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Abstract The rise of religion in international politics is often treated as a 
self-evident trend of recent decades. But what exactly is new about religion 
in global affairs that it deserves such focused attention? Is it the growing 
numbers of believers of major religions, or the increasing fundamentalist 
tendencies within them? Perhaps, the intensification of religious influence 
in both international and subnational conflicts or the greater prominence 
of religious topics in the public sphere? Alternatively, the “religious turn” 
may only be a temporary phenomenon related to some controversial topics 
that bring religion and the secular order into conflict. These few examples 
of different perspectives on what might be interpreted as the rise of reli-
gion remind us of how heterogeneous the manifestations of religion are. 
Not only are the trends within individual religions substantially different 
from one another, but the interactions between religion and politics take 
on very different forms in different parts of the world. Our work deals with 
a particular religious actor, the Roman Catholic Church (RCC), in a par-
ticular context, the European Union (EU). It is not our aim to reduce the 
complexity of the politico-religious nexus to just one dyad, the RCC-EU 
relationship, but since the two entities belong to the most influential actors 
on the European continent, we are convinced that the analysis can shed 
new light on the role religious actors play in world politics today. The aim 
of this work is twofold: to provide a special empirical focus on the recent 
RCC-EU interactions and to frame it in the broader perspective of a critical 
examination of various aspects of the rise of religion. We commence our ex-
amination with a short discussion of the secularisation thesis, which con-
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tinues to form the background of all discussions about the rise of religion. 
Secondly, we analyse the recent academic debates about the fundamental 
conundrum concerning the role of religion in international relations: are 
we really witnessing a rise in the political power of religion(s) or does the 
religious turn happen primarily in the minds of academicians who had 
previously neglected religious phenomena? Following our critical literature 
overview, we focus on the case study of the relations between the EU and 
the RCC. Our main question here is whether the RCC has become a more 
influential political actor in the EU in spite of the persisting secularising 
tendencies in European societies. Finally, we draw some conclusions from 
our case study, offering some insights about the specific manifestations of 
the rise of religion in Europe.

Keywords: religion, Roman Catholic Church, European Union, secu-
larisation, politics

Introduction

The rise of religion in international politics is often treated as a self-ev-
ident trend of the recent decades. But what exactly is so new about 
religion in global affairs that it deserves such focussed attention? Is it 
the growing numbers of believers of major religions? Or the increasing 
fundamentalist tendencies within them? Perhaps the intensification 
of religious influence in both international and subnational conflicts? 
Or the greater prominence of religious topics in the public sphere? Or 
is the “religious turn” only a temporary phenomenon related to some 
controversial topics that bring religion and the secular order into con-
flict? 

Only these few examples of different perspectives on what might 
be interpreted as the rise of religion remind us of how heterogeneous 
the manifestations of religion are. Not only are the trends within in-
dividual religions substantially different from one another, but the in-
teractions between religion and politics take on very different forms in 
different parts of the world. Our essay deals with a particular religious 
actor – the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) - in a particular context, 
the European Union (EU). It is not our aim to reduce the complexity of 
the politico-religious nexus to just one dyad, the RCC-EU relationship, 
but since the two entities belong to the most influential actors on the 
European continent, we are convinced that the analysis can shed new 
light on the role religious actors play in world politics today. 
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The aims of this work are twofold: first, to provide an empirical fo-
cus on the recent RCC-EU interactions, and second, to frame it in the 
broader perspective of a critical examination of various aspects of the 
rise of religion. We commence our examination with a short discus-
sion of the secularisation thesis, which continues to form the back-
ground of all discussions about the rise of religion. Secondly, we an-
alyse the recent academic debates over the fundamental conundrum 
concerning the role of religion in international relations: are we really 
witnessing a rise in the political power of religion(s) or does the reli-
gious turn happen primarily in the minds of academicians who had 
previously neglected religious phenomena? Following our critical liter-
ature overview, we turn our focus to a specific case study: the relation-
ship between the EU and the RCC. Our main question is whether the 
RCC has become a more influential political actor in the EU despite 
the persisting secularising tendencies in European societies. Finally, 
we draw some conclusions from our case study, offering insights about 
the specific manifestations of the rise of religion in Europe.. 

