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Abstract 

The aim of the thesis is to analyse how the EU perceives the specific contribution 

of Churches to the European integration as stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU. 

The specific contribution is analysed on the case of Roman Catholic Church (RCC) which 

predominates in the dialogue under the Article 17.3. There are two time periods addressed 

in the thesis. Firstly, the specific contribution is addressed in the context of the debate 

on the EU constitution. It is examined, based on the analysis of politicians´ speeches and 

MEPs amendments, whether the specificity is rooted in the area of values. Second period is 

marked by the year 2009 when the TFEU entered into force, and 2014 when the dialogue 

with Churches was somewhat degraded. In fact, the new body responsible  

for the interaction became DG JUST, thereby replacing BEPA, i.e. organization directly 

reporting to the President of the Commission. Based on the analysis of the speeches and 

other relevant documents regard all the official meetings, I examine what the EU 

politicians expected from the Church and what was Her specificity according to them. 

Against this background is also analysed the fact that the dialogue with Churches was 

separated from the civil society organizations. It results from the research that the EU 

perceived the specific contribution of the RCC not on the ideational level. Rather, EU 

appreciated Her structure ranging from local communities to international space. In fact, 

the RCC fully-fledged institutionalization was valued as a useful mean for the EU 

to promote its policies at national and local level. 

 

Abstrakt 

Cílem této diplomové práce je analyzovat, jak Evropská unie vnímá pojem specifický 

přínos církví do evropského integračního procesu v kontextu článku 17.3  

Smlouvy o fungování EU. Specifický přínos církví je analyzován na případě Římsko-

katolické církve (ŘKC), jakožto dominantního náboženského aktéra v dialogu 

realizovaného v rámci čl. 17.3. Časově je práce vymezena dvěma obdobími. Nejprve je 

zkoumán specifický přínos ŘKC v kontextu debaty o Evropské ústavě. Na základě 

diskurzivní analýzy projevů a pozměňovacích návrhů, se hledá odpověď na otázku, do jaké 

míry je specifický přínos církve dáván do souvislosti s (evropskými) hodnotami.  

Druhé období je vymezeno lety 2009, kdy vstoupila v platnost Lisabonská smlouva. 



 

Analýza je uzavřena rokem 2014, kdy byla úroveň dialogu s církvemi poněkud 

degradována. Tehdy totiž odpovědnost za dialog převzalo DG JUST namísto BEPA, 

orgánu operujícího přímo pod vedením předsedy Evropské komise. Na základě 

projevů a dalších dokumentů pořízených z jednotlivých setkání mezi představiteli 

EU a ŘKC je zkoumáno, jaká očekávání evropští politici od církve měli. Cílem je zjistit, 

v čem byla tato očekávání specifická, a proč byl dialog s církvemi oddělen od dialogu 

s občanskou společností. Z mého výzkumu vyplývá, že specifickým přínosem ŘKC pro 

EU nebyl ani tolik její ideový potenciál jako spíše její samotná struktura. Ta totiž 

zahrnovala všechny úrovně společnosti, od obcí po mezinárodní prostředí. Takováto síť 

nabízela EU jedinečný komunikační kanál, skrze který by mohla propagovat svoji politiku 

na národním a lokálním stupni. 
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Introduction 

The aim of the thesis is to analyse the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church 

(RCC) to the European integration process as stated in the Article 17.3 of the Treaty 

on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU). Whereas the Church expressed quite clearly what 

She means by Her specific contribution, it was not so obvious in the case of the EU 

institutions.1 Yet, Article 17.3 explicitly states that “[r]ecognising their identity and their 

specific contribution, the Union shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue 

with these churches and organizations“ (European Union 2010: Article 17.3). 

Such a formulation has significant impact on the form of the dialogue. In fact, Churches 

were granted dialogue meetings which were separated from those held with Civil Society 

Organizations (CSOs). It should be noted, however, that not only Churches are covered by 

the Article. Non-confessional and philosophical organizations are included in the dialogue, 

too.2  

Although the EU considers both types of actors being equal, the dialogue with Churches is 

conducted separately. This might make the impression that Churches are treated 

exclusively at the cost of non-religious organizations. As David Pollock, a former president 

of the European Humanist Federation (EHF), once put it: “The first two paragraphs 

of Article 17 first appeared in a Declaration attached to the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997. 

The second [paragraph] was plainly an attempt with little bearing on the real world 

to balance the first, but the first is vital” (Pollock 2014: 124). Secondly, the dialogue 

with Churches is also separated from that with CSOs and Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs). The EU maintains relations with such organizations based 

 

1 By the term Church, I mean the Roman Catholic Church (RCC), unless stated otherwise. Yet, throughout 

the Introduction part, the proper distinction between the RCC and other Churches is not necessary as neither 

the EU makes such a difference. For the purpose of reader´s understanding, I duly distinguish singular and 

plural form of the word Church. By the term Church (singular), I mean RCC and by the term Churches 

(plural), I mean all Churches engaged in the dialogue. Throughout the text, I refer to the Church (meaning 

the RCC) as She. It results from Her official presentation as the Bride of Christ. Hence, also the first letter 

in capital (Why Is The Church Called She (her) 2008). Regarding the RCC´s statements about Her specific 

contribution, see e.g.: John Paul II 2003; Žák 2014; Kubiš 2017. 
2 Complete wording of the Article is as follows: 1) The Union respects and does not prejudice the status 

under national law of churches and religious associations or communities in the Member States. 2) 

The Union equally respects the status under national law of philosophical and non-confessional 

organizations. 3) Recognising their identity and their specific contribution, the Union shall maintain an open, 

transparent and regular dialogue with these churches and organizations (European Union 2010: Article 17). 
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on the Article 11. It has nearly the same wording as the Article 17, yet the phrase specific 

contribution is missing. The text simply states that “[t]he institutions shall maintain 

an open, transparent and regular dialogue with representative associations and civil 

society“ (European Union 2010: Article 11.2). 

