
  

ECUMENISM AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE IN EASTERN EUROPE 

 

 

By Paul Mojzes 

Rosemont College, Pennsylvania, USA 

 

 When communism collapsed in Eastern Europe there were many euphoric 

expectations.   Not only would there be more and better consumer products, people 

thought but they will enjoy the benefits of democracy, liberty, freedom of speech, press, 

meeting, association, worship, and conscience So many of the achievements that took an 

arduous struggle in the West, might be more easily transplanted and flow naturally from 

West to East because people seemed to aspire for it. Surely, when freedom of religion 

will be guaranteed in law and in practice the area in which so many churches and 

religions coexisted for centuries would certainly aspire to ecumenical cooperation and 

interreligious dialogue. 

 Very little of it happened.  The path to democracy proved to be strenuous, with 

many ups and downs. Freedoms were sporadic, some countries and groups enjoyed more 

of it than others.  Even material benefits were slow and uneven in coming.  Religious 

communities, all of whom had suffered repression, fairly quickly stratified into those who 

were eager to restrict it to others in order to maximize it to themselves and those who lost 

out in the process. Those formerly with close relationship with the state in the pre-

communist times  tended to rather quickly regress to desiring the same privileged or even 

monopolistic status of establishment, leaving others to struggle for legal recognition and 

suffer from discriminatory practices both by the governments and by the larger religious 

communities. Instead of greater dialogue and cooperation ecumenical relationships often 

took a turn to worse while relationships between religions, particularly between 

Christianity and Islam, took a sharp turn toward worse, so much so that in the southern 

regions of Russia, particularly in Chechnya, the separatist insurrection soon took on 

characteristics of Orthodox-Muslim war while in the Balkans a series of wars broke out 

in the former Yugoslavia in which religious animosity played a distinct role in the 

violence of genocidal proportions both among Orthodox and Catholic Christians and also 

between those two Christian communities and Muslims. In response to some of these 

tragic developments there were, indeed, also efforts to engage in dialogue and 

cooperation but the balance sheet is not clear—will hatred and violence be stronger than 

peace-making, reconciliation and unity? 

 Let us take a closer look at these processes. 

 

Intra-Christian Ecumenism and Anti-ecumenism 

 

 Eastern Europe shares the same patterns of relationships of religion and society as 

much of Europe.  The most pronounced feature is ethnoreligiosity, namely that certain 

nationalities are almost in their entirety coterminous with a church affiliation.
1
  Those 

members of the nation that depart from the pattern were considered both heretics and 

traitors. This was expressed by the famous 16
th
 century phrase cuius regio eius religio but 

                                                
1 This is not the case with Albania, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. 



the pattern is older than that. Usually when a ruler in the past converted to a religion all 

the people of the realm accepted and identified with it.  Thus Russians, Bielorussians, and 

Ukrainians were Orthodox as were Romanians, Moldavians, Bulgarians, Serbs, 

Macedonians, and Montenegrins.  Poles were Roman Catholic, as were Lithuanians, 

Slovenians, Croatians, and to a large degree Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians, while 

many Ukrainians and some Romanians accepted Eastern Rite Catholicism. During the 

Protestant Reformation sizeable numbers of Latvians, Estonians, Czechs, Slovaks, and 

Hungarians became Protestants.  Islam established itself as a majority of the population in 

Albania and Kosovo, with considerable minorities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Macedonia, and Bulgaria as well as across the southern portions of Russia such as the 

Tatars, Ingush, Chechens, and others. Albania seemed an exception in that there were 

both Orthodox and Catholic Christians in addition to the Muslims, but even they lived in 

geographically demarcated areas—Orthodox Albanians adjacent to Orthodox Greece, 

Catholic Albanians in the North of the country, closer to Italy and predominantly 

Catholic Croatian Dalmatia. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bosnian Serbs are Orthodox, 

Bosnian Croats are Catholic and other Bosnians--there is much debate what they are 

called, Boshniaks as of recently--they are Muslims.  Scattered among these nearly 

homogenous ethnoreligious majorities are often ethnoreligious minorities—Catholic 

Italians along the Adriatic coastline, Muslim Turks in the Balkans, Catholic and 

Protestant Germans scattered throughout the region. Generally these ethnoreligious units 

are contented not to proselytize  among other ethnoreligious groups.  Russians are not 

trying to convert Catholic Poles or Lutheran Volga Germans and vice versa. On the other 

hand Romas (the Gypsies of old) tend to accept the religion of their environment though 

they still can‟t escape prejudice and intolerance even from their neighborly co-

religionists. 

 The folks that mess this up are the “free church”
2
 Protestants  (Baptists, 

Methodists, Nazarenes, Jehovah‟s Witnesses, Seventh-Day Adventists) and the 

evangelicals and the new Religious movements (NRM for short) of the recent years 

(various Pentecostals, Churches of God, and independent missions) who seek to convert 

everyone regardless of their nationality to their churches and are therefore persecuted and 

despised as “sectarians” for their effort, a tag that they both do and do not deserve. Some 

use a gentle approach to conversion, while others tend to be quite aggressive and have 

caused an uproar in reaction from the large churches that go into counterattack against all 

the “free churches.” 

 It is fair to say that Communists were equal opportunity persecutors, i.e. they 

restricted the work of all religious institutions and movements, though not equally.  The 

persecution differed from country to country (worst in Albanian and the USSR, mildest in 

Poland and Yugoslavia) and also within each country some churches were receiving the 

brunt of the violence while others were treated more gently depending on the political 

exigencies of the regime. Finding themselves all persecuted provided a certain common 

bond to religious leaders and members—an affinity of suffering and prejudice which 

naturally tended to promote a certain degree of cooperation.
3
 Paradoxically, many of the 

                                                
2 They are called “free churches” because they do not associate themselves with the structures of a state and 

are supported by the free contributions of their members rather than by state taxes or subsidies. 
3 For instance, sometimes Orthodox clergy were in the same prisons or concentration camps as Protestant 

ministers and they would gain mutual respect and forge friendships that lasted after they were released. 



communist governments also promoted ecumenical relationships among some of the 

churches or even interreligious cooperation.
4
  But this was mostly “photo-opportunity 

ecumenism”—namely a short display of common aspirations often under duress in order 

to show public goodwill toward a state that coerced outward compliance but persisted 

with hidden or not so hidden persecution, especially of those who showed resistance to 

the state‟s plan to control all aspects of church life. So, here was a paradox—a 

Communist government promoting efforts toward Christian unity and interreligious 

encounters all the while actively promoting the “withering away of religion.” One does 

not have to be a genius to figure out that they did not do so in order to advance the work 

of religions but in order to better control them, supervise them and even gain some 

ideological advantages. 