The Secularisation Thesis

It is impossible to explore the role of religion in (international) pol-
itics without mentioning the concept of secularisation. Not so long 
ago, many prominent academic voices – notably in the Sociology of 
Religion discipline – advocated the view that the future political role 
of religion will gradually diminish since the religious and public in-
stitutions will continue to drift apart, and religion will continue its 
transformation from a publicly proclaimed, collective endeavour to a 
set of privately held beliefs. The on-going critique of the secularisation 
theory has shown, however, how exceptional the position of Europe 
has been in the creation as well as the deconstruction of the theory. 
Generations of largely Eurocentric scholars were misled to believe that 
modernisation is unavoidable and that modernisation’s basic form 
known from Europe will be automatically adopted in a virtually un-
changed form in other parts of the world as well. The expectation of 
the withdrawal of religion from the public to the private sphere was 
usually associated with the decrease in religiousness and church at-
tendance and/or the generally diminishing importance of religions in 
social and political life, the institutional separation of religious and 
political bodies and even the fact that religion is fading away from the 
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public (especially political) discourse and also from everyday culture.1 
If we skip directly to the outcome of the heated academic debates 

on secularisation, it is clear that the academic hegemony secularisa-
tion once enjoyed has been shattered. Today, most authors agree that 
from a global perspective, there has been no decline of religion(s) and 
that the European experience of modernity should not be expected to 
be repeated on the global scale. To top it off, the theory is challenged 
on its own turf since the original religion where secularisation was ex-
plored – Christianity – has shown to be globally resistant to seculari-
sation. In fact, some branches of Christianity such as Pentecostalism 
expand more rapidly than Islam—both in terms of the number of ad-
herents and geographic expansion. In contradiction to the predictions 
of the supply-side religious scholars, even the number of members of 
the Catholic Church, the most monopolistic of the churches, has been 
growing. 

The problem, however, is that the secularisation thesis has been 
most frequently criticised because it assumed a universal validity and 
not because it is inherently flawed. While we may accept the fact that 
secularisation is not a global phenomenon, we can still be convinced 
that some areas, most notably Europe, continue to exhibit a number 
of those features which are associated with secularisation. The fact is 
that European societies do not demonstrate such a strong and stable 

“demand” for institutionalised religions as people in other parts of the 
world (including developed areas of North America, for instance). Also, 
the regular church attendance has been clearly in decline in Europe 
over the long-term. 

To describe the situation in Europe, Casanova coined the term un-
churching,2 Hervie-Léger talked about belonging without believing and 
Davie about believing without belonging; stressing the growing role of 
religious individualisation. The sociology of religion reminds us that 
when watching only the traditional and the most visible churches, we 
might overlook other forms of collectively shared or personal belief 
systems, which can cast doubts over the image of Europeans as being 
increasingly irreligious. Trying to reconnoitre the relevant spiritual 
imaginations inspiring Europeans and current European politics is a 
daunting task. Nevertheless, when discussing Europe’s most visible, 
and demographically, its strongest religious community, the Roman 
Catholic Church, we can argue that there has not been any significant 
rise in its European membership, its church attendance or Catholic 
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conversion in recent decades.

The Religious Turn in International Relations: A Literature 
Overview

Given the different developments in different parts of the world, one 
may wonder what causes the spike in attention to religion in interna-
tional studies. Robertson and Mews reformulated the question of the 
resurgence of religious-political interactions to include both sides, not 
only religious bodies but also the state. They argue that both have en-
larged their spheres of operation, and many quasi-religious issues have 
been taken up by the state, including ‘birth, death, old age, sexuality, 
and other dimensions of individual and collective meaning, suffering 
and reward.’3

Hence, on one hand, Robertson and Mew challenge the received 
view about the intrusion of religion into secular affairs by pointing to 
the intrusion of the state into the religious sphere as well. Simulta-
neously, their studies can be taken as examples of the works written 
in the pre-Clash-of-Civilization era and as challenging the stereotype 
that the importance of religion was properly grasped only after the 
Cold War or even after the 9/11 attacks. The argument that the turn 
to religion is not such a novel trend is further corroborated by a look 
at the number of articles with ‘religio-’ in their titles which were pub-
lished in journals dealing with international relations (according to the 
Web of Science database). As we can see in table 1, there is not such an 
extraordinary increase of such articles within the IR literature as might 
have been thought. 