To address the meaning of specific contribution properly, history of the Article 17.3 needs 

to be examined. In fact, its origins are dated back into 2003 when Article I-52.3 

of the Treaty Establishing a Constitution For Europe (“Constitutional Treaty”) was 

proposed.3 The Treaty has not eventually been ratified but the Article was later 

incorporated into the TFEU retaining the original wording intact. First part of the thesis 

thus deals with the period related to the debate about the Constitutional Treaty. It is marked 

by years 2002–2004 and regards primarily events such as the European Convention  

(March 2002 – July 2003), the Intergovernmental Conference (October 2003 – June 2004) 

and the debate about the final version of the European Constitution (signed in October 

2004, not ratified). These were the most important events which shaped the wording 

of the Article I-52.3 of the Constitutional Treaty (later the Article 17.3 of the TFEU).4  

The wording of the Article I-52.3 mentioned specific contribution of Churches. This might 

be surprising especially when seen against the background of the refusal of the reference 

to Christian heritage in the Constitutional Treaty. On the one hand, the EU recognized 

the specific contribution of Churches, while disregarding their legacy on the other.  

This paradox resulted from a sort of political bargain. As Anne Van Lancker  

(member of the Convention and MEP between 1994 and 2009) put it: “In the end we did 

not succeed to remove the Article 51, since that was the political price to pay to the EPP 

in order to avoid a reference to God in the Constitution” (Mudrov 2014: 161). The refusal 

of the reference to God shows that the significance of the Article 17.3 should not be 

overestimated and that the phrase specific contribution of Churches to the European 

 

3 Note that I am talking particularly about the third paragraph. While this part emerged for the first time 

in 2003, the Article 17 containing first two paragraphs came to exist already in Amsterdam Treaty. For 

further information, see Chapter 4.2.  
4 The religious matters did not resonate significantly during the debate about the TFEU. In fact, the Article 

on Churches was incorporated into the TFEU retaining its original wording from the Constitutional Treaty. 

For further details, see Mudrov 2014: 155–162. 
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integration does not necessarily give Churches any privileged position in the EU polity.5 

In fact, the term specific contribution is so vague that it depends on what the EU makes 

of it. As Sophie in ´t Veld, chair of the platform on secularism in politics at the European 

Parliament, said: “[It] can be regarded as a success or failure for one of the sides, 

depending on how you will put it in practice” (Mudrov 2014: 163). Therefore, 

the examination of the 2002–2004 period serves as a valuable starting point to address EU 

perception of the role of Churches. 

Drawing on what is written above, the goal of the thesis is to understand why the EU 

implemented the phrase specific contribution into the wording of the Article 17.3 and why 

this Article exists at all. In fact, the Article 11 establishes the dialogue with CSOs which 

might well include Churches.6 To understand the issue on the European level, the major 

emphasis is put on the examination of speeches given by politicians involved 

in the dialogue. EU delegation comprised the President of the European Commission, 

(Vice-)President of the European Parliament, and the President of the European Council. 

Relevant documents published by the Bureau of European Policy Advisers (BEPA) are 

examined, too. BEPA has officially been responsible for the dialogue with Churches since 

the TFEU entered into force in 2009. It kept the competence until 2014 when 

the Article 17 was moved under the responsibility of Directorate-General for Justice and 

Consumers (DG JUST [no date]). 

The 2009–2014 period marks the second period analysed in my thesis. The reasons for this 

delimitation are following the logic outlined above. In 2009, TFEU (and hence the Article 

17.3) entered into force. Although some, often very informal, forms of the dialogue 

with Churches have been in place already since 1980s, the fully fledged institutionalisation 

of these relations materialised not before the Lisbon Treaty.7 In other words, before 

the Lisbon Treaty was in place, the dialogue has been conducted sporadically depending 

 

5 The EU strictly protects its secularity: see e.g.: McCrea 2010; FORET, François, 2009. Religion: A solution 

or a problem for the legitimisation of the European Union? Religion, State and Society. 2009 

DOI 10.1080/09637490802693213; Schlesinger, Foret 2006. 
6 Many researchers term Church as an NGO. For further information, see, e.g.: HOUSTON, Kenneth, 2009. 

The logic of structured dialogue between religious associations and the institutions of the European Union. 

Religion, State and Society. 2009. DOI 10.1080/09637490802694088.  
7 For further information, see, e.g.: Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015; Kubiš 2017; LEUŞTEAN, Lucian (ed.), 2013. 

Representing religion in the European Union: does God matter? London ; New York: Routledge. Routledge 

studies in religion and politics. ISBN 978-0-415-68504-7. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09637490802693213
https://doi.org/10.1080/09637490802694088
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on the personal willingness of the EU politicians. Yet, the Article 17.3 of the TFEU 

transformed the interaction into the official, regular and legally binding matter.  

