Ecumenical Bulletin 46 – Easter 2019
Editorial
It is a pleasure, dear Readers, to be able to present the new Easter issue of our Bulletin.
Apart from the latest news, we will also be looking back on two events that happened some time ago
but that are very important to us.
We have brought information about our church’s 100th anniversary in previous issues, however the
main celebration took place at the same venue and, almost precisely to the day, on the date of our
church’s founding in 1918, which is why we are only providing a report with photos and videos now.
Jan Palach. In January 1969, this name went down in Czech history as a unique phenomenon. Nearly
half a year after Czechoslovakia was occupied by the Soviet-led armies of the Warsaw Pact, the student
set himself on fire at the top of Wenceslas Square to protest against the atmosphere of resignation
that had taken hold of Czech society. Following the funeral service at the Carolinum of the Charles
University, where the academic community, along with hundreds of thousands of Czech people, said
goodbye to Jan Palach, he was buried by Jakub S. Trojan, professor of the Protestant Theological
Faculty, at the Olšany cemetery. You will find an interview with Jakub S. Trojan, in which he reflects on
the 1969 events, in this issue of the Bulletin. The events that were organised in January this year, in
front of the National Museum, to commemorate Palach’s death, were dignified, in good taste. Our
Synodal Senior, Daniel Ženatý, as well as other representatives of the Ecumenical Council of Churches
spoke during these events.
Dear friends, may the hope, peace and joy granted by our Lord during Easter not forsake you in the
days to come!
Jana Plíšková
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The foundations of the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren stem from the Hussite church (1431–
1620) and the Unity of the Brethren (1457–1620). The Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren (ECCB)
was established in 1918, when the Lutheran and Calvinist wings of the local protestant creed were
united in one. Their existence, however, had not been legal until Joseph II issued his Patent of
Toleration in 1781, following a long and tough anti-reformation campaign that began in 1620. Even
after issuing the Patent of Toleration, Protestants still had to face many restrictions, which would
only be lifted following the Protestant Patent of 1861.
At the time of its establishment, the ECCB had 250,000 members, the number increased to 325,000
in 1938. Today, the church is divided into 14 seniorates and has a total of approximately 250
congregations and 100,000 members. The church is headed by a six-member Synodal Council,
elected for a six-year period, represented by the Synodal Senior and Synodal Curator.

_______________________________________________

We Confess and We Are Grateful
Declaration of the Synodal Council at the occasion of the 100th
anniversary of the foundation of the Evangelical Church of Czech
Brethren
This year, the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren (ECCB) is
commemorating the 100th anniversary since its founding through the
union of the Reformed and Lutheran churches in the Czech lands. The
ECCB took over the teachings of both of these traditions, and also
proudly acknowledged the Czech Reformation of the 15th century, as
well as the “old Union of the Brethren”, as the foundations on which it builds. We are grateful that the
ECCB has been the herald of joyous Biblical news of God’s kingdom which is for this world and which
gives us hope that transcends our lives. We are grateful that as Protestants, we have been able to
contribute significantly to spreading the Gospel in a comprehensible way, for example through our
work on the new Czech ecumenical translation of the Bible, among other things.
Numerous social and political changes have shaped and influenced the current ECCB over the past 100
years. The enthusiasm following the establishment of the new, independent Czechoslovak state
brought with it a wave of national pride, which, despite having nothing in common with the Gospel,
was palpable in the self-confidence of the newly-founded church. The expectation that the “Czech
nation would become Hus’s nation” and everybody would seek a new religious refuge under the wings
of the Protestant church turned out to be mistaken and naïve. The disappointment that followed
contributed to the learning of new lessons: the church does not grow or live on tradition, albeit a
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significant one, nor is it enough to base its existence on enthusiasm or nationalism, nor negation of
the past. The church can only be kept alive by obeying God’s word and trusting God’s promises.
The first twenty years in which the church could freely develop were followed by fifty years of
oppression. The Nazi regime was endlessly cruel to our Jewish fellow citizens, in the first place. The
churches also struggled for their existence in the midst of omnipresent fear and threats of grave
punishment. We remember with honour the members of our church who lost their lives for freedom
and dignity, as well as those who supported them and their families. We confess that after the defeat
of the Nazi regime, our church was not strong enough to refuse the general desire for revenge which
led to the expulsion of the Germans from our country.
This was the social climate in which the communists imposed their “dictatorship of the proletariat”,
fuelling hatred between classes, persecuting “non-scientific opinions” and striving to combat religious
“obscurantism”. People were leaving the church for fear of losing their jobs or their children’s access
to education. However there were many who did so without much hesitation or any actual threats.
We are grateful for those who remained in their congregations along with their children, despite the
constant humiliations, bullying and mocking. We commemorate with honour all the victims of “class
hatred” and forced collectivisation, those who were imprisoned, stripped of all their possessions,
expelled from their farms, especially those who endured all these hardships for the sake of their faith.
They would always find support and solidarity in their congregations. In 1968, the ECCB’s Synod
confessed to the lack of courage in the church up to this point. However, once again there was not
enough strength to cope bravely with all the dangers of the “normalisation” period.
Any outlook for a possible turnaround of the regime seemed unrealistic. We honour those who fought
for freedom and demanded that the Czechoslovak state adhere to existing legislation, as well as its
international commitments. These people were seen as a complication by the church’s leadership and
often they were not understood or supported even by their own congregations. Their perception of
Christian involvement was later expressed in the Charter 77 declaration and the activities of the group.
We do not commemorate the 100th anniversary of the ECCB’s founding to praise the church. There is
nothing to praise apart from our Lord. We are grateful that we have been able to live in a free state
for almost thirty years now; we are grateful for the opportunities that political freedom has brought
for Protestant schools, for our Diaconia. Our congregations have become smaller, some of the
congregations that used to thrive are now languishing, some have already ceased to exist. The outlook
is dimmed by worries about the future. Let us pray that we may be able to understand what God is
asking us to do in today’s world which is full of changes. What do we make of all these nations on the
move, all the various religions, beliefs and superstitions, the flood of information about affairs taking
place in countries that used to be so far away and now seem to be just around the corner? We should
not focus primarily on our past; the key question to ask is what our mission is today. The matter of
concern is our world, which God loves and into which He has placed us, so that we live in it as Christ’s
church, offering others understanding, an open mind, sympathy and solidarity, truth and love, joy and
hope.