Table 1: Articles and proceeding papers with ‘religio-’ in their titles published in IR 
magazines with academic impact accounted for
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Source: The Web of Science Database

Table 2 below presents a chronological analysis of the number of 
citations of papers and articles belonging to the same sample; those 
with “religio-” in the title. Unlike the total numbers of articles, where 
the growth has been rather slow, the numbers of citations skyrocketed. 
Although it is difficult to say whether the growth is a consequence of 
the increasing role of religion in world politics or whether the topic 
has become more popular for other reasons, the increase in the overall 
attention to religion is undeniable. 

Table 2: Citations of articles and proceeding papers with ‘religio-’ in their titles pub-
lished in IR magazines with academic impact accounted for

Source: The Web of Science Database

The range of topics covered by those interested in the nexus between 
religion and international politics is very wide. Some authors focus on 
the religious influence on present-day international relations and ex-
plore the ‘religious roots of modernity,’ both via ‘conceptual ties be-
tween some IR theories and their religious antecedents’ and by looking 
into the personal religious or theological inspiration of the individual 
scholars.4 Others focus on the direct impact of current religious phe-
nomena on international relations. It is unsurprising that questions of 
security and conflict play a prominent role here and that works dealing 
with the influence of religion on conflict belong to the highly cited 
papers.5 Finally, the studies of Islam, Islamic states and Islamic politi-
cal theory and practice gained considerable readerships, in particular 
after 9/11. Mirror reflections of these studies are those analyses which 
use concepts like “identity” and “othering”  and explore, for instance, 
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Islamophobia or various kinds of fundamentalisms.
Nevertheless, many other thematic links also exist, and they ap-

proach ties between religion and international relations from differ-
ent perspectives. Some use older conceptual tools and focus on the 
religious agency in world politics, searching for religious actors who 
influence politics within particular states, who constitute independent 
quasi-states (the Holy See), or who act as non-state actors (e.g. terrorist 
groups) or even transnational institutions or networks (both of these 
last two categories are applicable in the case of the RCC). 

Another important cluster of studies includes those which deal with 
political theology broadly conceived and which explore the theological 
motivations of political actors or the theological inspiration of vari-
ous political structures and institutions, often pointing to the overlap 
between the sacred and secular orders a society upholds. For instance, 
on the level of domestic politics, Putnam and Campbell show how the-
ological and moral attitudes affect society and politics in the United 
States.6 The direct political relevance of the basic tenets of some reli-
gious groupings has also been thoroughly studied in the case of Latin 
America—ranging from the case of liberation theology to numerous 
studies of Pentecostalism, various prosperity theologies and syncretic 
Afro-American beliefs. 

On the level of international relations, the amount of literature 
linking theology and international affairs has also been on the rise.7 
In her influential piece, Kubálková even wrote about “international 
political theology” and discussed the ontological, epistemological and 
methodological problems the current discipline of international rela-
tions encounters when approaching religion.8 The main conundrum 
she addressed is the question of whether the re-discovery of religion 
within the IR discipline will be simply added to the other phenomena 
the discipline studies or whether an epistemological transformation 
of the whole discipline will be needed to properly understand the role 
of religion. There is little doubt that the study of believers and beliefs 
in spiritual powers may challenge the traditional scientific/positivist 
positions regarding rationality and “admissible” objects of scientific 
enquiry. 

Kubálková’s critique reflects a more general trend within interna-
tional studies towards a deeper metatheoretical self-reflection of the 
discipline which opens up to new philosophies of science (such as sci-
entific realism). This is partially caused by the growing dissatisfaction 
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with the older theoretical perspectives, such as neorealism and neolib-
eralism. Even though the critique of these approaches was first related 
to their clash with reflectivist/post-positivist approaches, and to the 
changing nature of international politics after the end of the Cold War, 
religion soon became another major challenge for these older theories. 
It is not only that the stress of neorealism and neoliberalism on utility 
maximisation and on material power seems to be at odds with the nor-
mative motivation of religious actors, but the role of identity, which is 
of utmost importance for religious communities, has been neglected 
by these theories as well. 

