradition, as do overcoming 

and critically questioning the conventional ways.
522

 

 

Dr. Bremer also pointed out that in spite of its positive contributions Christianity 

has been involved in all kinds of conflicts on the continent, and that it took a long time 

before the churches accepted and embraced the ideas of human rights and dignity. The 

presentation was concluded by two overall observations: first, that the presence of 

diversity must be taken seriously; second, that due to the dynamic nature of part and 

elements of cultural heritage and as a result of the mutual interactions and influences, 

there is no such thing as one single European cultural heritage but many, which together 

amount to portraying what is important for Europe.
523

 

One more presentation was given within this same segment of the conference by 

Prof. Dr. Basilius Groen from the University of Graz on “Religion and Nation: 

                                                 
522

 Thomas Bremer, “Was ist europäische Kulturerbe?,” 4: “Wenn man diese Phänomene als europäische 

Traditionen betrachten will, dann erscheint Europa als der Kontinent des religiösen Pluralismus. Damit ist 

hier nicht einfach ein Nebeneinander von religiösen Überzeugungen gemeint (denn das lässt sich ja auch 

woanders finden), sondern ein Prozess des sich gegenseitig Beeinflussens, der hier wie wohl nirgends sonst 

wirksam geworden ist. […] Zur europäischen Tradition gehört damit also die Grenzüberschreitung, die 

Überwindung und kritische Infragestellung der herkömmlichen Prägungen.” 

523
 Bremer, “Was ist europäische Kulturerbe?,” 5-6. 
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Macedonia in the Conflict Area of South Eastern Europe.”
524

 The consultation concluded 

with a final discussion and summary in the evening of the second day. Participants 

returned to Belgrade in the morning of Sunday, November 27, where they were invited to 

participate in Holy Liturgy celebrated by Archpriest Bigović at the Monastery of the 

Archangel Gabriel in Zemun. 

Out of all the Serbien-Tagungen, this was the only one where a serious conflict 

took place, alienating some of the participants and making them question the necessity 

and success of the entire process. What followed was serious re-evaluation afterwards, 

both internally, within the individual organizing entities, and together among the main 

organizing individuals representing the various groups. In spite of the controversy that 

arose out of the Kosovo-related discussions, there were definitely positive outcomes from 

this meeting as well. At the press conference on Sunday afternoon, held immediately 

following the end of the consultation, Superintendent Heider-Rottwilm, Archpriest Pejić 

and Dr. Johannes Oeldemann, director of the Johann-Adam-Möhler-Institut in Paderborn 

and representing the DBK at the consultation, all emphasized the success of the meeting 

that contributed to better understanding of one another by all participating parties.
525

 

The press release following the seventh meeting (dated November 29, 2005) 

titled, “The Seventh Serbian Meeting about the Future of South Eastern Europe: ‘Clash of 
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 “Religion und Nation: Mazedonien im südosteuropäischen Spannungsfeld.” 

525
 Audio recording by author of the official press conference held at Medija Centar, at the Sava Centar in 

Belgrade on November 27, 2005.  
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Cultures’? Cultural Heritage between Religion and Ethnicity,”
526

 presented a slightly 

different picture painted by the text preceding the meeting. In contrast to the general 

South Eastern European issues referred to by the previous text, according to this 

statement the central issue emerging at the meeting concerned the situation in Kosovo, 

particularly the special significance of the churches and monasteries in Kosovo as 

cultural assets of the Serbian Orthodox Church (lines 24-25). This press release thus 

became the only one in which “Kosovo” was among the most frequently used words. 

The solution and future prospects offered by the press release also differed from 

the original intentions expressed in the statement preceding the conference. Here, the 

argumentation continued, the cultural assets in Kosovo (not only of the SOC but 

presumably also of other ethnic groups and their religious communities – a mention is 

made to mosques) are of significance for all of Europe and belong to the global cultural 

heritage (lines 29-30). Appreciation of cultural diversity was thus presented as strength, 

in spite of the difficulties of the historical weight of conflicts in the region (lines 37-39). 

Toward the end of the press release, the focus was broadened to bring in the larger 

context of European integration, and the goal of the dialogue process was re-stated as 

“making the road to a united Europe possible” (lines 58-59).
527

 Additionally, the desire 

and need for continuing this dialogue process, as expressed by the participants at the 

meeting, was stated. 
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 “Siebte Serbien-Tagung zur Zukunft Südosteuropas: ‘Clash of Cultures’? Kulturerbe zwischen Religion 

und Ethnie.” 
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 “… dazu beitragen, den Weg in ein geeintes Europa zu ermöglichen.” 
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It is also interesting to observe what the press release did not refer to: it lacked 

any indication of conflict or of serious disagreement. As can be seen in the detailed 

discussion of this particular meeting above, it was the one instance where serious conflict 

took place among the participants that impacted the entire meeting. 

Most frequently used words: together/cooperation (8); Kosovo (7); Serbia/Serbian 

(7); church (5); Europe (5); Germany/German (5). 

Following the consultation, Gansäuer turned to the media to publicly express his 

frustration with the Serbian Orthodox Church and to discredit the approach that in 

particular the EKD had taken in connection to the Serbien-Tagungen. In an interview 

given to the newspaper “Berliner Zeitung” a few weeks after the meeting in Golubac, 

titled, “,The Serbs are Still Far from Being Ready for Europe,” Gansäuer criticized the 

SOC saying, “Many shut out reality altogether and lack any tolerance. With that they 

block Serbia’s path to Europe.”
528

 He continued by voicing his disappointment with the 

process: when he participated at the consultation in 2004, he was upset by the SOC’s 

support for boycotting the elections in Kosovo, and he apparently failed at convincing 

SOC representatives to change their stance. This time around, he claimed, the SOC “was 

using the existence of Serbian Orthodox churches and monasteries in Kosovo to lay a 

claim to the whole territory, which is up to 80% populated by Kosovar Albanians.”
529

 

                                                 
528

 Klaus von der Brelie, “‘Die Serben sind noch lange nicht europafähig’: Im Gespräch—Jürgen 

Gansäuer,” Berliner Zeitung, December 12, 2005: “Viele blenden die Wirklichkeit aus und lassen jede 

Toleranz vermissen. Damit versperren sie Serbiens Weg nach Europa.” 
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 “Dieses Mal, man traf sich in Golubac in Serbien, leiteten die Gastgeber aus der Existenz serbischer 

Klöster und Kirchen im Kosovo ihren territorialen Anspruch auf die gesamte, zu 80 Prozent von Albanern 

besiedelte Provinz ab.” 
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Gansäuer was seemingly angry at Serbia and the SOC in general, and also with 

Serbian participants of the consultation in particular. This is how his impressions of the 

conference were reported: “… it could be heard in one of the lectures that the Serbs in 

Kosovo had become victims, and comparable only to the Jews in Germany during 

Hitler’s time. [The fact] that Serbs have been guilty vis-à-vis Kosovo Albanians was 

deliberately concealed.”
530

 While accusing the SOC of sowing seeds of intolerance and 

thereby hindering the peace process in former Yugoslavia, Gansäuer advised the churches 

from Germany not to tolerate but to effectively counter the self-righteousness exhibited 

by the SOC. 

Between December 11 and 16, 2005 a high-ranking ecumenical delegation from 

Serbia came to Germany upon the invitation and in the organization of the Konrad 

Adenauer Foundation. Their program included visiting Hannover, where on December 15 

Jürgen Gansäuer held a festive dinner in their honor at the State Parliament of Lower 

Saxony. On the last day of their trip the group, together with Bishop Homeyer, paid a 

visit to Cardinal Karl Lehmann in Mainz, who from 1987 through 2008 was the 

Chairman of the German Bishops’ Conference. Members of the delegation included four 

bishops (Irinej of Bačka, Jovan of Šumadija, Justin of Timok and auxiliary bishop 

Teodosije of Lipljan), as well as Archpriest Milan Pejić from Hannover and one deacon 

representing the SOC; Archbishop Stanislav Hočevar and Monsignor Dr. Andrija 

Kopilović from the Roman Catholic Church in Serbia, and Superintendent Árpád 
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 “So war in einem der Vorträge zu hören, die Serben im Kosovo seien zu Opfern geworden und nur zu 

vergleichen mit den Juden in Deutschland zur Zeit Hitlers. Dass Serben an Kosovo-Albanern schuldig 

geworden sind, sei bewusst verschwiegen worden.” 
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Dolinszky from the Lutheran Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession in 

Vojvodina-Serbia. The press release on the visit, published by the DBK, was very 

positive in tone and spoke about the achievements and the many ways in which 

ecumenical cooperation among the churches in Serbia was taking place. The text also 

quoted Cardinal Lehmann saying that “the churches were not the ones who caused [the 

Yugoslav wars of succession] but the warring parties tried to instrumentalize them for 

their own purposes.”
531

 The Serbien-Tagungen and their positive contribution to date 

were also emphasized.  

 

“My Future – Your Future – Our Future”: Workshop on Nonviolent Communication for 

Young People, August 12-20, 2006, Schwanenwerder, Berlin, Germany 

A considerable number of younger people took part at the 2005 consultation in 

Golubac. It was their suggestion that the encounter across ethnic and religious lines 

would be continued beyond just one conference. The EKD took up the challenge of 

organizing a week-long workshop for participants from Serbia and Kosovo that would 

focus on continuing the dialogue initiative in the form of teaching skills of non-violent 

communication. The goal of the workshop was “to make [the participants] gently aware 

of the religious, political and ethnic conflicts through their own biographies, and to 
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 “Die Kirchen waren nicht die Verursacher, aber die Kriegführenden haben versucht, sie für ihre Zwecke 

zu instrumentalisieren.” “Ökumenische Delegation aus Serbien zu Gast beim Vorsitzenden der Deutschen 

Bischofskonferenz, Karl Kardinal Lehmann, in Mainz,” Pressemitteilungen der Deutschen 

Bischofskonferenz Nr. 127, 16.12.2005, accessed August 5, 2011, 
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search for nonviolent solutions for these things together.”
532

 Among the participants of 

the workshop were Kosovo Albanians, ethnic Albanians from Serbia, Serbs, as well as 

Germans (two of whom came from the western part and two from the eastern part of the 

country and were evenly divided confessionally between Catholics and Protestants). 

The program included several different elements, all aimed at allowing the 

participants to express themselves and learn more about one another, while also 

imparting practical skills to them. Prof. Dr. Thomas Bremer, Director of the Ecumenical 

Institute at the Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität in Münster, spoke with the students 

about important religious, political and cultural aspects of life and history in Serbia, 

particularly regarding Kosovo. MEP (Member of the European Parliament) Doris Pack 

from Saarbrücken and Prof. Christiane Lemke from Hannover (from the working group 

“European Studies” and at that time, Director of the Parliament of Lower Saxony) 

discussed the future of the SEE region within the European context. The participants also 

practiced nonviolent conflict resolution with mediators from the Ecumenical 

Service/Schalomdiakonat. In addition, the participants visited the office of the 

plenipotentiaries of the EKD to the German federal government and to the EU, where the 

topic focused on the relationship between church and state in Germany. 

 

The Eighth Meeting: April 27-28, 2007, Berlin, Germany 
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 “Das Ziel des Workshops war es, sich anhand der eigenen Biographien religiöse, politische und 

ethnische Konflikte behutsam bewusst zu machen und von hier aus gemeinsam nach gewaltfreien 

Lösungen zu suchen.” Antje Heider-Rottwilm and Wolfgang Wild, Das Versöhnungsprojekt zwischen den 
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Topic: State and Church in Serbia and Montenegro 

The year and a half that passed since the last consultation in 2005 brought about 

some changes affecting the Serbien-Tagungen in several different ways. In the field of 

legislation, after a process of close to five years and six different drafts,
533

 the Zakon o 

crkvama i verskim zajednicama (Law on Churches and Religious Communities) was 

accepted in the National Assembly of Serbia on April 20, 2006.
534

 Serbian President 

Boris Tadić signed the bill into law on April 27, in spite of protests by several local and 

international non-governmental organizations (including the OSCE and the Venice 

Commission of the Council of Europe) and religious communities; although he did 

concede that the law was not fully in harmony with every stipulation of the ECHR and 

would therefore need some changes and additions. The new law recognized the seven 

traditional religious communities and automatically acknowledged their legal standing. 

All other churches and religious communities were given the deadline of May 7, 2007 for 

re-registering, or they would lose their privileges.
535

 In 2006 the Serbian government 

                                                 
533

 For detailed accounts of some of these developments and for more on the various draft laws, see Angela 

Ilić, “Church and State Relations in Present-Day Serbia,” European Journal for Church and State Research 

10 (2003): 199-225; and Angela Ilić, “Church and State in Serbia in 2003,” European Journal for Church 

and State Research 11 (2004): 113-123. 

534
 “Zakon o crkvama i verskim zajednicama” (Law on Churches and Religious Communities), Službeni 

glasnik 36 (2006): 3-9. 

535
 As the US Government stated in its religious freedom report on Serbia in 2007, “Many minority 

religious groups reported confusion and irregularities after attempting to register with the Ministry of 

Religion. [… The Ministry] advised some groups (such as the Hare Krishna community and the Adventist 

Reform movement) that they should register instead as ‘citizen associations’ with the Ministry of State 

Administration and Local Self-Government. The latter Ministry then advised the communities to register 

with the Ministry of Religion. Both groups remained unregistered at the end of the reporting period.” 

Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “International Religious Freedom Report 2007,” 

accessed August 5, 2011, http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2007/90198.htm. Similar problems with 

registration continued in the following years.  

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2007/90198.htm
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decided to begin the long-awaited process of return of nationalized private property and 

started with the property taken from churches and religious communities. The Parliament 

passed the Zakon o vraćanju (restituciji) imovine crkvama i verskim zajednicama (Law 

on the Return [Restitution] of Property to Churches and Religious Communities) on May 

25, 2006.
536

 

Around the same time, following a referendum on May 21, 2006, Montenegro 

formally declared its independence from Serbia on June 3 and following Serbia’s 

declaration of independence on June 5, the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro 

officially ceased to exist. The eighth Serbien-Tagung regardless included the name of 

Montenegro in its title, which was kept there on purpose. On the one hand, creating the 

concept for the next meeting was already begun before Montenegro became independent. 

On the other hand, the central topic of the conference of church and state relations was 

just as relevant for the new situation in Montenegro as for Serbia. Namely, the SOC was 

now facing problems in newly independent Montenegro, due to a church schism that had 

originated in 1993 and as the result of which a canonically non-recognized Montenegrin 

Orthodox Church was formed. Therefore the topic, the only one to be repeated at the 

Serbien-Tagungen, seemed to be fitting for the current situation in both countries. 

There were also changes in leadership during this period of time: most notably 

one of the persons involved from the beginning, EKD Auslandsbischof Rolf Koppe, 

retired from his position on August 31, 2006, and was succeeded by Martin Schindehütte. 

                                                 
536

 “Zakon o vraćanju (restituciji) imovine crkvama i verskim zajednicama” (Law on the Return 

[Restitution] of Property to Churches and Religious Communities), Službeni glasnik 46 (2006): 169-173. 



285 

 

Concerning Europe-wide ecumenical cooperation, the upcoming Third European 

Ecumenical Assembly (EEA) in Sibiu, Romania (September 2007) provided the 

framework for the discussions. Participants from Serbia talked specifically about their 

experiences with the new laws, and one of the overall aims of the meeting was to explore 

further ways in which participating churches and organizations could continue to 

cooperate with one another.  

One day before the consultation took place, there was a closed gathering of church 

leaders and organizers of the Serbien-Tagungen on April 26, in order to discuss whether 

and how this dialogue process should proceed in the future.
537

 A brief, two-paragraph 

report from this pre-conference was then incorporated into the press release issued by the 

press service of the EKD following the eighth round of meetings on April 30, 2007 with 

the title, “State and Church in Serbia and Montenegro: Dialogue Meeting in Berlin.” The 

report quoted Roman Catholic Bishop of Magdeburg, Gerhard Feige, as saying, “It was 

clear that these dialogues and their outcomes have had a significant influence on the 

development of the law on religion in Serbia. Through this an important contribution has 

been made to the building of a vibrant democracy in Serbia (lines 46-48).”
538

 Martin 

                                                 
537

 In addition to the two bishops quoted below, the other participants at this strategy meeting were Rev. 

Gajo Gajić from the SOC Patriarchate, Bishop Joanikije of Budimlje-Nikšić, Bishop Konstantin and 

Archpriest Milan Pejić from the Central European Diocese, and Auxiliary Bishop Porfirije of Jegar from 

the SOC; OKRin Antje Heider-Rottwilm and OKR Wolfgang Wild from the EKD; Helmut Wiesmann from 

the Secretariat of the DBK; Mons. Dr. Andrija Kopilović from the RCC in Serbia; Bishop Samuel 

Vrbovský from the Slovak Lutheran Church in Serbia; and Mons. Dr. Nikolaus Wrywoll from the 

Ostkirchliches Institut in Regensburg. Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 

2011. 

538
 “Staat und Kirche in Serbien und Montenegro: Dialogtagung in Berlin:” “Es wurde deutlich, dass diese 

Dialoge und ihre Ergebnisse nicht unerheblichen Einfluss auf die Erarbeitung des Religionsgesetzes ein 

(sic.) Serbien gehabt haben. Damit wurde ein wichtiger Beitrag für die Errichtung einer lebendigen 

Demokratie in Serbien geleistet.” 
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Schindehütte, for whom this was the first Serbien-Tagung, after having been elected to 

the post of EKD Auslandsbischof, emphasized the need for healing and overcoming the 

trauma of wars in the region, and evaluated the potential impact of the consultations so 

far in a positive way: “The primary task Christians have is to pray for those who suffer 

and who have suffered. Christians have the message of forgiveness to pass on and 

contribute to reconciliation. The cooperation of churches – as has happened at this 

meeting – can serve as an example for overcoming divisions within Europe.”
539

 The 

participants of the pre-meeting evaluated the experience of the Serbien-Tagungen so far. 

While agreeing that they should continue, they decided to organize the encounters 

biannually from now on. 

The 2007 meeting was by far the best documented one (at least on the part of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church).
540

 The texts for all plenary lectures and presentations, as well 

as the reports from all small group sessions are available, many of them in both languages 

of the meeting. In addition to the seven papers that were delivered at the plenary sessions, 

reports from the four small group sessions and some of the presentations held there have 

been recorded. 

The consultation opened at the Dietrich-Bonhoeffer-Haus in the morning of April 

27, with the usual greetings and words of welcome. The first thematic block focused on 

church-state relations in Serbia from the perspective of the churches. The first 

                                                 
539

 “Die vornehmste Aufgabe der Christen ist das Gebet für die, die leiden und gelitten haben. Die Christen 

haben die Botschaft der Vergebung weiterzusagen und zur Versöhnung beizutragen. Die Zusammenarbeit 

der Kirchen – wie hier in dieser Tagung geschehen – kann ein Beispiel sein für die Überwindung von 

Spaltungen in Europa (lines 52-56).” 

540
 This was due to having received funding that year specifically for that purpose. Jelena Bošković from 

the Central European Diocese of the SOC was in charge of this project. 
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presentation within this block was given by Prof. Dr. Bogoljub Šijaković who spoke 

about the current relationship between church and state in Serbia. The only new 

information this lecture contained (compared to previous presentations on the same topic 

at Serbien-Tagungen) was a brief explanation of the 2006 Law on Churches and 

Religious Communities. Dr. Šijaković, who had been minister for religious affairs in 

Yugoslavia and had participated in the initial phases of the preparation of drafts, 

presumably spoke here in his capacity as regular professor at the Serbian Orthodox 

Theological Faculty of the University of Belgrade. He stated that the 2006 law expressed 

three basic principles, upon which church-state in Serbia were based. These were 

freedom of religion, the neutrality of the state, and the principle of equality of all 

religious communities – although the law had been criticized for neither upholding state 

neutrality, nor establishing equality among churches and religious communities.
541

  

Archbishop of Belgrade, Stanislav Hočevar addressed the same issue from a 

Catholic perspective, while also emphasizing the existing forms of ecumenical and 

interreligious cooperation in the country that the RCC is involved in.
542

 Bishop of the 

Slovak Lutheran Church in Serbia, Samuel Vrbovský expounded on the particular 

situation of Lutherans within the same context.
543

  

Later during the first day the focus turned to Germany. Dr. Christoph Thiele, 

OKR and legal expert at the EKD, read a paper titled, “State and Church in Germany,” in 

                                                 
541

 “О односу Цркве и државе у Србији данас / Kirche und Staat in Serbien heute.” 

542
 “Odnos crkve i države u Srbiji / Die katholische Perspektive.” 

543
 “Slovačka evangelička a.v. Crkva u Srbiji / Slowakische Lutheraner in Serbien.” 
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which he presented a thorough overview of the system by explaining the historical 

aspects of the current structure, the various elements of German church law (namely 

freedom of religion, the separation of church and state, and the self-determination of 

religious and philosophical communities), the potential dangers inherent in the system, 

and the challenges of religious pluralism.
544

 The presentation was quite technical in both 

its language and its approach. 

Mons. Dr. Andrija Kopilović from the RCC in Serbia talked about ecumenical 

cooperation in Serbia, emphasizing the ways in which the RCC and the SOC were 

working together. He mentioned the ongoing relationship between the state and the 

religious communities, provided examples of regional cooperation in Vojvodina, and 

described common Catholic-Orthodox-Protestant “pilgrimages” that were being 

organized in preparation for the Third European Ecumenical Assembly in Sibiu, Romania 

later that year.
545

 The road leading to the Third EEA was further discussed in the format 

of a round table discussion.  

The Serbian Orthodox Church issued a press release in Serbian on the second day 

of meetings (dated April 28, 2007) and titled, “Berlin: International Conference on 

Church and State Relations.”
546

 This text emphasized that the Serbien-Tagungen have 

been acting as bridges for overcoming the East-West divide. It also highlighted that the 

example of Germany could perhaps serve as “an ideal model for the perfect constitutional 

                                                 
544

 “Staat und Kirche in Deutschland / Држава и Црква у Немачкој.” 

545
 “Ekumenska suradnja u Srbiji.” 

546
 “Берлин: Међународна конференција о односу цркве и државе (27-28. Април 2007).” 
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and legislative solution for regulating the relationship between church and state, 

permeated by mutual respect […] that guarantees the full implementation of human and 

religious freedoms.”
547

 Bishop Konstantin of the Central European Diocese of the SOC 

was quoted, who in his words of welcome evaluated the changes in church-state relations 

since the democratic changes in Serbia in 2000 as positive. 

The text reported on some of the activities of the first day of consultation, which 

included a visit to the legal services of the DBK, where a discussion on the church-state 

relationship in Germany took place with the participation of religious and political 

leaders. This experience was followed by a visit to the Bundestag, where the participants 

also had the opportunity to hold a discussion. This press release was also the one that 

gave the most attention (compared to other press releases from this consultation) to 

Montenegro. It described the situation with the following words:  

 

[the discussion with MP Peter Weiß was about] the unresolved status of 

the Church in Montenegro and the lawlessness that occurs and manifests 

itself toward the Church as the fruit of state indolence […]; about the 

denial and failure to meet the basic human and religious rights of its 

citizens…
548

 

 

In its formulation, as well as in the content it expressed, this text was a clear 

reflection of the official stances of the SOC regarding the situation in the newly 

independent republic.  

                                                 
547

 “Сама Немачка пружа, при том, можда идеалан пример савршеног уставног и законодавног 

решења односа Цркве и државе прожетог обостраним уважавањем [...] које гарантује пуно 

остваривање људских и верских слобода (lines 9-12).” 

