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Abstract: In his encyclical Ut unum sint, Pope John Paul II called on the leaders of the 
Christian churches to draw up joint statements on urgent problems (n. 43). In Austria, 
the Ecumenical Council of Churches in Austria (ÖRKÖ), which, unlike in Germany, 
includes the Catholic Church, have complied with this request and wish of the pope by 
issuing numerous joint statements on various topics. These joint statements are to be 
widely disseminated until the beginning of the year 2022. 
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On 28 February 2022, the Executive Board of the Ecumenical Council of 
Churches in Austria (ÖRKÖ) strongly condemned Russia’s attack on Ukraine 
and called for an immediate cessation of hostilities and for negotiations.1

1  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Ukraine-Friedensappell des 
ÖRKÖ-Vorstands [28.02.2022], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/2096
.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Stel-
lungnahme des ÖRKÖ zu einem drohenden Irakkrieg [19.01.2003], https://www.oekumene
.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1570.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der 
Kirchen in Österreich: Die Waffen nieder! (Studientag Bericht 12.11.2005), https://www
.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1562.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer 
Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Afghanistan-Drama: Appell des ÖRKÖ-Vorstandes an 
die Österreichische Regierung [23.08.2021], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/2043.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; all of the following declarations and statements 
under: Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärungen des Ökumenischen
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The fact that such joint appeals by Christian churches are possible is ulti-
mately due to recent developments in the field of ecumenism. For exam-
ple, Pope John Paul II stated in his apostolic exhortation Ut unum sint of 
25 May 1995: “It happens more and more often that the leaders of Chris-
tian Communities join together in taking a stand in the name of Christ 
on important problems concerning man’s calling and on freedom, justice, 
peace, and the future of the world. In this way they ‘communicate’ in one 
of the tasks which constitutes the mission of Christians: that of remind-
ing society of God’s will in a  realistic manner, warning the authorities 
and their fellow-citizens against taking steps which would lead to the 
trampling of human rights. It is clear, as experience shows, that in some 
circumstances the united voice of Christians has more impact than any 
one isolated voice” (n. 43).2 Pope John Paul II noted with joy that “the 
vast network of ecumenical cooperation is widening” (n. 43). At the same 
time, the Pope recalled that “through the influence of the World Council 
of Churches” “great work” is being done in this field (n. 43). The Chris-
tian churches and religious communities had had a long way to go before 
joint declarations were made at very different levels.3

In the following sections, we will take a  brief look at the ÖRKÖ. 
Then, individual statements and papers of the ÖRKÖ in Austria will be 
addressed. 

1. Ecumenical Union of Christian Churches

An ecumenical movement had already developed at the beginning 
of the 20th century and gained strength on the eve of the Second Vati-

Rates der Kirchen in Österreich (ÖRKÖ), https://www.oekumene.at/erklaerungen [accessed 
1.04.2022]; translation of quotations by the author.

2  John Paul II: Litterae Encyclicae “Ut unum sint” de Oecumenico Officio (25.05.1995). 
Acta Apostolicae Sedis [hereafter: AAS] 87 (1995), pp. 921—982; further under: https://
www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_
ut-unum-sint.html [accessed 5.07.2022]; see also K. Koch: “Die Gesetzgebungstätigkeit 
Johannes Pauls II. und die Förderung der Einheit der Christen.” In: Johannes Paul II. 
— Gesetzgeber der Kirche. Mit einem Geleitwort von Georg Gänswein. Eds. L. Gerosa,
L. Müller. Paderborn 2017, pp. 151—167; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Öster-
reich: Zum Tod von Papst Johannes Paul II. [4.04.2005], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1566.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

3  For joint declarations by the German Bishops’ Conference and the Evangelical 
Church in Germany see: Gemeinsame Texte, https://www.dbk-shop.de/de/publikationen
/gemeinsame-texte.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

https://www.oekumene.at/site
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can Council.4 On the Protestant side, at the Edinburgh World Missionary 
Conference in 1910, for the first time “the confessional fragmentation 
of mission was felt to be a nuisance and recognised as contrary to the 
mission of Jesus.”5 On 23 August 1948, the World Council of Churches, 
based in Geneva, Switzerland. was founded in Amsterdam as a  world-
wide association. Its members include most of the major churches of the 
Protestant tradition (Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist, Baptist, etc.), the 
Anglican Churches, the Old Catholic Churches and most of the Oriental 
Orthodox Churches. The Roman Catholic Church is not a member of the 
Council, but cooperates with it.6 Ten years later, the Old Catholic Church 
of Austria, the Evangelical Church A.B., the Evangelical Church H.B. and 
the Methodist Church founded the ÖRKÖ in Austria. Over the years, the 
Orthodox Churches that were represented in Austria and on 1 December 
1994 also the Roman Catholic Church, which had held observer status 
since 1970, were added as full members at the request of the Austrian 
Bishops’ Conference.7 At present, sixteen Christian churches and reli-
gious communities belong to the ÖRKÖ. In contrast to similar organisa-
tions in other countries, the ÖRKÖ is distinguished by the fact that the 
Roman Catholic Church is also represented as a full member. Ultimately, 
the Roman Catholic Church’s accession to the ÖRKÖ was possible due 
to the “Directory for the Implementation of the Principles and Norms on 
Ecumenism,”8 drawn up by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Chris-
tian Unity and approved by Pope John Paul II on 25 March 1993.

4  Cf. J. Ernesti: Kleine Geschichte der Ökumene. Freiburg im Breisgau 2007. 
5  Diözese Linz, Evangelische Superintendentur A. B. OÖ: 500 Jahre Reforma-

tion 2017. Gemeinsames Wort für die Evangelische und Katholische Kirche Oberöster-
reich zum Reformationsgedenken 2017 [6.01.2017], p. 10; further under: https://www
.yumpu.com/de/document/read/56721592/gemeinsames-wort [accessed 1.04.2022] and 
https://www.dioezese-linz.at/dl/KOntJKJmNMlKJqx4KJK/Gemeinsames_Wort_PDF.pdf 
[accessed 1.04.2022]; see also P. Neuner: “Die Weltkonferenz 1910 in Edinburgh und 
das Bild von der Einheit der Kirche. Für Karl-Ernst Apfelbacher zum 70. Geburtstag.“ 
Münchener Theologische Zeitschrift 61 (2010), pp. 194—206. 

6  See under: ÖRK-Mitgliedskirchen | World Council of Churches, https://www.oik
oumene.org/de/member-churches [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

7  See under: Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Der Ökumenische Rat 
der Kirchen in Österreich,

 https://www.oekumene.at/site/ueberuns [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also: Ökume-
nischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Satzung (April 2014): https://www.oekumene
.at/162/satzung [accessed 1.04.2022].

8  Cf. Pontificium Consilium ad Unitatem Christianorum fovendam: “Directoire 
pour l’application des principes et des normes sur l’oecuménisme” [25.03.1993]. Acta 
Apostolicae Sedis 85 (1993), pp. 1039—1119; further under: http://www.christianunity.
va/content/unitacristiani/fr/documenti/direttorio-per-lapplicazione-dei-principi-e-delle 
-norme-sullecum/testo-in-inglese1.html [accessed 04.07.2022]. 
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2. Declarations and Statements of the ÖRKÖ

Since its foundation, the ÖRKÖ has taken a stand on various social, 
political and societal issues and has made statements, especially through 
its chairpersons.