Identity has clearly become a major concept in the analysis of reli-
gion in world politics. Nowhere is the renewed importance of religious 
identities more visible than in security studies. Here, two broad groups 
of scholars have emerged, divided into those who claim that religion is 
one of the primary causes of international conflict, and those who ar-
gue that religion produces the opposite effect. This distinction applies 
to both the political and the academic debates about Islam. As Kuok 
claims, there are ‘those that believe that Islam, and in some cases reli-
gion as a whole, encourages violence amongst its followers, and those 
that believe that religion, including Islam, is “a positive force for socie-
ty.”’9 Similarly, Kratochwil points to the ‘puzzling effects of religion on 
conflict, both its escalation and de-escalation.’10  

Excellent examples of scholarship linking religion to violence are 
the studies produced by Juergensmeyer and Huntington.11 Juergens-
meyer’s field work focuses exclusively on the various groups with vi-
olent intentions who identify themselves with a particular religious 
tradition, analysing their motivations and their psychological and the-
ological backgrounds. While Juergensmeyer’s studies are remarkably 
well researched, they do not provide any comparison of the religious 
reasons for violence with alternative explanations. Hence, Juergens-
meyer does not tell us much about the possible increase in religious 
violence or about the relative growth of religiously motivated violence 
compared to other types of conflicts. 

Huntington’s thesis is much more general, linking the civilizational 
identity and values to their religious foundations. While ‘the clash of 
civilizations’ thesis has been extensively criticised for its over-gener-
alisation and selective argumentation, nobody can say today whether 
Huntington’s claim is not part of a broader stream of academic studies 
that – by strengthening essentialist religious stereotypes – can become 
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a self-fulfilling prophecy. Buruma and Margalit point to this danger, 
calling it the clash of negative generalisations, and show that the ani-
mosity towards the West may have several equally plausible alternative 
reasons and not just those associated with religious beliefs and iden-
tities.12 

Unlike Huntington’s sweeping study of religiously defined civiliza-
tions, many other authors carry out nuanced analyses of the trends 
and shares of religious phenomena in international conflicts such as 
Fox, Fearon and Laitin who ask similar questions, and in their search 
for answers, analyse an intimidating amount of statistical information 
from databases on conflicts from the second half of the 20th century.13 
The resulting explanations however, are dissimilar: one study supports 
the importance of religion as a contributing factor of conflicts while 
the other claims that other causes are more relevant than cultural and 
religious ones.

To conclude this literature overview, we claim that although the 
number of studies on religion has been growing only very slowly, the 
topic has moved to the limelight of both international politics and its 
academic analysis. However, the jury is still out as to whether the role 
of religion assists in mitigating or promoting armed conflict. It also 
remains unclear whether the rise of religion in IR studies is a new phe-
nomenon or whether the renewed attention to religion is solely a con-
sequence of the fact that academia was previously blinded to religious 
phenomena. What has become clear is that sweeping conclusions 
about religion run the risk of excessive generalisation and simplifica-
tion. Hence, the way forward seems not to be about developing a gen-
eral theory of religion but to carry out particular studies exploring the 
individual cases of interactions between political and religious actors.

The Case of the Roman Catholic Church and the European 
Union

This section explores one such religious actor, the Roman Catholic 
Church, and its political interactions with the European Union. In the 
previous sections (above) we came to two fundamental conclusions: 
first, while the claim about the universal secularisation of modern 
societies has been challenged on many fronts, particularly as far as 
non-Western societies are concerned, the basic tenets of the seculari-
sation thesis seem to hold in most parts of Europe, whereby the EU is 
often seen as the prime example of this secularising trend. Second, the 
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rise of the political relevance of religion is a trend that has an impact 
on the RCC and its role in world politics. Hence, the question arises, 
which of these (perhaps) contradictory trends prevails in Europe? Does 
the role of the Church diminish due to the on-going secularisation in 
European societies or does it increase thanks to the intensification of 
the political role of religion in the public sphere?

Our starting point may be the observation that the vast majority of 
all works dealing with the relations between the EU and the RCC have 
been published only (roughly) over the past 10 years. Although there 
were earlier works dedicated to the role of religion in Europe, we are 
currently experiencing a boom of fresh works on European forms of 
secularism, approaches to religious diversity and other general ques-
tions addressing the presence of religion in the public sphere. On one 
hand, recent scholarship tends to examine Islam in Europe or, more 
generally, diverse religious factors connected to international migra-
tion. Studies of the RCC have, incidentally, also begun to appear, and 
they are typically associated with the Church’s influence on democ-
ratisation, its lobbying on the EU level, the RCC’s involvement in the 
drafting of the Constitutional Treaty and its peace-building activities 
(etc). 

