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A Christian perspective on the EU
One of the major challenges in all times is to see the world through God’s eyes: to bend ourselves to his plan and to yield ourselves in his service. A Christian perspective on the EU should be something more than a personal reflection. It should seek criteria that might enable us to see the project against God’s plan for his people and his call to service.
It would be much easier to view the world as it sees itself, and then to tack on Christian belief as a sort of sugar coating. But Christians are not called simply to sweeten the ways of the world. 
We are called to cast our lot with God, as he casts his lot with us.

Responding to the God who comes close

The Old Testament

Although we must never forget the aspects of God that are far above us, the witness of the Old Testament is also to a God who comes close. The Exodus story tells us how God chooses his people and treats them as his own: he hears their cry
; he descends from heaven to be with them
, placing his tabernacle in the midst of their camp
, engaging himself in their situation with “a mighty hand and an outstretched arm
”. He calls them to a new thing
, to join him on a journey to a land that is not a narrow land like Egypt, the land of bondage and slavery, but that is a land that is “good and spacious
”.  
This is the God who reveals himself in his engagement with his people: who is there for those who will respond. In the Exodus, his presence is made manifest among them in the shekinah, the symbolic cloud that represents his glory.

This God calls his people to respond and to be his witnesses in the world. They do that by their engagement in God’s projects, just as he engages with the situation of his people. 

The Old Testament challenge is not just to reverence God as the distant creator, as one who is almighty and unchangeable, but to welcome him, the unexpected visitor, just as Abraham welcomed the visitors who came unexpectedly to his tent
 and found that he had welcomed Another, someone quite different.

The New Testament

This picture is of course repeated and amplified in the New Testament. The Gospel of Mark presents the public ministry of Jesus as a continual challenge to the crowds, and to those who would become his disciples, first to recognise him for who he is and then to join him on his journey to the Kingdom of God. By Mark’s account, the disciples persistently failed to rise to the challenge – a failure that is presented by the gospel as a sort of blindness.
Jesus revealed himself as the one who gathers together the scattered and the broken; who heals; who gives sight to the blind, opens the ears of the deaf and makes the lame walk. When people respond to his call, he enters into alliance with them against all the evils that confront and surround them, speaking to them of “My God and your God
”. That Jesus is building on the Old Testament could hardly be made clearer than by John, whose words explicitly echo the Exodus experience when he says “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory...
”
Jesus is the ultimate self-revelation of the God who hears the cry of his people and descends to them; who places his tent in the midst of their camp, identifying himself with them; who calls them to journey with him to the Kingdom of God; and to those who respond, reveals his glory in their midst.

The God who is near to his people on the march

This is the background to understanding those 8 pithy statements that introduce the Sermon on the Mount and are known, from their opening word in Latin, as the Beatitudes
. These statements can be understood as concise portraits of God’s people on the march, Jesus’ challenge to his pilgrim people.

 The roots of that notion of being blessed seem to lie in the sense of “those who are on the right way...”, that is, those who in response to his call are following him on the journey to the Kingdom of God and they will have the experiences described.
The Beatitudes are addressed to humble people, who may know trouble of every sort. But these people are marked by inner purity, by a longing for justice and righteousness; by a commitment to peace; and by a readiness to accept all sorts of difficulties along the way.

To them is promised the fullness of a relationship with God that involves rich experience and the sight of God himself. 

It is easy to lose sight of the radical difference between the blessing offered to the pilgrim people and the world’s notion of blessing. Luke sharpens that contrast, in his account of the Sermon on the Plain, by setting the blessings of God’s people on the march
 against the woes of those who do not follow
.

So these famous verses compress into a very few words a picture of a people who are unimpressed by material success for its own sake and who dare to subject the projects and ambitions of the world to a searching analysis.   
Christian criteria with which to judge human projects

When Christians look at the European Union, they are challenged to evaluate it not in terms of national interest, or of material benefit, or of the power and influence that it enables its leaders or representatives to bear. We must dare to be different, to hear the cries of God’s people, to recognise God’s involvement with them in their projects and to be witnesses to it, and to measure those projects against Kingdom values.

When a Christian tries to take a view of the European Union, I suggest that it is necessary to do so, following the example of God, 

· by engaging with it and not addressing it from a distance; 

· by recognising that it is the project of people who are on a journey, not as a finished product; and
· by evaluating it against the Kingdom values as a project in which God is himself involved with his people. That should help protect us against superficial judgement.

Indeed, this is how Christians should address any major project. But we often forget that.

