Solidarity – A challenge for Europe


Responding to the invitation of the Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Community (COMECE), nearly 300 delegates from 29 European countries gathered in Gdansk in Poland. This is a highly symbolic town: it is where the second world war started, the most deadly conflict of all time. It is there also in the naval ship-building yards, that the workers at the heart of the Solidarity movement,  through their struggle, opened the way for the fall of the iron curtain and to European re-unification. 
Many speakers came to the platform during these three days with many different themes. Here are some brief reflections on the course of those days. Mgr. Martin, Archbishop of Dublin, emphasised the fact that, although structures are necessary, they should not supplant values. Our role as Christians is to strengthen Gospel values: our solidarity should be evident in our participation in this European construction.
For Maureen Junker-Kenny (Professor of theology at the University of Dublin), the dignity of the human person is at the heart of solidarity. On the theological level, human dignity is based on the human being made in the image of God, which confers a basic equality on everyone, including the spiritual dimension. On the philosophical level, dignity belongs to each human being and is priceless. This dignity is the source of freedom and of values.
For the Catholic Church, the family based on the marriage of a man and a woman, is the life giving source of our society. Anna Zaborska, a Slovak Member of the European Parliament, suggested three areas for action: solidarity between ourselves, the framing of laws and the political field. She expressed a desire for a harmonisation of marriage laws and the proper recognition of the informal work done by women.
What should be the socio-economic model for Europe? Raising the challenges for today (demography, globalisation…), Anne-Laure de Coincy (of the General Secretariat for European affairs, France) gave value to the open method of co-ordinating debates at European level, whilst underlining sometimes the lack of coherence. She encouraged Christians in a double responsibility: to praise what works well and to denounce what does not.
‘The human being is the richness of Europe’. A convinced European, Jacques Barrot (Vice-President of the European Commission) invited the Assembly to promote here and elsewhere solidarity, a founding value of the European Union. The EU should take care of the most vulnerable: the treaty of Lisbon will force the EU to respect the Convention of Human Rights. Solidarity also with the world: If it is necessary to fight illegal immigration, we also have the duty of asylum. A European strategy on this question is urgently needed: ‘We need the other for our own identity: Immigration is a means of being ourselves’.
A visit to the European Centre of Solidarity which is situated at the heart of the naval ship-building yard, in the same building where Solidarity was born, allowed us to better understand the sufferings but also the expectations of the Polish people. The outstanding feature of this event was, without doubt, the ceremony at Westerplatte where, on the 1st September 1939 at 4.45am, the second world war broke out. M. Pöttering, former president of the European Parliament, born in 1945, lost his father, he does not know where, during the conflict: ‘I am totally convinced that we should all make it impossible for any further war in Europe’. Each and everyone felt responsible for the future and it was with much emotion that joining hands we said the Our Father.
For Marie-Louise van Wijk-van de Ven and myself who represented andante, these study days had been rich and allowed us to make links with a large number of European men and women.
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