This leads us to the second question: whether the growth in aca-
demic studies on religion in Europe that focuses on the RCC’s role on 
the Continent is related to the actual growth of the political activities 
of the RCC in Europe. The ties between the Church and the EU are 
manifold and they can be divided into different dimensions from dip-
lomatic relations between the EU and the Holy See, and the official 
dialogue which the European Commission and other EU institutions 
lead with diverse religious bodies, including the Church, to EU legisla-
tion – which reflects the EU’s attitudes towards churches and religious 
communities – and informal and personal links between Catholicism 
and EU policy-makers and officials. 

The RCC and the EU: The Catholic Side  

To describe the ties between the EU and the RCC, we have to intro-
duce the basic institutional structures the RCC created specifically for 
cultivating strong relations with the Union. The strongest Catholic 
body directly representing the RCC is the Commission of the Bishops’ 
Conferences of the European Union (COMECE). The COMECE was 
established in 1980 following the first direct election to the Europe-



16

cejiss
4/2013

an Parliament. The COMECE itself describes the event as ‘opening up 
new horizons’14 for the cooperation between the RCC and the Europe-
an Communities, but equally important for the establishment of the 
Commission was the ‘aggiornamento’ and ‘the spirit of the Vatican II 
Council.’15 The proclaimed objectives of the Commission are to

monitor and analyse the political process of the European Un-
ion, to inform and raise awareness within the Church of the 
development of EU policy and legislation, to maintain a reg-
ular Dialogue with the EU Institutions (European Commis-
sion, Council of Ministers and European Parliament) through 
annual Summit meetings of religious leaders, Dialogue Semi-
nars, various Conferences and by taking part in Consultations 
launched by the European Commission, and to promote re-
flection, based on the Church’s social teaching, on the chal-
lenges facing a united Europe.16 

While, officially, the COMECE is represented by its members – bish-
ops from individual EU member states – the shifting focus of the 
COMECE is best grasped by looking at the Commission’s Secretariat 
in Brussels. On one hand, the COMECE and its Secretariat often bring 
up issues which are of special relevance for the Church; on the oth-
er, the Secretariat often takes up the issues discussed by the EU and 
passes them along onto the agenda of COMECE meetings. These is-
sues include concepts such as sustainable development, new environ-
mental challenges (etc). Interestingly, these new issues then often gain 
theological clout since the COMECE typically supports its position on 
these new issues with theological argumentation in addition to other 
kinds of arguments. The most general example of such a “theologi-
sation” of European integration is the EU´s stress on unification of 
Europe and the need to overcome the ethnocentric and xenophobic 
tendencies in European societies, which the RCC supports by theo-
logical references to the universality of salvation and the equality of 
human beings in the eyes of God. In other words, the COMECE not 
only serves as a formal bridge between the RCC and the EU, it also 
contributes to the Europeanisation of the Church and legitimises the 
integration process by providing theological justification for it.

There are also other Catholic bodies which are visible in EU politics, 
even if these are not directly attached to the Holy See. Caritas Europa 
and the Jesuit European Social Centre are two Catholic organisations 
that have been very active in the sphere of social policy and consultan-
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cy. Although the Jesuits have never officially represented the Vatican 
in Brussels, they did provide the Church leadership with information 
about the integration process prior to the establishment of the COM-
ECE. Today, the Centre intensely cooperates with the COMECE – for 
instance, they jointly publish the journal entitled Europe Infos. The 
Centre is also associated with the ecumenical Chapel of the Resurrec-
tion, which, among other things, offers space for the dialogue among 
those who are involved in the integration process.

The COMECE, the Jesuit European Social Centre, and Caritas Eu-
ropa also serve as a source of expertise for Catholic policy-makers in 
the EU. They often release comments on EU draft legislation, in par-
ticular concerning social, ethical/bioethical, and environmental topics. 
These bodies also organise seminars and maintain both formal and 
informal contacts with individual officials, politicians and their group-
ings. To put it bluntly, the Catholic bodies in Brussels engage in lobby-
ing EU policy-makers, trying to convince them that they should vote 
in line with the RCC’s views.