A Christian perspective on the EU
Those of you in this congregation are likely to encounter the EU in one or more of three ways:

· first, as a political project under which people live; 
· second, as a group of institutions and people with strengths and weaknesses, with which some of you have to interact; and 
· third, as a place where some of you live and work, as I did for 35 years.

I want to point to a few features of the European Union project that I have experienced down the years, from each of these 3 viewpoints. Then I will invite you to assess those aspects against the criteria we have found in the Bible.

I. A political project under which people live
It is well known, but not as well known as it should be, that the project to develop the European Communities, which became the European Union, grew out of the initiative of a group of politicians who had experienced the disaster of the two European civil wars which engulfed the world in war in the first half of the 20th century. There was a stark reminder of just what these wars meant in a book review in the Financial Times this weekend, which recalled that the 2nd World War alone led to between 60 and 70million deaths. If we were to add in the deaths arising from the 1st World War, we would reach 80-100 million.
Core members of this group of politicians were committed Christians, and it was their Christian principles that drove them to work for the establishment of the European project: Alcide de Gasperi, Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman, Konrad Adenauer. They had seen what nationalism could do and the goal of building European co-operation was a project with the ambition of making a repeat of that experience in Europe impossible. This is surely a Christian ambition.
In the simplest of terms, we have only to compare the first half of the 20th century with the second to see if they succeeded.  Of course, many problems confronted Europe throughout the second half of the century, as they still do. But another generalised European civil war has not taken place and is, for the present, unthinkable. That  is no mean achievement. 
Not only has the project eliminated the risk of intra-European war, it has dramatically changed the map of Europe.

When I joined the European Commission in 1974, Europe was divided between the socialistic societies of eastern Europe and the market economies of the west. But the west was also divided. As well as the nascent European Communities and the European Free Trade Area (set up with British enthusiasm to try and counter the emergence of the European Communities), there were 4 fascist countries, of whom two were essentially disengaged from the rest of Europe. There was also a group of non-aligned countries, who were concerned not to get involved in a struggle that might overwhelm them. 
These groups did not work together and did little enough trade. They were separated by all sorts of barriers, of which not the least was mutual ignorance and suspicion.

35 years later, there is one large grouping, the European Union. In addition to its Member States there are a number of countries who are anxious to join. Switzerland and Norway toyed with joining, but failed to complete the procedure. Nonetheless, they co-operate very closely with the EU, generally following its policy positions and implementing most European legislation, without even the privilege of voting for it. Only Russia and Belarus are resolutely outside.
By this extraordinary success, the European Union has made liberal democracy, the rule of law, respect of human rights, and the market economy with a relatively human face into the near universal practice of Europe - for the first time in history. If these are not objectives in themselves, they have been powerful means to the promotion of justice, peace, freedom and economic opportunity. 
If we try to evaluate the role of the European Union according to Kingdom values, I conclude that Monnet, Adenauer, De Gasperi, Schuman and the rest engaged Europe in a project consistent with those values. 
We must recognise that Europe is on a journey: it is a project in execution, not a final product, and the project is far from perfect. Continuous questioning and adaptation is therefore entirely appropriate. 
Above all we need to give thanks that God heard the cry of people destroyed by 50 years of bloodthirsty strife and engaged with his people, drawing them to a new thing, with the opportunities (and risks) that follow.
Jean Monnet once commented that the measure of the value of a project is the amount of resistance that it provokes.

Some of you may have noticed a quotation from Calvin Coolidge in last weekend’s FT: “Press on: nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not: there is nothing more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not: unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not: the world is full of educational derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”
I believe that we have cause to be grateful for Christian statesmen and women who, open to God’s vision of something new for Europe, have been prepared to press on in the face of opposition that has sometimes seemed insuperable.

Christians have continued to influence the project, not least from positions of leadership in the EU institutions. Jacques Delors and subsequent presidents of the European Commission, successive presidents of the European Parliament and Herman Van Rompuy, president of the European Council, have been professing Christians.