2.1. Jews and Armenian Genocide

In the Declaratio de ecclesiae habitudine ad religiones non-christianas 
“Nostra aetate”, the Second Vatican Council attached great importance 
to the dialogue with Judaism.9 During the November pogroms of the 
night of 9 to 10 November 1938, almost all synagogues in Austria were 
destroyed and numerous Jews were killed. Although Jews only make up 
a very small minority in today’s Austria,10 anti-Semitic attitudes are very 
widespread among the population.11 The fight against anti-Semitism is 
a  central concern of the Austrian Federal Government.12 In the declara-
tion “Niemals vergessen!” for the Holocaust Remembrance Day on 27 
January 2022, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ called up for “oppos-
ing inhuman ideologies with all our strength.”13 In November 2009, the 

  9  Cf. Paul VI: Declaratio de ecclesiae habitudine ad religiones non-christianas “Nostra 
aetate” [28.10.1965]. Acta Apostolicae Sedis 58 (1966), pp. 740—744; also at: https://www
.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_
nostra-aetate_ge.html [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

10  Cf. Statista, Religionszugehörigkeit in Österreich 2020, https://de.statista
.com/statistik/daten/studie/304874/umfrage/mitglieder-in-religionsgemeinschaften 
- i n - o e s t e r r e i c h / # : ~ : t e x t = D i e % 2 0 k a t h o l i s c h e % 2 0 K i r c h e % 2 0 i n% 2 0
Österreich,(700.000%2C%20Stand%202016). [accessed 1.04.2020].

11  Cf. Republik Österreich — Parlament: Antisemitismus-Halbjahresbericht 2021: 
Zahl der Vorfälle in Österreich verdoppelt. Nationalratspräsident Sobotka will Kampf 
gegen Antisemitismus konsequent weiterführen (Parlamentskorrespondenz Nr. 967 vom 
2.09.2021), https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/PR/JAHR_2021/PK0967/index.shtml 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

12  Cf. Bundeskanzleramt, Österreich: Kampf gegen Antisemitismus. Antisemitismus 
bekämpfen — jüdisches Leben schützen, https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen
/kampf-gegen-antisemitismus.html [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

13  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Niemals vergessen!” 
[26.01.2022], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/2086.html [accessed 
1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: 75 Jahre Novem-
ber-Progrome: Kirchen trauern mit den jüdischen Gemeinden [7.11.2013], https://www
.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1539.html [accessed 1.04.2022].
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ÖRKÖ explicitly commemorated the victims of the November pogroms 
of 1938.14 

The Armenian Genocide from the years 1915—1917 is considered 
one of the first systematic genocides of the 20th century. In 2015, the 
Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ called on the Republic of Austria to recog-
nise the Armenian Genocide.15 In this sense, all parliamentary groups of 
the National Council adopted a declaration which “condemned the mass 
murder of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire as genocide.”16 In a declara-
tion of 19 November 2020, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ expressed 
that Christians in Austria share the “pain and grief of the Armenians.”17

2.2. Covid-19 crisis 

On 25 February 2020, the fist cases of Covid-19 were reported in 
Austria. The increasing number of positive cases led to drastic meas-

14  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Gedenken an die Opfer der 
Novemberprogrome von 1938 [9.11.2021], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/2061.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in 
Österreich: Statement der Israelitischen Kultusgemeinde Wien und des ÖRKÖ [9.11.2018], 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1877.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Öku-
menischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: 1938-Gedenken: “Kirchen vom Ungeist mit-
betroffen” [10.03.2018], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1844.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: 75 Jahre Novem-
ber-Progrome: Kirchen trauern mit den Jüdischen Gemeinden [7.11.2013] [in which the 
Christian churches “admit complicity in that development, which 80 years ago led to 
the ‘Anschluss’ of Austria to the German Reich”]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in 
Österreich: 27. Jänner sollte auch in Österreich ein offizieller Tag des Gedenkens an die 
Jüdischen Opfer des NS-Regimes sein [27.01.2013], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaer-
ungen/article/1540.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Öster-
reich: Presseerklärung des Vorstandes des ÖRKÖ zur sogenannten Holocaust-Konferenz 
in Teheran [13.12.2006], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1554.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022]. 

15  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Kirchen bitten Österreich, 
Völkermord an den Armeniern anzuerkennen [7.04.2015], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1535.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

16  “Es war Völkermord. Österreichisches Parlament verurteilt den osmanischen 
Genozid an den Armeniern.” Wiener Zeitung Online, 21.04.2015, https://www.wien-
erzeitung.at/dossiers/genozid-an-armeniern/747651-Es-war-Voelkermord.html [accessed 
1.04.2022].

17  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Christen in Österreich “teilen 
Schmerz und Trauer der Armenier” (19.11.2020), https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1981.html [accessed 1.04.2022]. 
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ures from March 2020 onwards, including severe restrictions on reli-
gious services and the administration of sacraments by the individual 
churches and religious communities. In the period that followed, the 
Austrian Government alternated between easing and tightening restric-
tions.18 During this time, the Christian churches and religious communi-
ties were in close contact. For example, in a  statement of 23 December 
2021, the ÖRKÖ called for “reconciliation and social cohesion” in view 
of Christmas.19 The individual member churches of the ÖRKÖ adopted 
regulations on “safe” Christmas services,20 which the then Minister of 
Culture Susanne Raab expressly welcomed.21 On 20 May 2020, the Execu-
tive Board of the ÖRKÖ expressed its “joy about ‘ecumenical hospital-
ity’” in a statement. More specifically, the conditions for the resumption 
of public worship at that time (including at least 10 sq. metres of space 
per person present) “distressed” some member churches of the ÖRKÖ 
who had only small spaces for worship. They were offered the possi-
bility “to hold liturgical celebrations in large worship spaces of other 
member churches.”22 

18  Cf. W. Rees: “Covid-19-Pandemie und die Herausforderungen an Kirchen- 
und Religionsrecht in Österreich. Ein Beitrag aus römisch-katholischer Per-
spektive unter Berücksichtigung der Entwicklungen bis Februar 2021.” 
In: Ratlos vor dem Unbeherrschbaren? Theologische, philosophische und kulturelle Aspekte 
der Corona-Krise. Eds. F. Jäger, R. Siebenrock. Innsbruck 2020, pp. 117—176. 

