The Third German-Chinese Interreligious Consultation

Visit to the Omar Ibn Al-Khattab Mosque in Berlin: Delegation member Ma Weiwei of the Chinese Islamic Association
(right) gifted the mosque, represented by the community’s head (left), a self-written calligraphy on the subject of the
“middle way."In the center stands the delegation’s leader, Pastor Xu Xiaohong. Photograph: China-Zentrum Archive.

tered while walking through the complex. Dr. Tan Lizhu, Secretary General of the Chinese
Catholic Patriotic Association, showed a wealth of images of Catholic churches built in
the traditional Chinese manner. Prof. Dr. Thorsten Klooster provided insights into the
transformation of those churches that are no longer used as sacral spaces. Architect Ms.
Chen Siyuan laid out her project, completed in 2005, of a technically ultra-modern Protes-
tant church with 5,000 seats — the Chong Yi Church of Hangzhou. Finally, Dr. Konstantin
Manthey gave an overview of the historical roots underlying the creation of Berlin’s reli-
gious buildings, some of which we had already visited.

The Muslim calligrapher Shahid Alam, who lives in Germany, enchanted the partici-
pants with a demonstration in which he expressed his faith through the artful placement
of lines and dots of the Arabic script; they connect and solidify towards the earth, while
stretching yearningly upwards and dissolving towards the heavens. Prof. Dr. Johann
Hinrich Claussen, Commissioner of Cultural Affairs of the EKD, presented artistic inter-
ventions made in various Berlin churches to invite his audience to engage in philosophical
contemplations and critical self-reflection.

A third important element of the consultation, alongside the excursions and lectures,
was a welcoming reception with speeches. Four directors of local Protestant missionary
societies and EMW Chair Pastor Dietmar Arends joined other external guests at the con-
ference hotel, underlining their support for dialogue with China. The Federal Government
Commissioner for Freedom of Religion or Belief, Thomas Rachel, as well as the Protes-
tant and Catholic churches’ official representatives to the Federal Government, Prelate Dr.
Anne Gidion and Prelate Dr. Karl Jiisten, spoke words of welcome. Mr. Rachel employed
diplomatic finesse and respectful courtesy to express to the guests the necessity of repre-
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senting the Federal Government’s value-based position. A very warm welcome was given
by Dr. Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, current Moderator of the World Council of Churches’
Central Committee, where he works closely with the CCC representatives Rev. Ms. Dr.
Lin Manhong and Ms. Gu Jingqin, who had both actively helped prepare the consultation.
The leader of the Chinese delegation, TSPM Chairman Pastor Xu Xiaohong, was the first
to speak at the reception and stressed the good relationship and the constantly reliable
cooperation between the Protestant churches in China and Germany during a phase in
which the overall relations between the states could be defined as neither warm nor cold,
and he expressed his hope for continued dialogue and deepening friendship.

At the consultation’s final session, Rev. Dr. Lin Manhong and Rev. Ute Hedrich judged
the event to have been a success and summarized a few of their personal impressions in
warm words. Gifts were exchanged, accolades were spoken, and the Chinese side espe-
cially expressed its gratitude for the extensive preparations and the carefully designed ex-
posure program, with particular thanks going to Dr. Eckhard Zemmrich.

Pastor Xu Xiaohong presents a gift to Dr. Bedford-Strohm. Photograph: China-Zentrum Archive.

When questioned on the bus en route to the airport, the United Front official confirmed
that he was very positively impressed by the entire consultation, by Berlin, by the pro-
gram, and by the quality of the exchange. He had been particularly happy about one detail:
that those preparing the event had remembered to make hot water and loose tea leaves
available to their Chinese guests at all times.
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