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Nagypál Szabolcs

A Pentatonic Landscape:
Ecumenical Youth Cooperation
in Central Europe

Our Central European ecumenical youth cooperation has aimed to build up paradigms of peace and reconciliation through dialogue, and to strengthen Central European identity before and after joining the European Union by mutual education, cooperation and cultural exchange.

I. The Origins of our Project

The idea of a Central European ecumenical youth cooperation was born in 2001 amongst a group of young people from Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, who came to know each other through the activities of the World Student Christian Federation.
Established in 1895 as the first international youth and student organisation, and the first ecumenical movement, WSCF has more than a hundred years of experience in grassroots activities similar to ours: breaking down barriers of centuries-old enmities and mistrust.

The first incarnation of our Central European cooperation existed already in the interwar years (1921–1939), starting just after the Versailles treaties in the form of conferences of Austrian, Czech, Slovak, Magyar, Polish, and even Romanian and Yugoslav students, being devoted to reconciliation and to develop future ecumenical leaders.

In 2001 we felt that our respective countries were facing very similar and parallel challenges and we could benefit immensely from addressing these issues in a multinational context, which would also further awareness of cultural diversity and help to establish a Central European identity within Europe as a whole.

II. Christianity and the Ecumenical Movement

WSCF was founded for the specific purpose of healing the painful divisions which tear apart Christianity. She wanted to heal it by coming to a full knowledge and understanding of each denomination’s uniqueness and the special richness each denomination adds to our common body, the Church.
It is not diversity that the ecumenical movement confronts, but division: diversity builds up, division destroys. In defining our common place in the wider world, we come to understand the many similarities which bind us together, and to appreciate that we are stronger together than we are apart. Similarly, the aim of our international dialogue is to create a common identity, to eliminate prejudices and intolerance and to reconcile the differencies in the community.
But if we stress dialogue as a style of living in relationship with our neighbours, we must also pay attention to the ethics of dialogue and the resulting responsibility of the participants. This can be formed by preparation for dialogue which includes openness, mutuality, identity, humility, responsibility, agape, acceptance and humor.

III. National Identities and the Notion of Central Europe

We are committed to realising in society the values issuing from our faith: peace, justice and respect for human dignity, developed through a culture of dialogue, tolerance and appreciation of diversity.
There is an ongoing dialogue among the countries situated between Germany and the former Soviet Union, in the heart of Europe, to rediscover their belonging together, and to develop their sense of common identity.
Central Europe is in a strategic geopolitical as well as spiritual position. Here not only Orthodoxy meets Western Christianity, but also Protestantism meets Roman Catholicism. The issue at stake is identity—how we define ourselves and how we define the ‘Other’.
Identity is a sensitive issue particularly in this region of the world, where the legacy of crumbled empires is a collection of nation states haunted by a history of majority (or minority) oppression and subjugation.
In order to fully integrate in the EU, it is imperative that citizens of our countries come to define themselves in terms larger than our own nationality, culture, religion or religious denomination. Central Europeans could contribute to the unity of Europe with their own unity within Central Europe.
Thus our objectives are to deconstruct national, denominational and religious prejudices in Central Europe through intercultural and interdenominational dialogue; to build additional supra-national identities and relationships through cross-border cooperation; and to educate new generations of committed leaders through training and practical leadership experiences.