 After the collapse of Communism one may have expected that these formal 

ecumenical contacts and interreligious encounters may now flower into a full-blown 

ecumenical cooperation and interreligious dialogue, but instead a fairly strong anti-

ecumenical movement asserted itself so that even the word “ecumenism” became tainted 

by its association with alleged communist sponsorship as some of the people who were 

active in these officially blessed meetings fell under the suspicion of having been 

collaborators or even spies of the government. In many churches revelations of 

complicity with the government tainted almost everything they were associated with and 

suddenly ecumenism was being widely rejected as something imposed from the outside, 

as if it were a tool of the enemies of religion. 

 Yet ecumenism could not be simply dismissed because after all Orthodox and 

Protestant Churches had been members of the World Council of Churches and the 

Second Vatican Council made ecumenical strides and interreligious commitments that 

Catholics in Eastern Europe could not simply dismiss.  On top of that a Polish Pope, John 

Paul II, was the pontiff and he worked tirelessly on promoting both Christian unity and 

dialogue with non-Christians.   

 Thus there were strong stimuli for ecumenical engagement and developing a 

nascent interreligious dialogue and at least as potent an opposition to positive intra-

Christian and inter-religious dialogue. Let‟s look at the specific encounters. 

   

a. Catholic-Orthodox Encounters 

 

There are two major areas were the Catholic-Orthodox encounter unfolded over the  

centuries.  The first was in the northeast in the former USSR, namely Russia and Ukraine. 

The second was in the Southeast, particularly Romania and former Yugoslavia. Two 

factors caused long-standing turbulence in Catholic-Orthodox relationships.  The first 

was the issue of Uniatism, namely the recognition of papal primacy by parts of the 

                                                
4 In Poland the government approved the creation of a Protestant-Orthodox Theological School in Warsaw.  

In Hungary and Czechoslovakia ecumenical councils were promoted by the government.  The Prague 

Christian Peace Conference—a worldwide ecumenical organization was promoted with the concerted 

action of all Warsaw Pact governments.  The Russian Orthodox and Romanian Orthodox Churches as well 
as most Protestant Churches of Eastern Europe were allowed to join the World Council of Churches in 

order to advance certain goals of Soviet and satellite countries‟ foreign policy.  Nicolae Ceausescu, the 

dictator of Romania, promoted meetings of all religions of Romania, including Jews and Muslims, in order 

to laud and magnify his name. These are but few of the many such ecumenical activities permitted or even 

promoted by the governments.  



Orthodox Church, a process viewed diametrically opposite by the two Churches.  The 

Roman Catholics perceived these Eastern Rite Catholics, as they called them, as bridges 

between East and West, while the Orthodox regarded them as traitors who had been 

coerced by state power (Polish and Hapsburg) whose very existence remains an obstacle 

to improved Catholic-Orthodox relationship. These acts of union occurred in the Union 

of Brest Litovsk in 1596,
5
 Uzhhorod,  (1646) and  in Transylvania (Romania) by the 

synod of Alba Iulia in 1697. 

The “reunification” of the Eastern Rite Catholics with the Orthodox Church took 

place in Galicia in 1946 and in Carpathian Ukraine in 1949 under the pressure by Stalin.
6
 

Following the Soviet model the Eastern Rite Catholic Church in Romania ceased to exist 

by the Synod of Cluj in 1948 and was confirmed  by a government decree on December 

1, 1948.
7
  These communist government enforced reunification of the Uniats to the 

Orthodox Church was, of course, welcomed and justified by the Orthodox hierarchy and 

population figuring that those who had been forcefully separated from their church had 

now returned into the fold.  This lasted until the fall of Communism, even though it was 

evident from both Eastern Rite emigrants in the West as well as some dissidents that not 

all welcomed this reunification.  After the fall of Communism there was an almost 

instantaneous demand for the Eastern Rite Catholics to claim legalization of their 

churches. This was, indeed, granted already by Gorbachev and then subsequently in 

Romania and elsewhere.  It was clear that most Uniats had become loyal Catholics rather 

than wanting to return to the fold of the Orthodox Church.  In the Ukraine these conflicts 

frequently erupted into violence.  Thomas Bremer describes these turbulent relationships 

in detail, pointing out that the Ukrainian situation is defined by conflict rather than 

ecumenism and the conflict is between three Orthodox Churches and one Greek-

Catholic.
8
 These churches vie with each other as to who represents more authentically the 

Ukrainian people and their history, but issues of canonicity, power, relation to Russia, 

Poland and the West are all intertwined.  They promise to continue to be connected to 

questions of Ukrainian politics and its orientation either toward Russia or the European 

Union. 

 The second issue is related and it consists of the Orthodox fear and concern about 

Catholic proselytism. The root of this goes back to the Great Schism (symbolically dated 

to 1054) after which both the Catholic and Orthodox claimed to be the only one, true, 

holy,  apostolic, and universal church of Christ and aspired to bring back into union those 

parts of the church that had, in their view separated themselves from the Body of Christ.  

For historical reasons the Church in the West was generally more able to act upon this 

aspiration and sought various ways to seek the conversion of Orthodox to Catholicism.  

                                                
5 Francis Dvornik, The Slavs in European History and Civilization (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press, 1962), pp. 347-348. 
6 Dimitry Pospielovski, The Russian Church Under the Soviet Regime 1917-1982,  Vol. II (Crestwood, NY; 

St. Vladimir‟s Seminary Press, 1984), pp. 307-309. 
7 Paul Mojzes, Religious Liberty in Eastern Europe and the USSR: Before and After the Great 

Transformation.  (Boulder, CO:  East European Monographs, 1992), p. 323. 
8 Thomas Bremer, Konfrontation statt Oekumene: Zur Kirchlicher Situation in der Ukraine.Erfurt, 2001. 

See also, Bremer, “Rome and Moscow: A Step Further” in Religion in Eastern Europe. Vol.XXIII, No. 2 

(April 2003), 1-10. The churches are the Ukrainian Orthodox Church-Moscow Patriarchate, Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church—Kiev Patriarchate, the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, and the Ukrainian 

Greek-Catholic Church. 



Nowhere was that carried out more violently and genocidally than in Croatia and Bosnia 

during World War II when hundreds of thousands of Orthodox Serbs had been coerced to 

be re-baptized as Catholics and/or exterminated. Many Catholic hierarchs did express 

their satisfaction that finally the schismatics were seeing the light and are being 

welcomed into the arms of the Catholic Church, but then many realized that such 

conversions were rarely voluntary but were coerced under extreme duress by the ustaše.
9
  

After World War II very inadequate statements were made by the Roman Catholic 

hierarchs in Croatia which made the Orthodox hierarchy and population believe that no 

real apology or remorse was expressed.  Such unresolved issues between the 

ethnoreligious Serb=Orthodox and Croat=Catholic symbiotic union was one of the 

factors for the wars in Croatia and Bosnia in 1992-1995, definitely embittering the 

relationship between the two churches.
10

 It is true that attempts by Orthodox, Catholic, 

and Muslim religious leaders were being made, some of them only half-hearted, to appeal 

to the warriors to halt or moderate their violence, with thoughtful declarations being 

issued,
11

 but they made no visible impact on the historical developments.  