The festive gathering in the Municipal House in Prague concluded the
commemoration of the 100th anniversary of the existence of the Evangelical
Church of the Czech Brethren
We are happy and grateful for the year of celebrations that we could
experience together. All the meetings, worship, film screenings and
discussions in the Vaclav Havel Library, numerous publications,
concerts, interviews, prayers... All culminated in a four-day festival in
Pardubice, where church representatives from all over the country met.
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At the end of the year, we would like to thank to all those who have responded to the call to become
the parish ministers and curators of the church. This happened symbolically on December 16th at the
Municipal House in Prague, a place where one hundred years ago the General Assembly decided to
join Czech parishes of two evangelical churches (Lutheran and Reformed) into one single Evangelical
Church of Czech Brethren.
The evening was led with ease and humour by Jan Blahoslav (Luboš P. Veselý) and Jan Amos Komenský
(Vladimír Hauser). The gathering was greeted by a video of brother Jan Pokorný, the hundred year
"peer" of the church and long-time minister of Brno.
Apart from ecumenical guests from domestic and foreign parishes and public sphere, Olav Fykse Tveit,
the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, was the guest of the ceremony. During his
greeting, he mentioned what we probably heard from the mouth of Czech and foreign guests most
often: that ECCB is a small, but very distinctive and visible community that can stimulate and inspire
many other churches in the Czech Republic and around the world.
The spiritual dimension of the assembly was provided by the service of the Rev Marta Židková and
numerous musical performances of the Evangelical Chorus led by the Moravetz couple. Historical and
social reflection was provided by Pavel Hošek in a lecture called The hundred-year old Church.
Everything under the precise direction and dramaturgical supervision of Hana Mikolášková, for which
we are very grateful.
At the end, the symphony No. 9 in E minor by Antonín Dvořák From the New World was performed by
the Prague Symphony Orchestra.
There are thousands of people who deserved thanks in the form of an invitation to the Municipal
House besides the parish ministers and curators: teachers of Sunday schools, leaders of youth and
summer camps, church nurses, chaplains, workers from Diaconia, volunteers, pastoral workers,
treasurers ... In short, all those who, through their life and service, help to spread the gospel and care
for what we were (not just a hundred years ago) entrusted to care for.
Jiří Hofman

The Revolutionary Year of 1918 from the perspective of Central European
Churches. Conference in the Senate
The international conference about the „eight-year“ took place in
Prague at the end of last year. Representatives of the Evangelical
Churches in Central Europe met in remembrance of the dynamic
changes of the year 1918 which not only transposed the frontiers
but also resulted in changes in the organisation and cooperation of
the churches. In Central Europe at that time, countries were
created or renewed for which the centennial anniversary is a
reason for celebrations, because the end of the war brought them
national sovereignty and the birth of a modern state. For other countries, however, the consequences
of the war had been a traumatic experience, as they meant a substantial loss of territory and damage
to national pride. These different perspectives were discussed by participants of the conference who
also questioned the importance of similar experience for today's cooperation, and how the state or
community position differs from that of the church. The conference was organised by the Czech
Evangelical Church along with the Senate of the Parliament of the Czech Republic. The organisers also
included the Evangelical Theological Faculty of Charles University, the Ecumenical Council of Churches
in the Czech Republic and the Evangelical Church in Germany (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland).
Jiří Hofman
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Faith Does Not Demand Definitive Answers. Interview with Jakub S. Trojan
Jakub S. Trojan, theologian and minister of the ECCB, former dean
of the Protestant Theological Faculty of the Charles University. On
25 January 1969, at the Olšany cemetery, he led the funeral of Jan
Palach, a student of the Charles University who set himself on fire
to protest against the growing indifference of the Czech people
following our country’s occupation by the Soviet-led army in
August 1968. This January, fifty years have passed since the event.
You come from a non-religious family. How did you find out about God?
Secondary school was a formative period of my life from this point of view. Later, I received an invitation
to a Christian youth conference organised by the Academic YMCA. I went and I was quite surprised to
find out that Christian students were very intelligent and well-educated; they would discuss interesting
topics, do sports. I learned about their attitudes, their faith, they were very polite and nice to me, and
I was attracted by what I saw. This was the beginning.
In the middle of my year at the Theological Faculty, they summoned me to military service, to the
technical auxiliary battalion. I was in among the Catholic spiritual elite – one hundred and fifty-four
monks from various orders. They were all erudite, hard-working, wonderful people. And me among
them, the only Protestant. This was also a gift from God. I spent three years of my life there.
In the Prague Spring era, you were a minister of the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren, and based
on your position, you were chosen to lead Jan Palach’s funeral service in January 1969. He was a
member of your parish. Did you know him personally?
Not really. When I became minister in Libiš, he was already studying in Prague. His mother lived in
Všetaty, a village that belonged to the large Libiš parish, and she would sometimes come to Libiš for
the Sunday service. However, the Sunday before his act, Jan also came to our church. He captured my
attention with his focused expression, there was something truly beautiful in his soulful glance. When
he was on his way out, we talked. It was clear that he was a thoughtful person.
What did you talk about?
He was very upset about how people were adapting and giving in to the situation and felt they needed
to be aroused from their lethargy. He said he would like churches to be more involved in this fight in
the midst of the occupation. He felt that churches were not reacting sufficiently to the way people were
adapting and losing hope of any change for the better. I told him he was right about that.
Was there anything you could do about this from your position of a regular minister who had
problems with the system?
The communists believed that churches and religion as such would soon become extinct. They were
against the church reacting to social developments in any way. I did not agree with this stance: I was
convinced the Gospel does not only concern individuals and their lives’ focus, but the whole society.
Regarding Jan Palach – he did his act shortly after our talk, there was not enough time for any detailed
reflection. I never met with him again after that.