Other bodies which discuss EU-related issues include the Council of 
European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE) and the Conference of Europe-
an Churches (CEC). Neither of these two however, fulfils as important 
a role in the EU-RCC relations as the COMECE. As far as the former 
is concerned, it not only represents the clergy from EU member states 
but also those from other European countries. So, while the CCEE 
adopts positions on European integration from time to time, its focus 
is much larger and its knowledge of the working of the EU much more 
superficial. The latter also deals with the integration process in Europe, 
but the RCC is but one of its many members (including, among oth-
ers, many Protestant denominations), and the positions of the CEC are 
thus not necessarily identical to those of the Catholic Church. 

As complicated as the evolution of the institutional ties between the 
RCC and the EU has been, the establishment of the official diplomatic 
relations between the Holy See and the EU was even more protracted. 
The Apostolic Nuncio has been accredited to the European Commu-
nities since the 1970s but it was only in 2006 when the first Head of 
the EU Delegation in Rome was accredited to the Holy See. The EU 
Delegation in Rome itself admits that in this case it was the EU that 
caused the asymmetry in diplomatic representations by both sides, 
stating that only ‘with this accreditation, the European Union brought 
the relations to an appropriate footing of reciprocity.’17 
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The RCC and the EU: A Textual Analysis

Another important way to view RCC-EU relations is the analysis of 
references to religion(s), religious bodies and churches in the basic 
EU treaties (see table 3). While this perspective does not tell us much 
about the concrete interactions between the EU and the Church, it 
demonstrates the trend leading from the absolute silence on religion 
in the early treaties, via the first references to religion in the Treaty of 
Amsterdam of 1997, and to the stress on the regular dialogue with the 
churches in the Treaty of Lisbon. However, the intensification of the 
relations which is evidently present there does not necessarily trans-
late into smooth relations. First, the growing importance of religion 
also means a stronger resistance to its influence, as witnessed during 
the debates about the preamble of the Constitutional Treaty and the 
absent reference to God and/or Christianity therein. Second, even 
today, the role churches are assigned is limited to the traditional do-
mains such as social and ethical issues. 

Table 3: Development of Legislation on Religious Issues in the EU Treaties

EU Treaty signed  links to religion, faith, and churches

Treaties of 
Rome 1957  not mentioned

Merger Treaty - 
Brussels Treaty 1965  not mentioned

Treaty of Maas-
tricht on Euro-

pean Union
1992  not mentioned

Treaty of Am-
sterdam 1997

‘...combat discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic 
origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual 

orientation.’

‘...the Community and the Member States shall pay full 
regard to the welfare requirements of animals, while 
respecting the legislative or administrative provisions 
and customs of the Member States relating in particu-
lar to religious rites, cultural traditions and regional 

heritage.’ 

‘Declaration on the status of churches and non-con-
fessional organisations: The European Union respects 
and does not prejudice the status under national law 

of churches and religious associations or communities 
in the Member States. The European Union equally re-
spects the status of philosophical and non-confessional 

organisations.’
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Treaty of Nice 2001  not mentioned

(the non-ratified               
Treaty establish-
ing a Constitu-

tion for Europe) 

Preamble: ‘Drawing inspiration from the cultural, reli-
gious and humanist inheritance of Europe, from which 

have developed the universal values of the inviolable 
and inalienable rights of the human person, freedom, 

democracy, equality and the rule of law...’

  (2004) 

>>>   

‘In defining and implementing its policies and activities, 
the Union shall aim to combat discrimination based on 
sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, 

age or sexual orientation.’

  2007 

Article 17: ‘The Union respects and does not prejudice 
the status under national law of churches and religious 

associations or communities in the Member States. 
The Union equally respects the status under national 
law of philosophical and non-confessional organisa-

tions.’ 

Treaty of Lisbon  
Article 17: ‘The Union equally respects the status under 

national law of philosophical and non-confessional 
organisations.’ 

   

Article 17: ‘Recognising their identity and their specific 
contribution, the Union shall maintain an open, trans-
parent and regular dialogue with these churches and 

organisations.’ 