 After Vatican II there were a series of Catholic-Orthodox ecumenical meetings of 

the professors and students of the Catholic Theological Schools in Zagreb and Ljubljana 

with the Orthodox Theological School in Belgrade at which theological issues were 

explored and a certain warming up of relations took place, but these meetings were 

suspended in the 1990s with the outbreak of the wars in that part of the Balkans and 

severe Orthodox-Catholic enmity replaced them. 

The wars in the former Yugoslavia of 1991-1995 again re-ignited the fears that 

both sides nurture aggressive intentions toward those not of their own church or religion 

to try to either ethnically cleanse them or convert them. The Orthodox Serbs blamed the 

Vatican for too quickly recognizing the independence of Slovenia and Croatia exiting the 

Yugoslav federation, citing this as proof of ill-intentioned policies. Catholics and 

Muslims, on the other hand interpreted the aggressive military conquests of the Serbs in 

the early years of the war, as proofs of Orthodox intentions to conquer lands not their 

own. Clergy of all three faiths blessed weapons and warriors (regular soldiers as well as 

militias) in the defense of God and country.
12

 

 Still another Orthodox-Catholic confrontation was taking place in the areas under 

jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate. If for no other reason than sheer size and 

numbers of adherents, Russia and countries that had historically gravitated around Russia 

are the major Orthodox player in the world, even challenging the historically pre-eminent 

role of the ecumenical patriarch in Constantinople. The unprecedented suffering of the 

Russian Orthodox Church (and all the Soviet people) under Communism are well 

known.
13

 When the Communist system collapsed in the Soviet Union and the USSR 

                                                
9Ustaše were a Croatian nationalist/fascist ally of Nazi Germany, whose policies were racist and chauvinist 

established numerous extermination camps, second only to Nazi Germany. 
10 Paul Mojzes, Yugoslavian Inferno: Ethnoreligious Warfare in the Balkans (New York: Continuum, 

1995), 129-141. 
11 For the text of one such statement issued in 1992 in  Geneva see ibid., 147-148. 
12 For many perspectives on the religious dimension of the war, especially in Bosnia see Paul Mojzes (ed). 

Religion and the War in Bosnia (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998). 
13 For a restrained narration by a former leading member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union see Alexander N. Yakovlev, A Century of Violence in Soviet Russia. Transl. by 

Anthony Austin  (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002). 



disintegrated the Russian Orthodox Church sought, naturally, to revitalize and recuperate 

from its catastrophic losses.  The question of the identity of the Russian people re-

emerged. From the Orthodox Church perspective all ethnic Russians (and analogously 

Byelorussians and Ukrainians, i.e. Eastern Slavs) are heirs of Kievan Rus that became 

Orthodox in 988, and while many of them have not yet joined the millions who have now 

been baptized as Orthodox, they are all potentially Orthodox.  As Catherine Caridi stated  

effectively, “Russian Orthodox leaders come to discussions of religious pluralism in 

Russia with the assumption, articulated or not, that all Russians qua Russians, should be 

considered to be Russian Orthodox.”
14

 

 With the Orthodox understanding of canonical territory other churches should not 

aim to convert Orthodox believers to Catholicism (or any other religious faith) even if 

they are un-churched or explicitly atheist because they are legitimate target only to 

Orthodox conversions. After the fall of Communism, thousands upon thousands of 

missionaries, regular and irregular, swarmed over the lands once Communist, to convert 

people to their respective religions.  The Orthodox Churches in all of Eastern Europe felt 

greatly threatened by this veritable invasion of groups that were often better prepared for 

the “battle for the souls.”  Some were “sectarians,” others were NRM (in Russia 

inevitably called “totalitarian sects”), others were western style evangelicals, but some 

were Catholics, a particularly neuralgic rival.  The Orthodox hierarchs considered the 

work of Catholic missionaries among the traditionally Catholic Poles, Lithuanians, Volga 

Germans, and Hungarians as appropriate and grudgingly accepted the appointment by 

John Paul II of Archbishop Tadeusz Kondrusiewicz as Apostolic Administrator in 1991 

to oversee Catholics in all of the enormous territory of Russia.  Of course, in time some 

ethnic Russians also joined the Catholic Church. This proved much more irksome to 

Russian hierarchs.  When in 1999 John Paul II re-divided this territory into four Catholic 

dioceses, and named four bishops to head them Patriarch Alexei II .refused any further 

official contact with the Catholic Church in protest of what he regarded to be the Catholic 

establishment of parallel canonical structures, which was interpreted as meaning active 

proselytism of Russia. Archbishop Kondrusiewicz frequently stated that he regards 

Russia an Orthodox land, but the Russian Orthodox Church froze its relationships with 

the Vatican and probably influenced the Russian government to refuse to issue visas to 

those Bishops who were not Russian citizens.
15

   

 John Paul II ardent desire to visit Moscow did not take place and there may have 

been special apprehension about the visit to Moscow of a charismatic Slavic pope. As a 

gesture of good will John Paul II returned to Russia the famous Icon of Our Lady of 

Kazan, which a high level Catholic delegation delivered in 2004 to Patriarch Alexy II, 

who in turn considered it one of several late copies, rather than the original. Perhaps the 

German Benedict XVI may have more success, being more „alien‟ and „western‟ and, 

indeed, Benedict XVI has sent to Moscow a high level Vatican representatives to attempt 

to settle the upheaval. The Russian Orthodox Church continues to mistrust the Roman 

                                                
14 Catherine Caridi, “Ideology or Isolationism? Russian Identity and Its Influence on Orthodox-Catholic 

Relations.  Part I: Orthodoxy and Russian Identity.” In Religion in Eastern Europe. Vol. XXVII, No. 1 
(February 2007), 3. Caridi explains the theology that underlies this Orthodox claim. 

 
15 Caridi, “Ideology or Isolationalism? . . . Part II: “Russian Identity and Roman Catholicism.” In Religion 

in Eastern Europe.  Vol. XXVII, No. 2 (May 2007), 4- 6. In this article Caridi provides in detail the 

Catholic theological perspective on this issue. 



Catholic Church whom it considers arrogant, whereas the Roman Catholic Church sees 

itself as universal vis-à-vis the Orthodox Churches who are organized along national lines 

and have a tendency to slip into nationalist ideologies.  

 The relations are no longer frozen but they are cold. In Belgrade in September 18-

25, 2006, the Ninth Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between 

the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church took place in the presence of about 

60 hierarchs and theological experts and successfully discussed a number of theological 

issues including uniatism. 
16

 This meeting was a sign of hope that the two great churches 

still, according to their communiqué, “seek restoration of full communion,” a sign that 

neither ecumenism nor dialogue between Catholics and Orthodox are dead.  