548
 “...о нерешеном статусу Цркве у Црној Гори и безакоњу које настаје и испољава се према Цркви 

као плод државне индоленције, ..., као и ускраћивању и неиспуњавању основних људских и верских 

права њеним грађанима...  (lines 23-26).” 
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Most frequently used words: church (8); Germany/German (8); church-state 

relations (7); Serbia/Serbian (6). 

Much of the second day of the consultation was spent in smaller working groups. 

Participants broke into four different groups, each of which was dedicated to further 

exploring one specific area within the overall topic of the conference. Fachgespräch I 

focused on the lawmaking activities concerning religious communities, and on religious 

freedom.
549

 Dr. Bernd Küster, representing the Federal Ministry for Internal Affairs, gave 

a presentation on the basics of church and state relations in Germany, building in part on 

Dr. Thiele’s presentation the previous day.
550

 Prof. Dr. Heinz Ohme from the Theological 

Faculty of Humboldt University in Berlin spoke about religious freedom and the work of 

the WCC in that field, as expressed on a Europe-wide level.
551

 Dušan Rakitić from the 

Faculty of Law of the University of Belgrade discussed the principle of cooperation as 

the basis for a normative framework of the significance of the value potential of churches 

and religious communities for democracy, education and media.
552

 Addressing one of the 

most pressing issues for the SOC at the time, Bishop Joanikije (Mićović) of Budimlje-

Nikšić [in Montenegro] spoke specifically about the situation in Montenegro in his 

presentation, “Analysis of the Position of Churches and Religion Communities in 

                                                 
549

 “Religionsgesetzgebung und Religionsfreiheit / Законодавство у обсласти вере и верска слобода.” 

550
 “Einführung in das Verhältnis zwischen Staat und Kirchen/Religionsgemeinschaften in Deutschland / 

Увод у однос између државе и цркава/верских заједница у Немачкој.”  

551
 “Religionsfreiheit und Religionsgesetzgebung in Europa und Serbien / Верска слобода и верско 

законодавство у Европи и Србији.” 

552
 “Начело сарадње као основ нормативног оквира и значај вредносног потенцијала цркава и 

верских заједница за демократију, образовање и медије (text available only in Serbian).” 
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Montenegro” in this working group.
553

 He reported on the lack of clarity of the situation 

concerning church and state relations in this newly independent country, since the 

government had registered the self-proclaimed and canonically unrecognized 

Montenegrin Orthodox Church, while making the functioning of the SOC (which has 

four eparchies operating at least in part in Montenegrin territory) difficult. Prof. Dr. 

Bogoljub Šijaković offered more insight on the historical and societal background of 

church-state relations in Serbia. EKD Bishop for External Affairs, Martin Schindehütte 

also participated in the discussion. 

Fachgespräch II addressed various aspects of religious education and training.
554

 

Dušan Vujičić from the Department of Education and Culture of the regional government 

of Vojvodina gave the introductory remarks, then religious instructor Tijana Vulović 

enumerated some of the specific challenges faced in the implementation of religious 

instruction in Serbia, from among which she emphasized the need for better training and 

professional preparation for instructors.
555

 Monsignor Dr. Andrija Kopilović from the 

RCC in Serbia spoke about the cooperation between the Serbian state and the religious 

communities regarding religious instruction in public schools, and about the coordination 

of activities (such as sharing lesson plans) by the participating churches and religious 

communities. Rev. Markus Lesinski from the Lutheran Church of Hannover talked about 
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 “Анализа положаја Цркава и верских заједница у Црној Гори.” 

554
 “Religionsunterricht, Bildung, Erziehung / Веронаука, образовање, васпитање.” 

555
 “О спровођењу верске наставе на територији Србије (text available only in Serbian).” 
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the experiences of religious instruction in Germany,
556

 and Archpriest Jovan Marić from 

Wuppertal spoke further about the German situation from an Orthodox point of view. 

Archpriest Dušan Kolundžić from the Osijek-Baranja Eparchy of the SOC [in Croatia] 

presented a report on religious instruction in the Republic of Croatia.
557

 One of the 

outcomes of this discussion was that participants thought the German model should be 

used as an example for Serbia. As part of the exchange about experiences in the two 

countries, it was suggested that the coming year a seminar should be organized, where 

religious instructors in Serbia could dialogue with their counterparts from Germany.  

The social engagement of the churches stood in the center of discussion at 

Fachgespräch III.
558

 Rev. Vladislav Varga, director of Caritas in Serbia and Montenegro 

spoke first about the various social projects and ecumenical cooperation of this 

organization.
559

 Rev. Gajo Gajić from the Patriarchate of the SOC then talked about his 

experiences in Greece and about some of the most immediate needs found in the 

geographical areas where the SOC is active. Prof. Dragana Mitrović, from the 

Department of Political Science at the University of Belgrade and also representing the 

NGO Christian Cultural Center, presented the activities of Човекољубље (Philanthropia), 

the charity fund of the SOC, in the absence of official representatives of this organization. 

Archpriest Dragan Sekulić from Berlin provided information on the four drug 

rehabilitation centers operated in monasteries of the SOC. Michael Chalupka, director of 
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 “Religionsunterricht in Deutschland.” 

557
 “Веронаука у Хрватској (text available only in Serbian).” 
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 “Die Rolle der Sozialdienste der Kirche / Душебрижничка улога цркве.” 

559
 “Karitas Srbije i Crne Gore (text available only in Serbian).” 
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Diakonie Österreich, presented the demographic situation in Austria and the work of his 

organization.
560

 Theologian Vukašin Milićević from CCC spoke about the various 

aspects of this NGO’s work. The other participants of this working group were Helmut 

Wiesmann, representing the DBK, who added some information on the work of Caritas 

in Germany, Violeta Nikolić, who is involved in a project helping homeless people in 

Belgrade, Elena Panagiotidis student at the University of Marburg, and Irena Pavlović, 

student at Friedrich Alexander University in Erlangen-Nürnberg. 

Fachgespräch IV concentrated on debates concerning European identity and 

values.
561

 First Colin Williams, general secretary of the Conference of European 

Churches (CEC), then Elizabeta Kitanović, executive secretary at the Brussels office of 

the Church and Society Commission of the CEC, addressed the central topic of this 

working group session, while also providing specific examples from Serbia.
562

 

One of the reasons behind the relatively high number of total participants at this 

meeting (75 altogether, the second highest number among all the consultations) and the 

relative high percentage of Serbians (59%) at this meeting held in Germany was in part 

due to the decision to invite students of theology from Serbia to participate. Many of 

these students were already studying at various universities in Germany, mostly through 

scholarships provided by the EKD. As part of these scholarships, students were usually 

exposed to various ecumenical and interreligious activities, in order to get them 
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 “Diakonie Österreich.” 

561
 “Europäische Identitäts- und Wertedebatte / Европски идентитет и вредности.” 

562
 “Европски идентитет у вредности (text available only in Serbian).” 
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familiarized with Western Christian traditions and also with the nature of the public 

engagement of churches in German society. As a probable ulterior motive on behalf of 

the EKD could also be the desire that when these students returned to Serbia, they would 

be more understanding and consequently more accepting of Protestants and people of 

other faith traditions. In addition to the eight Serbian students, there were also a number 

of students from Germany who took part in this meeting. 

The press release following the eighth meeting issued by the press service of the 

EKD (dated April 30, 2007) and titled, “State and Church in Serbia and Montenegro: 

Dialogue Meeting in Berlin,” did not contain much additional information beyond 

providing a description of the meeting. A specific planned outcome (the organization of a 

training seminar for teachers of religious instruction in Serbia the following year) and 

general hope for the future (the cooperation of experts in church law from Germany and 

Serbia) were mentioned. Kosovo appeared again as an important topic and an unresolved 

issue that was discussed at the meeting but did not receive much attention beyond that.  

Most frequently used words: church (19); Serbia/Serbian (13); state/government 

(12); Europe (8); religion/religious (8); dialogue (6); law (5). 

 

Interchurch Seminar for Teachers of Religious Education in Serbia, September 1-7, 2008, 

Fruška Gora, Serbia 

Topic: The Teacher of Religion as a Witness of Faith 

In response to the specific request expressed by participants from Serbia at the 

2007 consultation, a professional training seminar for teachers of religious instruction 

was held in the North Serbian hills of Fruška Gora in September. The seminar was 
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organized and hosted by the EKD with the technical support and help of KAS Belgrade. 

Their local partners in the project were the SOC Diocese of Bačka and the Roman 

Catholic Diocese of Subotica in Serbia. Among the approximately twenty participants 

from Serbia, teachers represented the traditional churches: the SOC, the RCC, the 

Lutheran Church, and the Reformed Christian Church. Representatives of the Islamic and 

Jewish communities in Serbia also participated.  

Among the high-ranking ecclesiastical participants on the opening night were 

Bishop Irinej of Bačka (who remained involved throughout the entire duration of the 

seminar), Bishop Vasilije of Srem, Bishop Lukijan of Osijek-Baranja, Auxiliary Bishop 

Porfirije of Jegar, all from the SOC; Archbishop Hočevar, Bishop János Pénzes of 

Subotica and Mons. Dr. Kopilović from the RCC in Serbia; Bishop Samuel Vrbovský of 

the Slovak Lutheran Church of the Augsburg Confession in Serbia; Bishop István Csete-

Szemesi of the Reformed Christian Church in Serbia; and representatives from the 

Ministries for Religion and Education, along with KAS Belgrade Director Claudia 

Crawford. The lecturers and leaders of the program included participants from Germany 

(Matthias Hahn, Frauke Kuba, Kerstin Keller, Angele Fockele, Christoph Tekaath and 

Andreas Ziemer) and also local experts from the traditional churches in Serbia.  

Two different press reports have been made available in German. One was 

published by SOK Aktuell, the news service of the Commission for Church and Society of 

the CED of the SOC during the seminar (the text was dated September 4, 2008), and the 

other by KAS Belgrade. The SOK Aktuell article emphasized that the seminar was 

contributing not only to professional exchange but also to interreligious, interconfessional 

and intercultural dialogue. In this same article the goal of the project was formulated as 
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“the maintenance of peace, love and harmony among peoples and communities in Serbia 

(lines 19-20).”
563

 Among the central topics of the seminar were the relationship between 

religious instruction and confession; the religious instructor and their spirituality, and the 

religious instructor as a member of the faith community; world religions as a topic within 

religious instruction; and the experience of religious instruction and assessment practices 

in schools. The press release issued by KAS Belgrade emphasized the significant interest 

shown by the media and points out that more than 80 people participated on the opening 

day of the seminar.
564

 In addition, a detailed report from two of the German instructors of 

the seminar has been published, which focused more on the historical background to the 

seminar and on the methodological approaches used.
565

 All three texts evaluated the 

seminar as useful and highlighted the process of mutual learning from one another’s 

experiences. 

 

The Ninth Meeting: October 19-20, 2009, Fruška Gora, Serbia 

Topic: Church, State, and the Rule of Law 

Keeping with the new plan of biannual consultations, the next meeting was to be 

held in Serbia during 2009. In the meantime, on February 17, 2008 Kosovo declared its 
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 “Zwischenkirchliches Seminar für Religionslehrer in Serbien auf Initiative der Diözese Mitteleuropa,” 

SOK Aktuell, 4. September 2008, accessed August 9, 2011, 

http://dijaspora.wordpress.com/2008/09/04/sok-aktuell-4-september-2008/.  
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 “Zwischenkirchliches Seminar für Religionslehrer in Serbien vom 01.-07. September 2008,” KAS- 
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 Matthias Hahn und Andreas Ziemer, “‘Der Katechet als Glaubenszeuge’: Interkulturelles und 
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independence. Kosovo had been a province within Serbia, which has been under UN 

government according to UN Resolution 1244 since 1999. The Republic of Serbia 

rejected the validity of what they called a unilateral declaration of independence, and has 

refused to acknowledge Kosovo as a state. The SOC has been particularly concerned 

about the future of its work in Kosovo. 

A different kind of change, which nonetheless directly affected the Serbien-

Tagungen, was Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm leaving her post in April 2008. 

She had been directing the European Division at the central church office of the EKD, 

and had been involved in the process from the very beginning. During the process she 

had become an important dialogue partner from the EKD’s side.  

In September yet another initiative at healing wounds and memories of war was 

undertaken in Serbia, this time by Justitia et Pax Europa. At the invitation of the RCC in 

Serbia, representatives from thirty-one of the national commissions of the Conference of 

European Justice and Peace Commissions came to Belgrade for an international 

workshop and general assembly between September 26 and 30, 2008. Bishop em. 

Homeyer took part in the conference. Focusing on the central themes of reconciliation 

and healing of memories, the delegates travelled to Pristina, Kosovska Mitrovica, 

Hrtkovci
566

 and Vukovar, where they met with members of various ethnic groups – 

                                                 
566

 The village of Hrtkovci is located in the Srem,district of Vojvodina, which had a Catholic absolute 

majority (67 percent) at the beginning of the 1990s and where Croats formed the largest ethnic group. In 

the spring and summer of 1992 the leader of the ultranationalist Serbian Radical Party, Vojislav Šešelj and 

his followers intimidated the local Croat and Hungarian population and as a result many of them left the 

village (or were moved out forcibly). The indictment against Vojislav Šešelj by the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia included the events in Hrtkovci as counts 10 and 11 (Deportation, 

Forcible Transfer): “On 6 May 1992 Vojislav Šešelj gave an inflammatory speech in the village of 

Hrtkovci, Vojvodina, calling for the expulsion of Croats from the area and reading a list of individual Croat 

residents who should leave for Croatia. After this speech, a campaign of ethnic cleansing directed at non-
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Serbs, Croats, Kosovar Albanians – and heard their experiences. In addition, they also 

had meetings with Archbishop Hočevar, Bishop Irinej of Bačka, and Mufti 

Jusufspahić.
567

 

The most recent (and so far, the last) consultation, which took place October 19-

20, 2009 on Fruška Gora, a hill that is a national park near the town of Novi Sad, 

addressed questions of Church, State, and the Rule of Law, thereby returning to the 

church-state problematic for a third time. The issues discussed by participants related to 

church-state relationships but this time these were approached with a greater focus on 

human rights, legislation, and promoting peace and justice. One of the aspects 

particularly emphasized at the consultation was the role and responsibility of the churches 

and religious communities for upholding respect for human rights in all of their 

activities.
568

 

Similarly to 2007, this consultation was also preceded by a strategic discussion, 

where the religious leaders involved in the dialogue process took place. The meeting was 

held on location October 18, the day before the consultation officially began in 

                                                                                                                                                 
Serbs, particularly Croats, began in Hrtkovci. During the next three months, many non-Serbs were 

harassed, threatened with death and intimidated, forcing them to leave the area. Homes of Croats were 

looted and occupied by Serbs,” accessed October 26, 2011, http://www.icty.org/x/cases/seselj/ind/en/ses-

ii030115e.pdf . The number of (mostly Catholic) Hungarians living in Hrtkovci also fell by 40% between 

1991 and 2002.  

567
 “31. Generalversammlung der Europäischen ‚Justitia et Pax‘-Konferenz in Belgrad vom 26.-28.09.2008. 

Die Europäische ‚Justitia et Pax‘-Konferenz hat zur Unterstützung der Bildungs- und Versöhnungsarbeit 

auf dem Balkan aufgerufen,” Deutsche Kommission Justitia et Pax, accessed October 26, 2011, 

http://www.justitia-et-

pax.de/de/archiv/aktivitaeten/sachbereichsuebergreifendes/20080810Europaeischekonferenz.shtml?navid=

16.   

568
 “‘Gemeinsam handeln für Frieden und Gerechtigkeit’ - Ökumenische Tagung im serbischen Novi-Sad 

beendet.” 

http://www.icty.org/x/cases/seselj/ind/en/ses-ii030115e.pdf
http://www.icty.org/x/cases/seselj/ind/en/ses-ii030115e.pdf
http://www.justitia-et-pax.de/de/archiv/aktivitaeten/sachbereichsuebergreifendes/20080810Europaeischekonferenz.shtml?navid=16
http://www.justitia-et-pax.de/de/archiv/aktivitaeten/sachbereichsuebergreifendes/20080810Europaeischekonferenz.shtml?navid=16
http://www.justitia-et-pax.de/de/archiv/aktivitaeten/sachbereichsuebergreifendes/20080810Europaeischekonferenz.shtml?navid=16
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preparation for the conference and also to discuss other relevant issues. At the first 

plenary session on October 19, Bishop Irinej (Bulović) of Bačka and Bishop Martin 

Schindehütte each spoke on the topic, “Church and State in Dialogue for Peace and 

Justice,”
569

 and Bishop em. Josef Homeyer gave a presentation titled, “Church and State 

– in the Model of an Ecumenical Social Seminar.”
570

 At the second session titled, “The 

Rule of Law in the Relationship between State and Church,”
571

 Prof. Dr. Sima 

Avramović from the Faculty of Law at the University of Belgrade and one of the authors 

of the draft law on religious freedom read a paper called “The Dialogue between State 

and Church in a Changing Society: Serbian and European Perspectives,”
572

 followed by a 

paper presented by Winfried Weinrich, member of the diocesan administration and head 

of the Katholisches Büro in Erfurt titled, “Limits of Cooperation between Church and 

State in a Changing Society: German and European Perspectives.”
573

 

The press release issued by the Central European Diocese of the SOC in Serbian 

on the first day of the ninth meeting (dated October 19, 2009) titled, “The Ninth 

Interchurch Conference ‘Serbian Meetings’ Is Opened,” differed significantly from all 

other press releases about these consultations in that it was much longer.
574

 The emphasis 

                                                 
569

 “Kirche und Staat im Dialog zu Frieden und Gerechtigkeit.” 

570
 “Kirche und Staat – im Modell eines ökumenischen Sozialen Seminars.” 

571
 “Die Herrschaft des Rechts im Verhältnis von Staat und Kirche.” 

572
 “Der Dialog zwischen Staat und Kirche in einer sich wandelnden Gesellschaft. Serbische und 

europäische Perspektiven.” 

573
 “Grenzen der Zusammenarbeit von Kirche und Staat in einer sich wandelnden Gesellschaft. Deutsche 

und europäische Perspektiven.” 

574
 “Отворена девета међуцрквена конференција «Српски сусрети».” 
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of its content was on interconfessional dialogue and on the history of these meetings so 

far – to which effect it provided some overviews and evaluatory remarks. The main 

reason why the press release was so lengthy is because it included in its entirety the 

introductory greeting given at the beginning of the meeting by Archpriest Milan Pejić, 

who summed up the history of the consultations and drew attention to some of their 

positive outcomes. The authors of the press release were visibly trying to convince their 

readers that this dialogue process had indeed been a good thing for Serbia as a whole and 

for its participants from Serbia in particular. However, the text did not provide a one-

sided view of the learning process; rather, it also claimed that the other dialogue partners 

had also learned from and about Orthodox Christians. By quoting positive statements 

from several high-ranking participants (including Bishop Irinej of Bačka, Bishop Martin 

Schindehütte, Claudia Crawford, director of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in 

Belgrade, Wolfram Maas, the German ambassador to Serbia, and Dr. Dragan Novaković, 

state secretary at the Ministry for Religious Affairs in Serbia), it deliberately represented 

the consultations as an important development of great international significance and of 

positive impact. 

Most frequently used words: Serbia/Serbian (38); church (25); Germany/German 

(19); state/government (12); dialogue (10); ecumenical/interconfessional (10);
575

 society 

(10); justice (6); peace (5). 

The second day of the consultation was dedicated primarily to meetings in the 

working groups. Fachgespräch I concerned Christian values in lawmaking, discussing the 

                                                 
575

 The word “ecumenical” (ökumenisch) is used in the German texts; the term “interconfessional” 

(интерконфесионални) appears in the Serbian press releases instead, both referring to the same concept. 
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positions of the churches regarding current legislative developments, with examples from 

Germany and Serbia.
576

 Referents included Prof. Dr. Gerhard Robbers from the 

University of Trier, Dušan Rakitić from the Faculty of Law of the University of Belgrade, 

[Roman Catholic] Bishop of Zrenjanin, László Német, Zoran Devrnja from the SOC, and 

Dr. Walter Fischedick, representing the Katholisches Büro in Wiesbaden. The session 

was moderated by OKR Michael Hübner (referent for Central and Eastern Europe) from 

the EKD and by Mons. Dr. Andrija Kopilović from the RCC in Serbia. 

Fachgespräch II focused on the churches in relation to human rights and 

antidiscrimination.
577

 It was moderated by former Federal Minister Claudia Crawford, 

now Director of the KAS Belgrade office and Archpriest Milan Pejić. Referents included 

Aleksandra Koluvija from the United Nations University in Bonn, lawyer Milan Andrić 

from the legal service of the Patriarchate of the SOC, Dr. Martina Köppen from the 

Antidiscrimination Unit of the German federal government in Berlin, and Dr. Corinna 

Delkeskamp-Hayes at the invitation of the Serbian Orthodox parish in Frankfurt. 

Fachgespräch III concerned the cooperation of church and state regarding social 

challenges and responsibilities.
578

 Dr. Johannes Oeldemann, director of the Johann Adam 

Möhler Institute for Ecumenism in Paderborn and Jelena Jablanov-Maksimović from the 

Konrad Adenauer Foundation in Belgrade moderated the session, in which Archpriest 

Prof. Dr. Radovan Bigović from the Orthodox Theological Faculty in Belgrade, Željko 

                                                 
576

 “Christliche Werte in der Gesetzgebung.” 

577
 “Menschenrechte, Antidiskriminierung und die Kirchen.” 

578
 “Die Zusammenarbeit von Kirche und Staat angesichts der sozialen Herausforderungen in unseren 

Gesellschaften.” 
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Milošević from the Serbian Ministry of Health, Archpriest Branko Ćurčin from Novi Sad, 

and Dr. Harry Jablonowski from the Institute for Social Sciences of the EKD in 

Hannover participated with presentations.  

Fachgespräch IV focused on the role of churches in upbringing and training and 

included presentations by Bishop Josef Homeyer, Archbishop of Belgrade Stanislav 

Hočevar, Klaus Rieth from the Evangelical Church in Württemberg, and Dr. Predrag 

Dragutinović from the Orthodox Theological Faculty in Belgrade.
579

 Vladan Tatalović 

from the Orthodox Theological Faculty in Belgrade and Dr. Miron Sikirić from the RCC 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina moderated the session. 

 On October 20, 2009 Dmitry Medvedev, President of the Russian Federation, 

visited Belgrade and received the Order of St. Sava of the First Class from the Serbian 

Orthodox Church on the basis of a decision of the Holy Synod of Bishops and with the 

blessing of Patriarch Pavle. The ceremony took place at a special audience at the 

Patriarchate, in the presence of fifteen bishops and auxiliary bishops of the church.
580

 

Due to this important event, those SOC dignitaries who had been present on the first day 

of the German-Serbian dialogue in Fruška Gora (Bishop Irinej of Bačka and Auxiliary 

Bishop Profirije of Jegar), along with some of the other SOC representatives, left the 

meeting on the second day, which led many of the international participants to complain 

about their absence. It is difficult to say whether this scheduling conflict was the result of 

                                                 
579

 “Der Auftrag der Kirchen in Erziehung und Bildung.” 

580
 See “Председнику Руске Федерације Дмитрију Медведеву свећано уручен Орден Светог Саве” 

(An Order of St. Sava formally handed to President of the Russian Federation Dmitry Medvedev), October 

20, 2009, accessed June 30, 2011, 

http://spc.rs/sr/predsedniku_ruske_federacije_dmitriju_medvedevu_svecano_urucen_orden_svetog_save.  

http://spc.rs/sr/predsedniku_ruske_federacije_dmitriju_medvedevu_svecano_urucen_orden_svetog_save
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poor planning and/or communication, or an intentional way of expressing loyalties and 

priorities by the leadership of the SOC.  