The analysis examines meetings conducted until 2014. At that time, the responsibility for 

dialogue was moved from BEPA to the competence of Directorate-General for Justice and 

Consumers (“DG JUST”). This change represented a significant blow to previously 

somewhat exclusive position of Churches.  In fact, the importance of the dialogue has been 

degraded from a high-level matter (as BEPA was directly reporting to the president 

of the European Commission) into a standard interaction at the ordinary DG level. 

Moreover, in 2015, Katharina von Schnurbein, a person responsible for the dialogue was, 

in addition, named as the coordinator on combating anti-Semitism. This, in practice, 

downgraded the importance of the dialogue transforming the Schnurbein´s role 

“from a full-time coordinator to a part-time one” (Portaru 2017: 16). With this change was 

closely related the fact that there was a significant decrease in number of Dialogue 

Seminars held with individual Churches (Mišák 2018).  

Together with High-level Meetings, Dialogue Seminars were main features proving 

the exclusiveness of the dialogue conducted under the Article 17. Whereas High-level 

Meetings between the high representatives of the EU and Churches had rather symbolic 

meaning, the Dialogue Seminars were addressing concrete EU policies with a greater 

opportunity for Churches to influence the outcomes of the policy-making process. Yet, 

unlike the High-level Meetings which have continued to take place once a year, Dialogue 

Seminars have been less and less frequent since 2014.8 By the time of writing, 

the Dialogue Seminars disappeared completely.  

The research target of my thesis is therefore driven by the seeming discrepancy between 

the what the EU declared in the Article 17.3 (i.e. specific contribution) and how it is 

virtually disregarded in practice (i.e. dialogue with DG JUST, not BEPA). Hence, 

the research question goes as follows:  

RQ: What does the EU mean by the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic 

Church as stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU?   

In other words, I examine EU own view of the specific contribution and not what such 

specificity is or might be. Such an approach to the issue is largely neglected in the current 

 

8 It becomes obvious when comparing websites of BEPA (2014) with the DG JUST ([no date]).  
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academic research (see Chapter Literature review). Therefore, my thesis aims to offer 

a valuable contribution to the research agenda. 

The topic of the thesis is also highly relevant in the field of international politics. Dealing 

with the subject facilitates better understanding of mutual relations between the EU and 

RCC with the emphasis on the EU perspective. It shows, that the EU–RCC dialogue does 

not necessarily have to deal solely with the religion, values, identity or morality. In fact, 

there might be also other aspects at play. Although there was significant dominance 

of Christian (especially Catholic) leaders throughout the whole process of the European 

integration (EI), these had to refrain from public proclamations of their faith in order to be 

accepted by their counterparts and by the broader public.9 The European Union has always 

been promoting its secular nature and therefore distanced itself from any religion-related 

issues or ideational “truth-claims” (McCrea 2010: 265). Yet, the EU committed itself to 

sustain regular dialogue with Churches, i.e. religious actors. The aim of my thesis is 

to examine why the EU explicitly acknowledged the specific contribution of the Church 

while refusing to recognize the Christian heritage.  

Simply put, the relevance of my research to the field of the international relations is rooted 

in the analysis of the EU (one international actor) and its perception (object of the analysis) 

of the Roman Catholic Church (second international actor). There is a broad research 

addressing the relations between the EU and the Roman Catholic Church. Yet, approaches 

employed there are diverse from the one employed in my thesis.  

To answer the research question (i.e. What does the EU mean by the specific contribution 

of the Roman Catholic Church as stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU?), the thesis is 

structured into five chapters: 1) Theoretical Framework, 2) Definition of terms 

3) Methodology, 4) On the way to the Art. 17.3: The reasons behind the “specific 

contribution” wording and 5) Implementation of the Article 17.3: EU perception 

of the specific contribution in practice.  

In Chapter 1, Theoretical Framework of the thesis is introduced. There, relevant ideas 

rooted especially in constructivist approaches to the European integration are presented. 

Furthermore, constructivism is complemented by pertinent insights based on the ideas 

 

9 See, e.g.: Kubiš 2017; KAISER, Wolfram, 2007. Christian Democracy and the Origins of European Union. 

Cambridge University Press. ISBN 978-1-139-46900-5.  
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of multi-level governance approach (MLG). I explain why I chose these theories and which 

particular concepts have been used.  

In Chapters 2 and 3 the terms used in the thesis are defined and Methodology is presented. 

Regarding Chapter 2, explanation is provided of what is meant by the European Union and 

the Roman Catholic Church. These designations as such are, in fact, very general. 

Concerning Chapter 3, methodology is introduced. Within the methodological chapter, 

selection of given sources and literature is explained as well.  

The last two chapters represent the empirical section of my thesis. These are analyses 

of the two time periods mentioned above. In Chapter 4 (On the way to the Article 17.3: 

The reasons behind the “specific contribution” wording), the period around the debate 

about the Constitutional Treaty (i.e. 2002–2004) is addressed. This analysis is put into 

the context of the creation and the approval of what later became the Article 17.3 

of the TFEU.  

In Chapter 5 (Implementation of the Article 17.3: EU perception of the specific 

contribution in practice) the second period (2009–2014) is analysed. The aim 

of the Chapter is to examine how the EU carried out the dialogue with Churches 

with regard to its acknowledgement of Churches´ specific contribution. In other words, 

how EU politicians reflected the specific contribution during meeting is reflected. 
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Literature review 

The current research of the EU–RCC relationship under the Article 17.3 is limited. 