II. People and institutions with both strengths and weaknesses
The staff  of the European institutions are not angels, and the European institutions are not the governing bodies of the City of God.  Yet they have great strengths, even as they have to overcome important difficulties. Let me mention some that I encountered in my working experience and which seem to me to be far from insignificant.
The diversity of Europeans makes the European institutions highly creative...
I first noticed this during the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations, where I had the privilege of participating in high level negotiations, in particular with the Americans. This led me to the conclusion, which remains unchanged, that although the Americans were every bit as able and well organised as the Europeans, the Europeans were much more creative in negotiation. Time after time I observed that when the Americans met an obstacle they backed off, regrouped and attacked again, even harder. The Europeans tended to back off, regroup and re-engage along a different approach. The reason, I concluded, was that the Europeans began with (at that time) 12 solutions to every problem.
Studies of innovation, a subject for which I was director over some years, show that innovation mostly takes place at interfaces, where people with radically different viewpoints meet. The European institutions are full of interfaces, because we all come from different cultures, different educational systems, different experience. We also have different prejudices. The result is that the European institutions are very fertile places for finding new ways to solve problems.
At a wider level, this diversity is the resource on which the European Institute of Technology is being developed. The EIT is a research body that aims to exploit the creative potential that comes from confronting researchers and educators from very different backgrounds.

...but diversity does not simplify administration

The diversity that aids creativity complicates administration. I discovered early on that French, British, German and Italian officials tend to have different instincts as to how administration should be done. Every time the nationality of the boss changed, there could be a change in administrative approach. Over time we learned that the great but common mistake is to think that our national approach is the only right one.

As a result, the European institutions are highly creative, but find smooth and efficient administration to be challenging. Of course, the answer is to build a European culture of administration within the institutions. Neil Kinnock led the way on this and some real progress has been made.

What has this to do with the Christian?

Some years back I read an ironic letter in the press which said, Sir, You clearly do not understand that God is an Englishman...It is remarkable how many people seem to believe that God is an Englishman, or a German, or an Italian or a Finn, depending on where they come from. But of course, he is none of these, or he is all of them and others, too.

God engages with us in the excitement of creativity, because creativity is a characteristic of God himself and we are made in his image. When we are creative for the right ends, we come closer to God.
Communication involves both speaking and listening

A Commission spokesman was given a bad time on Newsnight last week by the political editor of the Daily Telegraph, who three times called him an idiot. The cause of this oafish behaviour was apparently that the spokesman, who was of course speaking English as a second language, found it hard to match the sharpness and debating skill of his opponents, who were using their mother tongue, and at times struggled to make his point. This is a common experience. Difference of language and culture often make it difficult for the EU to speak clearly in a national context. 
But people who have worked in the European institution have often learned to listen with patience while others struggle with second and third languages, and to seek out what they are trying to say. The European institutions have developed a culture, imperfect of course, of trying to understand. Further, engagement with the EU has helped ministers and officials from the Member States to get to know and to understand each other. The process of communication involves learning to listen and to understand across national boundaries. The European Union has developed this attribute, which is a useful skill for those on the march. 
People sometimes say, would it not be better and more efficient if everyone spoke English and used the British administrative system. No it would not. The European Union is not an imperial body that imposes one country’s habits and preferences on everyone else. That is what makes it different from all previous attempts to unify in Europe.
Communication is a particular challenge at EU level. But God is also with us in the chaos of intercultural communication. At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit overcame the barriers of communication that flowed from Babel. In the journey to the kingdom, removing those barriers is a continuing project.

The EU has decision procedures that try to conciliate the needs of all, both citizens and Member States

The community method is effective in encouraging constructive discussion... 
Much of the business of the EU is carried out using the “community method”. Under this only the Commission, which has technical competence and is meant to reflect the common interest, makes proposals. But it is the Council of Ministers, representing the Member States, and the European Parliament, democratically representing the people of Europe, who adopt legislation. At the expense of some complexity, this method achieves a remarkable balance of interests and has shown itself to be effective in dealing with highly technical legislative issues in a way that does not simply let the biggest countries dominate.
...but national sentiment does not allow it to be used in all areas
The alternative to the community method, which is widely used in political co-operation and in matters such as the current problems of the Euro Zone, is intergovernmental co-operation. In this, governments decide between themselves. But it is often inefficient, because the common interest is under-represented. It also gives too much clout to the big Member States to bully the little ones.

National opinion is often preoccupied with possible vetoes and opposes majority votes. But in practice, the European institutions are rather reluctant to over-ride strong national objections, as to do so will make effective implementation difficult. The reality is that the mere possibility of a vote encourages those with divergent positions to seek viable compromise, because to be put in a minority position is to be a loser.

Many issues demand European solutions...

Many of the issues that confront the Member States cry out to be handled together, either to benefit from wider experience, or because national solutions are ineffective. Air pollution is an obvious example, as is internal trade, or co-operation to negotiate on a common basis with third countries. 

...but Europe seems remote from the citizen

That the European institutions seem remote from ordinary people is not the same thing as their being closed to consultation, or inaccessible. I believe that the institutions are very open, much more so for example than the British civil service.
But the problem of distance between governors and governed is increasingly felt in the Member States. As government business becomes more complex, the citizen feels increasingly remote from it and unable to influence it. Christians cannot ignore this reality.