It is interesting to note that the local host, Bishop Vasilije of Srem was not present 

at the 2009 consultation at all (he did take part in the ceremony for President Medvedev 

at the Patriarchate in Belgrade, though) – although according to the rules of canonical 

territory that the SOC still follows, his blessing and presence would have been important. 

As already discussed, at the previous two meetings held in Serbia, the hosts did make an 

appearance. In 2003, Patriarch Pavle (the full official title of the patriarch of the SOC is 

“Archbishop of Peć, Metropolitan of Belgrade and Karlovci, and Serbian Patriarch”) 

gave the words of welcome to participants in Belgrade. In 2005, Bishop Ignjatije of 

Braničevo came to the beginning of the consultation to welcome the participants in 

Golubac, then left immediately afterwards without taking any further part in it.
581

 

The press release issued by SOK Aktuell in the name of the organizers of the 

consultation in German on the final day of the ninth meeting (dated October 20, 2009) 

titled, “Acting Together for Peace and Justice,”
582

 presented some of the highlights of the 

discussions on the triadic interaction of church, state and society. In spite of the efforts of 

the previous press release published by the SOC, which tried to present the meetings as 

grounds for mutual learning, the emphasis in this report was on the lessons that the 

participants from Serbia could learn from their German counterparts. The wish to 

continue the process was expressed at the end of the press release (lines 73-77), which 

                                                 
581

 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 

582
 “Gemeinsam handeln für Frieden und Gerechtigkeit.” 
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also made the claim that the Serbien-Tagungen were the oldest continuing trilateral 

dialogue process among representatives of Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Protestant 

churches (lines 78-80). 

Most frequently used words: Serbia/Serbian (14); church (13); society (13); 

together/cooperation (11); state/government (8); Germany/German (7); peace (6); justice 

(5). 

The brief press release issued by the EKD following the ninth meeting (dated 

October 22, 2009) titled, “‘Acting Together for Peace and Justice’: Ecumenical Meeting 

in Novi Sad, Serbia Ends,”
583

 focused on the German contribution to the discussions and 

enumerated the central issues addressed by the participants in small working groups 

during the conference. It quoted Bishop Schindehütte as using the position paper “Aus 

Gottes Frieden leben – für gerechten Frieden sorgen” (Living from God’s Peace – Caring 

for Just Peace) that the EKD published in 2007 to remind the participants of the mandate 

for Christians to stand for peace. This text also repeated the claim of the previous one 

about the Serbien-Tagungen being the oldest trilateral Orthodox-Catholic-Protestant 

dialogue. 

Most frequently used words: church (5); ecumenical/interconfessional (4); peace 

(4); state/government (3); justice (2); Serbia/Serbian (2); society (2). 

 

 

 

                                                 
583

 “‘Gemeinsam handeln für Frieden und Gerechtigkeit’: Ökumenische Tagung im serbischen Novi-Sad 

beendet.” 



305 

 

What is the Future of the Consultations? 

This chapter is being written in October 2011 and as of now no specific plans 

have been made concerning the continuation of the Serbien-Tagungen and at the moment 

their future seems unclear. A lot of things have changed since the last consultation in 

2009. On the one hand, Serbia has taken significant steps toward accession to the 

European Union: it signed the Stabilization and Association Agreement in November 

2007, and in December 2009 the country officially applied for membership in the EU. On 

October 12, 2011 the European Commission recommended official candidate status for 

Serbia. Although these developments in no way signal the completion of democratic 

transition in Serbia, they are nonetheless milestones marking the fact that the country has 

now entered into a new phase. 

On the other hand, some of the challenges that directly led to initiating the 

consultations, although still present in society, are not as pressing as before. In 

connection to this, the observation can also be made that some of the excitement from the 

participants that had perhaps marked the early meetings has evaporated. Third, several of 

the key figures of the Serbien-Tagungen are not involved in the process anymore. After 

Bishop Koppe and Superintendent Heider-Rottwilm left their posts (in 2006 and 2008, 

respectively) at the EKD, Bishop em. Homeyer of the DBK died unexpectedly in March 

2010. With Homeyer’s death, the Serbian Orthodox Church lost an important advocate 

for itself in the European ecumenical and political arena, which was reflected in the 

condolences written by Serbian religious and political leaders.
584

 Currently there is no 

                                                 
584

 The respect Homeyer had earned in Serbia and in South Eastern Europe was clearly reflected in the 

large number of condolences sent after his death. In addition to political and ecclesiastical high office 
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one at the DBK with a specific interest in continuing this process.
585

 There has been a 

change of guards in Serbia as well: a few weeks after the 2009 consultation Patriarch 

Pavle passed away. His successor, Irinej has been facing great challenges within the 

SOC, which have also resulted in significant internal reorganization. In May 2011 the 

Holy Assembly of Bishops of the SOC decided to redraw the boundaries of several 

eparchies. One of those affected was the Central European Diocese, which was reduced 

to covering only the territory of Germany. Although in the SOC and to some extent at the 

EKD there are individuals who are interested in carrying on with the work of the Serbien-

Tagungen, especially at the DBK no specific dialogue partner exists at the moment.  

As Superintendent Michael Hübner of the EKD expressed in April 2011, the 

issues and challenges Serbia faces have changed, and any future consultations should be 

                                                                                                                                                 
holders in Germany and internationally, messages were written by Serbian Patriarch Irinej, who lamented 

the loss of a “great devotee of interchurch dialogue and a visionary of Christian unity, a true friend of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church and bearer of the Order of St. Sava” (velikog pregaoca medjucrkvenog dijaloga i 

vizionara hriscanskog jedinstva, iskrenog prijatelja Srpske Pravoslavne Crkve i nosioca ordena Svetog 

Save); Bishop of Bačka Irinej Bulović, who stated, “In the days of great suffering and many trials, as 

bombs were falling on our country, as the cross that the Lord had given us seemed too heavy for us to bear, 

Bishop Josef was the only one who came to us from the West in order to comfort us and to ask for 

forgiveness” (In den Tagen des großen Leides und der vielen Prüfungen, als Bomben auf unser Land 

niederfielen, als das Kreuz, das suns der Herr gab, zu schwer für uns zu sein schien, da kam Bischof Josef 

als Einziger aus dem Westen zu uns, um zu trösten und um Vergebung zu bitten); Bishop of Šabac 

Lavrentije Trifunović, who called Homeyer a “friend of the Serbian people and of Orthodoxy, [who] had 

given a lot of help and shown love to the Serbian diaspora” (ein Freund des serbischen Volkes und der 

Orthodoxie, hat der serb. Diaspora viel Hilfe und Liebe geschenkt); and H.R.H. Crown Prince Alexander 

(Karađorđević) of Serbia, who explained, “Bishop Homeyer was one of the dearest friends of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church and he will be greatly missed. The Serbian people will never forget the love, help and 

support he had been giving to our country throughout all his life.” On the day of Homeyer’s funeral, 

Roman Catholic mass was held in his remembrance at Christ the King church in Belgrade, with Archbishop 

Hočevar officiating and Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Irinej and Bishop Irinej Bulović in attendance. 

Nachlass Bischof Homeyer, Sign. 508. 

585
 Bishop Gerhard Feige of Magdeburg, who participated in the pre-consultation discussions in 2007 may 

serve as contact person were the consultations to continue. Bishop Feige has been leader of the Working 

Group “Kirchen des Ostens” (Churches of the East) of the DBK. Serbien-Tagungen participants Thomas 

Bremer and Johannes Oeldemann are both members of this working group. 
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designed and adjusted accordingly.
586

 What have emerged so far as central topics, points 

of agreement, disagreement and learning, and any specific outcomes, and whether any of 

the goals of the dialogue process have been achieved, is examined on the following 

pages.  
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 Oberkirchenrat Michael Hübner, interview by author, April 4, 2011, Hannover. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS OF THE CONSULTATIONS AND THEIR CENTRAL THEMES 

 

Introduction to the Analysis of Texts 

 This chapter is dedicated to providing overall analyses of diverse aspects of the 

Serbien-Tagungen. The first part provides a few overall remarks concerning the totality 

of official textual output related to the consultations, noting certain relevant trends in the 

process – in addition to the analytical observations already featured in Chapter Four. The 

second section is dedicated to the analysis and breakdown of the participants. The third 

section of the chapter identifies and elaborates on the central themes that emerged 

through the process of consultations and discusses how they were addressed at the 

meetings, while placing them within their broader socio-political and theological 

contexts. The fourth and final part comments on various elements of the process and 

sums up the findings of the analysis. 

 

Analysis of All Press Releases Issued 1999-2009 

 In the textual analysis of all the press releases issued in connection to the Serbien-

Tagungen in both German and Serbian, as the first step of many, a list of what were 

considered to be key terms was combined. These words were selected on the basis of the 

first reading of all texts and what emerged as overall important concepts, and also based 

on the assessments of the goals of the process that were formulated by the organizers of 

the consultations. The words were then counted in each text and the combined number of 

their occurrence calculated.  
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The assumption behind this particular methodology is that the frequency with 

which terms are referenced in the press releases likely reveals the topics and notions that 

were given emphasis during the preparations for any given consultation and at the 

discussions themselves. Naturally, the personal agendas of the individuals responsible for 

the authorship of these texts should not be ignored; however, in this case, most of the 

press releases were group efforts as opposed to individually composed statements and the 

authors usually included the top five most active and involved participants and leaders of 

this process. Therefore it is safe to assume that even if the texts exhibit certain biases and 

may not entirely reflect what happened or was planned to happen at individual 

consultations, they still indicate what the organizers, who at the same time had the 

greatest influence over how the discussions would proceed and what they would focus 

on, considered to be the most important message to convey. 

 In addition to specific words (such as “church;” “Serbia;” or “Germany”), the 

occurrence of certain concepts was also examined. In the case of the latter, a few 

different terms were combined into one cluster, for example: democracy / democratic / 

democratization; or zusammen / gemeinsam [as an adverb] / gemeinsame [as an adjective] 

(together / common). The reason behind examining the most frequently occurring words 

and concepts was to find out where the texts placed the emphasis and what these 

emphases reflected.  

Table 1 presents the findings from the search for the most frequently occurring 

words and concepts from all press releases, accompanied by brief explanations and by 

highlights on some of the more interesting and unexpected findings. 
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The two words used by far more frequently than any others in the press releases 

were “Serbia” (184 mentions) and “church(es)” (177 occurrences). “Germany” was in 

third position (81 mentions); “Europe/European” was in the sixth (48 mentions); while 

“dialogue” occupied the tenth place (31 occurrences). The cluster 

“democracy/democratic/democratization,” which had been articulated as one of the 

central aims of the process, stood in sixteenth place, with only 14 mentions. Not 

surprisingly, “state/government” was among the top five most frequently occurring terms, 

standing in fifth place (58 mentions). 

It is an interesting and surprising find that “the past” was mentioned five times 

more frequently in the texts than “the future” (15 versus 3). This is definitely intriguing, 

on the one hand fitting into the overall vision of the project, which included the aspiration 

to overcome historical injustices, re-examine common historical experiences and attempt 

initiating reconciliation. On the other hand, it is also a worrisome finding, which indicates 

that much greater emphasis was being placed in these texts on the past than on the future 

– the latter [focus on the future] being a clearly expressed aspect of the goals of the 

Serbien-Tagungen. Naturally, it can be irresponsible and potentially dangerous to move 

into focusing on the future as long as certain conflicts and misunderstandings of the past 

have not been considered and addressed, and this is one area in which the churches in 

Germany have certainly accrued a lot of experience and could therefore share the lessons 

they learned with others. There is a balance of the two that must be found and this was 

intended by the organizers of the conference as well; the press releases, however, show a 

somewhat different picture. 
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Table 1) Most Frequently Used Words in Press Releases, 1999-2009 

Most Frequently Used Word 

in German 

Serbian Equivalent from the 

Press Releases 

English Equivalent Total 

Number of 

Appearance 

Serbien Srbija Serbia 184 

Kirche  Crkva Church 177 

Deutschland Nemačka Germany   81 

zusammen/gemeinsam Zajedno Together   62 

Staat/Regierung država/vlada State/Government   58 

Europa/europäisch Evropa/evropski Europe/European   48 

Gesellschaft Društvo Society   45 

Politik/politisch politika/politički Politics/Political   33 

Identität Identitet Identity   32 

Dialog Dijalog Dialogue   31 

Kultur/Kulturerbe kultura/kulturna baština Culture/Cultural Heritage   24 

Friede Mir Peace   24 

national Nacionalni National   19 

Krieg/Zerstörung rat/razaranje War/Destruction   17 

Gesetz Zakon Law   17 

ökumenisch/interkonfessionell ekumenski/interkonfesionalni Ecumenical/Interconfessional   17 

Kosovo Kosovo Kosovo   16 

Konflikt/Problem konflikt/problem Conflict/Problem   16 

Kirche-Staat-Verhältnis odnos crkve i države Church-State Relations   15 

Vergangenheit Prošlost The Past   15 

West Zapad West   15 

Ost Istok East   14 

demokratisch/Demokratisierung demokratski/demokratizacija Democratic/Democratization   14 

Gerechtigkeit Pravda Justice   13 

Versöhnung Pomirenje Reconciliation   11 

ethnisch/Ethnie etnički/etnicitet Ethnic/Ethnicity   10 

EU Evropska unija The European Union     9 

(Humanitäre) Hilfe (humanitarna) pomoć (Humanitarian) Help     7 

Zivilgesellschaft civilno/građansko društvo Civil Society     7 

Südosteuropa Jugoistočna Evropa South East Europe     7 

Erinnerung pamćenje Remembrance     6 

Menschenrechte ljudska prava Human Rights     6 

Balkan Balkan The Balkans     5 

Flüchtlingen Izbeglice Refugees     4 

Zukunft budućnost The Future     3 

Toleranz tolerancija Tolerance     1 
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In light of the fact that (at least according to the EKD) the Serbien-Tagungen do 

not represent a true dialogue process, the use of the term “dialogue” was examined to 

determine how many times it was used in reference to these particular consultations and 

how many times it was employed in an abstract or general way in the texts of the press 

releases. The findings demonstrate that the word “dialogue” occurred more often (60%) 

in reference to the particular process of the Serbien-Tagungen than denoting the concept 

of dialogue in general (40%), which reflects either a certain amount of confusion or lack 

of communication among the organizers and main participants. 

Some of these findings are self-evident, having emerged out of the central topics 

chosen for each individual consultation. At other times, the reason behind their frequent 

occurrence may lie in being prompted by relevant political and social developments in 

Serbia (or in Germany) at that particular time. Still others may be the result of having 

come to occupy a focal point in the discussions, due to individual interests or through 

conflict among participants. 

In addition to determining the total occurrence of each word, press releases were 

carefully studied in order to find out in which year(s) these words were most frequently 

employed. Table 2 on the following page presents the findings from the study of when 

each frequently occurring word reached its peaks, i.e. had its highest occurrence. The 

table indicates how many times and when these words appeared in the top three: “4x1
st
” 

for example means that the word appeared four times in the number one position. 
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 Table 2) Occurrence of Words in Top Positions, 1999-2009 

Frequently Used Word in 

English 

Number of times it 

appeared in the top three 

and in which position 

At which meetings it 

appeared in the highest 

position 

Serbia 9 (4 x 1
st
; 5 x 2

nd
) 1999; 2000; 2009 (2x) 

Church 11 (5 x 1
st
; 3 x 2

nd
; 3 x 3

rd
) 2001; 2002; 2003; 2007; 2009 

Together 3 (2 x 1
st
; 1 x 3

rd
) 2004; 2005 

Germany 2 x 3
rd

 2005; 2009 

State/Government 2 x 3
rd

 2007; 2009 

Society 2 x 2
nd

 2003;2009 

Europe/European 1 x 3
rd

 2005 

Dialogue --- --- 

Politics/Political 2 (1x2
nd

; 1x3) 2004 

Peace 1x2
nd

 2009 

Culture/Cultural Heritage 2x1
st
 2004; 2005 

Identity 2 x 3
rd

  2003 (2x) 

War/Destruction 1 x 2
nd

  1999 

Ecumenical/Interconfessional 1 x 2
nd

  2009 

Justice --- --- 

Kosovo 1 x 2
nd

  2005 

Democratic/Democratization 1 x 2
nd

  2000 

Law --- --- 

Conflict/Problem 1 x 3
rd

  2005 

National --- --- 

Ethnic/Ethnicity 1 x 3
rd

  2005 

The Past --- --- 

Reconciliation --- --- 

East 1 x 1
st
  2004 

West 1 x 1
st
  2004 

(Humanitarian) Help 1 x 3
rd

  2000 

Civil Society 1 x 3
rd

  2002 

Remembrance --- --- 

The European Union --- --- 

Church-State Relations 1 x 1
st
  2001 

South East Europe 1 x 2
nd

  2005 

Refugees --- --- 
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For example, the topic of church-state relations was a hotly discussed issue 

throughout 2001, for reasons explained later in this chapter. This was the first time 

church-state relations were featured as the central topic of the consultations and the only 

time this term reached number one. In 2007 and in 2009, when the relationship between 

church and state was again placed at the center of discussions, each realm was mentioned 

separately and within the context of its interaction with other realms of society but 

together they did feature among the top three most frequently occurring terms. The 

analysis of the occurrence of the most frequently used words has also revealed an 

interesting finding, namely that not once did the word “dialogue” appear in the top three 

positions of any of the press releases. 

 

Internal Cohesion within All Official Texts Issued 1999-2009 

 The press releases, although exhibiting some level of internal cohesion, differed 

from one another in various ways. There were texts of different lengths and of different 

styles published. Although representations of the self and of the other only played a latent 

role in the language of the press releases, it can be established that the press release in 

both languages were striving to present an overall positive evaluation of the 

consultations, while referring to its achievements and somewhat overemphasizing their 

importance. The common thread through all of them was focusing on the issues at hand 

and describing the challenges Serbia was facing. This presents the overall picture that 

Serbia has been a land in need of outside help and input. Although the German authors of 

press releases were careful not to present themselves as experts who can offer solutions 

for all these problems, it was nonetheless insinuated that the expertise and experiences of 
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the German participants meant competence for discussing the subjects at hand, and that 

German participants made very constructive and positive contributions to the process, as 

well as to the larger transitional issues in Serbia. 

One noticeable change with the passing of time is that more and more texts were 

produced in Serbian, which were not simple translations of German texts. This is due in 

part to developments in the organizational structure and procedures preceding the 

consultations. As already mentioned, in the case of the 2007 consultation the financing 

available facilitated the production and translation of texts in general. In the case of the 

2009 meeting the large number of local participants and the considerable attention that 

the Serbian Orthodox Church gave to the event through its informational service and 

various media outlets (most notably its web site) warranted the larger than usual number 

of press releases in Serbian. 

 

Overarching Observations Concerning the Participants 

 A brief examination of those who participated at the consultations, whom they 

represented, and what backgrounds they came from, is presented in this subsection. After 

a few introductory and general remarks participant numbers are shown according to 

various intersecting criteria. To illustrate the numerical and proportional breakdowns of 

the group, tables and figures are utilized and each of them is followed by a brief 

discussion and interpretation of the data. A summary of the findings from the participant 

analysis concludes this subsection. 

According to the official participant lists, the total number of those who took part 

throughout the ten-year history of the Serbien-Tagungen came to 342: 177 (52%) from 
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Germany and 165 (48%) from Serbia. There was only one person who was present at 

each of the nine meetings: Archpriest Milan Pejić from the Central European Diocese of 

the Serbian Orthodox Church in Hannover. There were twenty-six people (eleven from 

Serbia
587

 and fifteen from Germany
588

) who participated at three or more consultations. 

Among the participants from Serbia, two of these were bishops (one of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church, the other was the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Belgrade), four were 

representatives of non-governmental organizations, while two were university professors, 

in addition to two politicians and one journalist. Within this group, there were four who 

(also) represented the Serbian Orthodox Church, two the Roman Catholic Church in 

Serbia and one the Reformed Christian Church in Serbia.  

Among the top participants from Germany there were four bishops and 

superintendents (two from the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, one from the German 

Bishops’ Conference [DBK] and one from the Serbian Orthodox Church), two university 

professors, three politicians and one NGO representative. Apart from five representatives 

of the Serbian Orthodox Church within this group, there were two from the EKD and two 

from the German Bishops’ Conference. While all top participants from Serbia were non-

Germans, there were six Serbian participants within the total representation from 

Germany. 

                                                 
587

 Advisor to the Crown Dragomir Acović participated six times, Archpriest Prof. Dr. Radovan Bigović 

five times, six persons four times and five persons three times. 

588
 In addition to Milan Pejić who participated at all consultations, Superintendent Antje Heider-Rottwilm 

from the EKD and Tihomir Popović from the CED of the SOC in Hannover each participated eight times, 

two persons six times, one person five times, three persons four times and eight persons three times.   
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It was the very first consultation in 1999 that had the lowest attendance (twenty 

people), while the highest attendance was noted at the last meeting in 2009 (86 people). 

The latter was due in part to local mobilization by the Serbian Orthodox Church since the 

conference was held in northern Serbia, about a one-hour drive from Belgrade. This 

relatively easily accessible location enabled in particular local priests to attend in greater 

numbers, as well as students of the Orthodox Theological Faculty in the capital. Local 

recruitment of participants in significant numbers had not been typical of the two 

preceding meetings held in Serbia, which was also reflected in their relatively low total 

attendance. 

The following tables break down the participant lists according to various 

categories. Table 3 shows the representation of the three main church bodies and of 

different societal segments: politicians, non-governmental organizations and others. 

Regarding church representation, it should be noted that the Serbian Orthodox Church 

was the only church body of the main three (Serbian Orthodox Church, EKD, DBK) that 

always had participants from its Central European Diocese and from other eparchies in 

Serbia (and at times Montenegro), which explains their relatively higher numbers of 

representation compared to the two others. It is also clearly visible that the German 

Bishops’ Conference was always the least represented of the three. 

Concerning the presence and distribution of politicians from the local and regional 

or national levels, a few interesting observations can be made. First, local politicians were 

present only at the first two meetings. Their number had increased fivefold by the second 

consultation, most likely because of the emphasis that the organizers had placed on 

supporting local governments from among the ranks of the political opposition to 



318 

 

Milošević. Additionally, the fact that at the first meeting the organizers had expressed 

their hope to inspire the development of new partnerships between cities and towns in 

Germany and Serbia, likely contributed as well. The second consultation marked the 

altogether highest ratio of politicians among the total number of representatives, at 45%. 

Their percentage then steadily decreased over time: in 2009 they only made up 12.8% of 

the total group of participants. An important event that may provide at least partial 

explanation for the absence of local politicians at later consultations was the toppling of 

Slobodan Milošević’s regime on October 5, 2000, a few months after the second 

consultation. With Milošević gone and the broadly pro-Western democratic government 

led by Zoran Đinđić in place by 2001, the former opposition parties had in many cases 

become the ruling parties and there was growing openness in governmental policies 

toward Western Europe in general. 

There was very little political representation at the regional level among the 

participants from Serbia. Although politicians from various municipalities within the 

Autonomous Province of Vojvodina were present at a number of consultations, only two 

representatives of the regional government were ever delegated; one participated in 2007 

and another in 2009. The representation of regional-level politicians from Germany was 

also very low: only three such office holders ever participated (with a few of their staff 

members in addition) and all three of them were from Lower Saxony, of which Hannover 

is the capital. This was undoubtedly due to already existing personal connections that the 

organizers of the consultations from the EKD and from the Central European Diocese of 

the Serbian Orthodox Church had cultivated. In addition to these personal networks, the 

other factor for selection and self-selection of political representatives at the consultations 
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was expertise, with already expressed interests in Serbia or South Eastern Europe. For 

example, this is how members of the German Bundestag, who were involved in the 

parliamentary group on South East Europe, got connected to the process.  