Although there are some works dealing with this particular subject, they usually approach 

it in too rigid way.10 That means, with a little simplification, that researches picked the two 

entities, the EU and the RCC, defined their nature, conceptualized their behaviour and then 

analysed the mutual interaction. Although there is a broad research dealing with the what 

the reality of RCC–EU dialogue is (or what it means), virtually no research examines 

the question of how it is perceived by the EU.11 Hence, the topic of my thesis is to analyse 

how the European Union views the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church 

in the context of the Article 17.3 of the TFEU 

Current research agenda on the Church–EU relations might be divided into four 

categories:12 First type, for my thesis most relevant, yet the least developed, deals 

with the EU approach towards Churches. Second type addresses particularly the Roman 

Catholic Church and its stance towards European integration. Third type of literature 

examines the approach of Christian Churches towards EI in general. Fourth type 

of research operates in the field of religious values and their compatibility with EU secular 

order.  

Regarding the first type of research, two most significant publications need to be 

mentioned: a book Des dieux et des fonctionnaires: religions et laicites face au defi de la 

construction europeenne by Bérengère Massignon (2007) and a book Der Dialog nach Art. 

17 III AEUV: In Anerkennung ihrer Identität und ihres besonderen Beitrags by Patrick R. 

Schnabel (2014). In both publications is employed the same approach to the EU–Church 

relations as in my thesis. For this reason, I will examine these publications more in detail 

to show why is there still a research gap which can be filled by my thesis.  

Massignon adopts a sociological approach when she examines the perception of religious 

communities by European politicians. Her book shows that EU contacts with the religious 

 

10 For further reflection of related research made so far, see Kratochvíl, Doležal 2014a:168-170. 
11 There is some research dealing with the RCC self-perception as a special contributor to the EU integration. 

See, e.g.: Žák 2013. 
12 This division is, of course, somewhat superficial as the literature often comprises also the elements 

of the other types of research. It is, however, useful to make such a categorization, in order to comprehend 

the current state of research more easily. 
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communities have always been a little bit complex issue. Rather than seeking moral 

inspiration, EU was looking for opportunities how Churches might contribute 

to the European social integration. Massignon´s work serves as a useful starting point, but 

it cannot be used as a proper source for my thesis. There are two reasons for that: Firstly, 

Massignon´s approach is sociological in its nature and focuses primarily on the personal 

perception of individual politicians. My thesis deals with EU´s institutional approach, 

though. Secondly, the book was published in 2007 which means that it does not offer  

up-to-date information needed for my research of the 2009–2014 period.  

Second relevant publication, Der Dialog nach Art. 17 III AEUV: In Anerkennung ihrer 

Identität und ihres besonderen Beitrags, was written by Patrick R. Schnabel. The author 

shows how the Article 17.3 effectively transformed an ad hoc interaction into a more 

systematic dialogue. In this context, Schnabel broadly examines the very nature 

of Churches and sees them as “corporations sui generis” compared to the CSOs and NGOs 

respectively (Schnabel 2014: 85–109). Furthermore, author notes that value-neutral State 

(in our case State might be replaced with the EU) can adopt religious principles but has 

to “secularise” them so they can be broadly accepted within the polity (Schnabel 2014: 

187). When this idea is applied on the topic of my thesis, we may say that before the EU 

engages in a dialogue, it requires Churches to refrain from the religious language and 

transform it into secular terms.13 One of the Schnabel´s conclusions is that 

with such a secularisation of the religious language, the specificity of Churches in relation 

to CSOs might be erased. Therefore, author claims, the separation of the Dialogue under 

the Article 17 is limited only to a political proclamation with little practical distinction 

from the dialogue with the CSOs held under the Article 11 (Schnabel 2014: 247). In my 

thesis, I would like to analyse how EU politicians perceive the specific contribution 

of Churches, when this specificity has, in fact, little benefits for the religious organizations. 

Second type of the research (i.e. RCC stance towards the EU) includes publications made 

by authors such as Petr Kratochvíl, Frank Turner and Petr Žák.14 These authors focus 

in most case on the Roman Catholic Church and employ a historical approach to Her 

stance towards the EU. In other words, their research reflects the evolution of the relations 

 

13 For more detailed analysis of the language translation, see McCrea 2010.  
14 Petr Kratochvíl is a Senior Researcher in the Institute of International Relations Prague), Frank Turner 

is a former General Director of the Jesuit European Office); A dissertation thesis by Petr Žák (2014) 

is a valuable source for those not acquainted with EU–Church affairs. 
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how the Church perceived integration process and how She responded to it (Kratochvíl, 

Doležal 2014; Turner 2012). One of the most complex publications in the field is a book 

The European Union and the Catholic Church: Political Theology of European Integration 

by Petr Kratochvíl and Tomáš Doležal. The book provides a systematic analysis 

of the relations between the Roman Catholic Church and it does so either from the Church 

perspective as well as from the EU´s point of view. Although they do not address the issue 

of specific contribution, they offer valuable insights highly relevant to my research (see 

especially Chapters 5 and 6 of the book). 

Third type of the research (i.e. dealing with Christian Churches in general) is made 

especially by Lucian N. Leustean and Sergei A . Mudrov.15 These authors employ 

approach similar to the second type of research (see above) which they extended 

to Christian Churches in general. In this case, not only Churches´ stance towards the EU is 

addressed but also mutual interactions between individual Churches are examined. 