 
Other official documents of the EU also demonstrate the complex-

ity of the relations between the EU and the RCC and other churches. 
The most comprehensive repository of both official and unofficial doc-
uments of the EU is the EU’s own website (eur-lex.europa.eu), which 
contains hundreds of thousands of documents such as treaties, leg-
islation, preparatory acts, EU case-law and parliamentary questions. 
There are two general features that we observed when analysing the 
EU documents. First, and quite surprisingly, a high number of docu-
ments which include the terms ‘Catholicism,’ ‘Christianity,’ ‘God’ and 
even ‘secularism’ deals with issues connected to non-EU territories 
such as China, Laos, Iraq, Turkey and Tunisia (to name a few). 

The second general observation is that the aforementioned terms 
were framed in secularised language in the documents. This means that 
although we speak about “religious concepts,” their specific spiritual 
or transcendental dimension is not visible, being overshadowed by a 



20

cejiss
4/2013

more earthly perspective in the documents. Topics like discrimina-
tion and other issues related to human rights predominate (whereby 
Catholics are usually in the position of victims). But various forms of 
critique of the RCC are also common, ranging from criticism of the tax 
advantages for the Church in some countries to that of the financial 
assistance to the RCC in Poland and various controversial policies of 
the Church (concerning, for example, the use of contraceptives, issues 
related to HIV, etc.).18 

Analysis of Church documents is equally enlightening. When ana-
lysing the most important online archives of the RCC dealing with the 
EU, we discovered that the highest levels of the Church hierarchy sup-
port the integration process and EU institutions to a surprisingly large 
extent.19 Both the papal pronouncements – speeches and encyclicals 

– and speeches of other members of the Church leadership assess Euro-
pean integration very positively. However, these references to the EU 
are often connected with the stress on the role of Christianity in the 
integration process and the interpretation of Christianity as the basis 
of European identity, European values or European unity as such. In 
other words, the EU is commended, but the RCC qualifies its support 
by the continuous call for a return to the supposedly Christian roots 
of the integration process claiming that it is ‘necessary first of all to go 
back to Christianity.’20 

While both entities support each other rhetorically, a deeper look 
at their interpretations of both the origin and the purpose of the inte-
gration process reveals fundamental differences. The RCC’s insistence 
on the Christian roots of Europe is only very rarely taken up by EU 
leaders. EU documents seldom mention either the ‘Christian heritage’ 
or ‘Christian roots.’ While individual examples can be found of cas-
es where some parliamentary groupings or individuals mention the 
oppression of Christians/Catholics abroad or discuss the (missing) 
reference to Christianity in the preamble of the failed Constitutional 
Treaty, there is definitely no united chorus celebrating Christianity or 
Catholicism as the spiritual core of the EU. 

Recent Developments between the RCC and EU 

While both the Catholic support for, and the normative overlap with, 
the EU are tentative and conditional, there can be no doubt that, re-
cently, the interactions between the RCC (and churches in general) and 
the top representation of the EU have accelerated. An official dialogue 
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started between EU institutions and churches, religious communities 
and non-confessional organisations. The personal engagement of EU 
leaders has played an important, and often underrated, role in it. For 
example, Barroso’s personal interest in the upgrade of the diplomatic 
relations between the RCC and the EU constituted the main impulse 
for the establishment of diplomatic relations between the two entities 
at the highest level. Insiders also stress the role of the activities of (for-
mer) President Jacques Delors as well as the openly Catholic attitudes 
of President Herman van Rompuy in this respect.21 

Delors was instrumental in establishing the initiative A Soul for Eu-
rope, whose aim was to reinvigorate the integration process after the 
Cold War and draw churches and religious communities into more in-
tense dialogue with the EU.22 Another platform which is attached to 
the European Commission and which also links its origin to Delors is 
the Dialogue between European institutions and churches, religious asso-
ciations or communities and philosophical and non-confessional organi-
sations. The initiative stresses the need for regular dialogue with the 
churches, arguing that the communication with the churches ‘offers 
an opportunity to engage in the European integration process,’ allow-
ing ‘for an open exchange of views on pertinent EU policies between 
EU institutions and important parts of European society.’23 

Even the name of the Dialogue stresses the equality of religious and 
non-religious organisations, underlining the strictly secular nature of 
the Union. Indeed, there are groupings in the European Parliament 
such as the European Parliament Platform for Secularism in Politics, 
which focuses on the equal treatment of various religious and non-re-
ligious associations. The Platform does not maintain direct contact to 
the RCC,24 but its proclaimed mission indicates that it can be seen as 
an institutionalised opposition to the growing political influence of 
churches.25