19  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Aufruf zu Versöhnung und Sol-
idarität [23.12.2021], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/2085.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

20  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Kirchen stellen Regeln für 
„sichere“ Weihnachtsgottesdienste auf. Mitgliedskirchen des Ökumenischen Rates der 
Kirchen vereinbaren Maßnahmen, damit die Gläubigen auch in Pandemie-Zeiten wür-
dig gemeinsam feiern können [11.12.2020], https://www.oekumene.at/oerkoenews/1989
/kirchen-stellen-regeln-fuer-sichere-weihnachtsgottesdienste-auf [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

21  Cf. Bundeskanzleramt, Österreich: Kultusministerin begrüßt Regelung der 
Kirchen für öffentliche Gottesdienste zu Weihnachten [11.12.2020] [Susanne Raab: 
„Appelliere an alle Gottesdienstbesucher, die Maßnahmen gemeinsam umzusetzen, um 
weitere Ausbreitung des Coronavirus zu verhindern”], https://www.bundeskanzleramt 
.gv.at/bundeskanzleramt/nachrichten-der-bundesregierung/2020/kultusministerin-raab 
-begruesst-regelung-der-kirchen-fuer-oeffentliche-gottesdienste-zu-weihnachten.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

22  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Freude über „ökumenische Gast-
freundschaft” [20.05.2020], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1967
.html [accessed 1.04.2022].
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2.3. Religious Education

In Austria, denominational religious education in public schools is 
anchored at the level of the Austrian Federal Constitution in the sense 
of an institutional guarantee (cf. Article 17 para. 4 StGG).23 The more 
detailed legal formulation of religious education is made at the level of 
a  simple law by the Federal Act of 13 July 1949 on religious education 
in schools (Religionsunterrichtsgesetz) (BGBl. 1949/190),24 which applies 
to the religious education of all legally recognised churches and religious 
communities in schools. Increasingly, denominational religious education 
has been called into question, whether due to social developments such 
as pluralisation and secularisation, or due to an increase in the number 
of deregistered pupils or pupils who do not belong to any denomination 
and thus do not have to attend religious education classes. In many cases, 
there were no denominational religious education classes because of the 
small number of pupils in a  class or at a  school.25 In this context, the 
question of ethics instruction arose. In a declaration on “religious educa-
tion and ethics education” already adopted at the ÖRKÖ Assembly on 
18 October 2012, the member churches of the ÖRKÖ stated “that confes-
sional religious education is indispensable in a pluralistic society.” At the 
same time, they took the view “that in the sense of the current school 
experiments at the Oberstufe, ethics instructions can only be a ‘substitute’ 
for religious education for those pupils who either do not belong to any 
denomination or have opted out of religious education.”26 In a statement 
on 10 September 2021, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ emphasised the 

23  For the legal requirements see: H. Kalb: “Verfassungsrechtliche und einfachge-
setzliche Verankerung des Religionsunterrichts.” In: Historische und rechtliche Aspekte 
des Religionsunterrichts. Ed. A. Rinnerthaler [Wissenschaft und Religion. Veröffentli-
chungen des Internationalen Forschungszentrums für Grundfragen der Wissenschaften 
Salzburg. Vol. 8]. Frankfurt am Main 2004, pp. 209—239, esp. 213—238; K. Pabel: „Ver-
fassungsrechtliche Rahmenbedingungen des Religionsunterrichts in Österreich.” Öster-
reichisches Archiv für Recht & Religion 59 (2012), pp. 64—86.

24  Cf. Bundesgesetz vom 13. Juli 1949, betreffend den Religionsunterricht in der Schule 
(Religionsunterrichtsgesetz), BGBl., 1949/190, https://www.ris.bka.gv.at/GeltendeFassung
.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=10009217 [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

25  Cf. W. Rees: “Zukunftsfähiger Religionsunterricht in den öffentlichen Schulen 
der Republik Österreich. Möglichkeiten und Grenzen angesichts römisch-katholischer 
und religionsrechtlicher Vorgaben.” In: Praxis für die Zukunft. Erfahrungen, Beispiele und 
Modelle kooperativen Religionsunterrichts [Studien zur interreligiösen Religionspädagogik. 
Vol. 5]. Eds. M. H. Tuna, M. Juen. Stuttgart 2021, pp. 185—214.

26  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Religionsunterricht und Ethikun-
terricht [18.10.2012], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1543.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].
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importance of denominational religious education and at the same time 
welcomed the introduction of ethics as a  compulsory subject from the 
Sekundarstufe II for all those pupils who do not attend denominational 
religious education from the school year 2021/2022. It wishes for a “good 
cooperation between the subjects of ethics and religion.”27 In Austria, 
similarly to the Federal Republic of Germany, cooperation between the 
legally recognised churches and religious societies in their religious edu-
cation is increasingly coming into view.28 In the section on “ecumenical 
cooperation”, the Ecumenical Directory has already mentioned a possible 
cooperation in religious education, although it does not explicitly con-
sider religious education in the way as it was taught in public schools in 
the Republic of Austria at the time of the publication of the Directory 
and is still predominantly taught today.29 The Directory for Catechesis of 
the Pontifical Council for Promoting the New Evangelisation of 23 March 
2020 explicitly calls for ecumenical and interreligious cooperation.30 

2.4. Creation

While official church documents used to be characterised by an opti-
mism of feasibility and a belief in progress,31 Pope Francis looked at envi-

27  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Der Ökumenische Rat der Kirchen 
in Österreich betont die Bedeutung des Religionsunterrichts [10.09.2021], https://www
.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/2087.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

28  Cf. W. Rees: “Rechtliche Rahmenbedingungen für einen konfessionell-koop-
erativen Religionsunterricht in den öffentlichen Schulen Österreichs.” In: Zukunft-
sperspektiven für den konfessionellen Religionsunterricht in Österreich. Eds. M. Kraml,
W. Rees, Z. Sejdini, W. Weirer. Österreichisches Religionspädagogische Forum 27 (2018),
pp. 47—68; also at: https://unipub.uni-graz.at/oerf/periodical/titleinfo/2946602 [accessed 
1.04.2022]; Religionsunterricht in der öffentlichen Schule im ökumenischen und inter-
religiösen Dialog [Conference Series Religion und Staat im Brennpunkt. Vol. 2). Eds.
W. Rees, J. Bair. Innsbruck 2017.

29  Cf. W. Rees: “Der Religionsunterricht.” In: HdbKathKR3, pp. 1018—1048; Idem: 
“Die kirchenrechtlichen Rahmenbedingungen für den katholischen Religionsunterricht.” 
In: Essener Gespräche zum Thema Staat und Kirche 49. Eds. B. Kämper, K. Pfeffer. Mün-
ster 2016, pp. 75—106.

30  Cf. Pontificium Consilium de Nova Evangelizatione Promovenda: General Direc-
tory for Catechesis [23.03. 2020], https://www.dbk-shop.de/media/files_public/5cec898bd
3ed6bc33b4285a5b801d08d/DBK_2224.pdf [accessed 1.04.2022).

31  Cf. W. Rees: “Römisch-katholische Kirche und Bewahrung der Schöpfung. Kirch-
enrechtliche Impulse und konkrete Umsetzung mit einem besonderen Blick auf die 
Erzdiözese Salzburg.” In: In mandatis meditari. Festschrift für Hans Paarhammer zum 65. 
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ronmental pollution, climate change, exploitation of people, etc. in his 
encyclical Laudato si.32 Pope John Paul II had already addressed ecological 
problems in detail and emphasised the responsibility of human beings33 
in his inaugural encyclical Redemptor hominis34 of 4 March 1979.