IV. Our Activities

1. Seminars

We organise two seminars each year, with responsibility for hosting the seminar rotating among the countries. Special care is also taken to ensure that all participants have the opportunity to share their perspectives, in particular many minority voices.
The themes are carefully chosen to cover a broad area, providing a solid background on issues of importance to future Central European leaders and youth leaders. Our first seminar on Ecumenism and Central European Identity was held in the Békés Gellért Ecumenical Institute, in Pannonhalma, Hungary, in 2002.
Since then, our topics included: Growing EU: Hopes and Fears of Members and Candidates; Central European Culture; The Myth of Independency; Searching for Security in the XXIst Century; Ecology and Environmental Protection, Corporate Social Responsibility; Leadership and Decision-Making in Democratic Communities; Conflict Resolution in our Inner Life and in Community; Overcoming Nationalism, Xenophobia and Populism in Modern Societies; The Spirit of Central Europe Sixty Years after Shoah; Minority Integration and Sustainable Renewal; Equality of Chances or Equal Discrimination.
2. Ecumenical Anthologies
Each year we publish an ecumenical anthology (which are also downloadable from our website: www.wscf-cesr.org) to follow up the themes of the seminars and to spread them to a broader audience.
It is published mostly in English, with summaries of each article appearing in all of the five official national languages. The first anthology, A Pentatonic Landscape: Central Europe, Ecology, Ecumenism was compiled and published by the Békés Gellért Ecumenical Institute (BGÖI) in Pannonhalma, Hungary, in 2002.
The title and topic of the other five: The River Book: Identity, Culture and Responsibility; medi(t)ations, (re)conciliations: Conflict Resolution and European Integration; Subtle as Serpents, Gentle as Doves: Equality and Independence; Dreaming Our Neighbour: The Shoa and the Utopiæ of Yesterday; Roots of Vision, Routes of Change: Nationalism and Ecumenical Leadership.
V. Principles of our Cooperation

1. Empowering Young People and Building Civil Society

Our cooperation is wholly conceived and implemented by youth (ages eighteen to thirty-five). We work to promote civil society—young people engaging in private efforts for the public good, taking the initiative for social development through collective action.
Young people are involved at all levels in activities, from participation through organisation, and implementation to strategic oversight. The participating countries, following the example of the EU, take turns every half a year in providing chairperson for the cooperation.
2. Informal Education and Life-Long Learning

Our main goal is to educate generations of students and young people, who acknowledge their responsibility and are prepared to take up the challenge of building a common Central European future.
We also implement cooperative informal education in all our seminars, led by the participants themselves, in the form of workshops, working groups, discussion groups and moderated panel discussions.
Special care is taken always to ensure that each participant is properly encouraged and provided with a space to share her or his knowledge and experience related to the general or specific topic.
To the theoretical dimension we add the practical dimension of learning by doing, not just from lecturers and leaders, but also from each other, as we come together to learn and work across boundaries of nation, gender, ethnicity and religion.
We believe that the only way young people can learn to work and make decisions in an international and intercultural context is simply to be enabled to do so, within a suitable and supportive environment.

3. Interdisciplinarity and Multiperspectivity

In a seminar, one significant topic is explored in depth through a variety of methodologies, considering it from every angle to give a true multidisciplinary approach. The seminar programme itself consists of a combination of lectures as well as first-hand experiences through cultural excursions.
The interdisciplinary method to themes encourages the synthesis of information, drawing together understanding and expertise from many walks of life. Education is by its very nature a long-term investment, many times passing through generations: knowledge, wisdom and erudition have no expiration date.
4. Leadership Training
Our cooperation is designed entirely in a ‘bottom-up’ manner, with the needs of the partner organisations determining the direction of the project. Therefore, our programme is structured to provide these opportunities at different intensities, suitable to the various levels our participants are at and allowing space for them to develop during the course of the project.
Our emphasis is on informal education combined with leadership training, which interact and mutually enrich each other. We also foster a sense of ownership and responsibility among the many youth involved.

5. Dialogue and Reconciliation

The concept and theory of dialogue is central to our philosophy and provides the unifying foundation, which subsumes all our work. We understand it to be an end as well as a means; the experience of engaging in dialogue has value in and of itself.
The mentality of dialogue is complementarity, mutual correction and relationality: not ‘superior-than’ but ‘in-relation-to.’ It allows for issues to be addressed in a multidisciplinary way, rather than artificially removing them from their natural and proper relations.
Dialogue is a crucial prerequisite for deconstructing the oppressive historical dualisms and hierarchical relationships, which breed prejudice, hostility and intolerance. True dialogue assumes that the parties engaging in it meet as equals, each bringing a uniquely valuable perspective.

Through all our enlisted principles and activities we try to facilitate knowledge, reconciliation and appreciation among our nations, thus contributing to an assertive, more unified and ecumenical Central Europe.
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