 

 

 

Table 3) The Breakdown of Participants According to Profession and / or Whom 

they Represented 

 

Year SOC EKD DBK Local 

Politics 

Regional 

/ 

National 

Politics 

NGOs Other Total 

1999 5 4 - 3 5 - 3 20 

2000 6 4 3 15 13 10 11 62 

2001 9 6 5 - 13 2 18 53 

2002 7 5 2 - 10 2 12 38 

2003 8 4 2 - 11 6 15 46 

2004 10 5 4 - 11 9 20 59 

2005 4 3 1 - 8 9 23 48 

2007 13 7 2 - 13 9 31 75 

2009 30 4 3 - 11 5 34 87 
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Table 4) The Breakdown of Representatives of Churches and Religious 

Communities in Addition to the SOC, EKD and DBK 

 

Year Roman 

Catholic 

Church 

in 

Serbia 

Lutheran 

Church 

in Serbia 

Reformed 

Church 

in Serbia 

Jewish 

Community 

in Serbia 

Muslim 

Community 

in Serbia 

Other Total 

1999 - - - - - - - 

2000 - - - - - - - 

2001 1 1 - - 1 - 3 

2002 1 - 1 - 1 - 3 

2003 3 - - - - 1 (Baptist 

in SRB) 

4 

2004 2 - 2 1 1 1 (Baptist 

in SRB) 

7 

2005 2 - 1 - - 1 

(Methodist) 

4 

2007 1 3 1 - - 1 

(Methodist) 

6 

2009 9 4 1 - - 3 (1 

Baptist, 1 

Lutheran 

from 

Hungary, 1 

Lutheran 

from 

Slovakia) 

17 
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Table 5) The Breakdown of Participants According to Citizenship/Nationality
589

 and 

Residence 

 

Year Serbian 

from 

Serbia 

Serbian 

from 

Germany
590

 

German 

from 

Germany 

German 

from 

Serbia 

Other 

West 

European 

Other 

Central or 

South East 

European 

Total 

1999 7 

(35%)
591

 

4 (20%) 9 (45%) - - - 20 

2000 24 (39%) 5 (8%) 29 (47%) 1 (1.6%) 1 (1.6%) 1 (1.6%) 62
592

 

2001 16 (30%) 11 (21%) 26 (49%) - - - 53 

2002 13 (34%) 5 (13%) 20 (53%) - - - 38 

2003 26 (56%) 6 (13%) 10 (22%) 2 (4.5%) 1 (2.5%) 1 (2.5%) 46 

2004 20 (34%) 10 (17%) 25 (42%) 1 (1.7%) - 3 (5.1%) 59 

2005 21 (44%) 6 (12.5%) 14 (30%) 5 (10.5%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 48 

2007 24 (32%) 20 (27%) 23 (30%) 2 (2.7%) 4 (5.3%) 2 (2.7%) 75 

2009 57 (65%) 6 (7%) 15 (17%) 4 (4.5%) 2 (2.3%) 3 (3.5%) 87 

 

 

 

                                                 
589

 Especially in the case of participants living in Serbia it is clear that some of them are not ethnically Serb 

but belong to the Hungarian, Slovak or other minority groups and/or minority religious communities. They 

are listed in the rubric “Serbian from Serbia,” in which case their citizenship and place of residence are 

taken into account instead of their ethnic identity. 

590
 There is a very small number of participants within this category who are from Serbia and live not in 

Germany but in another Western European country, such as Austria. 

591
 All percentages are approximations, intended only to illustrate the breakdown of various nationalities 

and places of residence among participants. 

592
 In addition, one participant at this consultation was a non-European: Jeff Garrison, the representative of 

the Embassy of the United States in Berlin. 
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Table 6) High Religious Office Holders and Other Professions Represented 

 

Year Bishops / Superintendents / Other 

Ordained Religious Leaders593 

University 

Professors 

Journalists 

1999 5 (2 SOC, 3 EKD) 1 (D) 2 (both D) 

2000 5 (1 SOC, 3 EKD, 1 DBK) 2 (both D) 4 (all SRB) 

2001 9 (3 SOC, 4 EKD, 1 DBK, 1 Slovak 

Lutheran Church in Serbia) 

5 (3 D, 2 SRB) 2 (1D, 1 SRB) 

2002 7 (2 SOC, 3 EKD, 1 DBK, 1 Roman 

Catholic Church in Serbia) 

6 (2 D, 4 SRB) 4 (3 D, 1 SRB) 

2003 7 (4 SOC, 2 EKD, 1 RCC in Serbia) 

this figure includes Patriarch Pavle of 

the SOC who delivered the words of 

welcome on opening night  

10 (all SRB) 1 (SRB) 

2004 9 (2 SOC, 5 EKD, 1 DBK, 1 RCC in 

Serbia) 

9 (5 D, 4 SRB) 2 (1D, 1 SRB) 

2005 4 (2 SOC, 2 EKD) 11 (4 D, 7 SRB) 2 (1 D, 1 SRB) 

2007 9 (3 SOC, 4 EKD, 1 Slovak Lutheran 

Church in Serbia, 1 Methodist in 

Austria) 

9 (4 D, 5 SRB) 2 (1 SRB, 1 

Switzerland) 

2009 11 (2 SOC, 3 EKD, 1 DBK, 2 RCC in 

Serbia, 1 Slovak Lutheran Church in 

Serbia, 1 Methodist Church in Serbia, 1 

Lutheran Church in Slovakia) 

9 (3 D, 6 SRB) 1 (SRB) 

                                                 
593

 The criterion for determining who should be counted in this category was that they filled a leadership 

position at the highest possible level(s). This, in the case of the Serbian Orthodox Church was relatively 

easy: being an autocephalous church, anyone with the title of Patriarch, Metropolitan or Bishop was 

included. In the case of the DBK and the RCC in Serbia leaders at the national level were considered: they 

included Archbishop, Bishop and one person who was Advisor to the Archbishop and Vice-Rector of the 

Theological-Catechetical Institute in Serbia, with further leadership functions at the national level as the 

coordinator and highest level representative of committees for religious education and ecumenical 

cooperation.  The EKD, with its multi-tier system proved to be more complicated. Here, only those who 

had leadership functions as Bishop or Superintendent at the national or the regional church level were 

considered: these included the highest level military chaplain, or the director of the EKD’s office of 

representation to the Bundestag. They did not include Propst, deans or other lower-level office holders 

within the regional church structures. 
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The ratio of politicians within the delegations from Serbia and Germany has also 

been analyzed and it can be established that the participation of politicians was 

percentually higher from Serbia (forming 28% of the total delegation) than from 

Germany (where they made up 23% of the total delegation). Similarly to politicians, the 

number of representatives from the non-governmental sector was also highest at the 

second consultation in 2000 (ten individuals, making up 16%) but percentually they had a 

stronger representation at the seventh consultation in 2005 (at 18.75%). 
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Figure 2) The Ratio of Serbian and German Participants at Each Consultation 
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With the passage of time, the number of non-Serbian and non-German 

participants increased.
594

 This is due in part to the decision by the EKD to increasingly 

involve ecumenical partner churches from the Central European and South East European 

regions in the process. This was done partly to encourage these partner churches to 

strengthen their relationships with the participating churches from Serbia, and with the 

hope that positive exchanges would result from such connections. Why the Lutheran 

Church of the Augsburg Confession in Slovakia (which in spite of not being located in an 

immediate neighboring country of Serbia’s is very closely connected to the Slovak 

Lutheran Church of the Augsburg Confession in Serbia) was more ready to send a higher-

level representative (bishop) than the Lutheran Church in neighboring Hungary most 

likely has its reason in church politics that have nothing to do with the consultations 

under scrutiny here.
595

 

                                                 
594

 In 2009, there was a representative present at the consultation each from the Lutheran Church in 

Hungary (György Lupták, a dean from Kiskõrös, South Central Hungary) and from the Lutheran Church of 

the Augsburg Confession in Slovakia (Milan Krivda, Bishop of Zvolen, Western Slovakia). 

595
 Without aiming to provide an exhaustive explanation, the following background information may be 

helpful in understanding the situation. In 2001, a second Lutheran church body, “Evangelička hrišćanska 

crkva A.V. / Ágostai Hitvallású Evangélikus Keresztény Egyház Szerbiában-Vajdaságban” (The Lutheran 

Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession in Vojvodina-Serbia) was successfully registered with the 

government in Serbia. In contrast to the Slovak Lutheran Church of the Augsburg Confession in Serbia, the 

Lutheran Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession is a primarily Hungarian-speaking church 

headquartered in Subotica and active in a few more locations within Vojvodina. It is led by a 

superintendent, who has not been installed as bishop. There is no official information on the size of 

membership of this church but estimates and claims vary between 1,000 and 10,000. The church has 

received the legal status of a traditional, recognized religious community in Serbia with all its privileges but 

is not a member of the Lutheran World Federation, the worldwide umbrella organization uniting Lutheran 

churches. The Lutheran Church in Hungary initially took a relatively supportive stance toward this group 

but has unequivocally distanced itself in recent years. However, the church has been the recipient of 

significant amounts of financial contributions by the Hungarian government and by Hungarian-based 

public foundations. The Lutheran Christian Church of the Augsburg Confession in Vojvodina-Serbia is 

active in ecumenical cooperation in the town of Subotica and is represented in ecumenical/interreligious 

bodies at regional and national levels. The church has also tried to assert itself as the legal successor of the 

German Lutherans in Serbia and has issued claims for former German church properties in several 

locations within the country. Neither Superintendent Árpád Dolinszky, nor any other representatives of this 
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Religious Leaders 18

Politicians 
46

NGO Reps. 19
University Profs. 

21

Journalists 6

Other 
54

  

Figure 3) The Ratio of Church Leaders, Politicians, NGO Representatives among 

Participants from Serbia 

 

 

 

In the “Other” category, most of the participants were representing churches and 

religious communities but not in a high-level leadership position – priests and pastors, 

deacons, members of religious orders, students of theology, instructors of religion in 

public schools, church administrative personnel, and lay leaders. 

                                                                                                                                                 
church were invited to participate in the interchurch consultations. Dolinszky only took part in the visit of 

religious leaders from Serbia to Germany, which was organized by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in 

December 2005. 
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Religious Leaders 18

Politicians 41

NGO 
Reps. 32

University Profs. 14

Journalists 6

Other 66

Figure 4) The Ratio of Church Leaders, Politicians, NGO Representatives among 

Participants from Germany 
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Figure 5) Gender Representation among Participants 
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The percentage of female participants from Germany was slightly higher than 

from Serbia: 27% in contrast to 23%. However, there was a higher percentage of women 

of non-German (most often Serbian) origin among those from Germany (close to 52%) 

than the other way around: only 9% of the female participants from Serbia were of non-

local background.
596
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Figure 6) The Breakdown of Professional Background among Female Participants from 

Serbia 

 

 

 

                                                 
596

 Among the participants from Serbia were not only ethnic Serb representatives but also members of the 

Hungarian, Slovak and Croatian ethnic minorities. 
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Among the smallest categories of female delegates from Serbia (at 12%) was that 

of religious leaders and clergypersons, which is understandable, since the two churches 

represented by the largest number of participants, the Serbian Orthodox Church and the 

Roman Catholic Church, do not ordain women. In addition to the one ordained person at 

the highest level of national leadership (Ana Palik-Kunčak, the superintendent of the 

Evangelical-Methodist Church in Serbia), one clergywoman of the Slovak Lutheran 

Church of the Augsburg Confession in Serbia, one Roman Catholic nun,
597

 one 

clergywoman of the Reformed Christian Church in Serbia, and the lay president of the 

[National] Synod of the same church were counted within the clergy group. Politicians 

and journalists each accounted for 12.5%, university professors for 15%, NGO 

representatives for 25%, while those falling into the “Other” category made up for 

another 25% of the total number of female participants from Serbia. Among university 

professors, diverse disciplines were represented ranging from sociology to political 

science; from theology to art history. Also notable is the fact that there was a high 

proportion of women among the students of Serbian Orthodox theology who participated 

in the meetings and at least three female participants from Serbia had earned a diploma in 

theology. 

 

                                                 
597

 Although technically not an ordained or in a clerical position, the sole member of a religious order was 

counted in this category because her entry into the order still required a vow and a lifelong commitment to 

her vocation. 
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Religious Leaders 5

Politicians 13

University Profs. 2

NGO 

Reps. 6

Journalists 3

Other 19

 

Figure 7) The Breakdown of Professional Background among Female Participants from 

Germany 
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Figure 8) The Ratio of Male and Female Clergy And Laity from Germany  
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Figure 9) The Ratio of Male and Female Clergy And Laity from Serbia 

 

 

 

In contrast to the female participants from Serbia, among the female 

representatives from Germany the percentage of women in religious leadership was 

significantly higher, standing at 10.25%. This is naturally due to the high representation 

of the EKD, where women are not only able to serve as ordained clergy in the 

constitutive church bodies but they have also been occupying top leadership positions 

within the nation-wide structures of the organization. Politicians accounted for 27% of 

female participants, which is more than double compared to the politicians among female 

representatives from Serbia. The two smallest categories were that of university 

professors (4%) and journalists (6.25%). The fact that the smallest category belonged to 

university professors was a surprising outcome, especially in comparison to the 

participants from Serbia, where this stood at 15%. Representatives of NGOs made up for 
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12.5% (exactly half compared to participants from Serbia), while the category “Other” 

accounted for 40% of the total – significantly higher than the Serbian percentage. 

 Regarding the overall participant group at the consultations, it can be noted that 

although limitations regarding true representation may have been lacking, it was still a 

significantly diverse group that reflected not only the participating church bodies and 

organizations but also diverse fields of expertise on subjects that were addressed at the 

meetings. Further specific issues relating to representation are addressed in the final part 

of this chapter. 

 

Overarching and Recurring Themes and Issues Covered throughout the Consultations and 

their Significance 

An analysis of dialogue events and texts reveals that there are a number of 

overarching and recurring themes throughout the dialogue. At times these topics stood in 

the middle of the discussion among dialogue partners; at other times they were not 

explicitly mentioned but their presence visibly served to undergird the consultations. 

What follows is a description of each of the overarching themes, which also points out 

why they may have played an important role in the dialogue process, how they framed or 

influenced the discussions, and what outcomes and considerations have emerged from 

this process. 

The central themes, as well as the key notions and concepts that they focused on 

were studies in detail during the discourse analysis of texts. Attention was paid in 

particular to three stages concerning each of these notions and concepts in the process of 

discussions: 1. How they were conceptualized by each side; 2. How they were formulated 
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in the discussions; and 3. How they were transferred. Among the key notions are 

“nation,” “religion,” “church and state relations,” while among the central concepts are 

“democratization” and “civil society.” 

 

Church and State Relations in Serbia 

One of the central topics that emerged at the consultations was the issue of church 

and state relations in Serbia. The lack of legislation regarding churches and religious 

communities and their relationships to the state in Serbia at the end of the 1990s, as well 

as the resulting confusion, prompted the organizers of the dialogue to select church-state 

relations as the focus of discussions at three different consultations, making this issue the 

only one to be repeated as the central concern during the entire process of the Serbien-

Tagungen. As already mentioned, although the German model of church-state relations 

was presented on numerous occasions, the majority of the discussions were focusing on 

the situation in Serbia. It seems that while the theoretical issues were presented and to a 

certain degree discussed at the consultations, the majority of the focus was on the 

practical aspects of church-state relationships. The consultations were organized against a 

long and complicated legal and societal backdrop, which was discussed in Chapter Three.  

According to Bishop Koppe, the EKD delegation was consciously trying to 

present the Geman model of cooperation (Kooperationsmodell) between the churches and 

religious communities and the state as a potential blueprint for regulating church-state 

relations in Serbia.
598

 It is important to state that it was only the principle of cooperation 

                                                 
598

 Rolf Koppe, interview by author, February 1, 2012, Göttingen. 
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which was deemed to be an important aspect, and not the actual practical and structural 

ways in which this principle has been put to work in Germany. Another emphasis was 

placed by EKD representatives on urging the introduction of religious education in public 

schools in Serbia. Again, the model operating in Germany, where different churches and 

religious communities are conducting religious education in public schools, was seen an 

area in which the German experiences should be passed on to Serbia and held up as a 

positive example of what could be implemented there.
599

 These issues were accordingly 

discussed in more general presentations at the plenary sessions and in greater practical 

detail at various small group meetings, where more interaction was possible among 

participants.  

The churches from Germany asked their legal experts and representatives to the 

German federal government to hold the presentations, but religious leaders and 

politicians also got to talk about church and state issues. The experiences from Serbia 

were presented by scholars, religious leaders and by a large number of representatives of 

the government, especially from the Ministry for Religious Affairs. As a result of such a 

mixed group of presenters, church and state relations were approached from different 

perspectives, some of which were legal, technical, or representing the official stances of a 

certain government or church, while others were based on personal experiences and 

impressions. All of this contributed to enhancing the discussions by providing an all-

round view of the issues at stake, not only addressing theoretical concerns but also 

providing very specific answers to practical challenges and dilemmas. From the textual 

                                                 
599

 Ibid. 
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documentation it can be established that all participants from Serbia agreed that a model 

of cooperation, such as the one that exists in Germany, would be necessary for regulating 

the field of church-state relations in Serbia. 

In addition to the lengthy and detailed presentations introducing the German 

system and the historical developments in Serbia and Yugoslavia (much of the same 

content was repeated by a number of different presenters), the focus at the 2001 

consultation was also placed on the draft law that was being developed in Serbia during 

the time. Here, representatives of the government, the Serbian Orthodox Church, and 

other churches and religious communities expressed diverse expectations, which were 

then further discussed in smaller groups or individually at the meetings. It should also be 

mentioned that this topic was part of heated discussions in the Serbian public for several 

years, with not just the government and religious communities, but also a host of non-

governmental organizations, academics, and even popular figures voicing their opinions 

on how church-state relations should be configured in Serbia.
600

 In 2007 and 2009, with 

legislation regulating the legal status of churches and religious communities freshly in 

place in Serbia, and with further legal developments already regulating various aspects of 

church-state relations, the discussions focused much more on practical aspects of church 

                                                 
600

 There is a considerable amount of literature that can be reconstructed from this time period. The 

following two publications are listed here to show some of the sides involved in the public discussions. For 

a report addressing the issue from the Yugoslav government’s point of view, see Susret države i crkve: 

Izveštaj saveznog ministarstva/sekretarijata za vere (2001-2001) (The Encounter of State and Church: 

Report of the Federal Ministry/Department for Faiths, 2001-2002), (Belgrade: Savezni sekretarijat za vere, 

2003). For one view from the Serbian Orthodox Church, in addition to numerous articles (for example in 

Pravoslavlje, the bi-weekly magazine of the Belgrade Patriarchate) and public statements, and published in 

German, see Mile Bogović, “Staat und Kirche in der serbischen Orthodoxie,” in Thomas Bremer (ed.), 

Religion und Nation im Krieg auf dem Balkan: Beiträge des Treffens deutscher, kroatischer und serbischer 

Wissenschaftler vom 5. Bis 9. April 1995 in Freising (Bonn: Deutsche Kommission Justitia et Pax, 1996), 

109-125. 
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and state relations and following up on already regulated areas. For example, it was 

through this process that the need was expressed for further training of teachers of 

religious education in Serbia, which the churches in Germany responded to and the 

workshop in 2008 was thus organized.  

 

Serbia and Europe / Serbia and the West 

In the years of Yugoslavia’s disintegration, societal upheaval, wars, and the 

beginnings of political transition in the country, the Serbian Orthodox Church, as many 

other churches in the South East European region at that time, experienced somewhat of 

an identity crisis. The church was asking itself some foundational questions and had to go 

through a process of self-discovery and consolidation. At around the same time, the 

geopolitical landscape of Europe changed radically: the Cold War came to the end and 

the two opposing blocks (which Yugoslavia under Tito managed to offer an alternative to 

in the form of the Non-Aligned Nations) were disappearing in their previous form, with 

new power constellations being redrawn across the maps of the continent. The gradual 

expansion of the European Union toward the east in the 2000s to eventually incorporate 

several neighboring countries to Serbia added further relevance to the need for the state 

and also for the Serbian Orthodox Church to re-think its identity and to re-position itself 

in this new situation. 

There are several branches or sub-sections of the larger thematic of Serbia and 

Europe or Serbia and the West that relate to religious identity and to the Serbian 

Orthodox Church. On the following pages some of the most important of these are 

discussed, while also presenting the key thinkers and leaders behind them. It is important 
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to mention here that the thoughts of two important Serbian theologians of the twentieth 

century in particular have had a significant impact on shaping the public discourse on 

ecumenism and on Serbia and Europe / Serbia and the West during the last two decades. 

One of them is Bishop Dr. Nikolaj Velimirović (1881-1956), who was beatified by the 

Serbian Orthodox Church in 2003. Velimirović had studied in Russia, Switzerland and 

England, later taught in Belgrade and served as Bishop of Ohrid and Žiča. Arrested by 

Nazi forces during the occupation of Yugoslavia in World War II, he was sent to Dachau 

concentration camp together with Patriarch Gavrilo (Dožić; 1881-1950). Velimirović did 

not return to Yugoslavia after the war and eventually immigrated to the United States, 

where he spent the remainder of his life. Although he was greatly respected by many 

Western Christians, especially Anglicans, Velimirović maintained an ambiguous attitude 

toward the West.  Many of his writings have been criticized for Antisemitism as well.
601

 

Among contemporary Serbian Orthodox theologians, Radovan Bigović and Metropolitan 

Amfilohije (Radović) are counted as being most familiar with Velimirović’s works and 

theology. In the 1990s it was Bishop Lavrentije (Trifunović) in Germany, who began re-

printing and popularizing Velimirović’s works. All three of them (Bigović, Amfilohije 

and Lavrentije) have participated in the interchurch consultations. 