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In 1977, you were among the first to sign the Charter 77 declaration. Was your decision in any way
related to Jan Palach’s death?
To a certain extent, I suppose. However, I signed several similar texts, when I found their contents
inspiring. There were dozens of them. At the beginning, nobody really expected that Charter 77 would
cause such an uproar.
After Palach’s death, his mother came to you and asked you to bury him. Did you expect her to
approach you?
I had very intense conversations with Jan’s mom after what happened. At the beginning, I did not know
that the person from Wenceslas Square was a member of my congregation, because the newspapers
only stated his initials, J. P.. We only learned his identity from our daughter, who went to school with
Jan Palach’s cousin. We were deeply shaken. At that moment, however, I did not yet know that I would
be burying him.
Church rites distinguish between funerals for those who did not take their own life, and funerals of
people who committed suicide. You must have contemplated and answered this question for
yourself before the actual funeral. Was it difficult to find an answer to this question?
Yes, this was an issue I had to cope with on a theological level to start with. Most suicides are acts of
despair and hopelessness. Was this suicide, or was it a sacrifice? And I said to myself: this was not an
act of despair. He wanted to appeal to the whole society. He wanted to mobilise people, so they would
think more about what their relationship was to the present situation. He was not thinking about
himself, he was thinking about others. And his way of showing this was unbelievably efficient.
You used the term “efficient”. What effect did Palach’s death have on people?
The impact was unbelievable, not only in Prague, but in the whole country. Even the communist
political leaders were clearly unprepared for this kind of situation. The regime was shaken for a couple
of weeks: this was not a hostile act, it was the self-destruction of an individual, which carried a message.
I believe Palach imagined that people would say to themselves: “If such a young person was willing to
go all the way and sacrifice himself, what am I to do?” Not imitate, but undertake small sacrifices,
striving to change the social situation in very small steps. An immense number of people walked
through the streets of Prague during the funeral. There was silence, people were crying. Everybody was
in shock, and at the same time, the whole event was so full of dignity...
How could you tell that the representatives of the regime were unprepared for this kind of situation?
For several days, they had no idea how to react. The “normalization” period had only just begun, many
politicians were not very confident. They permitted a dignified funeral with a procession through
Prague. However, when the government pulled itself together again and the incident faded away a bit,
the government began looking for ways to diminish the meaning of the act. They started saying Palach
was somebody’s tool.
Vilém Nový came up with the explanation that Palach’s death was an unsuccessful attempt with a
“cool flame”. That he did not want to set himself on fire, but the mixture was wrongly blended. Did
anybody believe this story back then?
Nobody did.
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How did people in the church react to Palach’s death?
The discussions in the church came to the conclusion that Palach’s death was a sacrifice. The Catholics
also agreed with this. A Catholic bishop even came to the family, offering to lead the funeral ceremony,
but the Palach family said they were Protestants.
Jan Palach was dying for three days. When interviewed by his attending nurse (as ordered by “some
two men” who wanted to find out as much as possible about the group of the “living torches”), she
asked him: “Now that you see how much it hurts, don’t you think the others should stop?” Palach
answered: “It does hurt, but Hus also died by being burnt at the stake.” Do you also see a connection
between Palach’s death and that of Jan Hus?
Palach loved Czech history. The difference was that Hus was burnt as a punishment. Whereas Palach
had to ask himself – and I hope he did – whether this kind of self-destruction was meaningful and
worthwhile.
Hus did not have to die, he wilfully sacrificed his life for God’s truth. In Palach’s case, it seems he left
God out of it. It was a sacrifice of courage for society. How do you think God looks upon his act?
We’ve already mentioned Palach’s motives, but none of us can be certain about them. I do not dare to
give a definitive answer. Faith in God does not demand definitive answers. Palach took all of this to a
position where we cannot find a theological or Biblical answer. But I believe that’s a good thing. Because
our entire existence regularly makes us face questions for which we do not have answers. And yet we
are called to ask these questions again and again, so that in facing these problems, we may move
forward.
This takes us back to Palach’s mother. She had to live not only with the fact that she lost her son, but
also that many other mothers lost their children. In the wave of self-immolations that Palach’s death
triggered, another seven people died and 19 were injured with very serious burns from January to
April 1969. How did she cope with this?
The media were silent about any other victims and many people were not even aware of these
developments, apart from Jan Zajíc. Mrs. Palachová was desperate after her son’s death. But each day,
she received dozens of letters of thanks and solidarity, which made her start to understand that Jan’s
death transcended the family. This was like a revelation to her – that the whole society had become so
involved and caring. She was also receiving support from her son’s girlfriend.
The state security later started putting a lot of pressure on Mrs. Palachová. Did you also face similar
problems after the funeral?
Not immediately. However in September, nine months after the funeral, they came to me saying that
Palach’s act was done with so much dignity he must have been prepared for it… That he was most likely
to have been prepared by a priest and that they had witnesses to prove it was me. They probably
wanted to use all this to be able to claim: “You see what a bad influence the church has on young
people.” I asked them to bring forward the witnesses and they said they couldn’t. They wanted to see
my calendar, to see if they could find any mention of my meeting with Palach. I didn’t have anything in
there, because apart from our brief conversation on the church’s doorstep, I never actually met with
Palach. They wanted to take my diary, but I did not give it to them. After that, I went straight to the
Synodal Council and I was clutching my bag with the diary in it under my arm, afraid somebody would
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snatch it. Three years later, on the anniversary of Palach’s death, they took away my state permission
to perform the position of a minister.
However, they exhumed Jan Palach’s body from his grave at the Olšany cemetery shortly after the
funeral.
Yes. The family came to me that time, asking what to do. They had been told that Jan would either be
exhumed and transported to Všetaty, or that he would be buried in a mass grave and the family would
never find out where the body was. So until the revolution, Jan was buried in Všetaty.
This was not exactly a win for the communists, because the result was that people would try coming
to both graves…
At the Olšany cemetery, a random lady’s name was put on Palach’s grave. However, people would still
come and bring candles. In Všetaty, the state security had a much easier job: when a group of young
people came at one of the anniversaries of Palach’s death, they would catch them at the train station,
before they even had a chance to get to the grave.
