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The witness of Christ to the ‘common house’ of Europe
Professor. Barbara Hallensleben, Fribourg, Switzerland

1. One ‘cloud of witnesses’.
Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith (Hebr 12.1, NKJV).
Here in Sibiu, surrounded by a ‘cloud of witnesses’, it is easy to see how this passage from the Epistle to the Hebrews is a living reality.  The whole of the previous chapter in Hebrews can be summarized in one word. Almost every sentence starts with the words, ‘By faith…’. Key moments of the history of God and his people follow: the death of Abel, the rescue of Noah in the ark, and Abraham’s journey. These are the narratives of men and women, birth and death, of suffering and despair, and of rescue and the miracles of God. This is what so obviously and deeply shocks the author. “These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.” (Heb 11.13). But, consolation shines brightly, ‘God provided something better for us, that they should not be made perfect apart from us.” (Heb 11.40). In this hope we can rest all our doubts: what to us appears as failure can prove to be God’s wise plan to lead us with one another, and never without company, towards the goal of our faith. The promise of the light is for all humanity. Even we, upon whom the light Christ has shone, remain pilgrims and strangers on the earth, until the light of his glorious return outshines all darkness.
The ecumenical movement does not need more ideas, but more witnesses, who at the same time testify to, and in, the light of Christ and the hidden things of God in our world.
2. Jesus Christ, ‘the faithful and true witness’. 
Presumably, we all want to belong to this “cloud of witnesses” otherwise we would not be here! We all need this ‘cloud of witnesses’ because our own witness fails and falters otherwise. There is only one who can be considered, “a faithful and true witness”; Jesus Christ (Rev 3,14; also 1,5). Thus he is described in the Revelation of John. In his person he accomplishes his witness: 
- Jesus Christ is a witness to the light, because he is the true Light of the world. 
- Jesus Christ is a witness to the truth, because he is the Truth. 
- He is a witness to the resurrection, because he is the Resurrection and the Life.
In contemplating Jesus Christ it is simple to define what we understand by witness: In witness, the truth and the individual are united. Nobody can testify in the way that Jesus Christ is able to. Our witness must always state, ‘I am not the one.’ (Jn 1.21). Thus John’s gospel speaks of John the Baptist, “This man came for a witness, to bear witness of the Light, that through him all might believe. He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light.” (Jn 1,7f.). The Second Vatican Council said, in its ‘Constitution of the Church’, “Christ is the light of the peoples - therefore it is our ardent desire, all humans by its glory, which against-seems on the face of the church to illuminate by announcing the gospel to all creatures (see Mk 16.15).” So the church fathers speak of Jesus Christ as the sun and the church as the moon, which shines only if it receives and reflects light from the sun.
The English language uses the same word, ‘witness’, to describe the truth to which witness is given as well as the individual who gives that witness. Jesus Christ does not witness to a system of teaching but to himself as the incarnate love of God. God does not promise us a reward for ethical good behaviour on the earth, but promises himself, to communities that reflect the divine life. Faith is not agreement with a theological system, but entrance into the witness of Jesus Christ as Life and the community sent out by the Holy Spirit. 
John, the visionary of Patmos, whose gospel is infused with the theme of witness, initiates us into a new way with its own distinctive theology, ‘who bore witness to the word of God, and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, to all things that he saw.” (Rev 1.2). The faithful and true witness, Jesus Christ, does not act alone. He comes in a cloud of witnesses. With him are all those who witness as Martyrs, through which the service of their lives has been sealed. These are those who carry the name of the lamb on their forehead and, by Him, are called by name. It is the heavenly community of the angels and holy ones who, together with the community of the faithful on earth, work towards the perfection of creation. Here it is not enough only to say, ‘I am not the one’. Nor is it enough to refer only to, ‘I’. Here may, yes must, we say in all humility, ‘Yes, Lord, we are the ones, because you called us. So ill-equipped and unworthy as we are; without us creation will not be led to its perfection. Here we see the place of the church in the witness of Jesus Christ.