 An even more encouraging sign is the revival of the Velehrad Conferences in the 

Czech Republic, which began about a century ago which at the time were one of the first 

steps toward inclusive ecumenism. From June 28 to July 1, 2007, at the initiative of the Ukrainian 

Greek Catholic Archbishop of Kyiv-Halych, Lubomyr Husar, and Catholic Archbishop Jan 
Graubner of Olomouc the Jubilee Velehrad Congress dealt with the topic, Towards Deeper 

Solidarity Among Christians in Europe, under the motto in necessariis unitas, in dubiis libertas, 

in omnibus caritas (Unity in Necessary Things, Freedom in Doubtful Things, Love in Everything).  
 At first these congresses were primarily Eastern European but were soon joined by 

participants from other parts of Europe, including orthodox theologians, mostly from Russia. 

Before World War II seven such Congresses had taken place, and after 1945 two more, in which 

mainly Czechs and Slovaks participated. In the 1930s the Velehrad Congresses became the 
biggest ecumenical forum in Central-Eastern Europe. In the spirit of Velehrad, similar congresses 

took place later in Pinsk, Byelorussia and in Lviv, the Ukraine. The aim of the Velehrad 

Congresses was the search for new ways of bringing together Orthodox, Roman-Catholic, Greek-
Catholic and Protestant participants on the basis of their shared tradition of Sts. Cyril and 

Methodius.  

In the Communique, the participants stated 
We believe that fraternity and solidarity among Christians will become for the 

European nations the best sign and example of healing wounds and 

reconciliation, mutual forgiveness, and returning to authentic values. Only in 

their cooperation will Christians be able to remind Europe of its Christian roots 
and to stress its mission of spreading justice, peace and fraternity in service to 

the world.  

We stress the great value of ecumenical dialogue among Christians, which 
begins with solidarity and prayer and leads to uniting love in Christ.  

In the spirit of the founders of Velehrad movement, recognizing the essential 

unity of the Eastern and Western Churches as fundamentally inseparable parts 

of the Body of Christ, we call the Christians of Europe of different traditions: 
 

1) to provide testimony of mutual respect and solidarity, and not allow 

utterances or publications that would be offensive for the Christians of other 
traditions but, contrarily, to defend other Christians from such offences; 

2) to seek, nourish and spread cooperation, solidarity and friendship 

among themselves in different spheres of life: social, cultural, artistic, pastoral 
and academic, thereby awakening a longing for the unity of the Churches and 

Ecclesial Communities; 

3) to foster and spread the spirit of the tradition of Cyril and Methodius 

which is common to Catholics and Orthodox; 

                                                
16 http;//www.spc.org.yu/Vesti-2006/09/25-09-06-e.html.  Accessed May 15, 2007. 



4) to accept and realize the proposals of John Paul II (2000) and the World 

Council of Churches (2004) to formulate and implement an “Ecumenical 
Metrology” and even an “Ecumenical Calendar of Saints” witch will be a 

concrete expression of the recognition and the celebration of the martyrs and 

saints of different Christian Churches.  

5) to organize together and actively participate in social and charitable 
projects which touch upon the problems of the least socially protected, 

immigrants, the sick, and others; 

6) to pay proper attention to the need for pastoral care for the mixed 
marriages, and promote their full participation in church life; 

7) to show deep respect for the dignity of the person and the value of 

human life at all stages of its development, from conception to natural death; 
8) in view of the new evangelization of Europe, to pay attention to the 

organization of joint measures, especially involving the participation of youth, 

in activities like pilgrimages, seminars, spiritual retreats, prayerful meetings, 

and so on; 
9) in order to avoid any kind of mutual proselytism, to adopt the 

experience of joint commissions which will examine the passage of faithful 

from one Church to another, guided by the principles of respect for freedom of 
conscience, transparency, respect and acknowledgment of the other tradition and 

which would deal with each case with pastoral consideration and prudence; 

10) to organize working groups for the joint publication of books on the 
history of Christianity, in which the representatives of various Christian 

denominations and unprejudiced historians would take part and which would 

present controversial events in their multiform aspects.
17

 

 

 

b. Catholic - Protestant Encounter 

 

Prior to Vatican II there were hardly any ecumenical contacts between Catholics 

and Protestants in Eastern Europe. The Counter-Reformation was so successful and at 

times so brutal that the collective memory of those times prevented any substantive 

overtures.  While during and after Vatican II the Catholic-Protestant dialogue switched 

into high gear in the  West, the Catholic Churches in Eastern Europe were still quite 

isolated during the Communist period so that there was but little thaw in Catholic-

Protestant relations. A rare exception was that occasionally individual Catholics and 

Protestants in Czechoslovakia, for instance, cooperated as dissidents in their resistance 

against the regime in the Charta 88 movement.   

An example of this burden of the past occurred when prior to Pope John Paul II 

visit to Hungary in 1991 at a conference in Budapest, the Hungarian Reformed Bishop, 

Loránt Hegedűs, stated that unless the pope publicly apologizes for what the Catholics 

did to some Reformed Christians  in the 16
th

 Century, that he cannot forgive Catholics, 

even though neither he nor his family never experienced Catholic repression. The pope 

did make an apology and that made it possible for improved relationships in Hungary.   

                                                
17 English text from an email to the author by Dr. Antoine Arjakovsky, of the Ecumenical Studies center of 

the Ukrainian Catholic University in Lviv. The text in Ukrainian available at 

www.ecumenicalstudies.org.ua  

http://www.ecumenicalstudies.org.ua/


Hungarian Catholics and Protestants started seeing more eye to eye about the fate 

of the Hungarian minority in Romania in the late 1980s.  A real breakthrough happened 

when in August of 1995 an ecumenical conference was convened in the city of 

Kecskemét co-sponsored by Protestant and Catholic churches.  The title was “Christian 

Faith and Human Enmity” with over 150 participants from Central and Eastern Europe 

with a sizeable American and Western European presence.
18

  Such conferences and 

cooperative efforts are no longer exceptional. While mutual suspicions linger among 

members and clergy of both of these branches of Christendom it is no longer an 

automatic hostility that characterizes the relationship. In countries where the Catholic 

Church is an overwhelming majority and the Protestants a small minority the Catholic 

Church tends to either pay little or no attention to the Protestants or to continue to think 

of them as „sectarians.‟ That would be the case in Slovenia, Croatia, and Poland. In 

countries where the Catholics are in the majority but the Protestants present a historically 

vigorous minority, such as the Czech lands, Slovakia, and Hungary, the relationship 

reflects the continual mutual acceptance and toleration that has been endorsed by both of 

the latest popes, John Paul II and Benedict XVI, as well as the cooperative relationship 

between the European Catholic Bishops‟ Conference and the Council of European 

Churches (Protestant and Orthodox).  Seemingly the best relationships exist in countries 

where both are small minorities, such as Macedonia, Serbia, and Bulgaria where both 

find it advantageous to promote their interests by mutual contacts of varying cordiality.
19

  

In Macedonia, for instance, both the Catholic Church and the historically oldest 

Protestant church, the Evangelical Methodist Church, along with the small Jewish 

Community joined in forming in 2002 the Council for Interreligious Cooperation together 

with the much larger Macedonian Orthodox Church and the Islamic Community where 

they serve as a sort of buffer between the two larger rival communities. While the 

Macedonians (predominantly Orthodox) and  ethnic Albanians (predominantly Muslim) 

faced each other in hostilities bordering on war the three smaller communities found that 

being intermediaries served both the country as well as their own self-interest in 

becoming a factor in a situation where they could have easily been overlooked.  No such 

state-wide body was formed in Serbia but at a local level, for instance in the Belgrade 

district, attempts at ecumenical cooperation found fewer Serbian Orthodox priests 

participating but more Catholic and Protestant cooperation.  