The other influential theologian, whose unequivocal stance against ecumenism 

still has many followers among certain groups within the Serbian Orthodox Church 

today, is Dr. Justin Popović (1894-1979) – who was beatified in 2010.
602

 In his book 
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 See for example Jovan Byford, Denial and Repression of Antisemitism: Post-communist Remembrance 

of the Serbian Bishop Nikolaj Velimirović (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2008). 
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 Popović was a student of Velimirović’s at the Orthodox Theological School of St. Sava in Belgrade. 
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Pravoslavna crkva i ekumenizam (The Orthodox Church and Ecumenism), which was 

first published in 1974, Popović called ecumenism a pan-heresy and referred to 

humanistic ecumenism (which is how he named the ecumenism practiced by the churches 

in Western Christendom) as “the collective name for pseudo-Christianities, for the 

pseudo-churches of Western Europe.”
603

 For those sharing Popović’s views, ecumenism 

represents a threat to Serbian and Orthodox identity. Popović’s influence continues today, 

in large part, through his spiritual children: men who had been his students, or whom he 

had helped enter the monastic life and now serve as bishops and professors of theology in 

the Serbian Orthodox Church.
604

 Among those in Popović’s circle are Bishop of Bačka 

Irinej (Bulović), Metropolitan of Montenegro and of the Littoral Amfilohije (Radović), 

retired Bishop of Zahumlje and Herzegovina, Atanasije (Jevtić), and former Bishop of 

Rascia-Prizren Artemije (Radosavljević).
605

 Artemije has been in recent years one of the 

strongest opponents of ecumenism. He had spent time in his early years with Popović at 

the Monastery of Ćelije, where the latter was archimandrite for 31 years. Artemije was 
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 Arhim. Dr. Justin Popović, Pravoslavna crkva i ekumenizam (The Orthodox Church and Ecumenism) 

[Hilandarski putokazi 1], (Solun: Manastir Hilandar, 1974), 189: “Екуменизам је заједничко име за 

псевдохришћанства, за псевдоцркве Западне Европе.” 
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 See Klaus Buchenau, Auf russischen Spuren. Orthodoxe Antiwestler in Serbien, 1850-1945 (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2011), who in his book investigates the influences of anti-Western thought on Serbian 

Orthodox theologians; and Thomas Bremer, “Neuere Diskurse in der Serbischen Orthodoxen Kirche,” in 

Gabriella Schubert (Hrsg.), Serbien in Europa. Leitbilder der Moderne in der Diskussion (Wiesbaden: 
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discussion of how the ecclesiology of the Serbian Orthodox Church has been shaped by the theological 

opus of both Velimirović and Popović. See Thomas Bremer, Ekklesiale Struktur und Ekklesiologie in der 

Serbischen Orthodoxe Kirche im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert [Das Östliche Christentum Neue Folge, Band 

41], (Würzburg: Augustinus-Verlag, 1992). 
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 Two out of these four church leaders (Irinej and Amfilohije) participated in the interchurch 

consultations. 
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removed from his position by the Holy Synod of the SOC in 2010.
606

 Justin Popović was 

a representative of Neo-Palamism (named after Gregory Palamas), with roots in Greece, 

which is heavily influenced by the tradition of the Church Fathers and by ascetic 

orientation. Most of Popović’s former students completed their doctorates in Greece and 

wrote their dissertations on topics relating to the Church Fathers.  

 

Serbia and European Integration  

One very important aspect of Serbia’s place within Europe and its relationship to 

it concerns its attitudes toward the European Union. This topic is closely connected to the 

East-West dichotomy that was addressed at the consultations repeatedly, but it is also 

related to the larger issues of European integration, the process of democratization in 

Serbia, and the place of Eastern Orthodox Christianity and culture within Europe – the 

latter of which has been highlighted by three overwhelmingly Orthodox nations joining 

the European Union recently: Cyprus (2004), Bulgaria and Romania (both in 2007).
607

 

Among the central issues that have framed and shaped the public discourse of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church in recent years has been the situation in Kosovo on the one hand, and 
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 Artemije had not always been opposed to ecumenism but his life journey and the political context of his 

work as bishop led to his changing opinion. 

607
 Among the academic contributions addressing this cluster of topics from recent years are: Vasilios 

Makrides and Dirk Uffelmann, “Studying Eastern Orthodox Anti-Westernism: the Need for a Comparative 

Research Agenda”, in Sutton, Jonathan and Wil van den Bercken (eds.), Orthodox Christianity and 

Contemporary Europe 3 [Selected Papers of the International Conference held at the University of Leeds, 

England, in June 2001], (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 87-120; Karl Hahn, „Orthodoxie und europäische 

Identität,“ in Hartmut Behr und Matthias Hildebrandt (Hrsg.), Politik und Religion in der Europäischen 

Union. Zwischen nationalen Traditionen und Europäisierung (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 

Sozialwissenschaften, 2006), 77-93; and Vasilios N. Makrides, „Orthodoxe Kulturen, der Westen und 

Europa: Die eigentlichen Schwierigkeiten einer Beziehung am Beispiel der serbischen Orthodoxie,“ in 
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Harrassowitz Verlag, 2008), 117-137. 
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the process of Serbia’s European integration on the other hand. Therefore, the following 

remarks and observations highlight these two clusters of questions separately within the 

broader topic. 

The importance of Kosovo and Metohija for Serbian identity and nationhood in a 

cultural and religious sense should be neither overestimated, nor underestimated. As the 

ecclesiastical center of the Serbian Orthodox Church for centuries, and by extension, the 

religious and cultural heart of the medieval Serbian Kingdom, Kosovo is considered by 

many Serbs to be the birthplace of Serbian Orthodoxy and as the symbolic birthplace of 

the Serbian nation.
608

 The covenant Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović made together with his 

troops in the face of the momentous battle on the Field of the Blackbirds in 1389, to face 

their death at the hands of the Ottoman Turkish army rather than surrender, has grown 

into a powerful and significant myth of national sacrifice, suffering and salvation.
609

 

Infused with so many layers of symbolism and meaning, and framed as an antithesis to 

Muslims and also to Western (i.e. invading, foreign) identities, the idea of Kosovo 

represents the supreme expression of Serbian of Serbian self-identification. In addition to 
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 The former claim is historically incorrect. The first ecclesiastical center and seat of the archbishop of the 

newly autocephalous Serbian Orthodox Church was in the monastery of Žiča in south western Serbia, built 

in the early 13
th

 century, and today stands near the town of Kraljevo. The seat of the archbishopric was 

moved to Peć in Kosovo around 1250. From then on, Kosovo did play a very important role in the life of 

the Serbian Orthodox Church for several centuries. 
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 The myth claims that God made a special covenant with the Serbs as a nation, who will suffer on this 

earth but will eventually receive their heavenly rewards. The battle of Kosovo has been termed the 

Golgotha of the Serbian nation and Kosovo has often been referred to as the Serbian Jerusalem, 
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Morus, “Slobo the Redeemer: The Rhetoric of Slobodan Milosevic and the Construction of the Serbian 

‘People’,” Southern Communication Journal 72/1 (2007): 1-19. 
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the factual presence of the Serbian Orthodox Church in the province, to which the large 

number of impressively constructed and decorated medieval monasteries and churches 

testify, the mythology has augmented the religious and symbolic significance of this 

place, turning it into a “lieu de mémoire” (site of memory) for the Serbian world 

community. The Serbian Orthodox Church therefore has a vested interest in trying to 

keep Kosovo within the political boundaries of Serbia, so that safety for members of the 

Serbian minority, for the ecclesiastical monuments and sacred places, and financial 

support for the operations of the church can be secured. These stand in addition to 

Serbia’s geo-political, military and economic interests, which include the desire to 

continue customs-free trade with Kosovo. 

There is a widespread impression among Serbs that the international community 

by and large did not consider Kosovo to be an important or integral part of Serbia’s 

cultural and religious heritage and has therefore supported the independence of 

Kosovo.
610

 The SOC made the question of Kosovo very important since 1999 and the 

imagery of Kosovo being the Serbian Golgotha, the epitome of suffering, has re-emerged 

and has been reinforced in the public discourse of the church. This is apparent in the large 

number of public statements and personal visits to the province by the patriarchs and 

other clergy in high positions. For many church leaders, giving up Kosovo is tantamount 

to treason – to denying Serbian identity and to handing over this precious land, a sacred 

part of Serbian cultural space, to the “West” (particularly to NATO and the European 
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 Russia and China have emerged as Serbia’s two primary allies in this conflict and supporters of keeping 

Kosovo within the boundaries of the Republic of Serbia – thereby providing an added opportunity to bring 

the East vs. West dimension into the debate. 
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Union), who, according to their perception, were already on a mission to humiliate and 

destroy Serbia.
611

 Focusing much of its public voice on Kosovo in recent years, the 

Serbian Orthodox Church has reached back into history and kept reminding people of the 

acts of Western countries that reflected their contempt for Serbia and Serbian identity. By 

doing this, the church was able to plant doubt in many Serbian minds about whether 

Serbia really had a place and a future in this Western-dominated European Union. The 

“East vs. West” rhetoric was resurrected and Eastern and Western Christianity and their 

respective cultural expressions were once again contrasted and presented as incompatible 

with one another. The wave of violence that swept across the province in March 2004 

came as a serious shock but at the same time served as proving the point Serbs had been 

making, namely that the safety and basic human rights of the Serbian minority (along 

with those of other minorities) were not being adequately protected. The events also led 

to further disappointment with the “international community.” Therefore, the focus of the 

2004 interchurch consultation on the thematic of East and West was a really timely and 

relevant decision. Presenters asked honest questions about the perceived differences and 

incompatibilities of Eastern and Western traditions and probed the boundaries of 

inclusiveness in a collective European identity. 

The topic of European integration and Serbia’s eventual pursuit of membership in 

the European Union became a significant part of the political agenda of post-Milošević 

governments, which exhibited ambiguous and diverse attitudes toward the idea of 

joining. Considerations of the role of religion in the European integration process also 
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entered the political sphere. The concepts of “Europe” and of “an ever closer union 

among the people of Europe” are not viewed as exclusively political or economic 

processes but also a spiritual, cultural and civilization endeavor. In the Serbian press 

Europe is variably defined as: an alliance of rich and influential Western and Northern 

European countries; as a community based on shared values; as a Christian continent; as 

a shared cultural space, based on shared or similar values and traditions. The fluidity of 

definitions of “Europe” has resulted in mixed and boundary-crossing discourses in 

Serbia’s public life, where religious leaders offer advice on political dilemmas and 

political leaders make religiously colored statements. Part of the issue is the assumption 

underlying some of the definitions that Serbia may not even be part of Europe.
612

 As an 

example of such interconnectedness between religion and politics, the already mentioned 

conference with the title “Christianity and European Integration” was organized in 

Belgrade in February 2003, where political leaders and representatives of churches 

discussed different aspects of the role religion can play in the formation of a European 

identity and in the public life of Europe. Among the religious leaders and political 

dignitaries, in attendance was then-Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs Goran 
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 For a discussion of various attitudes exhibited by Orthodox churches toward European Integration and 

for a theoretical interaction with Grace Davie’s observations on religion in Europe, see Vasilios N. 
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Svilanović, who stated at the event that “the European Union is a cultural community, 

which is marked by a Christian identity.
613

 

As regular commentators on the affairs of the Serbian Orthodox Church, such as 

Radmila Radić, Živica Tucić, and Mirko Đorđević, have pointed out in recent years, the 

hierarchy of the Serbian Orthodox Church has been far from being unified in its positions 

on Kosovo and European integration. Many of the differences came to the surface 

through the brewing controversy in 2008 and 2009 about choosing a new patriarch to lead 

the church. By then, the ailing Patriarch Pavle had been in hospital for a long time and 

the Holy Synod had to address important political developments in his absence. This led 

to rifts between various bishops, pegging for example the outspokenly anti-Western 

Bishop of Rascia-Prizren, Artemije (Radosavljević) against more pro-Western groups of 

bishops. Professor of Theology and Director of the Christian Cultural Center Radovan 

Bigović commented on these divisions by emphasizing that the church must clarify its 

stances regarding a lot of important issues, including Kosovo, Serbia’s relationship to the 

European Union, and whether Serbia should get more involved with the rest of the world 

or rather spread fear of Europe among its citizens.
614

 The fear has undoubtedly been 

present both among members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and in society at large; the 

relevant question for the discussion here is how the church will negotiate it as it looks to 

the future. 
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 V. Matković, “Vojislav Kostunica na naučnom skupu ‘Hrišćanstvo i evropske integracije’” (Vojislav 

Koštunica at the academic gathering “Christianity and European Integration”), Danas, February 10, 2003, 

accessed February 3, 2011, www.danas.co.yu/arhiva/10022003.htm. 

614
 Fonet, “Bigović: Potreban je novi patrijarch” (Bigović: A New Patriarch is Needed), September 9, 2008, 

accessed February 3, 2011. www.b92.net.  

http://www.danas.co.yu/arhiva/10022003.htm
http://www.b92.net/


344 

 

The interchurch consultations addressed these issues with the underlying 

assumption by church representatives from Germany that Serbia’s place is ultimately 

within the European Union. The pursuit of membership of course needs to be 

accompanied by making significant reforms in not only the legal, political and economic 

areas of the country, but also in the social and cultural spheres. Naturally, the empathy 

that many of the organizers of the dialogue expressed towards Serbia and the Serbian 

Orthodox Church stemmed from their personal involvement and familiarity.  

 

What Do Representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church Say About Ecumenism and 

Dialogue Today? 

Closely connected to the cluster of issues regarding Serbia’s European integration 

is the area of how ecumenical dialogue and cooperation are viewed by the Serbian 

Orthodox Church. One of the central research questions that must frame the discussion of 

this topic is what attitudes towards these issues are present among the leadership of the 

church today and what are (if any) of its officially articulated stances toward ecumenism 

and dialogue. As with many other issues, also in relation to these questions there are 

diverse opinions and currents within the SOC. One should also keep in mind that these 

questions are closely connected to and influenced by further questions, such as: What is 

Serbia’s relationship to the West, above all, to Europe, and to values that are perceived to 

be Western? Without aiming to present an exhaustive list of the diverse opinions publicly 

expressed by leading theologians and bishops within the Serbian Orthodox Church, a 

brief discussion of a few representative positions expressed shown by a few influential 
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thinkers in the last few years follows here – selected mostly because of their relevance for 

the interchurch consultations. 

The works of Radovan Bigović, who has been teaching ecumenical theology at 

the Orthodox Theological Faculty of the University of Belgrade and is the author of the 

central textbook used in that course, present generally positive attitudes toward 

ecumenism, although he does not hide his criticism of it, either.
615

 Although Bigović 

criticizes the worldwide ecumenical movement for being too influenced by Western and 

Protestant thought patterns and in its theoretical framework, and laments that Orthodox 

churches do not always have the freedom in ecumenical relations to formulate their own 

thoughts and arguments within their own frame of reference, Bigović argues that 

dialogue itself is organically connected to Orthodoxy, which is by its very nature 

dialogical. Bigović himself has been personally active in the field of ecumenical (and also 

interreligious) cooperation in Serbia and in former Yugoslavia, not the least in his 

capacity as director of the Christian Cultural Center and through regular institutional 

visits and exchanges with Roman Catholic and Muslim theological training schools in the 

region. 

The influence of Justin Popović’s antagonism to ecumenism, together with other 

anti-ecumenical voices within the Serbian Orthodox Church, is still strong but not 

predominant. In addition, other voices from within the Orthodox world regarding 

ecumenism can also be heard in Serbia. Among the Orthodox theologians, whose works 
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are most widely and most enthusiastically published in Serbia, is Metropolitan of 

Pergamon John Zizioulas. Zizioulas visited Belgrade in 2006, taking part in the ninth 

plenary session as co-president of the Joint International Commission for the Theological 

Dialogue between the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church, which met in 

the Serbian capital September 18-25, 2006. The Serbian Orthodox Church hosted the 

event, which focused on the topic “The Ecclesiological and Canonical Consequences of 

the Sacramental Nature of the Church; Conciliarity and Authority in the Church at Three 

Levels of Ecclesiastical Life: Local, Regional and Universal.”
616

 In a 2010 interview 

given to Crkva (Church), the magazine of the Central European Diocese of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church, Metropolitan Zizioulas stated that Orthodox cannot be afraid of 

dialogue, and warned of dangers of being self-satisfied within one’s own ecclesiastical 

confines without being concerned about the unity of the worldwide church.
617

 Zizioulas’ 

words seemed to echo the encyclical issued in February of the same year by Ecumenical 

Patriarch of Constantinople Bartholomew, in which Bartholomew rejected fanatical 

accusations against intra-Orthodox and ecumenical dialogue from within the worldwide 

Orthodox community, which in some cases had led to the suspension of already existing 

ecumenical dialogue or cooperation. Instead, Bartholomew issued a call to Eastern 

Orthodox Christians for dialogue with other faith traditions. Describing Eastern 
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Orthodoxy in dynamic, as opposed to static, terms, Bartholomew stated that, “Orthodoxy 

must be in constant dialogue with the world,” further asserting that “the Orthodox Church 

does not fear dialogue because truth is not afraid of dialogue.”
618

 

In a region where ethnic and religious identities are often fused together 

encounters that cross confessional boundaries are often interethnic encounters at the same 

time. Therefore, another issue that has definitely influenced ecumenical relations in 

Serbia concerns the relationship between the two largest churches in the country – the 

Serbian Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church. Their cooperation is still 

burdened by the long history of Croatian-Serbian tensions and conflicts.
619

 The fact that 

the Roman Catholic Church in Croatia has been a very active participant in the recent 

nation-forming process after the country’s independence from Yugoslavia makes the 

relationship between the two churches even more precarious.  

Among the current bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Church diverse attitudes to 

ecumenism are represented: some support it and are involved in it in practical ways; 

others may not believe in it but still get involved in practicing it at times in order to 

maintain good relationships within their cities or towns, or to appear as tolerant 

individuals who embrace confessional diversity. Yet other bishops openly oppose 

ecumenism both in theory and in practice. Regardless of theories, personal convictions 

and official statements by church leaders about ecumenism or about how valuable it may 
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be, the practice often stands in opposition to the spoken and written words. However, as 

Thomas Bremer has noted, one of the overall changes in recent years that has resulted in 

a “strengthened ecumenical climate” was the realization that “ecumenical cooperation is 

not a luxury but a Christian necessity.”
620

 

 

Representations and Self-Representations in the Public Discourse of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church on Serbia and the West 

An already mentioned analysis of texts aiming to explore representations of the 

“religious other” in the official church publication Pravoslavlje (Orthodoxy) from 1990 

through 1992
621

 showed the beginning of a conscious distancing from the “international 

community”
622

 and a high degree of identification with Kosovo. In 1989-1990, the 600
th

 

anniversary of the Kosovo Polje battle of 1389 and the 300
th

 anniversary of the Velika 

seoba (Great Migration) of Serbs led by Patriarch Arsenije Čarnojević were observed, 

with the famous political speech delivered at the memorial service by Slobodan 

Milošević. It is therefore not surprising that a large number of articles during that time 

concerned Kosovo. A letter from the Zagreb-Ljubljana Eparchy of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church written to the then-president of the Presidency of the Socialist Republic of 
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Slovenia illustrated the identification with Kosovo as projected onto all Serbs: “All of us 

[Serbs] are from Kosovo, whether we left from there 600, 300 or 50 years ago [or] 

today.”
623

 The involvement of the international community in managing the aftermath of 

the 1999 Kosovo crisis has led to a more intense use of Kosovo by the church press in 

contrast to the Western political powers and to a greater level of embracing Kosovo as a 

central part of true Serbian identity. 

A newer, 2005 article about Eastern Orthodox culture and the West in 

Pravoslavlje addressed some of the differences between the two geographic and cultural 

realms. First among them was the absence of a feeling of community in the West: 

extreme individualism and freedom of persons was portrayed as a negative phenomenon, 

signaling the crisis of Western society. The high level of technological development was 

also suggested to lead to isolation of the individual from the rest of society. This text was 

originally a lecture delivered by an ordained priest and monk, Nikodim Bogosavljević, at 

the Fifth Assembly of Serbian Youth held in August 2005. Echoed among 

Bogosavljević’s lines was an affirmation of the community-oriented ecclesiology of 

Orthodoxy in contrast to what were perceived as Western characteristics and values.
624

  

It is also evident that just as the political developments regarding Kosovo, 

European integration, and other issues have impacted the Serbian Orthodox Church, 

religion continues to influence various realms of society in Serbia, including the political 
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sphere. The church’s representations of the West have been given power and legitimation 

through the political process and institutions. Just as the leaders of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church, it seems that the Serbian population also remains divided along the lines of self-

identification (pro-Western vs. anti-Western, which is by extension, therefore pro-

Balkan, or pro-Serbian). It is particularly interesting to find no seeming correlation 

between years of educational and ministry experience in the West and more pro-Western 

or at least more tolerant attitudes – as in the case of Bishop Lavrentije, for example, who 

served the Serbian Orthodox diaspora in Western Europe for many years but has 

exhibited very critical and sharply anti-Western attitudes in his public speeches in recent 

years. 

As is visible from the preceding discussion, the conceptualization of Europe by 

the Serbian Orthodox Church cannot be separated from its ecumenical relations, and 

particularly from its relationship to the Roman Catholic Church. In 2011 this thematic 

surfaced again quite strongly, primarily in connection with the Pope. On the one hand, 

Serbia is currently preparing for celebrating the 1700
th

 anniversary of the issue of the 

Edict of Milan by Emperor Constantine (c. 272/4-337) in 2013, who was born in Naissus, 

the present-day city of Niš in south Serbia. As part of the ceremonies on site, and 

considering the significance that the edict represents for Christians around the world as it 

proclaimed religious toleration within the Roman Empire, the organizers have foreseen 

an ecumenical gathering of religious leaders representing both Eastern and Western 

Christianity. The idea of inviting the Roman Catholic primate to the event emerged and 

became part of the public discussion through media reports in spring 2011.  
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At the same time, just as the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church was having its regular biannual synodal meetings in the second half of May 2011 

(and was reportedly going to discuss whether an invitation to the Pope would be issued to 

come to Serbia on this occasion in 2013), details surfaced about the plans for the 

upcoming visit to Croatia by Benedict XVI, which led to harsh criticism voiced by the 

leadership of the Serbian Orthodox Church. While in Zagreb on June 5, 2011, the Pope 

paid homage to the tomb and to the life witness of Cardinal Alojzije Stepinac (1898-

1960) of Zagreb and spoke in positive terms about Stepinac’s actions and legacy. 

Stepinac’s role in the persecution of Jews, Serbs, Roma and others in the Independent 

State of Croatia is still viewed as controversial, particularly in Serbia. This act caused 

outrage among the leadership of the Serbian Orthodox Church and has elicited numerous 

written responses from them.
625

 

 

The Concept of “National Church” 

The concept of a “national church” is of particular relevance for the discussion of 

the role of religion in public life in both countries.
626

 Through their historical 

development, both evangelical [Protestant] and Orthodox churches have functioned as 

national churches and have been closely tied on a national scale to a particular nation, 
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 Among them are statements, such as Bishop Irinej (Bulović) of Bačka, “Осврт на недавну посету папе 

римског Загребу” (In Retrospect to the Roman Pope’s Recent Visit to Zagreb), accessed June 24, 2011, 

www.spc.rs.  
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 In defining “national church” the author relies on the first definition provided by the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary: “an autonomous church organized and administered on a national scale.” This should be 

distinguished from “state church” or “established church,” which is defined as “a church recognized by law 

as the official church of a nation or state and supported by civil authority.” Merriam-Webster OnLine, 

accessed January 17, 2012, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary-tb/national%20church. 
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language and culture, often playing important roles during the period of nation building. 

The history of the Lutheran national churches in Scandinavian countries (some of which, 

such as the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark, are simultaneously state churches 

as well even today) and the examples of local Orthodox churches in South Eastern 

Europe (including the Bulgarian Orthodox Church and the Romanian Orthodox Church) 

can serve as illustrations. As already mentioned in Chapter Four, disagreements about 

this issue between the EKD and the Serbian Orthodox Church ignited the first sparks of 

what later turned into the series of interchurch consultations. 

One the one hand, for Protestants in Germany today this term is reminiscent of the 

historical period of National Socialism. Being a national church, interpreted in an 

exclusivist way, was one of the issues at stake between the Deutsche Christen movement 

and the rival Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche). As explained in Chapter Three, 

the EKD was at its formation intentionally named Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, 

in order to distance itself from any possible interpretation that it was an exclusivist, 

nationality- or ethnicity-based organization. The issue of being a national church in this 

sense is therefore still a sensitive one, particularly to Protestant Christians in Germany 

who have had to live with the dark legacy of the Deutsche Christen. For the Roman 

Catholic Church in Germany, however, this has been much less of an issue, due to the 

transnational nature of this church. Although some reflection has taken place among 

Catholics as well, the topic of a relationship between church and nation has not been part 
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of the general discussion within the Roman Catholic Church in Germany in recent 

decades.
627

 

In Serbia, on the other hand, this issue has been discussed in the public sphere 

primarily in connection to the Serbian Orthodox Church and especially since the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia – although the relationship between nation and church has 

also been an important question for Protestant churches in the country.
628

 Due to the 

already discussed nature and ecclesiastical identification of Eastern Orthodox churches, 

the Serbian Orthodox Church in one sense is a national church, uniting all Serbian 

Orthodox faithful from the entire Serbian nation, regardless of where they live.
629

 The 

way in which “national church” was being used in the societal debates of the 1990s and 

early 2000s was more focused on the legal position and societal authority of the church, 

and its political connections. During the 1990s some SOC leaders made unequivocally 

phyletistic public statements and such interpretation of the relationship between church 

and nation is still upheld by certain sections of the church up to this day. Among those 

who have therefore been critical of the positions of the SOC, it has been in part due to 

fear of exclusivity – namely that the Serbian Orthodox Church may be claiming to be the 
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 Prof. Dr. Gerhard Kruip, interview by author, October 7, 2011, Mainz. Prof. Kruip teaches Christian 

Anthropology and Social Ethics at the Catholic Theological Faculty of the Johannes Gutenberg-University 

in Mainz. 