Moreover, both authors employ mainly historical approach. It may be well illustrated 

on Leustean´s book The Ecumenical Movement and the Making of the European 

Community (Leuștean 2014). Whereas Leustean approach focuses on the institutional 

aspects of interaction (i.e. asking when, why and under which circumstances Churches 

engaged in the dialogue with the EU), Mudrov places the relations on the field of values. 

He focuses on the potential role of Churches in the making of EU identity. Mudrov´s 

Article The Christian Churches as Special Participants in European Integration (Mudrov 

2011) may be given as an illustrative example.  

Fourth type of research (i.e. comparison of religious and secular values) is represented by 

François Foret and Ronan McCrea.16 Foret frequently situates his research in the field 

of values. Whereas Mudrov employs rather one-sided approach, focusing mainly 

on the religious values, Foret  examines secular ideas as well. His Article Political roof 

and sacred canopy? Religion and the EU constitution well illustrates the case (Schlesinger, 

Foret 2006). Foret claims that “religion is less a source of values than a resource for 

 

15 Lucian N. Leustean is a Senior Lecturer in Politics and International Relations at the Aston Centre for 

Europe; Sergei A . Mudrov received his Diploma in International Economic Relations from the Belarusian 

State University. 
16 François Foret is a Professor of Political Science at the Université Libre de Bruxelles and Jean Monnet 

chair; Ronan McCrea is a Lecturer in the Faculty of Laws at University College London and a former judicial 

clerk in the chambers of Advocate General Miguel Poiares-Maduro at the Court of JUSTice of the European 

Union 
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communication and self-assertion” (Schlesinger, Foret 2006: 61). In other words, Foret 

examines how could be religious values incorporated into the EU ideational order while 

the latter retains its secularity. Foret note that “religion may also operate as an instrument 

of cultural transition, offering a framework through which new identities can be negotiated, 

sustaining the meanings and values of people undergoing change” (Schlesinger, Foret 

2006: 63; italics added). Such an observation is highly relevant for my thesis since it 

implies, that the EU may see the specific contribution of the Catholicism 

as an inspirational source for the creation of its own (new) European identity. In other 

words, it is difficult for the EU to adopt Catholic ideas as such, but it may be acceptable 

to transform them for the purposes of its own EU ideas to which citizens may subsequently 

adhere. McCrea employs similar approach as Foret with the only exception being in a more 

juridical approach. He is an author of a book Religion and the Public Order 

of the European Union (McCrea 2010). Here, he examines the different perception 

of Christianity and Islam within European polity, where the first being perceived as 

“cultural insider” while the latter as a political force (McCrea 2010: 261). McCrea´s 

distinction between cultural and political dimension of Churches´ activities provides useful 

insights into how the EU limits religious influence given its strive for secularity.  

It can be observed that there is a broad academic research of the Church–EU relations.  

Yet, the issue of a specific contribution of Churches as presented in the Article 17.3 

of the TFEU has not been addressed. Aim of my thesis is to fill this research gap. 

 

 

 



11 

1. Theoretical Framework 

To answer my research question (i.e. What does the EU mean by the specific contribution 

of the Roman Catholic Church as stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU?), I draw on two 

theoretical approaches to the European Integration, namely Constructivism and Multi-level 

governance (MLG). At this point, I briefly outline why I selected these approaches. 

In the following sections, I specify which concrete theoretical concepts were used. 

Constructivism and MLG approach offer the most appropriate guidance for the theoretical 

framework of the thesis. There are several reasons for that: Firstly, it deals 

with the creation of the discourse and meanings of the reality. Hence, its relevance 

to the EU perception (and not the objective reality) of the specific contribution becomes 

obvious. Secondly, constructivism deals with ideas, identities, community-building and 

the role of these elements in the integration process. Therefore, constructivism is also 

highly relevant when it comes to the Roman Catholic Church (as an international actor 

defined primarily by its ideational/religious nature) as well as European identity.   

Yet, it would a mistake to take up only constructivist approach as it would exclude other 

important perspective on the EU perception of the specific contribution of the RCC. Based 

on the existing research and my personal experience in COMECE (organization 

representing the RCC at the EU level), I presume that the EU does not see the specific 

contribution (solely) on the ideational level but in the Church´s fully-fledged 

organizational structure. In fact, the RCC is present at all levels of the European polity, 

ranging from local parishes through (arch)dioceses and national Bishops´ Conferences 

to supranational bodies, such as COMECE. Therefore, MLG provides an useful theoretical 

guidance when it comes to the analysis of the EU perception of the specific contribution. 

In other words, EU may regard the RCC as a particular contributor to the further 

integration given Her highly developed organizational structure.  

1.1 Constructivism 

Constructivism is one of the two most suitable theoretical approaches for my analysis. This 

is for two main reasons: Firstly, the very research question dealing with the EU 

(subjective) perception of specific contribution of the RCC, determines the selection 

to a significant extent.  
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In other words, the aim of the analysis is not to find out what the specific contribution 

of the RCC contribution is. Rather, I examine how it is perceived by the EU. Therefore, the 

logic of constructivism is employed. Its underlying idea can be summed up by Wendt´s 

famous statement that “Anarchy is what States make of it” (Wendt 1992: 395).  When 

applied on my case, it can be said that I build my research on presumption that specific 

contribution of the RCC is what the EU makes of it. With this regard, constructivism is, in 

turn, linked with the discourse analysis (DA) as the most appropriate method. In fact, DA 

offers useful tools to properly analyse the discourse of the specific contribution. For 

example, Wæver emphasizes the importance of the discourse analysis given its focus 

on the capacity of the actors to create meanings and frame policies or political choices 