The most recent legislative step in this matter is the introduction 
of the relatively short but essential Article 17 of the Treaty of Lisbon, 
which ‘has lifted the dialogue from good practice to a legal obligation, 
enshrined in primary law.’26 High-level annual meetings with the three 
presidents of the EU institutions are the most visible part of the dia-
logue, whereby each of the meetings is associated with a specific topic 
which is high on the EU agenda and which is simultaneously seen as 
relevant by church representatives as well. For example, the 2012 meet-
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ing focused on the notion of solidarity.
The implementation of Article 17 is not limited to the highest lev-

els. The strongest platform of the European Parliament, the European 
People’s Party Group (EPP) maintains its own variety of activities in 
the sphere of dialogue with the churches, such as joint conferences 
with religious leaders and the co-organisation of seminars on religious 
freedom, social issues and the discrimination of Christians (etc).27 Yet, 
the attitudes towards Article 17 in the European Parliament differ. The 
mentioned Platform for Secularism in Politics is, unsurprisingly, very 
critical of both the Article’s provisions and the appointment of a Vice 
President of the Parliament responsible for contacts with religious and 
non-confessional organisations. The Platform is convinced that this 
gives an unfair advantage to ‘organised religion over secular voices’ 
because ‘not all convictions and beliefs held by European citizens are 
organised.’28 

Conclusion

The main question explored in this article asked about the recent polit-
ical interactions between the EU and the RCC. Our main conclusion is 
that the number and intensity of interactions have been continuously 
accelerating over the past 20 years. Particularly after the signing of the 
Lisbon Treaty, the informal contacts between the Church and the Un-
ion have shifted from the older – predominantly informal – ties to the 
new, more formal and institutionalised relations. The RCC gradually 
increased its presence in Brussels through its direct representatives 
(the COMECE) and other, semi-autonomous Catholic organisations. 
These are intensely engaged in lobbying and in daily communication 
with EU politicians and its bureaucracy. 

As important as the formal political representation of the Church 
in the EU is, a substantial part of the RCC’s activities revolve around 
an almost invisible network of informal contacts, which include reli-
gious advisers to EU policy-makers (such as Presidents of the European 
Commission), the ties between church lobbyists and many members 
of the European Parliament, and advisory and consultation bodies re-
lated to the RCC which provide EU legislators with political and legal 
arguments supporting the views of the Church. Advocacy, lobbying, 
consultations and networking—these are the pillars on which the cur-
rent activities of the RCC stand in the EU policy-making arena. 

Additionally, there is much evidence to support the claim that the 
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influence of the RCC is limited. The most visible failures of the Church 
to push through its views include the battle over the reference to God 
in the European Constitution, and the EU’s policies regarding sexual 
minorities. The conclusion of our analysis is, therefore, quite straight-
forward. It is clear that we cannot talk about a renewed alliance of the 
throne and the altar when discussing the interactions between the 
EU and the RCC. At the same time, two trends have recently gained 
strength, both of which make the Church more visible in EU politics. 
The first is the overall growth of interest in religion in the EU, albeit 
this interest is often connected to negative stereotypes about religion, 
fear of religious fundamentalism and the failing integration policies 
of many EU member states. The RCC, whose relations with the EU 
have been relatively smooth, constitutes a reliable discussion partner 
and an ally of the Union in most of the problematic areas. The second 
trend is the learning process of the Church, which is growing more 
apt at using various formal and informal channels of influencing the 
policy-making in the EU. 

Paradoxically, as the secularisation of Europe continues, the Catho-
lic Church – and other churches and religious communities – is be-
coming more important since it represents a visible and still relatively 
large minority. At the same time, the Church is capable of clearly for-
mulating its views, which – although they are at times at odds with 
the EU’s mainstream – are still defended in a way that is compatible 
with the fundamental EU values. Hence, on many fronts, the EU and 
the RCC have indeed formed an uneasy alliance which legitimises the 
integration project in the eyes of the Union’s Catholics and gives the 
Church a greater say and a greater visibility in EU politics. 

This paper has been written as a part of the research project The 
European Union and the Roman Catholic Church: Political Theology 
of European Integration supported by the Grant Agency of the Czech 
Republic, Grant No. P408/11/2176.
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