628
 As already referred to, traditional Protestant churches in Serbia function along ethnic and linguistic 

lines, including the Slovak Evangelical Church of the Augsburg Confession and the Reformed Christian 

Church – the latter is exclusively Hungarian-speaking. 

629
 The church has also been trying to make popular again the concept of “Svetosaljve,” following the 

example of the founder of the autocephalous Serbian Orthodox Church and its greatest saint, through a 

uniquely Serbian-style Orthodoxy. 
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only legitimate form of religion in the nation, at the expense of the other churches and 

religious communities that are also operating in Serbia. 

Since 2001, governments have seemingly favored monoethnic and monocultural 

religious communities, which is reflected for example in the list of Protestant churches 

that are legally recognized and held to be traditional by the government. All three of them 

are essentially monoethnic and monolingual: Slovak or Hungarian. Other Protestant 

churches, reaching across ethnic and linguistic boundaries (such as the Methodist or 

Baptist churches), have not only been left out of the privileged circles but at times have 

even been shunned by the political leadership, how has not seen them as potentially 

constructive actors in Serbian society. By creating a hierarchical structure among 

Protestants, within which the products of the 16
th

 century Protestant Reformation are 

favored, the Serbian state has effectively decided to ignore any newer developments or 

movements within Protestant Christianity – essentially embracing attitudes that have been 

prevalent in Serbia from the mid-19
th

 century onward, when the first non-ethnically based 

religious groups (such as the Nazarenes) appeared in the country. Is this because the 

traditional churches view these groups as their rivals who wish to steal members from 

them and the governments are supporting these views, and thereby taking sides? This has 

definitely been among the points of criticisms that have been leveled against the 2006 

Law on Churches and Religious Communities. 

One of the potential ways of interpreting “national church” is in a seemingly 

inclusive manner, which is in reality exclusive and restrictive. According to such 

interpretation, a particular church has played (and continues to play) an important role in 

forming and preserving national / ethnic identity, therefore the faith it represents has a 
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very close connection to everyone who is a member of this particular nation. Those, on 

the other hand, who belong to another nation, do not really have a place within this 

church. When someone belongs to the nation, they are assumed automatically (even if not 

through baptism) to be associated with this national church. Even if they do not follow 

the precepts of this particular faith, in many cases they would still be considered as 

“culturally” part of, or at least being influenced and shaped in their identity by, the 

national church. Those who reject the twinning of their national identity with the national 

church may even be regarded as traitors. Such views have been expressed, particularly 

since the disintegration of Yugoslavia, often in public by representatives of far-right 

ultranationalist organizations and sometimes even by priests or other office holders of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church. 

The discussions on this topic at the consultations centered on a different 

interpretation of “national church,” one that is more inclusive of diversity within its fold 

while not losing its close connection to one particular nation. This is what the EKD and 

the Roman Catholic Church in Germany have been attempting to create – churches that 

are welcoming to people from other national, ethnic and confessional backgrounds. This 

topic, touching so closely upon questions of self-identification, was naturally connected 

to the next central topic of the consultations, which dealt with Serbia’s and Serbians’ self-

identification vis-à-vis the rest of Europe and the West. 

 

The Role of Churches in Secular(ized) Society 

 Before addressing this particular issue, a larger question must be pondered: What 

is the role of churches in society in general, especially in societies of transition? It is not 
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easy to provide an answer to this question, particularly from the point of view of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church. This was indeed an issue that occupied much of the attention 

of the church’s leadership as it was trying to find answers and position itself amidst the 

new circumstances during the 1990s and early 2000s.
630

  

One very important aspect within this cluster of questions is where the church is 

situated within society, especially in relation to civil society.
631

 The EKD and the Serbian 

Orthodox Church hold vastly differing views about this. First of all, let us look at how 

one of the leading political theorists of transition, Larry Diamond, has defined civil 

society:  

 

Civil society is the realm of organized social life that is open, voluntary, 

self-generating, at least partially self-supporting, autonomous from the 

state, and bound by a legal order or set of shared rules. Is it distinct from 

“society” in general in that it involves citizens acting collectively in a 

public sphere to express their interest, passions, preferences, and ideas, to 

exchange information, to achieve collective goals, to make demands on 

the state, to improve the structure and functioning of the state, and to hold 

state officials accountable. Civil society is an intermediary phenomenon, 

standing between the private sphere and the state.
632
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 For more on the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Serbian society, especially concerning its 

political involvement since 200, see Milan Vukomanović, “The Serbian Orthodox Church as a Political 

Actor in the Aftermath of October 5, 2000,” Politics and Religion 1 (2008): 1-33; Milan Vukomanović, 

What the Church Can(not) Be Asked About: The Serbian Orthodox Church, State and Society in Serbia 

(Belgrade: Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, 2005); Zoran Milošević, “Odnos Srpske 
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Orthodox Church to Democracy in Light of the Modernization Model), Politička revija I/1 (2002): 53-71. 
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 For two recent articles on civil society in Serbia and in the region, see Théodora Vetta, “‘Democracy 

Building’ in Serbia: The NGO Effect,” Southeastern Europe 33 (2009): 26-47; Keith Brown, “Do We 

Know How Yet? Insider Perspectives on International Democracy Promotion in the Western Balkans,” 
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Although Diamond goes on to say that civil society excludes religious worship and 

spirituality, churches and religious communities can still be part of civil society through 

their wide-ranging activities that go beyond religious worship and spirituality. Among 

these are, for example, their social engagement and social work (running hospitals, 

orphanages, nursing homes, homeless shelters etc.) and their public work, which can take 

place in the form of social advocacy, lobbying, standing representation to political 

decision-making institutions, or public health, awareness, or social justice campaigns. 

These are all activities, which the EKD and the DBK have been pursuing in Germany. 

Consequently, as Bishop Koppe summed up the EKD’s position, which is clearly 

reflected in the way in which this organization functions within German society and even 

at the pan-European level, churches and religious communities are without a doubt part 

of civil society; they are civil society actors among many other actors.
633

 The paper on 

the competence of the church in politics from a theological and social ethical view, 

presented by Roman Catholic theologian Gerhard Kruip at 2002 consultation, reflected a 

similar understanding of the role of the church within society
634

 and was based in part on 

the joint statement by the EKD and the DBK on the economic and social situation in 

Germany from 1997.
635
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 Rolf Koppe, interview by author, February 1, 2012, Göttingen. 
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 Gerhard Kruip, “Die Kompetenz der Kirche für die Politik - aus theologisch-sozialethischer Sicht.” 
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 “Für eine Zukunft in Solidarität und Gerechtigkeit: Wort des Rates der Evangelischen Kirche in 

Deutschland und der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz zur wirtschaftlichen und sozialen Lage in Deutschland” 

(For a Future of Solidarity and Justice: Word of the Council of the Evangelical Church in Germany and the 

German Bishops’ Conference on the Economic and Social Situation in Germany), 1997, online version, 

accessed February 11, 2012, http://www.ekd.de/EKD-Texte/44676.html.  

http://www.ekd.de/EKD-Texte/44676.html


358 

 

The way that the Serbian Orthodox Church has interpreted its place vis-à-vis civil 

society has been different. There has been ample cooperation between the Serbian 

Orthodox Church and the political leadership of Serbia since 2000, through which the 

church has enjoyed certain privileges. However, as Milan Vukomanović has observed, 

“Unfortunately, there is still no real contact with the (civil) society, as it was done by the 

Roman Catholic Church in Poland, for example, even before the collapse of 

communism.”
636

 The press release following the 2002 consultation quoted Radovan 

Bigović, who further explained the situation in Serbia, stating, “Civil society is still 

viewed by many as a threat to the state or to the church; on the other hand, there are 

groups within civil society who perceive the churches and the state as hostile opponents 

and want to exile all religion into the private sphere.”
637

 The Serbian Orthodox Church 

has indeed come to occupy a close position in relation to the political leadership of the 

country, which after decades of ignoring it, finally wished to hear its advice. This has 

produced the impression among leaders of the SOC that the church holds a privileged 

position, which places it above all other non-governmental actors in society. Certain 

groups within civil society, on the other hand, have been alarmed by what they deemed to 

be too great an influence of the church (and particularly of the SOC) in public life and 

have resisted or criticized the introduction of religious education in public schools, or the 

establishment of chaplaincies in hospitals or at the army. The often present animosity and 

                                                 
636

 Vukomanović, What the Church Can(not) Be Asked About, 4. 
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 “Die Zivilgesellschaft wird noch immer von Vielen als Bedrohung des Staates oder der Kirche 

angesehen, umgekehrt gibt es Gruppen der Zivilgesellschaft, die Kirchen und Staat als feindliches 

Gegenüber wahrnehmen und jegliche Religion ins Private verdrängen wollen.” 
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general lack of trust between the SOC and certain civil society actors has led to published 

statements from both camps that reflect the distance: a recent article in Pravoslavlje for 

example referred to civil society as “the anti-church non-governmental sector.”
638

 

The positions taken by the churches in Germany are also reflective of the way that 

the European Union views churches and religious communities, as well as philosophical 

and non-confessional organizations, according to the Treaty of Lisbon. Although the 

churches in Germany do legally enjoy certain privileges and are in a category of their 

own, separate from other non-governmental organizations, they de facto function as civil 

society actors in many ways. The churches from Germany talked about their experiences 

of being actively involved in advocacy and providing social services in society with their 

counterparts in Serbia. The fact that religiously based civil society organizations also 

participated at the consultations positively contributed to facilitating this exchange. Partly 

as a result of the consultations, there have been some noticeable changes in the 

understanding of civil society and the churches’ engagement in society among the 

participants from Serbia. 

One of the key themes characterizing the engagement of churches in post-war 

Germany has been the development of a social teaching by the churches, defining in part 

their role within society. Particularly in case of the Roman Catholic Church in Germany 

has this been an important process. The underlying assumption of course is that churches 
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 Radovan Pilipović, “Ko i kako piše novu istoriju Srba? Istorija Srbije trećeg milenijuma” (Who is 

Writing the New History of Serbs? The History of Serbia in the Third Millennium), Pravoslavlje 1007 

(March 1, 2009): “anticrkveni nevladini sektor.” The Serbian Orthodox Church has also often publicly 

criticized the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia for being against the church; the Committee 

has indeed been critical of the political position of the SOC and has expressed concerns about the perceived 

clericalization of Serbian society. 
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do have a role to play in society, they are, and should be recognized, as societal actors, 

and through their social teaching and engagement they also relate to the broader political 

framework within which a given society functions. At the same time, this engagement 

delineates the political position of the church.
639

  

Bishop Homeyer was particularly intrigued by Orthodox spirituality and admired 

those who had kept their personal faith in spite of the persecution and violence that 

marked much of the twentieth century in South Eastern Europe. At the same time, he 

thought that the Orthodox churches did not have a relevant position to play within their 

respective societies, due to not having experienced modernization.
640

 He was convinced 

that a greater emphasis on social teaching offered by the church should be an important 

part of developing a more focused and programmatic societal engagement in Orthodox-

majority countries. He therefore encouraged Orthodox theologians and church leaders, 

both on his visits to region and in conversation with Orthodox students studying in 

Germany, to develop their own social teaching and to imagine ways in which the church 
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 The word “political” in this instance does not refer to party politics in the strict sense that the church 

aligns itself with a particular political party but that it occupies a place within and in relation to the political 

and policy-making realm, from where it can make its voice heard. Although the Roman Catholic Church in 

Germany was traditionally close to the conservative Christian Democratic/Christian Socialist CDU and 

CSU in the post-war decades, this bond is not self-explanatory anymore. Voting patterns have changed and 

Roman Catholics in Germany nowadays vote for a variety of different parties. 

640
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other Orthodox churches in South Eastern Europe, the SOC looks to the social doctrine developed by the 
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German edition with commentary, see Josef Thesing and Rudolf Uertz (eds.), Die Grundlagen der 

Sozialdoktrin der Russisch-Orthodoxen Kirche (The Foundations of the Social Doctrine of the Russian 
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could bring positive contributions to society as a whole.
641

 He used the interchurch 

consultations as one of the platforms for engaging his Orthodox partners in discussing 

these issues and at his visits to Serbia also encouraged the Serbian Orthodox theological 

faculty to develop a curriculum on social teaching. Parallel to these consultations, he was 

also working intently on developing Catholic social academies throughout South Eastern 

Europe.
642

 

The topic of the challenges facing churches in secularized and secularizing 

societies emerged as one of the central themes at the consultations that accompanied the 

discussions. Secularization was approached from various viewpoints and by and large it 

can be stated that by most of the participants from Serbia, secularization in Germany 

today was differentiated from secularization in Serbia since World War II. In Socialist 

Yugoslavia, institutional secularization was desired by the state and was therefore a top-

down process, followed by an increasing number of citizens embracing the secular ideals 

and also personally distancing themselves from religion. In this sense, secularization of 

the country was a desired effect of the political leadership and was forced on everyone as 

opposed to being a perhaps more natural progression. In Germany, on the contrary, 

Christian Democracy emerged as one of the strongest political forces in the post-war era. 

Although institutional secularization has been promoted for various reasons, among them 

as an effort at decreasing a disproportionately high influence of Christian churches (in 
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 Prof. Dr. Gerhard Kruip, interview by author, October 7, 2011, Mainz; and Jens Lüpke, interview by 

author, October 18, 2011, via telephone. Mr. Lüpke was Bishop Homeyer’s personal referent for 

theological questions between 1996 and 2004. 
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for founding such academies. Nachlass Bischof Homeyer, Sign. 513, 514. 
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areas such as education) within an increasingly multireligious society, it has not been 

forced upon the population. Naturally, the fact that Serbia is overwhelmingly Orthodox 

and Germany has traditionally been a bi-confessional Catholic-Protestant country means 

that there are different traditions expressed in societal and political culture in each 

nation.
643

 

One visible development in Germany has been the relatively low percentage of 

church attendance. In a country full of historical churches, many of which are very large 

in size, any visitor will immediately notice that very few, if any, Evangelical or Catholic 

churches are full on any given Sunday. This stands in contrast to what most Serbian 

Orthodox parishes both in Serbia and in Germany have been experiencing in recent years 

and led delegates from Serbia to the consultations to initially question whether the 

churches still had any influence or presence in society. As they discovered during the 

consultations, much of the difference lay in how and through which channels the 

churches in Germany are actively involved in social issues, and the consultations 

provided a good opportunity for discussing these and to pass on their experiences of 

working within civil society. 
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 The churches in Germany have been engaged in evaluating their role in a democracy and trying to 

define their relationship to the political framework within which they operate. For example, the EKD issued 
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Reconciliation and the Healing of Memories 

The process of reconciliation was present in the discussions at the consultations, 

in large part through participants’ specific references to a number of reconciliation-

related initiatives and documents that the churches in Germany have been involved in. As 

one of the declared goals of the consultations, the theme of reconciliation was present in 

some of the speeches, for example in the presentation given by Antje Heider-Rottwilm in 

2002, where she examined the broader context of European integration and the churches’ 

contribution to that process. She stated, “Each partnership between communities, 

churches, theological schools, each joint project, every initiative to come to terms with 

the past and contribute to reconciliation is a contribution to the European unification 

process, whether we explicitly call it that way or not.”
644

 By extension of this logic, the 

interchurch consultations also made a contribution to an ever closer union within Europe. 

One area of tension that is still present today and deserves mention here exists 

between certain groups within the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic 

Church. Although this particular antagonism was not explicitly mentioned at the 

consultations, it needs to be considered when speaking about the general ecumenical 

climate in present-day Serbia and about prospects for reconciliation. It can be observed, 

however, that by and large the relationship and cooperation between the two churches in 

Serbia has significantly improved 
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Bishop Homeyer stood in contrast to his fellow Roman Catholic bishops in 

Germany in the question of relating to Orthodox churches and particularly to the Serbian 

Orthodox Church. Apparently he was disappointed with what he considered to be a very 

one-sided position taken by the political leadership in Germany in the post-Yugoslav 

conflicts, fully supporting Croatia and always depicting Serbia as the primary enemy. 

Homeyer wanted to engage in dialogue with the Serbian Orthodox Church in spite of and 

because of this situation. Demonstratively, he took every opportunity to attend Serbian 

Orthodox liturgy – either in Hildesheim-Himmelsthür, the bishop’s seat of the Central 

European Diocese of the SOC, or in Hannover, where Archpriest Milan Pejić has been 

serving as priest.
645

 This passionate attitude to conducting dialogue and striving for 

reconciliation likely stemmed from his personal experience and involvement in the 

German-Polish reconciliation efforts during his time as secretary of the DBK between 

1972 and 1983. He also had long-standing contacts with the Ostkirchliches Institut in 

Regensburg. 

Although the call to reconciliation was issued clearly and directly at the 

consultations, even by Bishop Homeyer a few times, no intentional follow-up discussions 

or sessions were held at the consultations themselves to facilitate the actual process of 

reconciliation. Instead, some of the issues were more openly discussed in the informal 

and personal settings of individual conversations outside the organized program and the 

forging of relationships among participants across religious and national boundaries 

indeed became an important aspect of these encounters. It was also never specified who 
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should be reconciling with whom, which was an intentional decision made by the 

organizers not to put pressure on any one group. It was supposed by the initiators of the 

consultations that reconciliation is needed among all groups, at all possible levels, 

including reconciliation between Germans and Serbians. 

One of the roots of distrust among Serbian Orthodox of the Roman Catholic 

Church is the Concordat Crisis in the 1930s, which has spawned countless conspiracy 

theories. Among these theories are ones that blame the Roman Catholic Church for 

leading Serbia into World War I; for the genocide of Serbs in Croatia during the NDH 

years; for the breakup of Yugoslavia, which was arranged by the Vatican, and so on. 

Although the leadership of the Serbian Orthodox Church does not officially subscribe to 

any of these theories, they have nonetheless been present and readily accessible in the 

Serbian media and public sphere. 

In any case, Serbia remains one of the few countries in Europe that has not been 

visited by a pope in modern history. Referring to past injustices committed by the Roman 

Catholic Church on the territory of Yugoslavia, the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church has not, to this day, approved a visit by the pope to Serbia, even though such 

plans were made several times during the reign of John Paul II
646

 and have surfaced in 

connection with Benedict XVI as well.
647

 This is unquestionably a serious setback to 
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ecumenical relations. Such a tense situation has also prevented even the possibility of the 

Vatican renewing its relationship with Serbia through a concordat, as it has done with 

several other countries in the region. 

It is important to explore at this juncture whether there have been any organized 

attempts at facing the past or aiming towards reconciliation within Serbian society at 

large. One of the most visible endeavors in that direction was the establishing of a Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission upon the decree of Vojislav Koštunica, the President of 

Federal Republic Yugoslavia, on March 29, 2001, which had been inspired by the work 

of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa. According to the decree, 

the task of the Commission was: 

 

- to organize research and reveal evidence about social, 

interethnic and political conflicts which led to war and shed 

light on causal links between these events; 

- to inform domestic and international audience about its 

work and results; 

- to establish cooperation with similar commissions and 

bodies in neighboring countries and abroad, in order to 

exchange working experiences.
648

 

 

In addition to historians, lawyers, constitutional experts, political scientists and 

other representatives of the Serbian intellectual and professional elite, among the fifteen 

original members of the commission were Radovan Bigović and Bishop of Šumadija, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Serbia, Montenegro and Macedonia, the invitation would have to be approved by the Holy Council of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church – an unlikely decision. 

648
 For an overview of the Commission’s history and activities see Dejan Ilić, “The Yugoslav Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission: Overcoming Cognitive Blocks,” Eurozine 24.3.2004., accessed May 30, 2011, 

http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2004-04-23-ilic-en.html. Ilić claims that Kostunica issued the decree on 

the initiative of Goran Svilanovic, who was then the Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs. 
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Sava (Vuković), representing the Serbian Orthodox Church. In 2002 the membership of 

the commission was reorganized due to the withdrawal of some members and following 

Sava’s death, whereupon new members were added, among which were representatives 

of the Roman Catholic Church (Andrija Kopilović) and of the Islamic Community 

(Mustafa Jusufspahić). Due to fundamental internal disagreements, partly about how to 

approach the enormous task it had been given and exactly which injustices should be 

addressed, the commission dissolved in 2003, without having accomplished much – apart 

from some very limited publishing activity.
649

 This particular attempt, initiated by the 

political leadership of the country to face and evaluate the past, ended in complete failure. 

In the South East European region a completely different initiative, the Healing of 

Memories project, has also been started. This project, which was initiated in 

Transylvania, has been pursued intensely within various parts of Romania, bringing 

together theologians and religious leaders from all possible churches and religious 

communities to address injustices of the past, negative representations of the others, pain 

and suffering, and the challenges of sharing life in a multiethnic and multireligious 

society.  

The Healing of Memories project was initiated by the Conference of European 

Churches, and is based on the South African example of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission with the following three objectives: 

1. To walk together through history; 
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 See also a report by one of the commission’s former members: Mirjana Vasović, “Commission for Truth 

and Reconciliation in FRY: Projects and Limitations,” accessed May 30, 2011, 

www.unil.ch/webdav/site/traces/shared/presentation__Mirjana_Vasovic.pdf. 

http://www.unil.ch/webdav/site/traces/shared/presentation__Mirjana_Vasovic.pdf
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2. To share in the others’ pain; 

3. To walk together through history. 

The aim of the project is to expand to other parts of the region as well, where 

similar situations have led to tensions and problems among religious and ethnic 

communities. In May 2010 a conference was organized in Sarajevo, aiming to assemble 

representatives from all of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Vojvodina is one of the next locations 

that the group has been considering (already in the time period during the latter part of 

the Serbien-Tagungen) but so far they have encountered not only lack of interest but even 

some resistance from local religious leaders. As a result, even after years of contacts and 

inquiries no substantial progress has been made to begin a similar program in Serbia. 

 

General Remarks regarding the Consultations 

The Role of Kosovo in the Discussions 

 An unexpected finding in the process of analysis was the relatively insignificant 

role that the topic of Kosovo and the Kosovo conflict played at the consultations – 

although it was within the context of the Kosovo crisis that the process was initiated. 

Kosovo also stood in the center of Serbia’s foreign policy and international politics for 

years and Kosovo-Metohija has played an undeniably important (although primarily only 

symbolic in more recent years) role for the Serbian Orthodox Church as well, having 

served as the administrative center of the church as patriarchal seat for a long time. 