In view of the Church’s Creation Tradition (1 September to 4 Octo-
ber), which has been a  tradition in the Austrian churches and religious 
communities since 2008 and goes back to a recommendation of the third 
European Ecumenical Assembly in Sibiu in 2007, the Executive Board of 
the ÖRKÖ called for “urgently intensified measures for climate protec-
tion” in a  statement on 31 August 2021. Politicians were called upon 
to do this, but also each and every individual. In Austria, too, “decisive 
action is needed at all levels.”35 Already in 2006, the ÖRKÖ called in their 
declaration Lebensraum Land for an “independent, creative and sustain-
able development of rural areas.”36 In its statement on the Creation Time 
of 31 August 2021, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ explicitly referred 
to the churches of Europe, which had dedicated a separate chapter to the 
integrity of creation in their Charta oecumenica.37 

Geburtstag [KStuT. Vol. 58]. Eds. St. Haering, J. Hirnsperger, G. Katzinger, W Rees. 
Berlin 2012, pp. 299—337.

32  Cf. Francis: Enzyklika „Laudato si“ de communi domo colenda (24.05.2015). 
Acta Apostolicae Sedis 107 (2015), pp. 847—945; also at: https://www.vatican.va/content
/francesco/de/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

33  Cf. John Paul II and Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I: Common Declaration 
[29.06.2004], https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/2004/july/docu 
ments/hf_jp-ii_spe_20040701_jp-ii-bartholomew-i.html [accessed 5.07.2022]; see also 
Francis and Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I: Common Declaration [25.05.2014], 
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2014/may/documents/papa 
-francesco_20140525_terra-santa-dichiarazione-congiunta.html [accessed 5.07.2022].

34  Cf. John Paul II: Encyclical “Redemptor hominis” ad venerabiles fratres in episcopatu, 
ad sacerdotes et religiosas familias, ad ecclesiae filios et filias necnon ad universos bonae 
voluntatis homines pontificali eius ministerio ineunte [4.03.1979]. Acta Apostolicae Sedis 
71 (1979), pp. 257—324, esp. pp. 282—300 nn. 13—17; also at: https://www.vatican.
va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_04031979_redemptor 
-hominis.html [accessed 5.07.2022].

35  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung des Vorstands des 
ÖRKÖ zur Schöpfungszeit (31.08.2021), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/arti-
cle/2044.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

36  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: „Lebensraum Land“ [11.11.2006], 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1555.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

37  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung des Vorstands 
des Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen zur Schöpfungszeit [31.08.2021]; referring to: 
Charta oecumenica. Leitlinien für die wachsende Zusammenarbeit unter den Kirchen 
in Europa [22.04.2001], https://www.oekumene.at/dl/uuopJKJKmnLJqx4KJK/Charta_
Oecumenica_pdf [accessed 1.04.2022]. 
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2.5. Migration and refugees

Migration has become a  global challenge.38 Due to the increased 
number of people living in deplorable conditions as refugees and asylum 
seekers in Greece, in a  statement on 18 December 2020, the Executive 
Board of the ÖRKÖ called for the Greek camps to be “evacuated”39. In 
2016, it said that “it is not acceptable to leave the EU member states in 
the south, especially Greece and Italy, alone with the burden.” A humani-
tarian solution is only possible “if the principle of solidarity is placed 
at the centre in Europe.”40 Already in 2001, the Executive Board of the 
ÖRKÖ had issued a statement on the integration of foreigners,41 in 2000, 
on xenophobia, in which it recalled “the continuing validity of the prin-
ciples already expressed on 8 November 1999,” such as equal dignity 
and equal rights of every human being, comprehensive information and 
debate, rejection of any discrimination, etc.42 

In 2000, in view of the dramatic events in Afghanistan, the Execu-
tive Board of the ÖRKÖ appealed to the Austrian Federal Government 
“to give protection and refuge to at least some vulnerable people from 
Afghanistan in Austria.” It called for “on-the-spot-assistance in the region 
and the legal admission of people in Austria in need of protection from 
terror and death, regulated through the UN High Commissioner for Refu-

38  Cf. W. Rees: “Pastoral Care for Migrants. Canonical and Religious Related Legal 
Requirements on Asylum and on the Change of Religion.” Ecumeny and Law 9/2 (2021), 
pp. 41—69; see also W. Rees: “‘Migration ist eine Schlüsselfrage für die Zukunft der 
Menschheit‘ (Papst Franziskus 2019). Kirchen- und religionsrechtliche Vorgaben zu Asyl, 
Religionswechsel und Seelsorge an Migranten in Österreich.” In: Iuris sacri pervestigatio. 
Festschrift für Johann Hirnsperger [KStuT. Vol. 72]. Eds. W. Rees, St. Haering. Berlin 
2020, pp. 323—372.

39  Executive Board of the ÖKRÖ: Griechische Lager evakuieren! [18.12.2020], 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/2013.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

40  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Flüchtlinge: Kirchen mahnen 
Solidarität in Europa ein [26.02.2016], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1532.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in 
Österreich: Resolution zur „Flüchtlingspolitik in Österreich und in der EU“ [09.10.2014], 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1537.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; 
Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Protest des ÖRKÖ gegen eine 
weitere Verschärfung des Fremdenrechtes [12.03.2010], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1546.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

41  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung des Vorstands des 
Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen in Österreich zur Integration von Fremden [21.03.2001], 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1574.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

42  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Wort des Vorstandes des 
Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen in Österreich zur Fremdenfeindlichkeit (31.01.2000),
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1578.html [accessed 1.04.2022].



69Joint Statements of the Representatives of the Christian Communities…

gees UNHCR” not to be played off against each other.43 In the resolution 
adopted by the Assembly of the ÖRKÖ on 9 October 2014 deep concern 
“about the way the issue of asylum and migration is dealt with by politi-
cians” was expressed.44

2.6. Terror and violence

Terror not only shakes distant countries, but recently increasingly 
Europe and Austria, too. In its statement of 12 January 2015 on the con-
sequences of the terror in Paris since the attack on the editorial office of 
Charlie Hebdo, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ sees “any attempt to 
justify acts of blood by invoking an alleged divine commandment” as 
“monstrous blasphemy.”45 On 22 March 2016, the then chairman of the 
ÖRKÖ, Superintendent Lothar Pöll, condemned the “cowardly attacks on 
uninvolved people” in view of the terrorist attacks on that day in Brus-
sels, without resorting to “turning Europe into a  fortress” as a possible 
response.46 A statement by the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ on 3 Novem-
ber 2020, referring to the victims of the terrorist attack in Vienna on 
2 November 2020, stated that “the faith of the Gospel” was stronger 
“than terror and fear.”47

43  Executive Board of the ÖKRÖ: Afghanistan-Drama: Appell des ÖRKÖ-Vorstandes 
an die Österreichische Regierung [23.8.2021], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerun-
gen/article/2043.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

44  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Resolution zur „Flüchtlingspolitik 
in Österreich und in der EU“ [9.10.2014]; cf. already Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen 
in Österreich: Protest des ÖRKÖ gegen eine weitere Verschärfung des Fremdenrechtes 
[12.03.2010]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung des Vorstands 
des ÖRKÖ zur Integration von Fremden [21.03.2001]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in 
Österreich: Wort des Vorstandes des ÖRKÖ zur Fremdenfeindlichkeit [31.01.2000].

45  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Im Namen Gottes darf niemals 
getötet werden“ [12.01.2015], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1536
.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Pöll: 
“Überwinden wir das Böse mit dem Guten“ [15.11.2015], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1534.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

46  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Kirchen: „Terror ist Gottes-
lästerung“ [22.03.2016], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1531.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022] [on terrorist attacks in Brussels].