3. The witness of the church of Jesus Christ
The one witness of Jesus Christ becomes a multiple witness, as John writes in a puzzling passage from his first letter, “And there are three that bear witness on earth: the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these three agree as one.” (1 Jn 5.8). The church fathers saw here an allusion to baptism and the Eucharist. The witnesses in the faith are incorporated into the witness of Christ through the Holy Spirit. John continues, “He who believes in the Son of God has the witness in himself.” (1 Jn 5.10) Christian witness is not primarily an activity in words or acts, designed to obtain results. The gift of faith to which Jesus Christ testifies through the Holy Spirit is no guarantee of outside success, but it carries its peace and its joy in itself. Witness is light, not Christian marketing.
Here may I interject a short personal testimony? Once, during several days of retreat I went for a walk along the Danube and found myself asking the unsettling question, ‘Do I really believe? Or do I just behave in particular ways because I assume this is the way I am supposed to think and act, or because I want to believe?’ Even as we prepare to witness for the gospel of Jesus Christ temptation still accompanies us, in thinking and acting out our own ideas above those that conform to the gospel. Witness begins, when we abandon our own strategies and hand over our life to Christ, the light of the world, when we hand over our life to the community of our brothers and sisters, where we become church. In the Eucharistic celebration the community prays, ‘O Lord, we announce your death and celebrate your Resurrection until you come in glory’. This is not to deliver declarations of intent, grand words or gestures regarding the future. Rather, as happens in the Liturgy, it confesses that Jesus Christ renews his life, his light, his witness in us by the pouring out of the Holy Spirit.
Pentecost is the source of witness as well as the source of the life of the church. The Resurrected One meets his children, although they still did not understand the meaning of what had happened. “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” they ask. Against their lack of understanding he gives them the promise, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses…” (Acts 1.8). There is a remarkable parallel to the words of Jesus in the message of the angel to Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the most High will overshadow you.” (Lk 1.35). 

According to one exegetical commentator, “This NT connection regarding the coming of the Spirit [eperchomai epi] is only introduced by Luke, Lk 1.35 and Acts 1.8; an intended correspondence of both statements cannot be excluded.” (G. Cutter, The Acts of the Apostles I, Freiburg 1980, p.202). Mary becomes, by the Spirit of God, the mother of Jesus. The church becomes by the Spirit of God a community of witnesses, those sharing the nurture of the perfected body of Christ, for the liberation of humanity, for the new creation. Out of this promised overflow at Pentecost the mission of the church exists through to the present day.
4. The relevance of witness for postmodernity
To those concerned to preserve the place of reason in modernity, the word ‘witness’ sounds archaic. A few months ago in my theological faculty this was made clear to me. I had inserted the word ‘witness’ in the title of a study day and my colleagues protested, ‘You cannot do that! We work scientifically… Witness is borne by people with a less than perfect grasp of facts. It is hostile to reason. Reason rejects any claims of witness to truth and is happy when witness is undermined. Witness demonstrates a personal commitment to questionable prejudices. In this way, so-called ‘objectivity’ is endangered, and witness is thus less believable. Even postmodernism itself is no longer safe. It becomes susceptible to the questions of Friedrich Nietzsche, What if now all were actually nothing? What if one lives in the absurd? What if we succumb in our search for truth to a grandiose self-deception? The philosopher Robert Spaemann describes witness as the only alternative to the temptation of Nihilism,
“The trace of God in the world, with which we must start today, is humanity, our own selves. But this trace has the unique quality that it is identical to its discoverer, and does not exist independently of him or her. If we fall prey to a misplaced confidence in the sciences [Scientism] we lose confidence in who and what we are, allowing ourselves to be persuaded that we are merely machines propagating our genes, and if we regard reason as only a product of evolutionary development, having no connection to truth, and if the self-contradictory nature of such a statement does not concern us, then we cannot expect to be convinced of the existence of God.  We alone are able to negate it.” (The last proof of God, Munich 2007, 29) and we can add: We alone are able to establish the value of our witness.