While Catholic readiness to cooperate tends to depend more on the enthusiasm or 

reticence of individual leaders (which, of course, is the case among all religious 

communities) among Protestants the issue is far more complex because of the variety of 

Protestant stances toward all things, including cooperation. Generally one can say that the 

Lutherans, the Reformed, the Church of the Czech Brethren, the Methodists, and as of 

recently, at least in some locations, the Pentecostals, are more open to ecumenical 

contacts with others, the Baptists are more reluctant, while Jehovah‟s Witnesses and 

Seventh-Day Adventists, as well as the myriad of newly arrived evangelical “plantings” 

                                                
18 The author, who participated in the meeting, remembers how pleased the Lutheran Bishop Bela Harmati 

was about the participation of Catholic Archbishop Seregelyi and other Catholic participants from Hungary 
and the region. 
19 Only one country, the German Democratic Republic or East Germany among the former socialist 

countries was predominantly Protestant with a Catholic minority, but I am not including them in this survey 

because Germany re-united and the dynamics of post-communism there are markedly different from the 

rest of the area. 



of individual missions from the US and Northern Europe tend to be very exclusivistic in 

their attitude toward anyone outside their own circle. 

 

 

c. Orthodox-Protestant Encounter 

 

The Protestant Reformation had not effectively reached any Orthodox land. 

Historically, there had been no marked hostility between Orthodoxy and Protestantism in 

the manner in which this was the case between Catholics and Protestants.  Protestants 

showed a bit more sympathy toward the Orthodox than toward Catholics because of their 

lack of centralizing papal supremacy and a less precise canonical precision that seemed to 

characterize Catholic theology. At first there was even some vague hope that the 

Orthodox may be more open to a reformational approach. No such sympathy existed 

among the Orthodox toward Protestants, whom they simply regarded as still further 

evidence that the Western Church had gone astray and has now spawned more and more 

heretical and sectarian offsprings.
20

 

 At first in Russia and in other Orthodox lands it was forbidden for members of the 

ethnoreligiously Ortodox to become Protestant. Protestant Churches were reluctantly 

permitted as a benefit to foreigners who had been invited, allowed, or by treaty 

incorporated into the country‟s borders.  Thus only Germans, Dutch, Swedes, and British 

were permitted to build and worship in Protestant churches in the Russian Empire. In 

Bulgaria there had been attempts to repress the tiny new mission churches began mostly 

by American missionaries (Congregationalist, Methodist, Baptist, and Pentecostals), 

while in Yugoslavia, a country first founded in 1918, Protestant Churches established 

among German, Hungarian, and Slovak minorities were given legal recognition while all 

the others (Baptists, Methodists, Nazarenes, Adventists, etc.) were not. Toward the free-

church Protestants, some of which were more successful in evangelizing among 

minorities while others did proselytize among the Orthodox, the relationships were 

historically antagonistic.  The evangelistic Protestants regarded the Orthodox as not 

having a personal relationship with Christ and considered it their duty to try to convert 

the Orthodox to a Bible-oriented faith while the Orthodox, on their side, despised the 

somewhat aggressive newcomers and used all available means to thwart them, including 

re-baptizing them, breaking into their meetings, turning the police against them, attacking 

them in the press, and so forth. Occasionally this still happens, but in recent years, 

sporadically, better relationships were forged by individual Orthodox and Protestant 

church leaders, sometimes due to the common imprisonment shared under communist 

persecutions, resulting in mutual respect. 

 At first few Orthodox Churches followed the example of the Ecumenical 

Patriarch in Constantinople who accepted Protestant invitations to join in the ecumenical 

processes that resulted in the formation of the World Council of Churches.  Though at 

first all of the Orthodox Churches in Communist countries rejected overtures from the 

                                                
20 Despite the fact that the East and the West were rent apart by schism rather than heresy the fact that both 

branches consider themselves the ONE, Holy, Apostolic, and Catholic Church, frequently lead both to 

claim that ONLY they were the real Church of Christ, which meant that the other was regarded 

ecclesiastically as less than The Church, or more bluntly, a sect. That would naturally make every 

Protestant institution not a church but a sect. 



WCC, the personnel of WCC and Protestant relief agencies began delivering aid to the 

churches and people wherever they were permitted.  By the Third Assembly of WCC in 

New Delhi in 1962 government of the USSR exerted pressure upon the Moscow 

Patriarchate to join which was dutifully followed by all Orthodox Churches in the 

satellite countries.  The Serbian Orthodox Church resisted a bit longer but it, too, 

followed soon thereafter. Contacts with Protestants from WCC constrained the Orthodox 

hierarchs to maintain at least some contacts with local Protestants. Often the governments 

of the various communist countries vigorously promoted such “ecumenism” as a way to 

better control all of the churches. 

 There were two unusual cases of Orthodox-Protestant relationships. One was in 

Czechoslovakia where Protestant churches had a good working relationship with the 

small Orthodox Church but an even closer relationship with the Hussite Church, a church 

which, strictly speaking, was not Orthodox yet patterned itself somewhat along Orthodox 

lines by having the top ecclesial leader called “patriarch.”  Actually most members of that 

church had been former Roman Catholics who were too anti-papal and held too 

progressive theological ideas to remain within the fold of the Catholic Church and 

decided to form a new church which was named in honor of the great Czech pre-

reformer, Jan Hus. This Church worked closely with the Protestant and Orthodox 

churches, especially in being members of the Prague Christian Peace Conference, that for 

years gathered most of the Protestant and Orthodox Churches of Eastern Europe (with the 

exception of Yugoslavia and Albania) towing an intricate but basically pro-Moscow line 

of peace activities. 

 The other was Romania.  The Romanian Orthodox Church was particularly 

dynamic and active, not the least because the Romanian government promoted it as a way 

of bolstering ethnic Romanian nationalism in a country that had very large and 

historically strong Hungarian and German minorities that were either Roman Catholic or 

Protestant (the Hungarians were Reformed or Unitarian, the Germans Lutheran).  Strong 

governmental interference in church matters brought about formal but superficial 

theological dialogue between the Romanian Orthodox and Protestant churches as there 

were no intentions on anyone‟s part to proselytize. Even as the Ceausescu regime 

crumbled under the outburst of a short violent revolution there was an interesting 

Orthodox support by Metropolitan Nicolae (Corneanu) of Timisoara of the Hungarian 

Reformed pastor of the same city, Lászlo Tökes,
21

 who had become the focus of 

dissidence in a society that had been particularly repressive toward all forms of dissent. 