47  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Der Glaube des Evangeliums 
ist stärker als der Terror und die Angst“ [3.11.2020], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1979.html [accessed 1.04.2022] [in view to the victims of the night 
of terror in Vienna].
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The then chairman of the ÖRKÖ, Superintendent Lothar Pöll, had 
already explicitly condemned the “cowardly attacks on uninvolved peo-
ple” in the statement “Terror ist Gotteslästerung” of 22 March 2016.48 

2.7. Political responsibility

In various statements, the ÖRKÖ have addressed political responsibil-
ity in Austria.49 In particular, they saw the “basic security for all people 
in this country” as “urgently necessary”.50 The ÖRKÖ also provided guid-
ance with regard to the National Council elections on 29 September 2019 
and 15 October 201751 and in 2012 a statement on the “crisis of politics” 
in Austria.52 

In the run-up to the European Parliament elections on 26 May 2018, 
the President of the ÖRKÖ pleaded for an “open, social and peaceful 

48  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Kirchen: “Terror ist Gottesläster-
ung“ [22.03.2016] [on the terrorist attacks in Brussels]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der 
Kirchen in Österreich: Pöll: “Überwinden wir das Böse mit dem Guten“ [15.11.2015]; 
Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Im Namen Gottes darf niemals getötet 
werden“ [12.01.2015].

49  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Fragen zur politischen Ver-
antwortung (März 2010), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1545 
.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Fragen zur 
politischen Verantwortung (September 2006) https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1556.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: 
Fragen zur politischen Verantwortung (September 2005), https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1564.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Kirchen in Österreich: Fragen zur 
politischen Verantwortung (November 2000), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1575.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

50  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Grundsicherung für alle Men-
schen in diesem Land dringend notwendig“ [20.05.2020], https://www.oekumene.at/site
/erklaerungen/article/1965.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat 
der Kirchen in Österreich: ÖRKÖ-Stellungnahme zur Mindestsicherung [18.10.2007],
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1550.html [accessed 1.04.2021].

51  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Fragen zur politischen 
Verantwortung [29.09.2019], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1927
.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Fragen zur 
politischen Verantwortung [28.09.2017], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1810.html [accessed 01.04.2022].

52  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Krise der Politik in Öster-
reich“ [18.10.2012], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1542.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].
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Europe instead of a  Europe of division and contempt for humanity.”53 
There was also a  statement by the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ at the 
conference in Vienna “Europa eine Seele geben” from 3 to 5 May 2006 
between the Foreign Office of the Moscow Patriarchate and the Pontifical 
Council for Culture.54

In the statement of 19 March 2009 on the global financial crisis, the 
Assembly of the ÖRKÖ rejected “a financial economy that shirks respon-
sibility for the environment, justice and the future” as the wrong way 
forward. It was recalled that the churches “in many statements of the 
assemblies of the confessional world bodies and the ÖRKÖ, in the three 
European Ecumenical Assemblies in Basel, Graz and Sibiu/Hermanns-
tadt, in Austria among others in the ‘Ökumenisches Sozialwort’ and the 
‘Prozess‚ Wirtschaften im Dienst des Lebens’,” called for a “fundamental 
reform of the world economic system” and identified concrete points for 
this, such as “comprehensive measures for international and global tax 
justice and for strengthening public budgets,” “reforms of the interna-
tional financial system and protection of livelihoods” as well as the “debt 
issue.”55 In a  statement of 19 March 2009, the Assembly of the ÖRKÖ 
took a position on the global financial crisis.56 Already in October 2007, 
a statement had been made on minimum security.57 

53  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Ökumenischer Aufruf für ein 
solidarisches Europa“ (o. D.; May 2018), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1907.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in 
Österreich: Aufruf zur Politischen Verantwortung von Christinnen und Christen für 
ein solidarisches Europa [22.10.2018], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1876.html [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

54  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: “Europa eine Seele geben“ 
[3—5.05.2006], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1559.html [accessed 
1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Europa ist ein Zuku-
nfts- und Friedensprojekt (March 2006): Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich 
— Europa ist ein Zukunfts- und Friedensprojekt (oekumene.at) [accessed 1.04.2022]; 
Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Grußadresse des Ökumenischen Rates 
der Kirchen in Österreich, https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1563.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Schreiben der 
ÖRKÖ an die nationalen Christenräte in Europa [11.02.2000], https://www.oekumene.at
/site/erklaerungen/article/1577.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

55  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Stellungnahme zur weltweiten 
Finanzkrise [19.03.2009], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1549.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

56  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Stellungnahme zur welt-
weiten Finanzkrise [19.03.2009]; see also H. Nausner: Wirtschaft(en) im Dienst des Leb-
ens [4.05.2007], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1551.html [accessed 
1.04.2022]. 

57  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: ÖRKÖ-Stellungnahme zur 
Mindestsicherung [18.10.2007].
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2.8. Bioethics and dignified dying

“Bioethics” has increasingly come into focus. In 2001, Austria envis-
aged the establishment of an Austrian Bioethics Commission, which was 
set up by the Federal Chancellery on 29 June 2001.58 The ÖRKÖ had 
issued a statement on the forthcoming foundation in May 2001.59 

Pope John Paul II particularly emphasised the protection of life at the 
beginning and its end.60 The Christian churches and religious communi-
ties represented in the ÖRKÖ, in view of an intensified discussion in vari-
ous European countries on the problem of dying with dignity, addressed 
the public on this issue in a  declaration of January 2000. They rejected 
“actions that unnecessarily prolong a person’s process of striving instead 
of allowing dying” as well as “actions and decisions that directly aim at 
ending life.” At the time, they expressly demanded that the current legal 
situation in Austria should “be maintained at all costs.”61 At the end of 
September 2003, the ÖRKÖ sent a  letter to all members of the Austrian 
Federal Government and to all Austrian representatives in the Parliamen-
tary Assembly of the Council of Europe, which was again discussing the 
question of active euthanasia.62 In view of the discussion on euthanasia 
the letter on measures at the end of life written by the Congregation for 

58  Cf. Bundeskanzleramt, Österreich: Bioethikkommission, https://www
.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/bioethikkommission.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also 
Einsetzung einer Bioethikkommission, BGBl. II, Nr. 226/2001, https://www.ris.bka.gv.at
/GeltendeFassung.wxe?Abfrage=Bundesnormen&Gesetzesnummer=20001379 [accessed 
1.04.2022].