Although Palach’s sacrifice shook the nation, the political system remained intact. Palach’s wishes
only came true twenty years later: the Velvet Revolution of 1989 began in January, with the Palach
week. Did you think of Jan during those days? What was going through your head?
That he had died and yet he was still speaking. The events had a clear relation to Palach’s act. People
carried his death in their hearts the whole time, his memory was always there. For me, the message
was that we should fill our lives with everyday responsibility. This kind of effort comes at a cost. And at
the same time, you grow spiritually with this endeavour. You become more noble, more sensitive to
the problems of others and of the society. Responsibility is one of the core elements of faith for me.
The word “responsibility” involves “responding” – to whatever it is we are called to do. “You are to act
a certain way, do this or that” – that is how God addresses us through the Holy Spirit.
Does the Bible provide an example of a human sacrifice, similar to that of Jan Palach?
When I was preparing the funeral sermon, I found such an example in Samson. That was not suicide
either: he died so he could help his brothers and sisters. Suicide is an act of desperation; however
Palach hoped that people would understand his act as an appeal. I did not see Jan Palach as somebody
who took his own life, I saw him as a witness.
The interview was taken from the Brána1/19 magazine, issued by the Church of the Brethren. Abridged
by the editorial staff.
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The Krkonoše Kunzárna Cottage with the Lights on
In the autumn of last year, readers of the Český bratr magazine
already had an opportunity to read an interview with Benjamin
Klinecký, who, together with his wife Olga, has been renting and
taking care of the “Mountain Home” resort in the Krkonoše
mountains for the second year now. Much has changed for the
better since they have been in charge and the numbers of guests
choosing the “Mountain Home” as their holiday destination have
increased significantly. There is another building that belongs to
the resort, called the “Kunzárna”, which, however, was closed
almost thirty years ago and has been falling into disrepair ever
since.
Since 2010, a group of people who call themselves the “Friends of Herlíkovice” have been trying to
renovate this timbered cottage with elements of the traditional Krkonoše architecture. They would
like to see the cottage in operation again within three years, providing simple and stylish mountain
accommodation as well as a small exhibition about the Czech and German history of the village. It is
possible that the building will be declared a cultural monument this year, which would increase the
chances of receiving a subsidy for its renovation.
A light in the Sudetenland: let’s light up the dark cottage
The Friends of Herlíkovice association organises regular volunteering jobs and Czech-German
workcamps in cooperation with ASF-Servitus (a German organisation that has, for 60 years now, been
sending out volunteers to countries that were once occupied by or fought with Hitler’s Germany). The
2018 summer volunteers started preparing new electricity cabling in the Kunzárna; the plan is to have
the cottage lit up by the end of 2019. We would therefore welcome volunteer workers who understand
electricity.
The spiritual programme at the summer workcamp (which was not only for young volunteers) was led
by Leonardo Teca, a minister of the ECCB who was born in Angola. Some of the workers were preparing
wood for the Mountain Home resort; they built a little house for storing wood during the winter. We
are planning to spend all of the upcoming summer changing the bottom beams, with the help of a
carpenter. We would also like to start building the chimney this year, so that it would be possible to
heat the place again after all these years.
Overcoming boundaries, forgotten crafts workcamp
We invite anyone interested in a summer workcamp to come and work with volunteers from ASF
Servitus this summer. The workcamp will take place in the last week of June. This time, the event
should concentrate on traditional, yet often forgotten, crafts. The necessary skills were lost largely as
a result of population changes in the border regions. The seminar part of the workcamp will focus on
“Overcoming Boundaries in Society”, in line with the topic of the year determined by the CzechGerman Future Fund. These boundaries often no longer divide the Czechs and the Germans, but rather
they cut through societies, in various regions. As part of the seminar, we would like, together with
interesting guests, to look for the causes of this polarisation, and for possible ways of overcoming
them.
As usual, the workcamp will finish with a weekend mountain hike and a Czech-German Sunday service
(on 30 June) to commemorate the 115th anniversary of the local church.
Partners and collaborators
Our important partners include the already-mentioned ASF Servitus and the Association of German
Natives (the Heitmatkreis Hohenelbe, a compatriotic organisation from the Vrchlabí region). We also
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cooperate with the ECCB’s youth department, the ECCB’s congregation in Vrchlabí (the Herlíkovice
congregation is affiliated to the one in Vrchlabí), and of course with Olga and Benjamin Klinecký, who
are running the Mountain Home. We would also like to thank the Czech-German Future Fund and the
ECCB’s Grant Fund for supporting the projects, as well as the ECCB’s Synodal Council, who is providing
the Kunzárna cottage under a loan agreement.
Jan Kirschner

Additional tax for churches. If the proposal passes, the churches will pay
hundreds of millions on the returned property
Communist deputies have proposed the taxation of financial
compensation for property which was unlawfully confiscated by
the Communist regime in 1948. At the end of January this year,
deputies of the Lower House of the Parliament approved the
amendment.
According to this arrangement, the churches should pay the state
a tax on what the state has stolen from them, and is now giving
them back. Both legal experts and senators agree that this is an
unconstitutional step.
The fact that it is a proposal by the deputies of the party who took
the property after the Second World War is also controversial. With
the rise of communist totalitarianism, property was taken and churches became completely
dependent on the state. It was an effective tool through which the state authorities maintained
economic pressure on believers and restricted the churches.
After the fall of the communist regime in 1989, it was clear that these injustices had to be rectified and
the church had to be financially separated from the state. The path to agreement was complicated and
negotiations lasted 23 years. During the Communist era, a large part of the confiscated buildings and
land was used by the state, sold, built upon or devalued. Within the framework of the restitutions it
was no longer possible to return the property in its original form.
In 2012, Czech legislators finally passed a law on a property settlement with churches and religious
societies according to which 56 % of the original real estate worth about 75 billion CZK (2.9 billion EUR)
was to be returned.
Another approximately 59 billion CZK (2.3 billion EUR) will be paid by the state by 2043 in the form of
so-called financial compensation for property that can no longer be issued in its original form. Hand in
hand with the payment of compensation during this period, the state’s contribution to the activities of
the churches should begin to be reduced until it becomes completely separated.