(Wæver [no date]; Rosamond 2016: 88). In a similar vein, Christiansen claims that 

constructivism approaches European integration as a process. According to him, reality 

should be treated as contested and problematic. Christiansen concludes that constructivist-

inspired work should focus on “directing research at the origin and reconstruction 

of identities, the impact of rules and norms, the role of language and political discourse” 

(Rosamond, 2016: 87). Hence, the constructivist approach is in line with my 

methodological setup (see below). In fact, I examine the EU perception of the specific 

contribution of the RCC drawing on the discursive analysis of BEPA documents and 

speeches of the EU leaders. I do not base my research on (historical) facts (i.e. how 

the RCC actually contributed to integration) but on the analysis of the language and 

the political discourse. 

Second reason I opted for constructivism is the fact that the dialogue under the Article 17.3 

delimits the dialogue to the faith-based organizations and the groups of conviction. In other 

words, subjects operating primarily at the ideational sphere and dealing with values are 

involved in the meetings with the EU representatives. This has significant impact 

on the nature of the dialogue and the topics which are debated. In the case of the RCC, it is 

COMECE which represents the Church. This organization functions as a “translation box” 

(Poquillon 2018). On the one hand, it informs national Bishops´ Conferences about 

the current issues in the EU and at the same time it promotes the ideas of the common 

good when it comes to the EU policy-making (Transparency Register 2011). From all other 

Catholic bodies, COMECE is the only Catholic organization engaged in the dialogue under 

the Article 17.3. For example, Catholic NGOs (i.e. organizations not primarily preoccupied 

with the promotion of ideas but rather with social services) are covered by the Article 11 
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of the TFEU (Transparency Register 2020; Leuştean 2013a: 12–13). Of course, that does 

not mean that there is no co-operation between COMECE and other Catholic organizations 

based in Brussels. But given the fact, that in the dialogue under the Article 17.3 officially 

involves only the organization which operates predominantly at the ideational level, hints 

that constructivism with its concepts of identity, values and community-building is 

the most appropriate theory for the analysis of the dialogue.    

By now, I presented the reasons for the selection of constructivism in general. At this 

point, I will explain which particular stream of the theory has been used. 

1.1.1 Interpretative constructivism 

When dealing with the EU perception and the creation of the (political) discourse, I follow 

the logic of the interpretative constructivism as presented by Checkel (2006). Together 

with the critical constructivism, interpretative constructivism belongs to the branch of so-

called post-constructivist stream. Checkel describes this branch of constructivism based 

on ideas presented by Schwellnus and claims that “[i]nstead of starting with certain givens 

– say, a set of social norms – and exploring their causal impact on outcomes, they might 

explore the discursive practices that make possible certain EU norms in the first place” 

(Checkel 2006: 7). When applied on my research, I do not start my analysis 

with the presumption that the specific contribution of the RCC to the European integration 

is given. Therefore, I do not explore the causal impact of the RCC´s contribution 

on outcomes of the EU policies. Rather, I analyse how the discursive practices (i.e. EU 

framing of the specific contribution of the RCC) made possible the EU norm (i.e. 

execution of the dialogue with Churches under the Article 17.3 of the TFEU). In contrast 

with conventional constructivists who place the question of identity in the centre of their 

research, post-positivist constructivists focus on the role of the discourse and creation 

of the meaning. In other words, both the critical and interpretative constructivism base their 

ideas on the role of the language and its potential to construct social reality (Checkel 2006: 

5–6). Yet, there is one important distinction between them: Whereas interpretative 

constructivists, as the name suggests, only interpret reality, critical constructivists go 

beyond this goal and add to their research “an explicitly normative dimension by probing 

researcher´s own implication in the reproduction of the identities and world he/she is 

studying” (Checkel 2006: 6, italics added).  
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It is of no use to employ critical constructivist approach with its normative aspect in my 

research. It could deviate the research in an undesirable way. Therefore, I utilise 

the interpretative constructivism which does not aim to add any normative conclusions.  

I refrain in my thesis from any evaluation of the EU perception of the specific contribution 

of the RCC. I have no intention to put my research into the historical context 

of the European integration. Neither do I attempt to show that, say, EU perception 

of the RCC´s specific contribution should take into account the Christian heritage and 

the Article 17.3 should reflect that. To avoid these normative tendencies, I stick 

to the interpretative constructivism which lets “the texts speak for themselves, as it were” 

(Checkel 2006: 6). Simply put, interpretative constructivism offers the best insights on how 

to focus solely on the role of language (i.e. political statements, BEPA documents, 

interviews and personal experience) in constructing the meaning of the specific 

contribution of the RCC to the European integration process. No (historical) facts are 

employed to show the real specificity of the contribution. This should be stressed as my 

research often touches upon the question of values and principles, i.e. issues which may be 

observed as normative and potentially subjective. 

1.1.2 Constructivist concepts used in the thesis 

So far, I addressed the constructivism as a theory dealing with the role of language and 

the impact of the discourse on the meaning of specific contribution. However, there is one 

more area examined by the constructivism which is highly relevant to my research: the role 

of identity and community-building. Even though I employ interpretative constructivism 

in order to firmly stick to the discursive analysis and to avoid the risk of making my 

research normative, I cannot fully dismiss the questions of values and identity. In other 

words, interpretative constructivism is useful when it comes to the question of how 

to approach the sources. Hence, this branch of constructivism is valuable especially 

with regard to the methodology. Yet, to understand the content of the speeches, BEPA 

documents and the likes, I need to draw my research on some other constructivist concepts. 

