An_Account of the Methodist Witness in Czechoslovekia
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I wes esked to prepere & brief stetement focussing on
two issues: _ A
1. The distinctive Christian witness which its doctrinal
heritage enables liethodism to meke in the eastern
Europeen culturel end politicel context,
2. The Methodist basis for, end contribution to, ecume-
nicel discussion eand cooperation in our context.

This is due to the fact that I am the only member of
this group coming from eestern Europe. Nonetheless, I have
to say that I cannot speak on behalf'of eest Buropeen situetion
on the whole. The situation in each coutry differs a good deal.
Whet follows conzerns our perticuler Jzechoslovek situation.
This peper is in two perts. The first pert reflects brielly
(a.) the setting of Christienity emidst socislist society
generelly end, (b.) perticuler llethodist contribution to jhris-
tien witness in Czechoslovelkis. The second part would then
be (8.) en attempt to state whet is the llethodist Church's
understanding of its legitimacy &nd (b.) an account of our
ecumenical sctivitye. ' '

Te8o When we think of the western civilizetion, we consider it
to be & Christien one. To what extent this is so remsins
guestionable. However it is clear and unembiguous thet Christia-
nity and churches have their firm plece therein. In one case

a constitution is Christien-oriented, in anothef?é%urnhes

heve decisive positions as to sociel care or school system and
so forth. Throughout centuries Christianity was bringing standerds
that ere still widely recognized. Although meny people domot
live according to them, they ere here &s an "ideal niveau".

This surely preperes an indispensable place for church’s doc t-
rine and its sociel conseguences. Ve observe intertwinings

of +the church and state structures.
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VWhen we think of our state, &ll the context is quite
different. Pollowing Februery 1948, the leadership of the
state ovatook the Communist Party. Its leeding ideology is
Marxism-Leninism, basicly end progremeticelly etheistic.
State - churches relétions were regulated by & new church law.
According to i1t, churches heve its autonomy, but the super-
vision is in hands of stete authorities. Glergymeh of all the
churches asre peid by the state notwithstanding thet their
employer is the church. There is necessery to have & previous
approvel for ministers” eppointment making. This approval1
is issued by respective athorities on request of the Church
Board. Equelity of rights. is guaranteed for all churches,
smell es well as big, so thet there are mot privileged churches
in our country. The churches, however, cennot count with support,
in sense of having recourse to the stete. So - ¢elled Jonstantine
Dre  when the stete snd church were on one line game to its end.
The stete i1s being led by & ditferent ideology than the church.
This must of course produce contraests end problems. The chuich
hed to get eccustomed to stend on its own legs and fto wnderstend.
thet its only strength is the word of God, the Gospel. lLiany
denominations, including ours, were confronted 7ith declin®” of
active membership since many people were not willing %o confess
their feith publicly becsuse of feer of possible loss in their
post. This new situation certeinly is spirituelly beneficiel,
however, it depends very much upon how meny believers can realiy
eveluete or appreciate the velue of God s word on which'the church

stands.

1.b. The late professor of the Zomenius Theological Faculty

in Prague Dr. Josef Hromddka used to ssy e persble ebouvt the
‘needed contribution of the churches in & socialist society.
"Sepcielist society is like & new building", expressed Prof. Hro-
midka, Ybut this building hes no central heating. <Let the church
become this end each member of the church be & rediator which
mekes rooms of that building werm, fit to live in!" Is there
eny other denominetion whizh hes a better chence 1o meet this
need of our society then the lethodist church? In the femily

of the Jzechoslovek churches, the lethodists represent not only
an ewekened, evangelicsl type of church, but elso & kind of mo-
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dern religious community whizh is orgenized on a world level. This
broed communion fecilitetes & more immediete view of the problems
of the world end constitutes & berrier sgeinst netionelistic erd
provingiel tendencies.

In the new situation following 1948 the activities of the chur-
chnes must heve been centered into locel congregetions. Social work
took the state on itself, public evangelistic raellies in the open
eir were not allowed. Thet is why also working groups snd committees
of the Annuel Conferencedheve produced mainly recommendations to
be used for upbringing our church members as to their sociasl awarness.
Concrete consequences of it ere in hands of esch individuel letho-
dist. As to the evangelistic effort, conferences have been meinteinig
to bring back to life the work of Methodist ¢lesses, since this
proved to be the most efficient tool of evangelizetion nowedeys,
with regard fto our context. Thet is one of the reasons vhy special
attention is being devoted to the church’s so-workers. Both men
end women ere azcepted for theologicel studies. Future theologiens
studying et & theologiczl feculty must, in eddiftion to their normel
study curriculum, prove & knowledge of Liethodist history, theoclogy
end order., Lay co-workers attend four-year correspondence courses
of Bible study end church history es vell esg systematic end prectical
theology. (ompletion of this course is & prerequisite for ordine-
tion.‘Supplementary treining of the church’s workers tekes plece st
reguler meetings of pestors, where attention is peid especielly
to the lMethodist legecy, in eddition to the Bible end other
guestions.

2.8. This second part of my brief statement concerns ecumeniceal
discussion and cooperetion in (zechoslovekia. #irst let me say

that we lMethodists feel to be competent for working in the ecumenicel
movement end therefore we eppreciete being active members ef the
Beumenicel Council of Churches in (zechoslovakie. This body was
founded in 1955. It sew es its mission the fostering of a deeper
understanding end greater closeness amaong the churches in this
country, the underteking of & joint study of the legacy of the

czech Reformation and the initiesting of contacts with churches

ebroed (including & specific contribution toward "ILuropeen Conso-
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lidation" through close contacts with the German bretheren);

its obvious task also was to initiete more systematic contacts
with the churches in the countries of our Eestern neighbours.

At the world ecumenical forum, the ¢zechoslovek ECC suppérted
the suggestion thet the Wgg elso devote ettention in its project
to timely social and political problems, especielly the question
of preventing war in the atomic era. It is clear thet Methodism
hes & lot in its herfitage to meke & gignificent contribution

to these tasks of the EgC. Besides our doctrinel richness,

I am thinking of experiences from seversl unificetion processes
and & strong peace ectivity of recent years.

2.b. When we consider the small Methodist church in Czechoslovskia
then we have to say that our involvement into ecumenical pro-
jects end ections is great. Ve participate in the work of
numerous ecumenicel bodiss. Beside the ebove mentioned ECC,

the ¥ethodist church is e member of the Zhristien Peece (fon-
ference (to which it offered, in 1959 end 1960, rooms on the
premises of its congregation in Pregue 2 for the sessions of
internetionel conferences). Since 1970, it elso hes been teking
pert in the work of the Jonference of European‘”hurches es

z member of it. Members of our church ere ective in the verious
commissions and committees of those internstionsl snd nationsl
ecumenicel orgenizetions. We teke pert in &ll the officiel ecume-
nicel activities, of which the most importent is the annuely
held & common Week of Preyer (it began in 1956),

Mnelly I would mention our publicetion ectivity. It is elso

e paert of our ecumenicel coexistence thet we publish books
exploring or exposing our identity. So we published &n extrect

of Wesley's Journal end Sermons. We also use our church megezi-
ne to promote Methodism, several mimeographed - = -. publications
on our history end on other topics were distributed, outreaching
our membership. Our church played elso en ective role in initie-
ting end trenslating of the New Ecumenicel Transletion ol the

Bible, which first eppeared in 1979,