However, the story of Romania‟s Baptists was markedly different in relation to the 

Orthodox Church. Rather suddenly, the Baptists in Romania, by very vigorous 

evangelization grew rapidly in numbers mostly of ethnic Romanians, so that they had 

become by far the largest Baptist community in all of Europe. They were not particularly 

ecumenical in outlook and the Orthodox Church felt that they were enticing away either 

active or potential Orthodox members, as in their view every real Romanian is Orthodox. 

A somewhat similar relationship existed in the Soviet Union between the Evangelical-

Baptists and the Russian Orthodox. 

 With the fall of Communism many things changed—often in an anti-ecumenical 

directions. The very word “ecumenism” was frowned upon by many as they had 

                                                
21 Laszlo Tokes was later elected bishop of the Hungarian Reformed Church in Transylvania who became a 

fierce critic of the World Council of Church‟s timid policies toward the socialist countries. 



somehow come to think of it as the intrusive governmental policies of coercive outward 

cooperation between the Orthodox and the Protestants (which the Roman Catholics had 

resisted). That, of course was „photo-opportunity ecumenism‟ rather than real ecumenism 

as it had consisted of formal meetings usually in support of some governmental policy or 

anniversary. Thus even people like Laszlo Tokes made anti-ecumenical, and especially 

anti-WCC, statements. But among the Orthodox it went much further.  

Under conditions of much greater freedom of the post-communist era both old 

and new forms of opposition to ecumenism surfaced. These voices had been nurtured 

predominantly in the monastic communities, both those on Mount Athos (in Greece) 

where almost all Orthodox Churches have monasteries that are of the most deeply 

traditional kind, but also within their own countries. Since bishops are almost always 

former monks there were similarly anti-ecumenical bishops who felt that any cooperation 

with other churches in some way sullies the purity of the true faith. 

 First the Georgian Orthodox Church and the Jerusalem Patriarchate withdrew 

from WCC and soon afterward several other Orthodox Churches seriously contemplated 

the step, among the Russian Orthodox and Serbian Orthodox.  The Serbian Orthodox 

Holy Episcopal Council actually voted in 1997 to withdraw but decided to communicate 

its decisions to the Ecumenical Patriarch in Constantinople and all the other heads of 

national churches upon which there was an  Orthodox consultation in Thessalonica which 

moderated such tendencies and already the 1998 Serbian Orthodox Holy Episcopal 

Council suspended its decision to withdraw. It took a great deal of WCC diplomacy and 

negotiations to prevent a massive withdrawal of Orthodox Churches from WCC (as well 

as the Council of European Churches and local councils where they exist). The threat of 

withdrawal remains, especially since the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad is reconciling 

itself with the Moscow Patriarchate. 

 Symptomatic for this anti-ecumenical trend is an article by Bishop Artemije of 

Raška-Prizren (Kosovo-Metohija), entitled, “Srpska crkva protiv ekumenizma [Serbian 

Church Against Ecumenism]
22

 According to Bishop Artemije ecumenism, basing his 

assertions on the writings of the extremely anti-ecumenical theologian, Justin Popović,
23

 

is the “all-heresy,” namely the heresy of heresies, the worst ever as it subsumes into itself 

all previous heresies of the entire church history. Regretfully all Orthodox churches have 

become tainted by this heresy and the bishop is explicit about who among the Orthodox 

hierarchs and theologians is most responsible for succumbing to the heresy, the main 

culprit being the late Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras and his successors. Artemije is 

likewise explicit as to who are the main opponents of ecumenism among the Serbian 

Orthodox.
24

 His main theological argument, also previously used by the Catholic Church, 

is that the one, true, holy, apostolic and catholic Church of God cannot join a council of 

churches, because the others are not churches, and such a council aspires to become a 

superchurch. According to Artemije, not a single Church Father ever advised that the 

Church of Christ cooperates with pseudo-churches. So he is against ecumenism with the 

                                                
22 This was a paper delivered by Bishop Artemije at a scholarly symposium, “Ecumenism--Origin, 

Expectations, Negations” held in Thessalonica, September 20-24, 2004, and printed in Sveti knez Lazar 
{Holy Prince Lazar], at Gračhanica, Kosovo, No. 47 (3/2004), 29-46.  
23 Under Communist repression  Fr. Justin Popović, along with the exiled Bishop Nikola Velimirović 

became since the 1970s an increasingly influential voice in the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
24 In this group he counts Justin Popović, himself, his assistant Fr. Sava Janjić (known in the West as the 

“cybermonk” for his effective use of the internet), the editors and authors of Holy Prince Lazar.  



Catholic Church, which he still regards as a papist heresy, and even less so with 

Protestants, who are modernists, advocates of ordination of women, favoring blessing 

homosexual unions, and are the source of Western secularization.  He cites with approval 

the decision of Balmanda, which the ecclesial community of Mount Athos sent in 1993 to 

the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomeus, and other appeals to the Orthodox hierarchies to 

abandon all forms of ecumenism.
25

 

 The anti-ecumenical pressure did not (yet) prevail but it has caused both 

international cooling off and domestic reluctance and even fear among pro-ecumenical 

clergy to keep public contact with local Protestant churches. Clearly Orthodox-Protestant 

ecumenism is in a crisis, similar to that of Orthodox-Catholic ecumenism. The 

(forthcoming) Third European Church Assembly in Sibiu, Romania, September 2007, 

may stimulate and encourage the pro-ecumenical elements in all churches of Europe.  

 

Interreligious Relationships and Dialogue 

 

 If one takes a bird-eye view of the relationships between the great religions of the 

area, Judaism, Christianity (in its three basic branches) and Islam the situations is simply 

bad. The problem is both structural and historical.  Structural because on part of 

Christianity the patter tends to be, with small exceptions such as Albania, ethnoreligious, 

namely that a nation and a Christian religious community tends to be co-extensive, while 

the Islamic pattern was based on the millet principle, namely that communities are 

divided not on the basis of nationality but religious adherence. Historical, because at first 

the schism between Eastern and Western Christendom pitted the Orthodox against the 

Catholic in a bitter rivalry of a thousand years followed by the split in the Western 

Church by the Reformation into equally hostile  Catholic and Protestant branches. The 

spread of Islam was primarily conducted by the expansion of the Mongol Tartar empire 

into Russia and  Ottoman Turkish Empire into the heart of Europe via the Balkans.  

Christian empires, the Russian and Hapsburg attempted to push the Muslims back into 

Asia. Thus the relationship between Muslims and Christians was perceived by the 

Muslims as one of generous tolerance toward conquered and colonized Christians and 

Jews while Christians experienced it as cruel oppression.  The small Jewish community 

concluded that the Muslims tended to be more tolerant toward them than Christians, as 

the Turks  thought of themselves as warriors to whom merchants were of held, whereas 

the Christians were in a more competitive situation in regard to the Jews.
26

 

 After liberation from the Muslim overlordship Christians of Eastern Europe 

frequently justified their own intolerance toward Muslims as revenge for past suffering. 