59  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung des Ökumenischen 
Rates der Kirchen in Österreich zur bevorstehenden Gründung einer österreichischen 
Bioethik-Kommission [16.05.2001], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article
/1573.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

60  Cf. John Paul II: Litterae Encyclicae “Evangelium vitae” episcopis, presbyteris et 
diaconis, religiosis viris et mulieribus, christifidelibus laicis universisque bonae voluntatis 
hominibus de vita humanae inviolabili bono (25.03. 1995). Acta Apostolicae Sedis 87 
(1995), pp. 401—522; also at: https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/de/encyclicals 
/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see 
also Sacra Congregatio pro Doctrina Fidei: Declaratio de Euthanasia “Iura et bona” 
(5.05.1980). Acta Apostolicae Sedis 62 (1980), pp. 542—552; also at: https://www
.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19800505_
euthanasia_ge.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

61  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Erklärung zum menschenwür-
digen Sterben (January 2000), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1579 
.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

62  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: ÖRKÖ-Schreiben zu aktiver 
Sterbehilfe in Europa (September 2003), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1568.html [accessed 1.04.2022].
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the Doctrine of the Faith on 14 July 2020 also condemned euthanasia and 
assisted suicide and saw both as ethically prohibited.63 Despite these clear 
statements, the Austrian federal government proposed a  bill on assisted 
suicide in October 2021, which was passed in December 2021.64 The law 
was passed because the Austrian Constitutional Court had lifted the pre-
vious ban on assisted suicide on 31 December 2021.65 It justified this on 
the grounds that the criminal offence of “assisted suicide” violated the 
individual’s right to free self-determination.66 

2.9. Islam

The number of Muslims in Austria continues to rise.67 At the same 
time, many Austrians are afraid of Islam. In April 2007, the ÖRKÖ issued 
a declaration on Islam in Austria, in which — one year after the Inter-

63  Cf. Congregatio pro Doctrina Fidei: Lettera “Samaritanus bonus” della Fede 
sulla cura delle persone nelle fasi critiche e terminali della vita [14.06.2020], https://www
.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20200714_
samaritanus-bonus_en.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

64  Cf. “Nationalrat stimmt für ärztliche Strebehilfe. In Österreich dürfen künftig 
Ärzte schwerkranke Menschen beim Suizid helfen. Eine Gerichtsentscheidung hat eine 
entsprechende Neuregelung erforderlich gemacht.” Zeit Online, Österreich, 16.12.2021, 
https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/zeitgeschehen/2021-12/osterreich-aerztliche-sterbehilfe 
-legalisierung-nationalrat [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Republik Österreich, Parla-
ment: Sterbeverfügungsgesetz; Suchtmittelgesetz, Strafgesetzbuch, Änderung (150/ME) 
[23.10.2021], https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXVII/ME/ME_00150/index 
.shtml [accessed 1.04.2022].

65  Cf. Verfassungsgerichtshof Österreich: G 139/2019-71 [11.12.2020], https://
www.vfgh.gv.at/downloads/VfGH-Erkenntnis_G_139_2019_vom_11.12.2020.pdf 
[accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Verfassungsgerichtshof, Österreich: Es ist verfassung-
swidrig, jede Art der Hilfe zur Selbsttötung ausnahmslos zu verbieten [11.12.2020], https://
www.vfgh.gv.at/medien/Toetung_auf_Verlangen_Mithilfe_am_Suizid.php [accessed 
1.04.2022].

66  Cf. “Ethik am Lebensende. Vatikan will bei Strebehilfe Sakramente verweigern. 
Der Vatikan hat in einem Brief seine ablehnende Haltung zur Strebehilfe bekräftigt. Wer 
selbstbestimmt sterben will, muss auf die Unterstützung der Kirche verzichten.” Zeit 
Online, Österreich, 22.09.2020, https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/zeitgeschehen/2020-09
/ethik-lebensende-sterbehilfe-vatikan-verbot-brief-papst-franziskus [accessed 1.04.2022].

67  There were 700,000 Muslims in Austria in 2016. Cf. Statista, Religionszugehörig-
keit in Österreich 2020, https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/304874/umfrage
/mitglieder-in-religionsgemeinschaften-in-oesterreich/#:~:text=Die%20katholische%20
Kirche%20in%20Österreich,(700.000%2C%20Stand%202016) [accessed 1.04.2020].
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national Imam Conference in Vienna68 — it expressed its “interest in 
a good coexistence of Christians and Muslims” in Austria and referred to 
“already manifold forms of encounter and cooperation”. The organisa-
tion spoke out in favour of “the increased promotion of a differentiated 
perception of the Islam”.69 The Declaration of the Second Vatican Council 
on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nostra Aetate70 
and the Catechetical Directory of 202071 explicitly called for the dialogue 
with Islam. 

2.10. � Expressing solidarity with Christians all over the world 
and encounters among Christian churches and religious 
communities

In the statement Solidarität mit den christlichen Kirchen im Heili-
gen Land of 20 May 2020, the Executive Board of the ÖRKÖ explicitly 
expressed its opinion on the feared dramatic effects of the annexation of 
Palestinian territories and raised a  warning voice.72 A  resolution on the 
“situation of Christians in the Middle East” adopted by the Assembly of 
the ÖRKÖ on 9 October 2014 expressed “solidarity with the Christians 
of the Middle East whose right to live is threatened” in view of the suf-
fering brought by the terrorist militia of the so-called Islamic State and 
other extremist groups in Iraq and Syria.73 Already on 18 October 2012, 

68  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Presseerklärung zur Imame-
Konferenz in Wien (May 2006), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1558
.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: 
Stellungnahme des ÖRKÖ-Vorstands zur Schlusserklärung der österreichischen Imame-
Konferenz [6.06.2005], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1565.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

69  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Islam in Österreich (April 2007), 
https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1553.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

70  Cf. Paul VI: Declaratio de ecclesiae habitudine ad religiones non-christianas “Nos-
tra aetate” (28.10.1965).

71  Cf. Pontificium Consilium de Nova Evangelizatione Promovenda: General Direc-
tory for Catechesis (23.03.2020). 

72  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Solidarität mit den christlichen 
Kirchen im Heiligen Land [20.05.2020], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1966.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

73  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Resolution zur „Situation der 
Christen im Nahen Osten“ [9.10.2014], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen
/article/1538.html [accessed 1.04.2020].
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the Assembly of the ÖRKÖ had declared its solidarity with the Christians 
in Syria.74 Also, on 19 March 2009, the ÖRKÖ had written a  letter to 
the Federal Government in Austria about the situation of the “Christians 
in Iraq.”75

In the spirit of exchange and mutual understanding, a meeting of rep-
resentatives of the Ecumenical Councils of Churches from Austria, Poland, 
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Hungary took place, among others, 
which ended with a communiqué on 6 December 2004.76 

3. Statements on worship, sacramental and social action

Faith manifests itself not only in propagation and teaching, but also 
in liturgical celebration and in Christian action and social charity. Despite 
the adherence to the prohibition of sacramental communion (communi-
cation in sacris) by the legislation of the Catholic Church, the latter cre-
ates, as Johann Hirnsperger points out, “as a counterbalance to this, ecu-
menical exceptional law which makes limited sacramental communion 
possible.”77 With the new edition of the orientation guide on liturgical 

74  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Solidarität mit den Christen 
in Syrien [18.10.2012], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1544.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022].

75  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Brief an die Bundesregierung — 
Christen im Irak [19.03.2009], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1548
.html [accessed 1.04.2022].

76  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Begegnung von Vertretern der 
ökumenischen Räte der Kirchen aus Österreich, Polen, der Slowakei, der Tschechischen 
Republik und Ungarns, Kommuniqué [6.12.2004], https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaer-
ungen/article/1567.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; see also Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen 
in Österreich: Begegnung der Ökumenischen Räte der Tschechischen Republik und Öster-
reichs (January 2003), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1571.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022]; Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Gemeinsames 
Wort des Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen in der Tschechischen Republik und des ÖRKÖ 
(October 2002), https://www.oekumene.at/site/erklaerungen/article/1572.html [accessed 
1.04.2022].