God does not reveal himself, God reveals himself in Jesus Christ, from humanity to humanity, according to the Second Vatican Council (Gaudium Spes 22). God reveals to us the hidden things of the world. This simple insight has unimaginable consequences for our witness. Our witness is the witness of Jesus Christ. And the witness of Jesus Christ is not only a witness to God, but a witness to the value of the whole of creation:
- witness to the reliability of our reason,
- witness to the trustworthiness of the language we use for communication,
- witness to the unique worth of each creature,
- witness to the experience of suffering and victory over death,
- witness to the hope of salvation for all, for all created things.
Do not forget that for many humans your life is the only gospel, which they will read - these well known words of Dom Helder Camara must not be read as a resignation to a second best form of witness. We could say also enthusiastically: By becoming witnesses of Christ to the other, we become the Gospel to the other.
5. Our witness for Europe
In the beginning was a garden, the garden of Eden, Paradise, planted by God and entrusted to humans, “so that you may cultivate and guard it” (Gen 2.15). At the end the vision of a city is presented; the New Jerusalem. The progression from the garden to the city includes the cultural achievement of human beings, through this God lets us share in the establishment of his kingdom. What we call “the common house” of Europe lies at a mid-way point. Neither the egoism of individual persons or nations, less still the collective egoism of the whole continent defending its prosperity against others, should prevail among us. Additionally, and precisely for the reason that we are Christians, we may regard Europe not only from a political and an economic point of view but also as a religious or ecumenical project. Our witness subjects the various aspects of European unification to the scrutiny of the light of Christ. We may be particular grateful that currently in the common house of Europe our Orthodox brothers and sisters are emphasizing certain aspects of the faith, and that through these we can learn to love and know more deeply the witness of Christ and thus at the same time ourselves and our creation. 
     When, in 1955, twelve golden stars on a blue background were selected as the European flag, Europe did not have twelve member states. At that time one was reminded of the crown of the twelve stars in the book of Revelation. Europe, like the book of Revelation, is also a spiritual and a political project. The Biblical book of Revelation is a book that offers comfort for all those who have been oppressed in history and were tempted to abandon their confidence in God’s promises. Revelation reveals the witness of Christ and demonstrates how God acts in history through his witnesses. Christians need not fear that anonymous forces control this world. At a time in which it seems we are little more than a football at the mercy of the influences and decisions of others, the witness of Christ returns the initiative to us. Whoever participates in the witness of Christ, works towards the creative novelty of the love of God. Nothing is therefore as new as the new beginning, which is made possible through forgiveness and reconciliation.
     The book of Revelation has two high points; the ultimate arrival of the heavenly Jerusalem places the promise of God and hope before our eyes. The second high point at the middle of the book illuminates our present situation, “Now a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a garland of twelve stars. Then being with child, she cried out in labour and in pain to give birth. (Rev 12,1f). The sending of the church has the character of a struggle and in the midst of it the birth-pains of the new creation are to be endured. The story of the witnesses does not derive anything at all from a world-denying spirituality, rather it takes place on the centre-stage of world history. At the end, however, the Apocalypse proves to be a grand love story, “And the Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And let him who hears say, "Come!" And let him who thirsts come. Whoever desires, let him take the water of life freely.” (Rev 22.17). Christians in Europe will share honestly our stories of the often ‘apocalyptic’ circumstances of our life, but also our history of love and hope, stronger than death.
     The ecumenical movement does not need any more ideas, but more witnesses, who by the light of Christ testify to the hidden things of God and at the same time to the reality of our world with its joy and hope, mourning and fears. This witness could prove to be the best way, to believe in God, whose joy is it to live among his creatures.