As is well known the result of Christian-Muslim intolerance were wars and ethnic 

cleansing, lasting into the present in places like Chechnya, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Kosovo, and less violently in Macedonia and Ingushetia. 

 There had been negotiations at various levels, either seeking protection and 

privileges or suing for peace after wars but there had not been interreligious dialogue 

until the most recent years and even then on a very limited scale. During the outbreak of 

the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Pavle of Belgrade, the 
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Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church, Franjo Kuharić of Zagreb, and Mustafa Cerić, 

the Reis-ul-Ulema of the Islamic Community from Sarajevo met on several occasions and 

issued  declarations in which they pleaded with the warring sides to find ways toward 

cease-fire and peace, stop the ethnic cleansing, and protect the population.  Pope John 

Paul II on his trip to Sarajevo and several journeys to Croatia issued passionate pleas for 

cessation of hostilities, cooperation, and reconciliation. The muftis of Belgrade, Hamdija 

Jusufspahić and the Mufti of Croatia, Šefko Omerbašić cooperated with the 

corresponding local Christian and Jewish leaders seeking to ameliorate the horrendous 

conditions. In Russia, the Patriarch of Moscow and the supreme leaders of the Islamic 

Communities likewise issued declarations and pleaded for restraint amidst the violence of 

the times. 

 There has been cohabitation, that some had called “the dialogue of living.” Jews, 

Christians and Muslims have lived next to each other, worked or studied together, traded 

one with another, became friends, and under the communist regime, often even 

intermarried. At least in the former Yugoslavia and Albania a lot of people formed 

associations regardless of religion. In areas such as Bosnia and Herzegovina the 

mingling, especially in the cities, was very extensive.  In other places such as Kosovo, the 

two communities, Serbian Orthodox and ethnic Albanian Muslim, never interacted 

extensively but lived in a sort of apartheid. In Albania the three communities, Orthodox, 

Catholic, and Muslim lived reasonably well together, while in Bulgaria the relations 

during post-Communism between the Orthodox and Muslim Pomaks improved after the 

Communist government ceased to force the Pomaks to re-Bulgarianize. 

 Interreligious dialogue-- in its technical meaning of a deliberate, conscious give-

and-take between members of different religions on topics of common interest with the 

purpose of learning from one another and growing together to a deeper comprehension of 

reality and more effective cooperation in resolving common problems and challenges—

such dialogue is still exceedingly rare. It is rare both because it is an unknown mode of 

interaction and because the past tensions make it tremendously difficult to break out of 

the mold of mutual animosities and rivalries, not to speak of great bitterness and hatred 

resulting from wars and massacres against each other.  

 Interreligious dialogue was imported into the region; not indigenous. The earliest 

importation of interreligious dialogue took place at the end of the war in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. The American ambassador in Vienna, Swanee Hunt, with the support of 

David Little, then senior fellow of the United States Institute for Peace, and others in that 

institute invited the top religious leaders of the four major religious communities of B&H 

to discuss ways in which together they could more effectively cooperate in restoring 

peace and order in their country.  The result was that they agreed to form the 

Interreligious Council of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
27

 The Council was strongly supported 

by the World Conference on Religion and Peace, headquartered in New York, which, for 

a period of time assigned a field officer to facilitate the cooperation not only in Sarajevo 

but in the region.  In over a decade of its existence the Interreligious Council did more 

negotiation, public relations, and diplomacy than theological dialogue, and they were 
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more active abroad than in their own country but they were an outward symbol of the 

need for the religious communities to work together. There were ups and downs in the 

work of the Interreligious Council—even temporary suspensions and resignations when 

the tensions between the Communities became very high. 

 Locally in Sarajevo there were grass-roots efforts for dialogue, which formed 

NGOs.
28

  One of them was the group IMIC “Zajedno” [International, Multireligious, 

Intercultural Center, “Together”] led by the Franciscan Friar Marko Oršolić. Another was 

an organization named Abraham-Ibrahim originally founded by an East German 

Protestant pastor who had moved to Sarajevo and sought to emphasize the common 

Abrahamic roots. Still another was the Interreligious Dialogue Initiative (IDI) that 

recently aims to assist visitors to Sarajevo who have interreligious interests in connecting 

them with the appropriate institutions and people. Christian and Muslim academics were 

involved in dialogical relationships and there were suggestions for the establishment of 

an interreligious studies program at the University of Sarajevo. The B&H Academy of 

the Sciences organized a number of meetings at which interreligious dialogue were 

lectured on and promoted and usually published in journal form. 

In regard to Kosovo, just prior to the bombing of 1999 an interreligious 

conference was organized by the Appeal of Conscience Foundation from New York that 

took place in Vienna in March 1999, which was followed after the war by the formation 

of the Interreligious Council of Kosovo in April 2000 with the assistance of the 

Interreligious Council of Bosnia-Herzegovina and the World Conference on Religion and 

Peace.  That dialogue came to a virtual standstill in 2004 with new impulses toward 

Orthodox and Muslim cooperation at the level of higher clergy in 2005 and 2006.
29

  

            With the help of outside agencies, interreligious meetings are capable of 

producing lofty statements. Such was the case of a meeting at the medieval Orthodox 

monastery in Peć, Kosovo, Serbia, the ancient seat of the Patriarchate of the Serbs on 

May 1-2, 2006, hosted by the Serbian Orthodox Church but financially and 

organizationally co-sponsored by Norwegian Church Aid and the presence of several 

outside dialogue experts.
30

 The representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church were 

Metropolitan Amfilohije (Radović), Bishop Irinej (Bulatović), Bishop Jovan 

(Mladenović), and Vicar bishop Teodosije. The Muslim representatives were Mufti Naim 

Trnava, head of the Islamic Community of Kosovo and Dean Rexhep Boja of the Islamic 

Theological School in Prishtina, as well as representatives of the Catholic, Protestant, and 

Jewish communities. 

 The representatives declared their goal to “bring joint initiatives for 

reconciliation, peace, and mutual trust, and acceptance of common life” through 

institutionalized dialogue.  They expressed their convictions that: 
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 Hatred and war are common enemies; hatred is not freedom. 

 It is unworthy of the faith in God to regard tolerance as a “necessary evil” 

and to be satisfied to merely live next to each other 

 We are called to live with each other and to pray to find strength to live for 

each other 

 Accept the basic premise of unity in diversity 

All of us suffered. We regret the suffering and pray that the suffering not 

become another stumbling block toward an open future but become the 

ground for interactive togetherness and a deeper mutual responsibility 

before God. 

 We condemn the destruction of all churches, mosques, cemeteries, and other 

religious object and are rejoicing in their rebuilding but also the rebuilding of 

our life, heart, and spirit. 

 We commit ourselves to regular meetings of the highest religious leaders and 

the conduct of interreligious dialogue, the return of all refugees, exchanges 

between religious communities. 

           An even more substantive contribution to the process of reconciliation after the 

wars of the 1990s were two conferences that took place in 2002, one in Skopje, 

Macedonia, held May 10-14 and the other in Dubrovnik, Croatia, held September 12-14. 