As mentioned above, dialogue under the Article 17.3 involves organizations which operate 

predominantly at the ideational level. Therefore, I employ constructivist concepts dealing 

with constitution of norms and questions about European identity. 

When talking about norms, I use the definition by Katzenstein who characterized the term 

as “collective expectations for the proper behaviour of actors with a given identity” 
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(Fukuyama, Katzenstein 1997: 5). Applied on my case, the aim of my analysis is 

to understand collective (i.e. EU) expectations. Therefore, I examine what is the specific 

behaviour (contribution) the EU expects from the RCC regarding Her religious (and 

therefore transnational) identity. Furthermore, there are two significant aspects related 

to the constructivist concept of norms: internalization of the norms and their 

transformation into interests.  

To make some expectations is one thing but to put these into practice is another. Therefore, 

it is important not only to create expectations regarding the norms but also to put these into 

practice. Some constructivists term such an implementation as an internalization of norms. 

(Finnemore, Sikkink 1998; Checkel 1999; Katzenstein 1997). Finnemore and Sikkink 

claim that internalization successfully happens when “norms acquire a taken-for-granted 

quality and are no longer a matter of broad public debate” (Finnemore, Sikkink 1998: 895). 

Regarding my thesis, I examine constitution of norms in the first research period (2002–

2004), i.e. debate about the reference to Christian heritage in the Constitutional Treaty. 

In the second research period (2009–2014), i.e. the implementation of the Article 17.3,  

I analyse how those norms were internalized. 

When the norms are internalized, another important aspect comes into play: constitution 

of interests. Based on Wendt´s assumption that interests are socially constructed, 

Rosamond claims that “[i]t is through the internalization of norms that actors acquire their 

identities and establish what their interests are,” and adds that “constructivists are 

interested in […] how institutions constitute the interests and identities of actors.” 

(Rosamond 2016: 87–88, italics added). EU´s institutional framework officially aims at 

“promoting and defending its values, objectives and interests” (EUR-Lex [no date]). 

Hence, it becomes obvious that the specific contribution of the RCC cannot be seen by 

the EU in a sense that the RCC offers some source of ideational inspiration. In fact, one 

part of the EU institutional framework is to defend its values. This implies that the EU 

tends to protect its secular nature when it comes to the dialogue with any religious 

organization. The other part of the framework is to promote its values, which suggests that 

the EU acknowledges the specific contribution RCC given Her organizational presence at 

all levels of EU polity. This reality is in line with the interest of the EU to spread its values 

within the member states. Regarding all these aforementioned elements, constructivism has 
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an important say as it analyses how the EU-level norms penetrate into the national polities 

of the member states (Rosamond, 2016: 88). 

Promotion of European values within the EU polity is narrowly connected with the second 

constructivist concept broadly employed in my research, i.e. concept of community 

building or sense of belonging (Schimmelfennig 2014: 34; Deutsch 1957: 5). According 

to Schimmelfennig, this is, in fact, a key constructivist concept: “European integration is at 

its core a process of community building. Communities are groups or associations based 

on shared ideas. They share a collective identity, causal and normative beliefs, and 

structures of meaning” (Schimmelfennig 2014: 35). With regard to the EU polity, 

Schmmelfennig presents two distinct approaches on how to analyse of the community 

building. First research option follows Deutsch´s tradition of compatible social values 

(Deutsch 1957: 66). This means, that the institutional integration depends on the sense 

of belonging within the transnational community. Simply put, if there is to be further 

integration and strengthening of the supranational bodies of the EU, there needs to exist 

European identity first. Without proper feeling of Europeanness among its citizens, 

institutional integration may meet with the resistance from the national public spheres. 

This approach can be observed in the RCC statements addressed towards the EU (John 

Paul II 2003; Benedict XVI 2009; Kubiš 2017; Žák 2013). Simply put, Roman Catholic 

Church generally supports the European integration, but this support is generally based 

on the assumption that genuine European unity can be reached only when a specific 

contribution of Christianity to the European identity is acknowledged. The RCC argues 

that to build European community, the Christian common heritage (together with humanist 

ideals) needs to be employed as a unifying tool.  Yet, as the debate about Constitutional 

Treaty has shown, such recognition is highly problematic for the EU which presents itself 

as a secular entity. 

The second research option seems to be more relevant for my research. It employs reversed 

logic than that of European identity first approach. In order to create a robust European 

identity, there needs to be proper institutional integration first. As Schimmelfennig aptly 

puts it: “Institutional integration promotes community building and take up neo-

functionalist expectations of upgrading the common interest, actor socialization, and 

shifting identities and loyalties” (Schimmelfennig 2014: 36). When applied on my case, it 

can be said, that the EU sees the specific contribution of the RCC in Her capacity 
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to promote European identity as defined by the European institutions (and not by 

the RCC). In order to reach this goal, EU needs to socialize the RCC. According 

to Schimmelfennig, this can be done through integrated policy-making which “generates 

intense and frequent contacts […] that have the potential to transform identities, restructure 

discourses, and lead to common meanings and beliefs” (Schimmelfennig 2014: 36).  

It should be noted that the RCC is not directly involved in the EU policy-making, yet 

the Article 17.3 gives Her an opportunity to influence it through Dialogue Seminars. 