The compensation will be split between the recipients themselves. 98% of all financial claims should
pass to the Roman Catholic Church because most of the foreclosed property belong to them. However,
thanks to their benevolence, they have agreed to claim only 80%. The remaining fifth is to be divided
among the non-Catholic churches.
The additional taxation of these refunds is currently the subject of a political game that is being played
in the Parliament. Andrej Babiš's minority government relies on the voices of communists and rightwing populists, and in exchange for their support he promised to approve this populist communist
proposal. The amendment to the Act then went through. But it hit hard in the Upper House of the
Parliament. At the end of February, senators rejected the deputies' proposal, 64 of the 74 legislators
present voted against it.
The Senate called the Communist proposal "shameless and unconstitutional." According to critics, the
amendment implies gross interference with property rights and the legal system itself. Senate
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chairman Jaroslav Kubera said it was "extraordinary impudence". Other senators pointed out that the
state made a profit and did not maintain the church property during the Communist era. In this way,
the state treasury gained 251.5 billion CZK, while the churches are to receive only 60 billion CZK for
their activities. And now the state gives them ruins and exhausted forests.
Thus, in the next legislative process, the proposal vetoed by Senate returns to the Lower House of the
Parliament. However, because the proposal won an absolute majority there on the first occasion, the
support of the deputies is likely to continue. If this were to happen, and if the President does not veto
the law, the senators have announced that they would lodge a complaint with the Constitutional Court,
as the churches cannot defend themselves.
Jiří Hofman

Direct Talks
The Synodal Council of the ECCB meets church leaders from three
countries.
In the first three months of 2019, the Synodal Council met the
leaders of three sister churches from abroad for talks. These
bilateral talks are about many current and common topics - and
always about mission.
The ECCB has historical links with the Reformed Christian Church
in Slovakia (RCCS) in a common state, Czechoslovakia. Several
members of the RCCS church leadership studied theology in
Prague and, although the majority of the church is Hungarian-speaking, the bilateral talks were
conducted in Czech and Slovak. At the end of January 2019, the ECCB Synodical Council travelled to
Rimavská Sobota, where the RCCS maintains its newly built Synod Centre. Due to the support of the
Government of Hungary, the church is busy with many construction projects: of churches, community
buildings and schools. The talks also covered topics such as liturgy, hymnals (the ECCB intends to
release a new hymnbook next year) and the lack of young pastors. The leaders of both church
emphasised the importance of continuing contact and discussion.
At the end of February, the ECCB Synodal Council held another church leadership meeting. The
leadership of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary had invited the Synod Council to Györ for
the second such meeting after the first one, in early 2018 in Brno. In the course of the year, Peter
Kondor was appointed as the new bishop of the southern district of the ELCH. In Györ, the church
leaders visited the newly renovated buildings of the "Insula Lutherana" as well as the old Protestant
town church and the educational and diaconal institutions of the ELCH. In the talks, both sets of church
leaders gathered a number of suggestions for future, more concrete, more intensive cooperation.
At the beginning of March, the ECCB hosted another big meeting. Seventeen people, almost the entire
church leadership of the Protestant Church Berlin-Brandenburg-Silesian Oberlausitz, was in Prague.
The programme began with a joint visit to the German Embassy and a meeting with Ambassador Dr.
Ing. Christoph Israng. In addition to discussion of missionary church work, education and church
financing, social issues such as the prevention of extremism and the contribution of the churches to an
open society were also important topics of conversation. In the ECCB church in Prague Strašnice,
Bishop Dröge preached an impressive sermon on the unifying power of love in today's world of
separation.
Oliver Engelhardt
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DIACONIA OF THE ECCB
Belgická 22, CZ 120 00 Praha 2, Czech Republic
Tel: (+ 420) 242 487 811 (812); Fax: (+420) 242 487 834
E-mail: info@diakonie.cz
Web page: www.diakonie.cz

The Diaconia of the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren (ECCB) is a Christian non-profit organisation
that offers help and support for living a dignified and full life despite age, illness, disability, isolation,
difficult social situations or other forms of crisis situations that occur in life. The services of the
ECCB’s Diaconia are based on the message of the Gospel about the Love of our Lord and the example
that Jesus Christ has given us in serving others. In its centres and special educational facilities, the
ECCB’s Diaconia offers social and educational services, healthcare, and ministry. It is the second
largest non-governmental organisation providing social services in the Czech Republic.
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Diaconia is Celebrating Its 30th Birthday: What Can We Look Forward To?
In June 1989, Diaconia of the Evangelical Church of Czech
Brethren renewed its activities after the fall of the communist
regime. The celebrations that will commemorate this important
anniversary will culminate on Thursday 20 June from 3 p.m., at a
meeting in the Prague Salvator church. We are preparing a festive
programme with many guests, which will take the participants on
a tour through three decades of Diaconia’s life, from its postrevolution beginnings all the way to the present day. The
programme will be interspersed with music and time for meeting
up for a chat with friends over a glass of wine or a cup of coffee. We invite all who would like to
celebrate Diaconia’s birthday with us: employees, friends, partners of Diaconia and other people. We
look forward to seeing you there!
What did the beginnings of the renewed Diaconia look like? You can find out in the following interview
with one of the organisation’s founders, Zdeněk Bárta.
Zdeněk Bárta (1949) has so far managed to be a minister, a water meter reader, a deputy and a senator,
all in one life. He was also one of the key people behind the founding of the ECCB’s Diaconia. He has
close ties with Diaconia’s centre in Litoměřice, where he is chairman of the supervisory board and
where he also works as a volunteer.
We were prepared, but at the same time amazingly and completely lacking information
The communist regime banned Diaconia’s work for a long time. In spite of this, it was not built from
zero in 1989.
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What did you know about Diaconia before 1989?
I was aware that Diaconia was a large social organisation in West Germany at the time. And I was
wondering about how well off the Germans were. In the Czech Republic, the communists had banned
Diaconia and driven Christians into their churches, in order to make them look like a bunch of “holy
Joes”. They succeeded to quite a large extent. I envied the Germans. Because when churches don’t
take part in social services, they do not fulfil one of their main missions.