The major papers of both conferences were published in English.
31

 

 As Macedonia gained independence but moved precipitously toward a low 

intensity civil war between its Orthodox  majority and Muslim minority, which was more 

ethnic than religious in nature, president Boris Trajkovski asked for assistance from 

abroad. The first interreligious meeting was held in Geneva, Switzerland, under the 

auspices of the World Council of Churches and the Council of European Churches at 

which representatives of Macedonian Orthodox, Muslim, Catholic, Methodist, and 

Jewish communities met under the chairmanship of Metropolitan Anastasios of Tirana 

and issued a joint appeal to the ethnic Albanian rebels and the government to find ways to 

avoid large scale violence. President Trajkovski has previously invited Paul Mojzes to 

organize interreligious dialogue as he hoped that by creating better interreligious relations 

the religious communities at least may stop adding the proverbial fuel to the fire and 

perhaps begin a process of trust building.  With the assistance of the U.S. Institute of 

Peace grants, Paul Mojzes and Leonard Swidler of the Institute for Interreligious and 

Intercultural Dialogue of Philadelphia, obtained the support of the leaders of the five 

major religious communities to organize a major international Jewish-Christian-Muslim 

conference that, it was hoped, would jump-start local dialogue. The conference took 

place in May 2002 in Skopje which resulted not only in serious interreligious dialogue 

but stimulated the cooperation between the Macedonian Orthodox Theological Faculty 

and the School of Islamic Sciences as well as the creation of the Council for 

Interreligious Cooperation (CIC) with the blessing of the highest ecclesiastic authorities. 

At first the CIC functioned cautiously and hesitantly but as trust and confidence did 

build, perhaps spurred on by the tragic death of President Trajkovski, the religious 

communities came to the realization that their own individual goals can be more 
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effectively promoted together than individually. To broaden the scope of their work they 

organized a series of four workshops throughout the country, bringing in many local 

cases representatives of the various religions together for the first time in history.  

 These dialogues were expanded more widely on a regional scale. A workshop for 

southeastern European stability, “Reconciling for the Future” was held April 4-6, 2003 in 

Thessalonica, Greece, at which interreligious dialogue was promoted as a way for the 

peoples of the region to work toward reconciliation.  A major conference that President 

Trajkovski had been preparing for some time took place in August 28-31, 2003, with the 

cooperation of UNESCO. Entitled “Dialogue Among Civilizations” it was held at Lake 

Ohrid with the participation of eight southeastern European heads of state, other high 

diplomatic and governmental representatives, as well as ecclesiastical and cultural 

dignitaries.
32

 While not being a theological or ideological dialogue there was a consensus 

that the wars in the Balkans brought regression to the region and expressed their 

conviction that dialogue and cooperation will bring desired progress and economic 

development.  This was followed by another UNESCO sponsored conference in Tirana, 

Albania, in December 2004, which adopted a declaration of cooperation.
33

 Finally the 

government of Macedonia again convened a very large conference of world religions  

held in Ohrid, October 26-28, 2007. 

 A different approach is being pursued in the Russian Federation.  In 1998 the 

Interreligious Council of Russia was formed consisting of representatives of only the four 

religious communities recognized by the law, Russian Orthodoxy, Islam, Judaism, and 

Buddhism.  This council is associated with the World Conference on Religion and Peace. 

In July 2006 it convened the first World Summit of Religious Leaders which had about 

200 participants and was addressed both by President Vladimir Putin and Patriarch Alexy 

II.  Putin in particular stressed the danger of religious extremism and in particular a war 

of civilizations between Christianity and Islam calling instead for a broad dialogue 

against the extremists. Patriarch Alexy called on all religious leaders to fight terrorism, 

xenophobia and moral degradation together. "A single voice of all religious leaders, 

calling people to peace, truth and what is good, is so important for resolving the problems 

of modern times," Alexy II said. "The commonness of different religions' positions lies 

not in the sphere of dogmas, but in the sphere of morality," the Russian patriarch said. 
34

 

 While not many theological interreligious dialogues have been held, there is 

administrative cooperation based on mutual courtesies between representatives of the 

Moscow Patriarchate and the Supreme Islamic Council as well as other Islamic 

organizations (the Muslims of Russia not being all members of a single, unified Islamic 

organization.) Both sides have avoided public conflicts under the realization that the war 

in Chechnya has not only terrorist implications throughout Russia but can potentially 

extend to other Muslim federal regions as the general tension between the two 

communities is great. In case of common concerns, leaders of one or the other group, 

such as ValiullaYakupov of the Muslim Spiritual Directorate of Tatarstan, say that 

resolving such problems “will be possible only if, through dialogue, Muslims and 

Orthodox Christians can overcome existing „suspicions‟ of each other, and Muslims in 
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particular work to eliminate the lack of trust in Orthodoxy that continues to characterize 

the views of large fraction of that community.”
35

  

 On the 40
th
 anniversary of the Second Vatican‟s document “Nostra aetate” on 

November 24, 2005, a conference was organized in Moscow, “Islam and Christianity: On 

Path to Dialogue” held at the United Mosque Conference Hall. The major co-sponsors 

were the CMR Russian Council of Muftis, the Religious Administration of Muslims of 

European Russia, and the Catholic Archdiocese of Moscow along with two minor 

cosponsors. The Russia Orthodox Church was not among the organizers but a number of 

Russian Orthodox theologians participated. The participants approved a Common 

Declaration which stated among other things: “Christians and Muslims should make 

every effort to respond to the challenges of the times. In public life we see an increase in 

activities incompatible with religious convictions, and therefore consider it indispensable 

to hold regular inter-religious meetings to promote peace at the regional and federal level 

open on principle to followers of any religion interested in furthering mutual 

understanding and dialogue”.
36

 

 Simultaneously anti-Semitism continues unabated and a number of anti-Semitic 

incidents marked by violence against Jews or Semitic looking people carried out by neo-

Nazis. Jewish-Christian-Muslim dialogues have not yet been deemed doable. Jewish-

Christian-Muslim dialogues may indicate that the mainstream is condemning such 

barbarities. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Post Communism brought much greater freedom to the religious communities 

which were not uniformly used to promote evenly the well being of adherents of all 

religions.  While one may have expected that the bitter lessons of oppression of religion 

were learned by all, a rather quick stratification took place into the large, formerly 

established religious communities that now sought a return to former privileges and the 

smaller communities that were being deliberately marginalized and legally restricted. 

Ecumenism came under attack and in general retreated under the attack by anti-

ecumenists  Basically real ecumenism as well as real interreligious dialogue are yet a 

matter of hope for the future because  good deal of what passed for ecumenism and 

cooperation was quasi-ecumenism that took place because of various pressures upon 

religious communities.  Perhaps, the broadening of liberties and interaction with the more 

developed dialogue in the West will in due time bring a broader realization that dialogue 

does not mean a surrender of identity but its maturing and enriching for greater mutual 

benefit.   
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