77  J. Hirnsperger: “Getrennt im Glauben — vereint im Gottesdienst? Der Codex 
Iuris Canonici von 1983 und die ökumenische Gottesdienstgemeinschaft.” In: Wege 
zum Heil? Religiöse Bekenntnisgemeinschaften in Österreich: Mennonitische Freikirche 
und Pfingstkirche Gemeinde Gottes. Ökumenische und interreligiöse Perspektiven [Theolo-
gie im kulturellen Dialog. Vol. 7b]. Eds. J. Hirnsperger, Ch. Wessely. Innsbruck—Wien 
2005, pp. 133—149, here p. 137; see also E.M. Synek: “Sakramentenanerkennung in 
rechtsvergleichender Perspektive.” Österreichisches Archiv für Recht & Religion 61 (2014),
pp. 193—223; Th. A. Amann: “Der ökumenische Auftrag.“ In Handbuch des katholischen 
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and church law issues in 2016, the ÖRKÖ provides an insight into the 
teaching and practice of eleven Christian churches and religious commu-
nities in Austria on five basic topics, namely, on birth, childhood and 
youth, marriage, illness, death and burial, as well as on Sundays and pub-
lic holidays.78 An explicit agreement on the recognition of baptism has 
existed since 30 April 1969 on the part of the Roman Catholic Church 
and the Evangelical Church A.B. and H.B. in Austria,79 since 1974 also 
on the part of the Roman Catholic Church and the Old Catholic Church 
in Austria.80 However, the Roman Catholic Church also recognises the 
baptism of the Old Oriental Churches, the Orthodox Churches, the Old 
Catholic Churches, the Anglican Churches, the Lutheran Churches, the 
Reformation Churches, the Evangelical Methodist Churches as well as 
other churches, insofar as they are named in the corresponding lists. 
However, there has not been any mutual recognition of baptism in Aus-
tria, as there was in Germany in the so-called Magdeburg Declaration 
between eleven churches on 29 April 2007.81 With regard to marriage, 
the Austrian Bishops’ Conference and the Oberkirchenrat A.B. and H.B. 
in Austria adopted the document entitled “Die Trauung katholisch-evan-
gelischer Paare unter Mitwirkung der Bevollmächtigten beider Kirchen.”82

Kirchenrechts. Eds. St. Haering, W. Rees, H. Schmitz. Regensburg 20153, pp. 944—963. 
CIC/1917 tolerated only the passive participation of Catholics in non-Catholic liturgical 
services. Cf. c. 1258 §§ 1 and 2 CIC/1917.

78  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Orientierungshilfe zu litur-
gischen und kirchenrechtlichen Fragen. Ed. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich. 
Wien 20162; also at: https://www.oekumene.at/dl/mtsOJKJKMnlJqx4KJK/OERKOE_Ori-
entierungshilfe__2016_web_pdf [accessed 1.04.2022]; on sanctions with regard to pro-
hibited communion of worship see W. Rees: “Einzelne Straftaten.” In Handbuch des 
katholischen Kirchenrechts. Eds. St. Haering, W. Rees, H. Schmitz. Regensburg 20153, 
pp. 1615—1943, esp. p. 1620; can. 1381 CIC/2021.

79  Cf. “Übereinkommen zwischen der röm.-kath. Kirche und der evangelischen 
Kirche in Österreich bezüglich der Taufen” [1.07.1969]. Verordnungsblatt für die Diözese 
Innsbruck 44/6 (1969), p. 24, n. 45.

80  Cf. “Übereinkommen bezüglich Anerkennung der Taufe (zwischen der römisch-
katholischen Kirche und der altkatholischen Kirche in Österreich) (1.06.1974).” Verord-
nungsblatt für die Diözese Innsbruck 49/5 (1974) p. 25, n. 31.

81  Cf. Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland: Wechselseitige Anerkennung der Taufe. 
11 Kirchen in Deutschland unterzeichnen am 29. April in Magdeburg Erklärung (Pressemit-
teilung 23.04.2007), https://www.ekd.de/pm86_2007_wechselseitige_taufanerkennung 
.htm [accessed 1.04.2022]. 

82  Cf. Österreichische Bischofskonferenz, Evangelischer Oberkirchenrat A. und 
H.B. in Österreich: “Die Trauung katholisch-evangelischer Paare unter Mitwirkung der 
Bevollmächtigten beider Kirchen.” In: Pastoralamt der Erzdiözese Wien und Evangelischer 
Presseverband (Eds.). Wien o. J. (1974), pp. 7—48; see also Austrian Bishop’s Confer-
ence, Evangelischer Oberkirchenrat A.B. und H.B.: “Richtlinien, die gemeinsame Tra-
uung und Mischehenseelsorge betreffend inkl. Verlautbarung zu den Richtlinien, die 
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In his apostolic exhortation Familiaris Consortio of 22 November 1981, 
Pope John Paul II had already advocated a positive view of mixed-denomi-
national marriage.83 From the point of view of the Roman Catholic Church 
in Austria, the orientation guide of the ÖRKÖ explicitly emphasises that 
there is no “pulpit and communion fellowship in the sense of ecumenical 
consensus” with any other Christian church or religious community, but 
that there is the possibility of preaching by members of other Christian 
churches and religious communities in non-Eucharistic services and in 
ecumenical services on numerous occasions.84 In 2003 und 2004, a mixed 
Catholic-Evangelical commission published “Richtlinien für ökumenische 
Gottesdienste” as an orientation guide for the organisation of such serv-
ices for the member churches of the ÖRKÖ.85 A clear distinction is made 
“between ecumenical services and an interreligious or multi-religious cel-

gemeinsame Trauung und Mischehenseelsorge betreffend. (5.07.1974).” In: Evangelische 
Kirche in Österreich (EKOER), ABl. Nr. 82/1974 (MischehenS 1.40.0104); also at: https://
www.kirchenrecht.at/document/39226 [accessed 1.04.2022]; also at: Wiener Diözesan-
blatt 6/1974, pp. 86—87; reprinted in: Pastoralamt der Erzdiözese Wien und Evangelischer 
Presseverband (Eds.). Wien o. J. (1974), pp. 82—85. 

83  Cf. John Paul II: Adhortatio Apostolica “Familiaris Consortio” ad episcopos, sac-
erdotes et christifideles totius ecclesiae catholicae de familiae christianae muneribus in 
mundo huius temporis [22.11.1981]. Acta Apostolicae Sedis 74 (1982), pp. 81—191, here
pp. 178—180, n. 78. further under: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii 
/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio_ge.html 
[accessed 1.04.2022]. 