Where did you gain information about Diaconia’s work?
Within the church, I belonged to a group of people that focused on human rights. That was also why I
signed the Charter 77 declaration. Social rights are an integral part of human rights. And as with many
other things, the communist regime was not proceeding correctly in this field. This especially
concerned people with various types of disability. They were herded into institutions, excluded from
society. There were no barrier-free buildings, no substitutional family care. We knew this had to
change, we were in touch with theologians, ministers and sometimes also Diaconia’s workers from the
West, and we would discuss these issues with them. They would come for non-official visits, often as
tourists. Toward the end of the 80’s, even the communist regime allowed public discussion about the
necessity for changes in the social area.
Perhaps that is one of the reasons why it was possible for Diaconia to be founded before 17th
November 1989.
We made good use of the years of discussions, we were prepared. When it became apparent the
regime no longer had enough energy to eliminate independent initiatives, we got busy with
organisational work. The first important preparational meeting for founding Diaconia took place in the
Smíchov Protestant church in Prague. We agreed that Diaconia would be a church-established
organisation, but that it would serve everybody, not only those that are part of the church. We also
agreed that Diaconia would not work on a quid pro quo basis: we help you, and you start going to
church in return. This sounds natural today, but it was not so natural back then.
You were a Protestant minister at the time?
I was, but I had not been able to serve as a minister for a long time before that, because of my signing
the Charter 77 declaration. That had made me an enemy of the regime, they took away my permission
to serve as a minister. I was unemployed for a year, everybody was afraid to give me a job, since I was
a dissident. Later, I started working as a water meter reader. However, I was not persecuted as much
as some of my colleagues. I was protected by the pProtestants from Chotiněves, where I had been
working. The people in this village were Ukrainian Czechs, who helped free our country from the Nazis
after WWII, together with the Red Army. They stayed after that. They were Christians, but also soldiers,
fighters against fascism, so they were considered a “higher class” by the regime. They created
something like a protective circle around me and as a result, the state security was not so hard on me.
When the regime was starting to melt, I got my state permission back. On 1 January 1987, I was able
to return to the pulpit. I thanked the authorities for allowing this to happen precisely ten years after
the founding declaration of the Charter 77. As a result, I was interrogated again the day after that,
warned by the state security that this was certainly not the way to behave now that I was able to get
my job back.
You started working for Diaconia immediately after the revolution of 1989?
That was the original plan. However, in 1990 the first free election was about to take place and there
were fears that the communists would once again win. It was necessary for the democratic parties to
nominate any well-known candidates they could come up with. I was well-known, because I had been
the leader of the Velvet Revolution in the Litoměřice region. So I became a deputy and stayed one until
the next election in 1992. At the same time, we were renovating a house in Litoměřice which belonged
to the local Protestants – that was where we were planning to begin Diaconia’s work. The renovation
cost five million crowns, which was a huge amount of money at the time. We received a large amount
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from the Swiss church organisation Hex, part of the fund was covered from a loan provided by the
Jeronýmova jednota (Jerome’s Union), a Czech Protestant foundation. In 1992, I moved, as a minister,
from Chotiněves to Litoměřice, and Diaconia launched its activities.
How did you find out about who your clients would be and what they needed?
We were full of enthusiasm, but at the same time amazingly uninformed, basically we were just
stupid… We built the premises, we elected a director and a lady who was in charge of finance, these
were our first two employees. And then we went to the social department of the local authorities to
ask who needed our help. They gave our inquiry some deep thought and then told us that the best
thing to do would be to establish a club for wheelchair users. We sent word out to all the wheelchair
users from the Litoměřice region, but there was no reaction from anybody whatsoever! Perhaps
meeting in Litoměřice was the last thing any wheelchair user was interested in. So we started working
on crisis prevention. During the communist era, the state always took care of people in need: they
would either be sent to an institution or to prison. However, after the fall of the regime, this no longer
applied, suddenly you would run into people on the streets with nowhere togo. Those were the ones
we tried to help. As time went by, people with learning needs turned out to be the largest group of
clients of the Diaconia Litoměřice centre. We also have an asylum house for mothers with children and
sheltered workshops, where the typical clients are people with a physical disability.
Who did you learn from in Diaconia’s early days?
We gathered experience from the West, at various church and non-church facilities. For me, the most
important lesson learnt was that apart from our work, we also had to be able to talk about what we
do and look for opportunities to promote it. I can tell you a story to be more specific. In 1997, the
Czech Republic was hit by severe floods, something our country had not seen for decades. As a social
organisation, Diaconia participated in the aid on more of a symbolic level. However, our church
organised a collection and raised a million crowns. We gave all this money to Adra, a humanitarian
organisation which was very well known and very active during the floods.
How is this related to promoting Diaconia?
That was what we learned from the head of the Dutch foundation, Wilde Ganzen, when we came to
visit him. We told him about what Diaconia did during the floods, we wanted to boast about how good
we were. His reaction really caught us by surprise: he was very angry, in fact he was shouting at us.
How could we have done this? We had missed a huge opportunity, he said. This was Diaconia’s chance
to gain publicity, how come we were not realising this?
So you got scolded in the Netherlands.
At the time, this mentality seemed unacceptable to us. Later on, however, we had to admit Wilde
Ganzen was right. In order to gain support for your work, you need to able to let others know you exist,
promote your organisation. Keeping in mind our Dutch lesson, we provided substantial help in the
2002 floods. We also got in close touch with Katastrophenhilfe, the humanitarian division of German
Diaconia. The Germans managed to collect more than they needed during flood fundraising campaigns
and they donated 40 million to us. The Litoměřice Diaconia was also active in the nearby town of
Terezín, so we were able to renovate houses and enhance Diaconia’s services there. We are still very
grateful for this today.
How did Diaconia grow in its early days? As the chairman of Diaconia’s board of directors at the time,
you were able to watch closely.