Although the topic had been present in the background of discussions at many of the 

consultations, it was only at the 2005 consultation that the realities and challenges of life 

in Kosovo for ethnic Albanians and Serbs were discussed in considerable detail. 
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The Role of Montenegro in the Discussions 

 Although in name Montenegro appeared throughout the dialogue process, in 

reality it did not stand in the center of discussions much. Most likely this had to do with 

the parallel political and ecclesiastical movements within Montenegro, ultimately leading 

to separation from Serbia in 2006, which were already visible at the time of the beginning 

of the consultations. Additionally, the Serbian Orthodox Church has been in conflict with 

the Montenegrin Orthodox Church since 1993, which that year declared its autocephaly 

but has not received canonical recognition since then.
650

 The Montenegrin Orthodox 

Church operates today in Montenegro and among members of the Montenegrin diaspora, 

including the village of Lovćenac in Vojvodina. Only one Serbian Orthodox priest 

sympathetic to the Montenegrin Orthodox Church was ever present at the consultations. 

The Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro and the Littoral was represented at the 

consultations a few times, by Metropolitan Amfilohije in 2003 and by Bishop Joanikije in 

2007. 

  

The Balance between Discussions about Serbia and Discussions about Germany 

 Upon examining all available primary materials from the consultations it can be 

established that discussions of the situation in Serbia dominated the meetings. In 

comparison, relatively little was said about the German experience. The German model 

of church and state relationships was most often discussed topic in that regard. When it 
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 Especially since Montenegro’s independence in 2006, the conflict between the churches has also 

acquired a legal nature. 
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was discussed, the emphasis was usually on presenting the experiences and the lessons 

learned by the participating churches. Participants from Germany then either wished to 

present their points as exemplary for their Serbian counterparts, or wanted to pass on 

what they had learned, so that their Serbian colleagues could profit from it. All of these 

observations point to an out-of-balance process of communication and definitely raise the 

question whether even in the general sense these consultations could be understood as 

dialogues. 

 

Consequences of the Consultations Not Being Official Dialogue Meetings 

The view held by the EKD that these interchurch consultations do not constitute 

an official dialogue process is evident when examining the available materials and is 

manifested in many different ways. As a result of these meetings being organized more 

through personal contacts, most of them did not leave properly documented paper trails. 

They also did not get featured much within the participating church institutions, so today 

relatively few people know about the fact that they even took place. The same is true for 

publicity: the consultations did not get very much media attention. Although high-ranking 

church officials did participate on a regular basis, the fact that these meetings were not 

ceremonially orchestrated also meant that they attracted less attention. Furthermore, due 

to all these reasons, the consultations have generally received wide-spread reflection 

afterwards within the participating church bodies. As it shall be discussed, these 

consultations relied much more on personal networks, which had its own challenges but 

also its advantages. These observations are also true for the DBK, which was mostly 

represented because of Bishop Homeyer’s personal involvement and interest. 
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The Role and Representation of the Roman Catholic Church at the Consultations 

In spite of the fact that Bishop Homeyer was actively engaged in the 

consultations, maintained many personal contacts and relationships in Serbia, and that the 

DBK regularly sent representatives to the meetings, in terms of numbers the Catholic side 

was always the least represented one among the three main participating churches. The 

Roman Catholic Church in Serbia partly took over the role of Catholic representation by 

default, and regularly sent its high-level representatives to the meetings.
651

 Archbishop of 

Belgrade Stanislav Hočevar has been very engaged in ecumenical cooperation, and since 

the Roman Catholic Church is a small minority in Serbia (accounting for only 5.5% of 

the total population), it is generally keen on ecumenism. This desire is aided by the fact 

that Archbishop Hočevar is not an ethnic Croat, but a Slovene. Therefore, he is not 

perceived by the general public in the same way that an ethnic Croatian Roman Catholic 

high office holder would be seen. However, the absence of ethnic Croatian 

representatives from among the ranks of the RCC in Serbia also contributed to the fact 

that questions regarding Serbian-Croatian divisions and tensions did not get addressed 

much, if at all, during the consultations. 

 

 

                                                 
651

 Over the course of the duration of the dialogue process, Archbishop of Belgrade Stanislav Hočevar 

participated four times, Bishop of Zrenjanin László Német once, and Monsignor Prof. Andrija Kopilović 

from the Theological-Catechetical Institute of the RCC in Subotica, also four times. 
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The Importance of Personal Networks
652

 

 Although the involvement of the EKD and the DBK became more systematic and 

institutional over the years, the success and continuation of the consultations, just as their 

beginnings, was due in large part to the personal contacts and relationships that the 

primary actors in this process had built up. This way of functioning had its advantages: it 

allowed for flexibility, gave a greater say to the organizers in deciding which topics 

should be focused on, how they should be approached and whom they should invite to 

participate or to give a presentation. It also contributed to creating an atmosphere 

characterized by friendship, trust and honesty. Among the disadvantages was the 

vulnerability of the process to changes in personnel and in interest/focus at the 

participating institutions. For example, Bishop Homeyer’s death made it clear that there 

was very little interest within the DBK to continue this process. Also with the departure 

of Bishop Koppe and Antje Heider-Rottwilm from their positions at the EKD, their 

successors have (understandably) had other priorities and agendas they wanted to pursue. 

Even within the Central European Diocese and in the Serbian Orthodox Church in Serbia 

there have been significant changes in recent years that have all contributed to bringing 

the process of consultations to a halt, if not to an end. 

 Figure 10 illustrates through a few examples the way in which personal and 

institutional networks served to build the circle of participants and actively involved 

stakeholders in the process. The networks, as shown, were fluid and became increasingly 
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 The relationships were in most cases built and maintained through traditional means of communication 

personal contact and mutual visits, telephone conversations, and to a lesser extent, e-mail correspondence. 

There is no evidence that social networks and social media, such as Facebook or Twitter (which did not 

gain international popularity for the most part of the duration of the consultations) played any role. 
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intersecting: people moved from one category to another, mostly towards the center. As 

they began participating in the consultations they were drawn into one another’s personal 

networks, established closer relationships and the intersecting areas thereby grew. 

 

Figure 10) Examples of Intersecting and Dynamic Personal Networks among Some Key 

Participants 
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The Representation of Political Actors 

 The representation of politicians from Serbia at the consultations experienced a 

very significant milestone in 2000/2001. At the first and second meeting, representatives 

of political parties who were in opposition to the Milošević regime were invited. 

Although not in the national government, opposition parties did win local elections in 

several municipalities in Serbia during the 1990s. A broad-based democratic coalition 

called “DOS (Demokratska opozicija Srbije)” (Democratic Opposition of Serbia) was 

formed in 2000, originally with the participation of eighteen different political parties, in 

order to provide political opposition to Milošević and his ruling Socialist Party of Serbia. 

Some of them were represented at the consultations:  

 Demokratska stranka (Democratic Party), a social liberal – social democratic 

party with Zoran Đinđić as party president between 1994 and 2003, leading 

coalition member in the Serbian government 2001-2003;  

 Srpski pokret obnove (Serbian Renewal Movement), a democratic nationalist and 

monarchist party with Vuk Drašković at its helm since its founding in 1990; 

 G17+, a center-right political party, founded as an NGO in 1997 and was led at 

the time by seventeen economists; 

 Demokratska stranka Srbije (Democratic Party of Serbia), a center-right party that 

broke away from the Democratic Party in 2002 over the national question; leading 

member of the coalition government 2003-2008, led by Vojislav Koštunica; 

 Demohrišćanska stranka Srbije (Christian Democratic Party of Serbia), formed in 

1997 from a splinter group of the Democratic Party of Serbia and led for a long 
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time by Vladan Batić, this is a monarchist political party centered on the ideals of 

Christian democracy. 

From Germany, representatives of the conservative CDU/Christlich 

Demokratische Union Deutschlands (Christian Democratic Union of Germany) and 

CSU/Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern (Christian Social Union of Bavaria) political 

block were present in largest numbers, with a total of six.
653

 Almost as many 

representatives came from the ranks of the SPD/Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 

(Social Democratic Party of Germany), with five persons. In addition, one politician each 

represented the PDS/Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus (Party of Democratic 

Socialism) and the center-left Bündnis 90/Die Grünen (Alliance ‘90/The Greens).
654

 

 The absence of politicians who were active on the local level could be observed 

from the third meeting onward. They were present at the first consultation, in large 

number at the second one, and then never again. Only national-level politicians (and a 

few regional ones) would come to the later meetings. The primary reason why local 

politicians were invited at the beginning was the hope of the organizers that new city 

partnerships could be established between Germany and Serbia. 

 In addition to the party functionaries, representatives of government from every 

possible level from both countries also took part in the consultations, thereby directly or 

indirectly representing their own political loyalties as well. In Serbia, for example, 
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 The CDU and CSU are considered to be sister parties and have a joint representatives’ block at the 

Bundestag (German Federal Parliament). 

654
 The PDS merged with WASG/Arbeit und soziale Gerechtigkeit – Die Wahlalternative (Labor and Social 

Justice – The Electoral Alternative) in 2007 and the new merger party is called Die Linke (The Left). 
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officials from various government ministries were present or delivered papers at the 

meetings, including ministers for religious affairs at the federal (Yugoslav) and the 

republican (Serbian) level, as well as state secretaries. The same is true for Germany, 

where office holders at the regional and federal government level were actively involved 

in the discussions. It should also be mentioned that in spite of changes in government in 

both countries, the consultations managed to uphold a sense of continuity as far as the 

participation of politicians from diverse parties was concerned.
655

 

 The participation of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation should be mentioned here 

as well. Since the KAS is a political foundation, it also joined as co-organizer of the 

consultations with its own agenda, which at times came into conflict with the plans of the 

organizers from the churches,
656

 as the foundation sees the support of democratization as 

one of its central goals in Serbia.
657

 The various political parties represented at the 
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 In Serbia, following the fall of Slobodan Milošević, the DOS coalition formed a government and ruled 

2001-2004; between 2004 and 2007 a four-party coalition was in power, including the DSS, SPO, NS and 

G17+, and in 2007 until 2008 that configuration was replaced by a coalition of DS, DSS, G17+ and NS. 

The government in power since summer 2008 is made up of members of the broad-based Za evropsku 

Srbiju (For a European Serbia) coalition, including the DS, G17+, SPO, LSV, SDP. In Germany, the 

situation is much simpler, in that on the federal level, the SPD held the majority and formed the 

government together with the Bündnis 90/Die Grünen between 1998 and 2005. Since 2005 the CDU/CSU 

has been in power, sharing between 2005 and 2009 with the SPD and since then with the liberal FDP/Freie 

Demokratische Partei (Free Democratic Party).  

656
 Traditionally, each major political party in Germany has had a foundation associated with it. These 

foundations serve to popularize their political platforms, provide training opportunities for the next 

generation, which will hopefully follow their political orientation, and to represent certain values and 

support various causes in other countries as well. For the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, European 

integration is also of importance.Just to mention a few more political foundations in Germany, the SPD has 

the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, while the liberal FDP is associated with the Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung für 

die Freiheit.  

657
 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011; Tihomir Popović, 

“Stellungnahme der Kommission Kirche und Gesellaschaft der Serbischen Orthodoxen Diözese für 

Mitteleuropa hinsichtlich der weiteren Organisation und Planung der ‘Serbien-Tagungen’” (Opinion of the 

Church and Society Commission of the Central European Serbian Orthodox Diocese Regarding the Further 
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consultations also had differing views about the role that churches and religious 

communities should have in society but the meetings provided a platform where these 

different understandings could be discussed in a respectful manner. 

 

The Balance between Theological-Ecumenical and Social-Political Approaches to Topics 

 The intention of the organizers from the very beginning was to dedicate about one 

third of the plenary sessions at the consultations to theological and spiritual approaches 

and topics. Accordingly, about two thirds of the program was planned to focus on 

practical, i.e. political or social methods and emphases.
658

 Upon examining the primary 

materials, a slightly different picture emerged, where the overwhelming majority of 

contributions seemed to reflect socio-political input. These materials of course did not 

reflect the content of the devotionals, shared prayer sessions and liturgical experiences 

that took place as part of the program at the consultations. These findings reflect that 

while the planned balance seems to have been kept, much of the spiritual and theological 

input was given outside the plenary sessions. 

 

Gender Issues and the Role of Women 

 Already touched upon in the discussion of female participants at the consultations 

earlier in this chapter, the role of women in church leadership was very prevalent 

throughout. This was a result in large part of the strong female representation of ordained 

                                                                                                                                                 
Organization and Planning of the Serbien-Tagungen), Hannover, September 29, 2003.  In spite of these 

occasional disagrements, the cooperation between the church representatives and the KAS continued. 

658
 Archpriest Milan Pejić, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 
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persons from the EKD – many of them were also in positions of nationwide leadership. 

The other two main churches also delegated several female participants to the 

consultations, among them women in the leadership of church-based charity 

organizations, religious educators and theologians. The role of women was discussed 

only once and not in much detail, at the 2002 consultation. 

 

Socio-Economic Themes 

 Socio-economic themes did not play a significant role at the consultations, either. 

The only noteworthy exception to that was the focus on the situation of refugees and 

internally displaced persons in Serbia and how their well-being could be secured, which 

was featured primarily at the first two meetings. Other issues, such as the very high ratio 

of unemployment in Serbia, widespread poverty, low GDP and industrial production 

levels, and the low level of foreign investment compared to other countries in the region 

were not addressed directly. 

 

Inclusion and Representation of Underprivileged Groups 

 Apart from discussing the situation of refugees and internally displaced persons in 

Serbia, the consultations did not deal in great detail with socially underprivileged groups 

or with groups that are underrepresented in the public political arena in Serbia. The 

organizers consciously provided simultaneous translation between the two official 

languages of the consultations (German and Serbian) and provided translated written 

materials as well, so that lack of linguistic skills was not an issue that excluded people 

from participating. It was not possible to calculate the average age of participants based 
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on the personal information available about them; it can be estimated that especially at 

the first few consultations the participants came mostly from the middle-aged age group 

and above. At the later consultations, it was evident that representatives of the younger 

generation were also being invited to participate. 

As with many other international and cross-cultural meetings, it is difficult to 

assess how representative this process really was of the demographic makeup of all 

participating churches and both participating countries. It can be said, however, that the 

ten-year span allowed for greater levels of inclusion and diversity among participants. 

The personal networks also operated in an inclusive manner, which allowed their 

constant broadening. One segment of the population from Germany was definitely 

underrepresented: Germans from former East Germany. This could be the result of a 

number of factors, including the relative low representation of former East Germans in 

leadership positions at the EKD at this time and the fact that the consultations began less 

than a decade after German reunification. During the 1990s the attention of local and 

regional church leaders and congregants was focused primarily on rebuilding the church 

in both a physical and a spiritual sense in the former GDR – a process that continues even 

today.  

 

The Interreligious Dimension of the Consultations 

 Although the consultations represented a primarily ecumenical endeavor, focusing 

on the experiences of the churches from both countries, they were never exclusive in their 

focus. This is illustrated by the standing invitation issued to the Muslim Community and 

to the Federation of Jewish Communities in Serbia, who were represented by one person 
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each at a few of the consultations. This decision was made because in many ways the 

process*s of discussions was meant to encourage the Serbian Orthodox Church to get 

more involved in dialogue and cooperation not only with other Christian churches in the 

country but also in the field of interreligious work as well. Additionally, these two 

communities (among the seven traditional religious communities recognized by the 

Serbian state) can also be important factors along with the churches as voices and active 

participants in the democratization process of Serbian society. Representatives of non-

Christian religious communities from Germany, however, were never invited to the 

consultations – maybe because their experiences in Germany could be significantly 

different from those of the churches, and therefore could have steered the discussions to 

very different directions. It is important to state, though, that both main church bodies 

from Germany cooperate in many ways with the non-Christian religious communities in 

the country. 

 

Concluding Remarks concerning the Analysis of the Consultations 

 As it has been demonstrated, the interchurch consultations covered a lot of 

different topics in detail, involved a large number of representatives from a wide variety 

of professional, religious and ethnic backgrounds, and tried to incorporate varying views 

and interpretations of the major themes. It is also clear that although certain topics were 

presented in promotional texts as important, they were not addressed at the meetings in a 

meaningful way. The loosely and informally structured nature of the consultations had 

both advantages and disadvantages, but by and large contributed to creating an 

atmosphere that was different from many official dialogue meetings and allowed for 
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greater flexibility. Whether the consultations succeeded in reaching their goals and 

whether any specific outcomes resulted from them will be examined in the following 

chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6 

OUTCOMES AND CHANGES IN PERCEPTION 

 

Creating Shared Understanding 

Leonard Swidler argues that one of the very important steps that needs to be taken 

before entering into dialogue with someone from a different religious / ideological 

tradition or cultural background is to clarify the terms that will be discussed or used in the 

conversation. This can help avoid employing terms that are understood very differently 

by participants, and therefore making it impossible to reach common understanding. This 

was a particular challenge at the consultations.  

As it has already been illustrated by the diverse interpretations of concepts such as 

church-state relations, national church, or civil society, many of the participants from 

Serbia and Germany came to the discussions with vastly differing understandings. As 

Johann Schneider observed at the 2003 consultation held in Belgrade, it was clear from 

the discussions that much of what the delegates from Germany talked about seemed 

weltfremd (as if coming from a different world) to some of the Serbian participants.
659

 

Even after the ninth consultation in 2009 Bishop Homeyer articulated, “The productive 

encounter between Orthodox and Catholic theology and in general between Eastern and 

Western culture is well known to be extremely difficult.”
660

 One of the goals, therefore, 
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 OKR Dr. Johann Schneider, interview by author, Hannover, April 4, 2011. 

660
 “Die produktive Begegnung zwischen orthodoxer und katholischer Theologie und überhaupt zwischen 

östlicher und westlicher Kultur erweist sich bekanntlich als äußerst schwierig.” Letter to Johann Baptist 

Metz, October 29, 2009, Nachlass Bischof Homeyer, Sign. 470.  
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of these consultations, was to create shared understanding of important terms and 

concepts among participants. As the analysis of the meetings and resulting texts has 

shown, there was visible progress in approaching each other’s definitions and 

understandings, which, with time, facilitated increasingly more effective communication 

and exchange of ideas. The consultations thereby assumed a certain bridge-building 

function. 

 

Media Coverage in Germany and in Serbia 

 In the same way that the written documentation of individual consultations was 

uneven, as has been established, the amount of media coverage also seemed to differ 

from meeting to meeting. Although, as it has been shown, the participating churches were 

usually quite active in issuing their own press releases, often before and after the 

consultations, how much outside media covered these events varied greatly. The churches 

also used their own channels of distributing the news – these included publishing reports 

of the meetings in their printed publications, such as newspapers and magazines, on their 

web sites, and making information available through their news agencies or press centers. 

Many of the participating journalists wrote one or two articles as well, although most of 

them only attended one consultation and some of them worked for church-related media. 

Although the organizers always held press conferences, usually on the last day of 

the consultations, they usually did not attract much interest beyond the church-related 

press in Germany or in Serbia, or at the state level in Germany (e.g. in Lower Saxony). 

As an example, two very different consultations have been selected for a more in-depth 

exploration of their media coverage on the following pages. One consultation was held in 
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2001 in Berlin, only a few months after the political changes in Serbia. The other was the 

last consultation, held eight years later, in 2009 in Fruška Gora, Serbia. 

 

Examples of Media Coverage in 2001 

There were two articles published by the Catholic News Agency, KNA 

(Katholische Nachrichten-Agentur) on the 2001 consultation. Made public through the 

KNA-Basisdienst, or basic service, one text was written by KNA editor Norbert Zonker 

and focused primarily on Homeyer’s contributions at the meeting, while also providing 

some background on Serbia and Yugoslavia.
661

 The other, shorter text, with no author 

indicated, quoted Milan Pejić who expressed being positively surprised by the many 

changes that had taken place since the elections at the beginning of the year. The article 

also indicated that participants all agreed that a model of cooperation, such as the one in 

place in Germany, should be the example for Serbia to follow as it re-structures the way 

church and state relate to one another.
662

 One article was published a few weeks after the 

consultation in the Kirchenzeitung für das Bistum Hildesheim (Church Newspaper for the 

Diocese of Hildesheim), featuring quotes from Bishop Homeyer and Milan Pejić, which 

were spoken at the press conference held on the last day of consultations in Berlin.
663
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 Norbert Zonker, “Tagung über Neuordnung des Staat-Kirche-Verhältnisses in Serbien” (Meeting on 

Restructuring Church-State Relations in Serbia), KNA Basisdienst, Publication Number M200 105597, 

June 7, 2001.  
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 “Kirchen in Serbien sollen gesicherten Status erhalten” (Churches in Serbia Should Be Given Secure 

Status), KNA Basisdienst, Publication Number M200 105595, June 7, 2001. 

663
 “Grundsatzfragen und praktische Probleme: Internationale Tagung über das Staat-Kirche-Verhältnis in 

Serbien mit Bischof Dr. Josef Homeyer und Erzpriester Milan Pejic aus Hannover” (Fundamental 
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Homeyer also spoke about the context of European integration as a background for these 

consultations.  

The 2001 consultation had a very timely and relevant central topic. Due to the first 

draft law on church and state relations being made public in early 2001, there was very 

intense discussion in Serbia about this issue. Also, the ongoing dialogue between the 

government, churches and religious communities, and NGOs concerning the intention of 

re-introducing religious education in public schools, produced heightened interest in this 

consultation. Therefore, this consultation did receive some media coverage in Serbia 

nationwide, even though it was held in Germany. The daily newspaper with the highest 

circulation in Serbia, Politika, published a brief paragraph on the first day of the meeting. 

The brevity of the article is not unusual for this paper, which had often published 

similarly short announcements and reports of various religious gatherings. In contrast to 

the media coverage in Germany, the text in Politika focused on the ecumenical and 

interreligious dimension of the consultation, stating already in the lead that “in addition to 

representatives of ministries at the federal and state level, officials of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church, the Belgrade Archdiocese, and the Islamic Community are involved in 

the two-day consultation.”
664

 The rest of the article emphasized the timeliness and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Questions and Practical Problems: International Conference on Church and State Relations in Serbia with 

Bishop Dr. Josef Homeyer and Archpriest Milan Pejic from Hannover), Kirchenzeitung für das Bistum 

Hildesheim, June 24, 2001, 56. 

664
 M. K., “O odnosu crkve i države u Srbiji: Međureligijski skup u Berlinu” (On Church and State 

Relations in Serbia: Interreligious Gathering in Berlin), Politika, June 6, 2001: “Osim predstavnika 

saveznih i republičkih ministarstava, na dvodnevnom savetovanju učestvuju zvaničnici SPC, beogradske 

nadbiskupije i Islamske verske zajednice.” Although only the author’s initials are indicated, the article was 

most likely written by Mirjana Kuburović, who has been a regular contributor to the newspaper on topics 

related to religion. 
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importance of the meeting in light of the ongoing discussions in Serbia on various aspects 

of church-state relations, and gave a more detailed list of the high-ranking religious and 

political representatives travelling from Serbia. 

Although the weekly newspaper Vesti (News) is published for the German market 

in Frankfurt, it is a Serbian-language newspaper aimed at the Serbian diaspora living in 

Western Europe and is distributed in several countries, and is therefore examined here 

among the review of publications for Serbian readers. Vesti also has an online edition, 

which featured two brief articles on the 2001 consultation. One contained a report of the 

accomplishments of the conference through citing Bishop Ignjatije, Minister for 

Religious Affairs Vojislav Milovanović, Hadži Hamdija Jusfuspahić, Mufti of Belgrade, 

and Milan Pejić.
665

 It is understandable that this publication focused on the Serbian 

participants but in this case, the only reference to the participants from Germany was a 

mention of “the German hosts.” Most persons were quoted in the article as expressing 

their satisfaction with the draft law and with the discussions at the consultation. Only the 

quote from Milan Pejić was different – Vesti used the same citation from his as the KNA-

Basisdienst. Another important point underlined in the article was the fact that “In the 

preamble of the new law the Serbian Orthodox Church is not listed as a national church. 

