     PORVOO CONSULTATION ON CHURCHES RESPONDING TO CONFLICT



WORKING TOWARDS A FRAMEWORK
INTRODUCTION

On the recommendation of the Church Leaders Consultation in March 2010, the Porvoo Contact Group held a consultation on the theme Churches Responding to Conflict from 20th -23rd February 2011 in Tallinn, Estonia. The organisers are grateful to the host church, the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church, for the invitation to hold such a consultation in Tallinn. The churches met in the context of a widening conflict across the Arab world and upheld its peoples in prayer.    

Keeping the goal of the common good of Christ’s church in mind, the consultation was a way to deepen knowledge, strengthen sharing, learn from one another and generate greater understanding. Furthermore, it was to make suggestions to the Porvoo Contact Group for further work on an appropriate framework for responding to situations of conflict within the Porvoo Communion of Churches. Serious tensions have arisen over issues of sexuality which have threatened communion.  
The conference opened with a Eucharist in the Cathedral at which The Rt Revd Karl Sigurbjörnsson of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Iceland presided and The Rt Revd Trevor Williams preached. The consultation closed with the Eucharist in the Holy Spirit Chapel, presided over by Archbishop Andreas Põder of the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church and at which Bishop Michael Jackson was the preacher. Daily prayer accompanied the sessions. 
The Bible Studies held by The Rt Revd Duleep de Chickera of the Church of Ceylon formed a cornerstone to the deliberations. As a representative from the Global South he shared valuable theological insights gained from the context of conflict in his country of Sri Lanka and within the Anglican Communion.

Thematic inputs were given by Rt Revd Trevor Williams, Church of Ireland, Bishop of Limerick and Killaloe (Churches Responding to Political and Religious Conflict), Rt Revd Michael Jackson, Church of Ireland, Diocese of Clogher (Churches Responding to Conflict – a Diaconal Perspective), Revd Prof Paul Avis (Authority, Conflict and Leadership) and Revd Prof Dr Tõnu Lehtsaar, Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church (Churches Responding to Conflict in Times of Societal Change – An Estonian Perspective).
In group meetings and workshops, participants explored their perceptions and ideas. The so called Keynote Listeners provided the plenary sessions with information from group meetings and workshops. The daily Public Conversations provided the reflecting process in which the keynote listeners were asked questions in an interview format to invite their reflections. The resource persons also acted as consultants for the consultation. 

The consultation provided the Porvoo Contact Group with a range of important building blocks for further progress on a framework for the responding to Conflict.

 SUMMARY
Impetus for further PCG Work on Responding to Conflict

At the outset there was general recognition that Churches in the Porvoo Communion have been enriched on their journey together. Their common faith, worship and spirituality, rooted in the tradition of the apostolic church stand in continuity with the Church of the patristic and medieval periods both directly and through the insights of the Reformation period (see Porvoo Common Statement, p.7). Furthermore, the churches have come a long way in achieving the commitments listed in the Porvoo Declaration.     

Building on the above common ground as the body of Christ and committed to communion, this consultation looked at options which brought it closer to Jesus` teaching on response to conflict. The following points have been drawn together from the consultation:

· The Porvoo Churches listen to God’s invitation to be fashioned by God into a new ecumenical reality 
· The delegates agreed that the Churches in the Porvoo Communion were responding to a number of challenges emerging from a new European reality.

· It continues to be of importance for churches to understand each other‘s histories, experiences, pastoral contexts and contacts 
· Churches do not always move at the same pace

· To stay together and address issues of concern was more valuable than hasty separation 

· Issues of faith remain the essential components of communion and keep us rooted in the apostolic witness. This received full agreement

· Some moral issues over human sexuality proved difficult and received less agreement  

· Consensus on a specific issue in a particular church challenges other member churches which hold different opinions to exercise restraint in their responses. Any wider consensus requires time and patience, prayer and engagement. 

· As a starting point the importance of church relationships were seen as a higher priority than platforms or positions.
· Mutual recognition of the sincerity and good faith of the other was an important factor  in responding to conflict    

· Where churches disagree, there is more reason to be together in the challenge to embrace diversity in the body of Christ. 
· Consultations and dialogue remain key instruments in holding the churches together. Using a third party in conflict mediation has its classic example in Jesus Christ.
· Jesus Christ, the mediator between God and creation, is always a contributor in conflict mediation. It is by an act of God that we remain in communion. This resource the churches already have in Christ. 

· Recognising that churches do not live in a vacuum, the consultation affirmed the importance of justice and human rights in the societies to which they and others belong.

· The Porvoo understanding of the blessing given by the stranger enables the Churches to be united in responding to issues, such as, the diaspora, interfaith and migration. 

· The approach to one`s partner church requires humility and a sense of self-critique.  

· The key in responding to conflict is to address the positive one sees in the other. (Never start with the negative.) With time a way will emerge to address the negative. It is important to be alert to the hidden blessing and stay together until that blessing manifests itself.    
· Conflict can sometimes be a catalyst and therefore is not always a focus of failure.
· The Porvoo Communion is a place where members of church families can meet with honesty of interchange and hopefulness of aspiration which is not possible in other contexts

· It is liberating to reflect that the ‘Other’ has been maintained by God in a grace which one may have lost but which is life-giving to us.  
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