The good thing was that we started out early and despite our huge lack of experience, we had the
basics thought through. As a result, we were able to establish quite a firm position in the new
conditions after the revolution, the state counted on us. Thanks to Diaconia’s first director, Karel
Schwarz, we always managed to get enough financial support for our activities and Diaconia grew
quickly. The one aspect we found difficult to cope with – especially those of us belonging to the church
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– was that our endeavours with Diaconia were sometimes not welcome within the church itself. We
considered it natural that the church should engage in social work. And we were astonished by the fact
that not everybody shared this point of view. We were often faced with mistrust, for which we could
see no reasonable explanation. Perhaps we underestimated the fact that in terms of finance, Diaconia
was in a completely different position to the church, which was indeed poor, each little expenditure
was carefully considered. As opposed to this, Diaconia was operating with millions of crowns. This
could have provoked some envy, and it took a long time to overcome this tension.
Did you succeed?
I think today, it is more clear that Diaconia is not competition forthe church, it works the other way
around. Thanks to Diaconia, the church is also more visible and comprehensible to non-believers.
When I came to Litoměřice at the beginning of the nineties, the local congregation was tiny. It was
made up of fifteen people and it kept getting smaller. Today, we have about 40 members, our church
has many activities, families with children attend, the congregation has really livened up. The town
knows that the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren exists.
Adam Šůra

Diaconia is #1 in Special Education
Fifteen schools with over four hundred students: the ECCB’s
Diaconia ranks first in special education provided in the Czech
Republic. However, Diaconia did not only earn its leading position
because of the numbers. Another reason is that its schools are
open to children with the most severe types of disability, including
low-functioning autism. In addition, Diaconia offers two boarding
schools – in Prague and in Merklín near Plzeň. The approach at
Diaconia’s special schools is based on the premise that every
student is original. While you’ll find one sitting at his/her desk and
behaving in an orderly manner, another will probably be moving
around constantly, and yet another student might be so sensitive that even the slightest departure
from the usual order will cause a huge disruption and will make the student scream so loud that the
whole school can hear it. One thing is certain: even a person with a very serious handicap is able to
receive education. This does not necessarily mean they are going to learn to read and write. One can
also show progress in learning how to communicate the fact that they are hungry, they feel discomfort
or a desire for the company of another person. These do not represent trivia for people with disabilities
and their close ones. We rely on our teachers’ expertise, experience and good will. And also on their
individual approach, which means a small group of children per class is necessary. Diaconia’s schools
are family-type schools, that is one of our key principles.
Diaconia’s important moments of 2018
Diaconia has opened a brand new home for elderly people, called Vyhlídka (View/Outlook) in Vsetín.
The homey feeling of the facility as well, as the clever design of the garden, have certainly contributed
to the fact that Vsetín’s Diaconia won second place in the “NGO of the Year” state awards.
Diaconia has a number of restaurants and cafes where people with a disability work as waiters. A new
café in the historical centre of Kolín has now been added to the list. Diaconia in Valašské Meziříčí has
opened a praline-making factory, employing people with various types of disability.
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Seven of Diaconia’s workers have received the National Award for Best Social Workers. Two of them
gained the main awards: Karel Novák, director of Diaconia Rolnička in Soběslav, and Helena Hingarová,
a social worker from Diaconia Litoměřice, who also deservedly became the media star of Diaconia.
The nationwide advent collection organised by Diaconia, called “Shoeboxes”, was an immense success.
38 822 gifts were collected for children from underprivileged families in the Czech Republic. A
significant number of the ECCB’s churches also participated in this project.
The Lent Collection, which mostly took place in the ECCB’s congregations, raised 1.1 milion CZK. The
funds were used to construct a playground and a community centre in a refugee camp in Zátarí, Jordan.
Diaconia’s centres in Brno, Soběslav, Rýmařov and Valašské Meziříčí celebrated the 25th anniversary of
their founding. Diaconia was also glad to actively participate in the celebrations of the ECCB’s onehundred-year anniversary.
Adam Šůra

China, Vietnam, Brazil, Singapore. Special School in Michle, Providing
Education Also to Children of Foreigners
It is a cold, damp November morning and another school day has
just started at Diaconia’s special school in Prague-Michle.
However, from what is happening outside the building, it looks
like this is not going to be a regular day like any other. About eight
Chinese people have just got out of their cars and they are
preparing to enter. What is going on?

An international school
Usually, when speaking of an international school, people imagine a private institution to which
ambitious parents send their children, hoping to give them a good start for their career. This is not the
case with the Michle school. It is designated for children with autism or with a combined handicap.
Despite its specialism, the school is still international: the management is not afraid of accepting the
children of people from other countries, although it is not common practice.
The most difficult part of teaching children with complicated handicaps is communication. How do we
speak to them to make sure they are able to acquire at least an elementary understanding of the
matter? There are, of course, time-proven, efficient methods teachers find very helpful, such as
communicating through pictures that depict common situations in a regular school day.
This way, they are able to agree with their students about the fact that, for example, they are going to
do some studying first, then they are going to take a break, have a snack, then study again, have lunch,
and then go home. On the other hand, one must always keep in mind that every student with a
handicap is unique, and the way to achieve mutual understanding is usually original, different for every
student.
Now, when you add a language barrier, and possibly also a different cultural code, to all of the above,
you are faced with quite a demanding task indeed. This is why most special schools in the Czech
Republic turn down, as politely as possible, children of foreigners, especially those that come from
non-European countries.
However, the Michle Diaconia school does not turn down applications filed by foreigners. Apart from
the majority of Czech students, we can also find children of parents from China, Vietnam, Brazil or
Singapore. This means more work for the local teachers and assistants, but it also makes it more
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enjoyable. This year in November, the father of thirteen-year-old Jii Liang was the one to bring some
fun and excitement to students and teachers alike.
The painting and the smiles of the Chinese friends
Mr. Tu Shao Hua has been working in the Czech Republic for a long time, dealing with tourism between
the Czech Republic and China. He had been wondering how to thank the school for giving his son with
Down’s Syndrome the special education he needed. He came up with a very original idea: to bring a
painter from China, a good friend of his, to Prague. He would donate a painting to the school, one that
he would actually paint directly on the premises of the school…
Mr. Tu would not provide any more information. However the date was arranged, so the staff at the
school prepared some coffee and refreshments – and waited.