III. A place where many of us work
For many of you here, the European Union is not a project out there. It is the place where you work. It is a large organisation, and in common with other large organisations its institutions can seem impersonal.
Yet for me this was a highly personal environment in which I felt deeply involved. These remarks are therefore very personal.

If you love it, enjoy it. If you hate it, leave

From time to time since I came to Brussels, I have heard people telling me, or telling others in my hearing, what an awful place this is to work, or how boring is their job. If you find yourself in such a position, the challenge is to change it, either the job or the institution. Or, if you think that to be impossible, which you are perfectly at liberty to do, then there follows the challenge of having the courage to resign. Few do. 

Jacques Delors absolutely refused to hear from his staff anything that sounded like cynical grumbling. Our job was not to complain, but to engage with others, difficult as they might be. If necessary, we could set about changing what was not working. But grumbling was banned. He was right. 

Enjoy the diversity of people and their backgrounds
Everyone who has worked in the European institutions knows that Belgians, Bulgarians, Estonians and Germans are different from the Irish. Italians typically make much more noise than Finns. 

There are amusing stories around that highlight national traits. These have some truth, but of course people are all different. I thrilled to the difference. I formed no preference for working with any nationality over any other. Every nationality produces people of the highest standard. I loved that aspect. If you do not, you will not be happy in the European institutions.

Let me share my assessment of my colleagues at the European Commission. 
High quality people...

First, I was surrounded by people of extraordinarily high levels of ability, with high levels of commitment and behaviour.
... some of whom have problems...
In my time as head of unit and director, I had something like 500 people work for me. Of that group, the overwhelming majority were hard working, creative and committed. A small but significant number were in the wrong job, or had lost their way. Others had become discouraged. Some others found it difficult to apply their capacity to producing good results - they were certainly talented, but not operational.

There were also some who were ill, or had other problems.

What I discovered as a manager was that, if I was prepared to engage with people, their performance could be changed for the better.

... but the number of chronic problems is very small

Out of that 500, I can point to 2 who were serious problem cases which were not solved , nor as far as I could see was any progress made. They stopped working with me after a time, but there should have been a better solution.

I urge you to engage with your colleagues. Not just with the easy ones, but also with the more difficult ones. Managing people to get the best out of them means giving them time. 

Managing a team always involves giving a disproportionate amount of time to less performing people, so the more they can be helped and encouraged, the better.

But it is not just managers who should engage with people. Everyone should. Many relational problems can be solved by going to see someone, rather than sending them a message. 
Affirming people is the way to get the best from them.

 Every management book tells you the importance of encouragement. It is not done by empty compliments, but by noticing and affirming specifically what people do well. Once you do that, the doors open to all sorts of other issues. Does someone find a certain type of work difficult, does their behaviour irk colleagues? These are all issues that can be addressed once a culture of affirmation has been established.

Many people say, I have never had any guidance from my boss. Did you ask him for some? Often people are reluctant to give advice because they do not expect to be listened to. Senior people are often flattered to be asked for advice.
When people underperform, they may well be carrying burdens of which you know nothing. An intelligent secretary in my unit seemed to lack sparkle. Only after some time did we discover that she was supporting a husband who was drinking himself to death and at the same time she was trying to protect her daughter. She desperately needed affirmation. The unit supported her, up to, through and beyond the death of her husband. Doing this added more to our performance through team spirit than we lost through her exhaustion. This was a moment when I felt we were handling staff in a Christian way. It was not the only one. Treating people as if they matter adds to performance, it does not detract from it.
The standard of staff in the institutions is very high indeed. The challenge to everyone, every Christian, is to affirm the people around them. When you affirm people, you form their self –image and turn them into winners. This is not different from other organisations, but I believe that the particular multicultural environment of the European institutions raises difficulties – and offers delights – that are all their own.

I believe that we witness to our Christian faith in the European institutions first and foremost by the way we behave. There is often a resistance to explicit statements of faith and claiming that we do something because we are Christians may be counterproductive at work. People know who you are and form their own assessment of whether or not you are genuine and whether or not you offer a role model. By becoming known as someone who is not cynical, who works hard and effectively, who is caring and affirmative to others and who can be trusted at a personal and professional level, we witness effectively to what it is to be a Christian – to be engaged in God’s journey.

In the end, the European institutions are what we, who have been privileged to work there, make them.
I thank God for all of it. If he gave me the chance, I would do it all again!
David White
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