84  Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich: Orientierungshilfe zu liturgischen 
und kirchenrechtlichen Fragen…, p. 57, n. V. 3; see also Deutsche Bischofskonferenz: “Mit 
Christus gehen — Der Einheit auf der Spur. Konfessionsverbindende Ehen und gemein- 
same Teilnahme an der Eucharistie. Orientierungshilfe. ” [20.02.2018], https://www.dbk 
.de/fileadmin/redaktion/diverse_downloads/dossiers_2018/08-Orientierungshilfe-Kom 
munion.pdf [accessed 01.04.2022]; on this: Katholisch.de: Text als Orientierungshilfe in 
Verantwortung der einzelnen Bischöfe: Kommunionstreit: Bischöfe veröffentlichen Hand- 
reichung [27.06.2018], https://www.katholisch.de/artikel/18046-kommunionstreit-bisch
oefe-veroeffentlichen-handreichung [accessed 1.04.2022); Katholisch.de: Katholisch.de
veröffentlicht Brief von Erzbischof Ladaria im Wortlaut. Papst gegen Veröffentlichung 
von Handreichung [4.06.2018], https://www.katholisch.de/artikel/17781-papst-gegen
-veroeffentlichung-von-handreichung#print [accessed 1.04.2022].

85  Cf. “Richtlinien für ökumenische Gottesdienste” prepared by the Gemischt 
Katholisch-Evangelische Kommission; reprinted in: Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen 
in Österreich: Orientierungshilfe zu liturgischen und kirchenrechtlichen Fragen…,
pp. 71—75; see in detail Austrian Bishops‘ Conference: “Richtlinien für Ökume-
nische Gottesdienste.” Amtsblatt der Österreichischen Bischofskonferenz, no. 36, 1 
September 2003, pp. 7—10, nn. 2.2., 3.1; further under: https://www.bischofskonferenz 
.at/dl/pmnrJKJKKoonkJqx4NJK/Amtsblatt_der_Bischofskonferenz_Nr._36_-_01.09.2003 
.pdf [accessed 1.04.2022], https://www.uibk.ac.at/praktheol/kirchenrecht/teilkirchenrecht 
/oebiko/oekumene.html [accessed 1.04.2022]; also at: https://evang.at/wp-content 
/uploads/2015/07/richtlinien-oekum-gottesdienste_01.pdf [accessed 1.04.2022].
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ebration,” since the members of different religions “usually do not say 
a common prayer,” but can say “prayers from different religions one after 
the other on a  certain theme, e.g. ‘peace’.” In the case of interreligious 
celebrations at schools, according to the orientation guide, “not only the 
religious affiliation of the pupils, but also that of the teachers should be 
taken into consideration. […] Active participation in these interreligious 
celebrations, especially at schools, is only to be granted to members of the 
state-recognised religious and confessional communities.”86 

Already in 2003, the ÖRKÖ had published a Sozialwort, which was 
developed during a  four-year process (2000—2003).87 In it, the churches 
and religious communities united in the ÖRKÖ addressed social problems 
in the areas of education, media, work, economy, social security and ecol-
ogy and tried to give an answer to them from a  Christian perspective. 
With the brochure “Solidarische Gemeinde”, the ÖRKÖ wanted to give 
parishes in Austria background information on social issues and concrete 
suggestions for appropriate action. It was the result of the process “sozial-
wort 10+”.88 In addition, the ÖRKÖ and the New Apostolic Church Aus-
tria published Eine Orientierungshilfe für die Gemeinden.89 

4. Evaluation and outlook

Despite the gratifying situation of ecumenism in Austria, strong 
impulses and appropriate action are always needed. Here, the ÖRKÖ in 

86  “Richtlinien für ökumenische Gottesdienste,” prepared by the Gemischt 
Katholisch-Evangelische Kommission; reprinted in: Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen 
in Österreich: Orientierungshilfe zu liturgischen und kirchenrechtlichen Fragen…, p. 74,
n. 4; see also Schulamt Diözese Innsbruck: Miteinander Feiern in der Schule. (Religiöse) 
Feiern im multireligiösen Schulkontext. Eine Orientierungshilfe, September 2016; further 
under: https://www.kph-es.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Miteinander_Feiern.pdf [accessed 
1.04.2022].

87  Cf. Sozialwort. Ed. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich. Wien 2003; 
further under: https://www.oekumene.at/dokumente [accessed 1.04.2022].

88  Cf. Projekt „Solidarische Gemeinde“. Umsetzung des Prozesses „sozialwort 10+“. 
Ed. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich. Wien 2016; further under: https://
www.oekumene.at/dl/OLLMJKJKMnLJqx4kJK/Oerkoe_Solidarische_Gemeinden_D_02_
pdf [accessed 1.04.2022].

89  Cf. Ökumenischer Rat der Kirchen in Österreich und Neuapostolische Kirche 
Österreich (NAK): Eine Orientierungshilfe für die Gemeinden. Wien 2014; further under: 
https://www.oekumene.at/dl/KrMkJKJKMnKJqx4KJK/NAK-Folder_April2014_pdf 
[accessed 1.04.2022].
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particular, but also the individual Christian churches and religious socie-
ties in Austria are called upon. Thus, in addition to the statements and 
information leaflets issued by the ÖRKÖ, there are numerous joint words 
by representatives of Christian churches and religious communities on 
various occasions and topics. In addition, the Protestant-Catholic Theo-
logical Commission, commissioned by the Bishop of Linz and the Super-
intendent of the Protestant Church A.B. of Upper Austria, wrote a  joint 
word for the Protestant and Catholic Churches in Upper Austria on the 
occasion of the commemoration of Martin Luther and the 500th anni-
versary of the Reformation in 2017, in which not only “important, pain-
ful and yet fruitful stages on the path through history for both churches” 
were highlighted, but also “the joint continuation on the ecumenical path 
and the corresponding work mandate for both churches.”90 In all dialogue 
between the Christian churches and religious communities, however, the 
necessity of interreligious dialogue must not be overlooked. 
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Déclarations conjointes des représentants de communautés chrétiennes 
concernant les questions importantes en Autriche en relation avec les 

instructions du Pape explicités dans Ut unum sint (no 43)

Résumé

Dans son encyclique Ut unum sint, le pape Jean Paul II a  appelé les dirigeants 
des Églises chrétiennes à rédiger les déclarations communes sur les questions urgentes 
(no 43). Le Conseil œcuménique des Églises en Autriche (ÖRKÖ), dont fait partie aussi 
l’Église catholique, ce qui n’est pas le cas en Allemagne, a  répondu à la demande et au 
souhait du Pape en publiant de nombreuses déclarations communes sur divers sujets. Ces 
déclarations conjointes seront largement diffusées jusqu’au début 2022.

Mots-clés : droit canonique, œcuménisme, le Conseil mondial des Églises

Wilhelm Rees

Dichiarazioni congiunte dei rappresentanti delle comunità cristiane 
su questioni importanti in Austria in relazione alle indicazioni del Papa  

in Ut unum sint (n. 43)

Sommar io

Nella sua enciclica Ut unum sint, Papa Giovanni Paolo II ha invitato i  responsa-
bili delle Chiese cristiane a redigere dichiarazioni congiunte su problemi urgenti (n. 43). 
Il Consiglio ecumenico delle Chiese in Austria (ÖRKÖ), al quale, a differenza della Ger-
mania, appartiene anche la Chiesa cattolica, ha esaudito questa richiesta e il desiderio 
del Papa rilasciando numerose dichiarazioni congiunte su vari argomenti. Queste dichia-
razioni congiunte saranno ampiamente pubblicizzate fino all’inizio del 2022.

Parole chiave: diritto canonico, ecumenismo, Consiglio ecumenico delle Chiese