Here the German experience was used in regulating the relationship between different 

religious communities and the state, in which they operate.”
666

 The other article 
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 S. Janković, “Velika očekivanja od novog zakona: Završena konferencija u Berlinu o odnosu crkve i 

države u Srbiji” (Great Expectations from the New Law: Conference Concludes in Berlin on Church and 

State Relations in Serbia), Vesti, online edition, June 8, 2001. 
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 “U preambuli budućeg zakona SPC nije navedena kao nacionalna crkva. Tu je iskorišćeno nemačko 
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mentioned that the delegation, after the consultation ended in Berlin, visited Hannover 

and were first received by President of the Parliament of Lower Saxony Rolf Wernstedt 

(SPD), with whom they discussed church-state relations in Serbia and in Germany and 

emphasized the need for the peaceful coexistence of people from diverse religious 

backgrounds. The delegation then visited the headquarters of the EKD, where Bishop 

Koppe arranged a festive lunch in their honor.
667

 

 

Examples of Media Coverage in 2009 

The three consultations held in Serbia (in 2003, 2005 and 2009) were naturally 

much better documented by the Serbian media than those consultations that were 

organized in Germany. With the passing of time, the Serbian Orthodox Church also 

seemed to publish more and more information on these consultations on its web site, 

reflecting that the church was using new media in increasing measure and in various 

formats through its informational service. For example, by 2007, even though the 

meeting was held in Berlin, the SOC placed all presentations, many of them in both 

languages, on its web site, along with accompanying photographs. In 2009, as a novelty, 

even audio files were uploaded to the web site of the Serbian Orthodox Church, although 

they only contained the welcome words and lecture given by Bishop Irinej of Bačka at 

the 2009 consultation. Voice recordings of other participants and referents or of other 

                                                                                                                                                 
iskustvo u uređivanju odnosa između različitih verskih zajednica sa državom u kojoj deluju.” 
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parts of the conference were not made available. The SOC also placed a long and 

relatively detailed report of the consultation on its web site, which was featured on the 

front page for a short while among the most recent news items. 

By 2009, all participating church bodies had routinely been publishing press 

releases through their own press outlets, which included the Press Service of the EKD, 

the Catholic News Agency in Germany, the Informational Service of the SOC, and the 

press service of the Central European Diocese of the SOC. The Konrad Adenauer 

Foundation also published information on the consultations that they were involved in co-

organizing. In other words, most of the media attention came from the church-related 

press services, so it was internal, although increasingly more detailed and comprehensive 

in its coverage. These press releases and reports would then be sent out to others for 

further distribution. That is how a number of news agencies and informational services 

either interested in Eastern European affairs or in Europe-wide ecumenism, re-published 

these texts. 

As a summary to this brief comparison, it can be stated that in the media reports, 

each participating country generally focused on its own people and their achievements, 

and presented the consultations primarily from their own perspectives. It can be observed 

that with the passing of time, reporting was increasingly focused on the internet and 

became technologically more advanced. A number of factors contributed to the decreased 

coverage by non-church-related media outlets in 2009. In 2001 the meetings represented 

a novelty. There was renewed interest in Serbia after the ousting of Milošević and the 

political change in the country. Serbia was emerging from its international isolation and 

was beginning to open up to the West. The interest and expertise shown by churches in 
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Germany was therefore welcomed and appreciated by their Serbian counterparts. By 

2009 the situation had changed: Serbia was experiencing some level of consolidation, 

albeit also a series of setbacks, but was by and large moving towards EU membership. 

International meetings, foreign experts and multireligious events in general were not a 

novelty anymore, as such contacts had proliferated. Therefore, it was much less 

interesting for the public in general. 

 

Specific Outcomes and Initiatives Emerging from the Consultations 

 Although it is difficult to measure the actual impact that the consultations have 

had on participating individuals and church bodies, there have been a few specific and 

tangible outcomes that should be mentioned. Among these were one-time events, long-

term relationships, and budding examples of cooperation, both between individuals and 

groups. Some of these outcomes were fully the result of the consultations. In other cases, 

the consultations acted as catalysts to initiatives that were either already in place or were 

already being planned. These outcomes, some of which have already been discussed in 

previous chapters, will now be presented in a thematic fashion. 

 One-time events: 

- The Foundations of Peace (Friedensgrund) program for young people of the 

Bishopric of Hildesheim, focusing on reconciliation, held July 17-27, 2001 at 

Kovilj Monastery and led by Bishop Homeyer; 

- The conference “Christianity and European Integration,” held February 8-9, 

2003 in Belgrade and organized by Radovan Bigović, where consultation 
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participants Antje Heider-Rottwilm and Thomas Bremer presented papers 

along with several other consultations participants from Serbia; 

- “My Future – Your Future – Our Future” – the workshop on nonviolent 

communication for young people from Serbia and Kosovo, organized August 

12-20, 2006 in Berlin with lectures by Thomas Bremer; 

- The international conference “The Legal Position of Churches and Religious 

Communities in Montenegro Today,” held May 23-25, 2008 in Bar and 

organized by the Metropolitanate of Montenegro and the Littoral of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church, where Gerhard Robbers had been invited on 

account of his advisory role in Serbia to deliver a paper titled “Which 

International Law Commitments to Include Into a Law on Religion.”
668

 

Several others who had been involved in the consultations participated or 

delivered papers at this conference, among them Bishop em. Josef 

Homeyer,
669

 Prof. Sima Avramović, Mons. Andrija Kopilović, Prof. Radovan 

Bigović, Prof. Darko Tanasković and Peter Weiß. 

- The interchurch seminar for teachers of religious education in Serbia, 

organized September 1-7, 2008 on Fruška Gora, hosted by the EKD with the 

technical support and help of KAS Belgrade and in partnership with the 
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Serbian Orthodox Diocese of Bačka and the Roman Catholic Diocese of 

Subotica. 

Relationships and ongoing cooperation: 

- Between the Serbian Orthodox Church and Gerhard Robbers, who was invited 

in November 2010 to give a lecture at the Serbian Orthodox theological 

faculty in Belgrade, was received by Patriarch Irinej, and submitted an expert 

opinion to the Serbian Supreme Court in support of the constitutionality of the 

law on churches and religious communities from 2006; 

- Personal relationships that either already existed or were newly formed were 

maintained and strengthened through regular and mutual visits. New groups 

were also drawn into the already existing circles, most notably young 

theologians and students of theology from both countries. 

- Relationship-building was also utilized for lobbying and advocacy at the 

international level, which was reflected in a variety of activities undertaken by 

consultation participants. For example, Bishop em. Homeyer used his position 

as COMECE President to advocate for the release of Jovan, Archbishop of 

Ohrid and Metropolitan of Skopje, from prison in Macedonia in 2005.
670

 

Repeated meetings between religious and political leaders in Serbia and 
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members of parliament in Germany were undoubtedly used to try to achieve 

more favorable attitudes towards Serbia among politicians, lawmakers and 

potential investors.  

Other initiatives, some of which did not relate directly or exclusively to the 

consultations but were likely impacted by them: 

- The founding of the Christian Cultural Center, an NGO under the leadership 

of Radovan Bigović, in Belgrade in 2002, which was in part the reflection of a 

slightly shifting understanding of the church and its relationship to civil 

society; 

- The twinning of the towns Ingolstadt and Kragujevac in 2003; 

- The “Conference on the Contribution of the Churches to Religious, Cultural 

and International Cooperation on the Path toward European Integration,” 

which was held November 22-24, 2004 in Subotica and Bečej, was organized 

by the Bačka Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Roman 

Catholic Bishopric of Subotica, and included representatives of churches and 

religious communities, the Serbian government, ethnic minorities from Serbia, 

and non-governmental organizations. 

- Intensified cooperation between church bodies or their sub-segments in the 

two countries, for example between the Evangelische Landeskirche in 

Württemberg and the Serbian Orthodox Church in the form of shared projects, 

education, exchanges and visits.  

Other accomplishments: 
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- The statement by Serbian Minister for Religious Affairs Vojislav 

Milovanović, who at the 2003 consultation claimed that the 2001 consultation 

had contributed to the introduction of religious education in public schools in 

Serbia.
671

 

 

The Role of the Consultations in Challenging Existing Perceptions of One Another 

As Milan Pejić has observed, the consultations have contributed to changing 

perceptions among priests and theologians within the Serbian Orthodox Church. He 

refers to the fact that the consultations provided an opportunity for priests serving in 

Serbia and in other former Yugoslav republics to come into dialogue with their 

colleagues working in Germany at the Central European Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox 

Church. These encounters, augmented by personal visits and first-hand experiences of the 

life and activities of churches in Germany, have created greater understanding of what it 

means to live as a Serbian Orthodox Christian in minority, which is very different from 

living as a member of the absolute religious majority in Serbia. They could also observe 

that the Central European Diocese is a very active participant in ecumenical relations in 

Germany.
672

 Another aspect that has led to challenging some preconceived ideas among 

delegates from Serbia was when they saw that in spite of relative low church attendance 

and practically empty church buildings in Germany, the churches in that country were 

still actively involved in society in many different ways. This made some of them, who 
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had held the view that Germany has been completely secularized and the churches have 

no public voice, to rethink their position.
673

 While these changes may be small and 

relatively insignificant, they did signal changed perceptions among some of the 

participants. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

The present dissertation set out to examine a series of interchurch consultations 

between participants from Germany and Serbia in the time period between 1999 and 

2009. The analysis of this microcosm of nine official meetings, which involved a 

relatively small number of people, was set against the background of important historical, 

political, social, religious, and ecumenical developments in Europe. The interdisciplinary 

approach to the subject matter incorporated areas of study such as ecumenical theories 

and theories of interreligious/interideological dialogue, sociology of religion, nationalism 

and memory studies, scholarship of transitional societies and democratization, and critical 

discourse analysis. Employing these diverse theoretical tools helped study various facets 

of the consultations and provided a more comprehensive understanding of the meetings 

and their significance.  

Many of the featured theories concerning secularization in modern industrial 

states, the role of religion in transitional societies, or the various theoretical models of 

church and state relations proved to be relevant and indispensable for the analysis of what 

emerged as the central topics of discussion at the consultations. In addition to the 

theoretical approaches, the consultations were analyzed through a detailed study of all 

available textual documents relating to the meetings, and through a number of extended 

qualitative interviews with a select group of organizers and participants. This section 

offers a few final overarching observations regarding the consultations and also interacts 
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with some of the central theoretical tools to see how this process can be classified, 

particularly with issues concerning the theoretical system of ecumenical and 

interreligious dialogue. 

 

Evaluation of the Consultations 

One of the main findings of the study is that the series of consultations examined 

in this dissertation represent a unique process within the ecumenical landscape of Europe. 

They exhibit a hybrid nature, which sets them apart from other interchurch consultations 

and forms of contact. Typically, when church representatives enter into official and 

institutionally organized discussion or dialogue with one another the topics in the center 

of attention are overwhelmingly theological or ecclesiological in nature. In addition, they 

may include discussions on the practical outcomes and consequences of such concepts, 

for example examining the specific charity-oriented activities of churches that flow out of 

their social teaching and ethical understandings. On the other hand, when church 

representatives meet with politicians, as has been the case on a regular basis between the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople and Representatives of the European 

Parliament since 1996 for example, the central themes often relate to the fields of church-

state relations, human rights, social ethics, the understanding of the role of civil society 

etc. The fact that these two realms were amalgamated in the interchurch consultations led 

to a hybrid form of contact, within which the realms of theology, church life, politics, law 

and society were all mixed together.  

One of the goals formulated by the EKD for the consultations was to support the 

transition and process of democratization in Serbia, which has been a prolonged 
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experience, constantly facing strong and at times debilitating resistance to European 

integration and accession to the European Union, to greater openness to Western Europe 

in terms of political, economic and cultural contacts. Perhaps the greatest resistance from 

within significant segments of the Serbian population was shown to cooperation with the 

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in The Hague, which was set 

as a condition by the EU for Serbia’s joining. The relatively high-level political 

mobilization by ultranationalist parties through anti-Western (and often openly anti-

ecumenical) rhetoric has shown that Serbian democracy is still in a precarious place. The 

question of cooperation with The Hague Tribunal is also connected to the question of 

dealing with the past and facing the legacy of the wars in the former Yugoslav republics 

and in Kosovo. 

The consultations took place against a complicated political background in Serbia 

and were initiated at a crucial time. Therefore, the political aspects of the meetings and 

the political interests of the organizers and participants had to be taken into account 

during the analysis, as they formed an integral part of the overall process. One of the 

unexpected findings was the highly political nature and high level of political influence 

on the consultations, which at the same time indicates how relatively little was discussed 

about theology. Although not all participants were religious, the fact that these encounters 

with such high-level political content were organized primarily by religious individuals 

and religion-based institutions made the findings all the more intriguing and underlined 

the hybrid nature of the consultations. 

As it was described above, the consultations grew out of personal contacts but the 

immediate context of their beginnings lay in a disagreement between the EKD and the 
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Serbian Orthodox Church. The fact that the EKD wanted to settle differences and come 

to greater understanding of their conversation partners, rather than distance itself from 

them, shows the inclination that was present from the beginning toward a dialogical way 

of communicating and relating to one another. This is all the more remarkable when we 

examine the broader context, within which even religious organizations were breaking 

relationships with one another due to disagreements. 

The consultations began only a few months after the Kosovo crisis, when Serbia’s 

isolation from the rest of the world was still apparent and impacted everyday life in the 

country, which found itself under very difficult circumstances. Therefore, well-

intentioned contact with foreigners was perceived to be even more meaningful than usual 

and most likely contributed to greater openness among participants from Serbia to be 

drawn into a dialogue. The first few years of the consultations spanned the period of 

democratic changes in Serbia at a time when the Serbian Orthodox Church had not had a 

clearly articulated and unified position regarding democracy and democratization. 

Instead, there were diverse opinions held and expressed in public by various bishops or 

groups of bishops.
674

 The SOC, which was also enjoying a somewhat privileged position 

in society, had had little experience in previous years in living out ecumenism on a 

practical level within Serbia. The consultations challenged the church’s leadership on 

both clusters of issues and purposely engaged representatives of modernist and 

accomodationist views among Orthodox theologians, along with more traditionalistic 

ones. The process of democratic consolidation in Serbia was marked by the efforts at the 
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legal regulation of church and state relations, and a growing role of civil society actors. 

The consultations, by addressing these areas directly, made church leaders face their fears 

stemming in part from having been suppressed by communist governments previously 

and now not wanting to potentially lose their popularity and privileges in society.  

Importantly, the consultations also addressed very relevant concerns regarding the 

role of religion and of churches in secular(ized) societies and thereby interacted with the 

theoretical and practical aspects of secularization described in Chapter Two. Participants 

recognized the impact of ongoing of secularization in Europe, including Germany and 

Serbia, while at the same time identifying some of the robust societal and religious 

phenomena in both countries countering that secularization. Discussing this topic also 

contributed to better understanding how the effects of secularization look different in the 

two countries today and how the churches are reacting to this process. 

Although reconciliation was articulated as an important aspect of the consultations 

(and in internal EKD documents they were most often referred to as “reconciliation 

work”) and it was talked about on several occasion by church leaders from Germany, it 

was never discussed in detail or directly encouraged to take place at the meetings. Each 

consultation had a busy program schedule and it was understood by the organizers that 

reconciliation should not be forced on anyone, and that it can be a long and slow-moving 

process. As in many other parts of the region, in Serbia there is also resistance to forced 

reconciliation initiatives led by foreigners. It should not be ruled out that reconciliation 

efforts could have taken place on a personal level between individuals. The relatively 

informal and personal network-based nature of the consultations made possible extended 

contact with representatives of ethnic groups and religious traditions differing from one’s 
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own. Therefore, some of the most significant outcomes may very well be stories of inner 

personal transformation and reconciliation. At the same time, it must be noted that as 

long as there are still observable tensions and antagonism remaining between the Serbian 

Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church in Serbia, the question whether it is 

even possible to talk about good ecumenical relationships in the country must be asked. 

The situation is further complicated by the fact that many of the conflict fields (including 

the one between the two churches) are closely tied to ethnic and national differences as 

well. A positive and concrete step in this direction was the involvement of a younger 

generation of priests and theologians, who expressed an interest in overcoming 

differences and thereby initiated the organization of the workshop on nonviolent 

communication in 2006.  

Although reconciliation between the Danube Swabians who had once lived in 

Serbia and those who live in Serbia/Vojvodina today was never explicitly discussed at the 

consultations, it hung in the background. The need for the healing of memories is still 

necessary in that area. The fact that the onetime existence of the Danube Swabians in 

Vojvodina and Serbia has been forgotten is significant because it contributes to a loss of 

collective memory of diversity and of peaceful coexistence. Particularly in a society that 

is still facing many challenges resulting from a series of wars in its recent history, this 

particular memory of a continuous, long-time tradition of living together with difference 

and otherness could make a positive contribution to Serbian society.
675

 In recent years, 
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there have been encouraging new developments, including the availability in Belgrade 

(and at times also in other locations) of Catholic mass and Protestant church services in 

German, the increased number of Danube Swabians and their descendants making 

organized visits to Serbia and establishing contact with local residents, and even the 

release of a Serbian-produced full-length movie, Podunavske švabe (Danube Swabians), 

in 2011 to raise more awareness of this oft-ignored topic in Serbian history.
676

 

 

Theoretical Considerations 

Rather than aiming to simply reconstruct a historical account of the consultations, 

this dissertation intended to weave the findings into the already existing theories of 

dialogue and to see how they might be positioned within them. Considering Swidler’s 

definition of dialogue and his ground rules for it, the consultations analyzed here may 

appear very one-sided at first sight: the content of discussions focused mostly on Serbia; 

the articulated aims of the EKD were all focused on supporting churches and democratic 

developments in Serbia; the German name used for the meetings was “Serbien-

Tagungen,” or Serbia Meetings, which also reflected the focus on the country. Much of 

the setup at the meetings facilitated the participants from Germany to share their 

knowledge and experiences and for the participants from Serbia to learn from those. 

When examined closely, however, this seemingly unbalanced power equation was not 

designed by one party to overpower the other one. The texts exhibited no sense of 
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superiority expressed by participants from Germany; not one of them claimed that they 

had been successful at resolving societal problems and overcoming injustices. Instead, 

the documents all focused on the common mission of churches, regardless of which 

society they function in. The participants from Serbia also did not appear as only passive 

delegates – the presentations and discussions showed that they were also ready to share 

their experiences and the lessons learned with their counterparts. The clarification of 

terms that will be used during dialogue is another important step emphasized by Swidler. 

As Johann Schneider pointed out the existence of elementary conceptual differences 

between participants from Germany and South Eastern Europe, this was something that 

was recognized (although perhaps not to its fullest extent) by the organizers and was 

consciously pursued at the consultations.
677

 

Reflecting upon and interacting with these theories may not suffice to fully 

appraise and evaluate the process of the consultations. What may be of help at this 

juncture is to call upon theories considering political transition and democratization, since 

several of the publicly formulated goals of the consultations were connected to the 

political, rather than the spiritual or ecclesiastical, dimensions of the central topics. In 

addition to the works of sociologists of religion and scholars from other disciplines who 

have been studying the changing role and functions of religion in transitional societies in 

Eastern and South Eastern Europe, works analyzing important external actors in 

democratic transitional processes may be of help. Particularly works concerning civil 
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society actors are of importance.
678

 Such analysis highlights that in the case of the 

consultations, we once again find a very unusual format, in which, in addition to the usual 

transnational actors (states, international organizations, non-governmental organizations) 

in supporting or advocating political transition in other countries, churches also clearly 

acted in this manner, which was different from religious (or faith-based) diplomacy.
679

 

Such an approach from the EKD and its partners in Germany made perfect sense, 

particularly in a country where religion was at the time very present in society and had 

some, although not unlimited, influence to shape people’s views on important issues. 

They were filling a gap that purely politically or socially focused organizations were not 

adequately responding to.
680

  

 

The Impact of the Consultations 

The author proposes that the interchurch consultations examined in this 

dissertation do not comfortably fit into the existing theoretical framework of ecumenical 

and interreligious dialogue. One of the central arguments made in this dissertation is that 

these theories should be reconsidered in order to make room for such hybrid forms of 

interchurch contact. The Serbian-German consultations, although unique in the European 
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landscape, may actually serve as an example and potential blueprint for similar 

encounters in post-conflict societies and for countries in political transition, bringing a 

broadened understanding of dialogue that is focused on both the theoretical and the 

practical aspects of life. 

On the one hand, it can be argued that this process served only as prolegomena to 

in-depth dialogue that could only take place once some of the concerns and issues 

mentioned in the preceding paragraphs were resolved. However, based on the textual 

evidence and the assessment provided by some of the key individuals involved, it can be 

established that true and profound dialogue in its fullest sense did also occur at the 

consultations at various moments – although this did not happen all the time. One of the 

expectations or goals, according to Leonard Swidler, of entering into dialogue is to learn 

and to change. This was certainly achieved in the lives of many who participated. It has 

been demonstrated that the consultations grew out of, and continued to rely upon, cross-

cutting circles of personal networks by a few individuals who were personally invested in 

this process. Even though the meetings grew more formalized and institutionalized with 

time, they continued to facilitate relationship-centered experiences. Even if the 

consultations did not reach a large audience and did not impact each participating church 

body in its entirety, the individuals that participated in them came out transformed by the 

process – and experienced changed in their mutual perceptions of one another. 

The consultations also represented a curious mixture of elitism and grassroots 

activism. As with any meeting involving religious dignitaries, the ceremonial aspects of 

communicating could not be fully avoided. Apart from involving a broad spectrum of 

civil society representatives, many of whom are working at grassroots level, another 
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element in moving away from an elitist process was the involvement of the younger 

generation. The introduction of visa-free travel to the Schengen Area
681

 for citizens of 

Serbia in December 2009 has since then provided even more opportunities than before 

for building and maintaining personal relationships across borders. Since some of the 

young Serbian participants had studied in Germany, they may have acquired different 

perceptions of Western Europe than members of the older generations. Aided by the 

proliferation of international communication, social media and grassroots activism, it is 

likely that even though the consultations do not continue in an organized fashion, 

relationships between participants from Germany and Serbia can still be cultivated. 

To conclude, examining the microcosm of the German-Serbian interchurch 

consultations has resulted in gaining greater insight into how political and societal 

developments concerning religion have been impacting Serbia and what specific effects 

they have had on Serbian society. In spite of their hybrid nature and unusual thematic 

structuring, the consultations could serve as a model for building relationships among 

churches from different countries. Particularly in societies in transition, where churches 

and religious communities find themselves having to navigate complex legal and political 

questions and to (re-)organize educational, social, cultural or other institutions, such 

exchanges of knowledge and experiences can be invaluable. As long as the intention of 

all participants is to learn from one another, such interactions could potentially benefit 

churches in many other countries, too. Especially as the population in Europe becomes 

more and more mixed and interconnected with one another, and as immigrant and 
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expatriate communities are increasing in numbers, consultations that focus not only on 

theology but also on the practical aspects of functioning as a church in society may be 

very helpful. Such encounters can have positive contributions in the form of building 

solidarity and leading to greater understanding of one another, while serving a bridge-

building function.  

While it may be argued that the tangible outcomes from the consultations amount 

only to paltry accomplishments, it should be considered that significant steps were taken 

towards approaching one another and trying to understand one another better, across 

national and confessional lines. The meetings contributed to several important aspects in 

the long process of Serbia rebuilding its relationship and trust with other European 

nations. These outcomes, coupled with the personal transformation experienced by many 

of the participants, underline both the necessity and the success of the consultations. 
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