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Dear sisters and brothers in Christ,
dear synod members from across Europe,
It is a great joy and privilege to welcome you here in Tallinn on behalf of the Council of the Communion of Protestant Churches in Europe.
The CPCE is a communion of 96 Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist and United churches in more than thirty countries. We have different histories, liturgies, structures and theological accents. And yet we recognise one another as churches of Jesus Christ. We share pulpit fellowship and recognise one another’s ministries. We are, as we like to say, unity in reconciled diversity.
This is not simply an organisational arrangement. It is an ecclesiological statement: our differences do not have to disappear in order for communion to become real.
And that is especially relevant here, because you all have something in common: you are synod members.
The word synod has become remarkably prominent in the wider ecumenical world. Our sisters and brothers in the Roman Catholic Church have been rediscovering synodality: what it means to walk together, to listen together, to discern together.
For us Protestants, synods are hardly a new discovery. But there is an interesting question:
How did we actually get here?
Most of you did not wake up one morning and think: “I would very much like to become a synod member.”
You are here because someone elected you. Maybe you are still wondering why.
But behind this very human process – elections, nominations, church regulations, perhaps somebody saying, “We need a person, and you are the one” – there is a deeper theological idea: calling.
The Reformation tradition speaks about the vocatio externa, the external call. Someone calls you. A congregation, a church, a community says: We need you. We recognise something in you. We entrust this responsibility to you.
Christian vocation is not simply self-selection. There is another voice, outside myself, which calls me into responsibility.
We sometimes forget the importance of this external call, especially in post-communist countries. During the communist period, this process of recognition was often distorted: people could be called to positions of responsibility because they were trusted by the state or considered loyal to the regime. So we always need to recover the vocatio externa as genuine recognition: a community recognising someone’s gifts and calling that person to serve.
But our tradition also speaks about the vocatio arcana, the secret call. This call cannot be produced by an election result or written into the minutes of a synod. It happens before God.
Calvin speaks of “that secret call of which every minister is conscious before God”: the testimony of our heart that we accept an office not out of ambition or self-interest, but out of the fear of God and a desire “to edify the Church.” (Institutes 4.3.11)
Perhaps Christian service happens precisely where these two calls meet: Someone calls me from outside – and God calls me from within.
And this brings us to Passing on the Faith to the Next Generation.
Passing on the faith cannot simply mean finding younger people to fill the places we currently occupy – to keep our committees, synods and institutions running. The deeper questions are perhaps these: Who are we as a Church? What is our mission in the world today? What gifts do we need in order to fulfil that mission? And who are the people to whom God has given those gifts?
These are deeply synodal questions. A synod does not only make decisions. It tries to discern where God is leading the Church – and therefore it must listen: to the churches, to different voices, to the world around us, and also to the next generation.
And this listening requires different voices to be genuinely present in the synod. The biblical stories of vocation are full of surprises. Moses asks: Who am I? Jeremiah says: I am too young. And David is not even in the room when Samuel comes looking for him. He is outside, with the sheep.
So when we speak about passing on the faith, perhaps the question is not simply: How can we convince the next generation to continue what we have been doing?
Rather:
What is God calling the Church to do in this generation – and whom has God gifted for that calling? Whose gifts have we not yet recognised? Whose voice have we not yet heard? Who is still, so to speak, outside with the sheep?
And are our churches prepared not only to teach the next generation, but also to recognise their gifts, to call them, to trust them, and to give them responsibility?
Dear sisters and brothers, each of us is here through some form of vocatio externa. Someone elected us. Someone nominated us. Someone sent us.
May these days help us also to hear the deeper, quieter vocatio arcana: the call of God to serve and to edify the Church.
On behalf of the Council of the Communion of Protestant Churches in Europe, I wish you a joyful and blessed gathering.
Welcome to Tallinn.