The morning with the painter, Mr. Zhao Wei, turned out to be a big success. It was a friendly meeting,
full of smiles that were able to overcome any communication or other barriers. Mr. Zhao really did
paint an abstract painting, before the eyes of the students, using oil colours, brushes, and an ordinary
fork from the local cafeteria. Members of his large team also brought numerous presents to the
students of the school.
The visitors mentioned several times that they would be interested in further cooperation and
supporting the school. The painting is now drying on the wall of the director’s room (it will probably
become part of one of the charity auctions). Mr. Tu, who had organised the whole event, seemed
pleased.
Adam Šůra

PROTESTANT THEOLOGICAL FACULTY OF CHARLES
UNIVERSITY (PTF CU)
P. O. Box 529, Černá 9,
CZ 115 55 Praha 1, Czech Republic
Tel: (+ 420) 221 988 211; Fax: (+ 420) 221 988 215
E-mail: intl@etf.cuni.cz
Web page: http://web.etf.cuni.cz/ETFENG-1.html

The Protestant Theology Faculty of Charles University (PTF) is the successor of the Jan Hus Faculty
(1919–1950) and the Comenius Faculty (1950–1990). In the year 1990 it was incorporated into
Charles University. The administration of the Faculty is directed by a Dean and a board of Vice-Deans,
elected for a four-year term of office. The Faculty offers study programmes at Bachelor's and
Master's level in Protestant Theology, Diaconia (Pastoral and Social Work), and Ecumenical Studies,
and at doctoral level in various theological fields. The faculty is ecumenically open to all. Pastors of
the ECCB receive their theological education here.

_____________________________________________________
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Reflections of an International Student in Prague
Every year, some 20–30 international students study at the Prague
Theology Faculty for a year or a semester, taking advantage of the range
of courses that are taught there in English. Here are some thoughts from
one of them – a student from Columbia Theological Seminary in the USA.
I wasn’t sure what to expect for my semester in Prague. Friends from
home had told me that it was the most beautiful city in Europe and to
make sure I knew the word pivo, but I wasn’t sure what my life would
really be like as an exchange student at the Protestant Faculty at Charles
University. I was relieved and delighted to find that life in Prague was
richer and more beautiful than I could have imagined.
My classmate from America, Keith Thompson, and I got to experience
three seasons in the Czech Republic—the end of the warm and beautiful
summer which led to the crisp and cool autumn, and finally, the cold and snowy winter. As the seasons
changed, so did our knowledge, relationships, and experiences. I was blown away by the beauty of the
Czech Republic, but that is not what I remember most about my time living in Prague. What I remember
are the stories I was privileged to hear—from professors, acquaintances, and friends. For the first time,
I got to hear stories of what it was like to live through the Velvet Revolution, of changing religious
practices of the nation, and to see the way that the impact of the World Wars is evident not only the
landscape throughout Europe, but on the family stories of nearly everyone I met. On Armistice Day,
we were invited to an interdenominational, international church service of Czech, Germans, Britons,
and at least two Americans. As we sang together, I marveled at the incredible scope of history
contained in that sanctuary. 100 years ago, our forefathers had been at war with one another and yet
that day we stood together, worshipping the same God.
Living in Prague gave me a great love for Central Europe (not to be confused, I quickly learned, with
“Eastern” Europe!) and to my surprise, a great love for my own country. The many international
students I studied with from around the globe came to the same conclusion—living in another country
helps us see our home with fresh eyes. After 5 months away from America, I was able to return home
with a new perspective, new ideas, and wealth of stories to remember. I am so grateful for my time in
Prague and know that someday, I will once again return to the beautiful land I was privileged to call
home.
Laura Nile

Death of Prof. Milan Balabán, for many years a teacher at the Protestant
Theological Faculty in Prague
Milan Balabán was born on 3 September 1929 in Boratín (in what is
today the Ukraine), where his father was a pastor of the Evangelical
Church of Czech Brethren (ECCB) for the large Czech community in
Volhynia. In 1948-1952 he studied theology at the Comenius
Theological Faculty in Prague (today the Protestant Theological
Faculty of Charles University – PTF).
From 1952 to 1974 he served as assistant pastor and pastor in several
ECCB congregations. In 1969 he studied at postgraduate level at the
Ecumenical Institute in the Château de Bossey in Switzerland.
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He was a member of the group of Old Testament scholars who worked on the Czech Ecumenical
Translation of the Bible, still today the most widely-used Czech translation. In 1974 the Communist
regime took away his license to work as a minister and until 1990 he had to work as a labourer in
various jobs. During this period he organised underground educational programmes (including
distance theology studies at Cambridge University). He also disseminated his writings in samizdat form
(illegally reproduced by hand). In addition to specialist theological works, these included collections of
his poems, which were later, after the end of the Communist regime, published by leading publishing
houses.
Although he was not officially allowed to work as a minister, he established an illegal Old Testament
seminar in Prague, and participated in other underground seminars together with Milan Machovec,
Egon Bondy, Radim Palouš, and other leading dissident figures.
In 1990, after the fall of the Communist regime, he was awarded the title of Doctor of Theology for his
work on CH-R-SH in the Old Testament, which he had submitted in 1972. In the same year he began
working as a senior lecturer at PTF, where he remained until his retirement in 2015. His main fields of
interest were Old Testament studies and the comparative study of religions, and for many years he
was head of the Department for Religious Studies at PTF. In 1993 he was appointed Associate Professor
after successfully defending his habilitation dissertation on Faith – or Destiny?, and in 1995 he was
appointed a full professor of Charles University.
In October 2002 he was awarded the Medal of Merit, a Czech state decoration, by President Václav
Havel.
Throughout his life he took a special interest in Hebrew thought and noetic belief. As a poet he
investigated the noetic validity of Czech and other poems. Students and colleagues at the PTF
remember him as a kind and humorous teacher, a wise friend, an original thinker, and a great poet.
Milan Balabán died on 4 January 2019 and his funeral took place on 11 January.
Pavel Hošek
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