Hence, the interaction under the Article 17.3 could be seen as a tool for integrated policy-

making with some kind of involvement of the RCC. This engagement of the RCC, in turn, 

may serve the EU to socialize (i.e. Europeanize) the Church. Europeanization 

of the Church would eventually make Her more favourable to the promotion 

of the European identity (Schimmelfennig 2014; Kratochvíl, Doležal 2014b).17  

Apart from the socialization of the RCC, the EU also seeks to create common meanings 

and shared values. The word create is important. Drawing on the presumptions outlined 

above might be noted that the dialogue with Churches is not primarily connected  

with values or even identity. Rather the contrary: When it comes to the interaction  

with religious organizations, the EU tends to employ institutional integration first 

approach instead of European identity first method. Foret´s observation might be 

reiterated: “[R]eligion may also operate as an instrument of cultural transition, 

offering a framework through which new identities can be negotiated, sustaining 

the meanings and values of people undergoing change” (Schlesinger, Foret 2006: 63; 

italics added).  

Kratochvíl illustrates such institutionally driven integration on the EU promotion of human 

dignity. In order to create common meaning of the human dignity and gain support for it, 

the Union proceeds in three steps which he describes as follows: ”(1) human dignity (as 

defined by the EU) is essential, (2) the EU is the greatest advocate of human dignity 

on the continent and, by extension, worldwide, and (3) other international actors and 

religious communities should support the EU lest their dedication to human dignity be 

 

17 Europeanization of the RCC has been broadly covered in the academic research. See, for example: Žák 

2014; KATSCHER, Laura, 2012. Die Kirchen und die Europäische Union: kirchliche Interessenvertretung 

im europäischen Mehrebenensystem. Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Darmstadt; BYRNES, Timothy A ., 

2006. Transnational religion and europeanization. In : Religion in An Expanding Europe. ISBN 978-0-511-

49191-7.  
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challenged” (Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015: 131). In other words, EU tends to take up universal 

values and give them European nature. Consequently, churches are expected to adhere 

to such a European definition of values. It seems obvious, that the specific contribution 

of the RCC is hardly rooted on the ideational level, as it is EU itself who constitutes 

European values. The Church is only expected to give it Her support because it adheres 

to the universal values, too. There is little interest from the side of the EU, that Churches 

might have different definition of these values. Therefore, the shared ideas are present, 

although the common meaning is still missing. 

To summarize, in order to analyse the EU perception of the specific contribution 

of the RCC, I depart from the constructivist assumption that to build the community, there 

needs to be profound institutional integration first. That may explain the very existence 

of the Article 17.3 which institutionalise the dialogue with Churches. Successful 

institutional integration presumes socialization (i.e. Europeanization) of the RCC and 

creation of common meanings. Yet, it is the EU who has the main word in the constitution 

of such meanings, i.e. it defines the values and then it requests support for them, claiming 

that it is in line with the doctrine of the Church. Therefore, constructivist approach 

to the European integration with its concept of community building well illustrates, that 

the specific contribution of the RCC as worded in the Article 17.3 does not need to be 

rooted in the area of values. Not in the first place, at least. 

1.2 Multi-level governance 

Drawing on the institutional integration first attitude examined in the previous section, 

Multi-level governance (MLG) facilitates better understanding of the specific contribution 

from such an institutional point of view. First of all, proponents of the MLG approach 

claim that in the EU polity there are “transnational networks potentially promoting 

the agenda and preferences of other supranational actors like the Commission” 

(Pagoulatos, Tsoukalis 2014: 63). It should be noted that this assumption is not originating 

from MLG. In fact, many MLG ideas have evolved from the neo-functionalism. This 

brings about some criticism towards the MLG approach. In fact, several theorists claim 

that “it is nothing more than a partial restatement of neofunctionalism without 

the functionalism” (George 2004: 116). Yet, there is a significant distinction between MLG 

and neofunctionalism. Contrary to the latter, MLG does not try to explain origins and 

process of the integration but rather to understand “the nature of the beast” itself, i.e. 
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the current state of things in the EU policy-making and the EU polity in general 

(Pagoulatos, Tsoukalis 2014: 63). Therefore, MLG is more suitable for my research, as  

I examine the nature of the specific contribution of the RCC with no intention to seek its 

origins. 

Regarding the leading role of supranational institutions (i.e. EC), proponents of MLG 

approach emphasize the importance of “satellite organizations” such as NGOs and CSOs 

(Guy Peters, Pierre 2004: 77). Religious organizations might well be added to the list.  

If the European Commission wants to be the leader in the integration process 

(institutionally driven approach), it needs to maintain relations with sub-national actors 

(including the RCC) in order to effectively penetrate into the polities of the member states. 

This, in fact, is one of the main premises of the MLG approach (Marks 1992). Networking 

with local actors, in turn, results in a gradual establishment of the Brussels-based 

representative bodies of these actors.  Having offices geographically close to the Union´s 

institutions makes the day-to-day co-operation more efficient. In the case of the Roman 

Catholic Church, such a Brussels-based organization is called Commission of the Bishops´ 

Conferences of the European Union (COMECE). As the name indicates, COMECE 

represents Bishops´ Conferences, i.e. local Churches which are present at the national and 

sub-national levels of the EU member states. Therefore, COMECE seems to be very 

valuable partner for the EC given that the latter seeks the European unity by means 

of proper institutionalization of the EU polity (under its leadership). 

Moreover, MLG deals with one aspect which is highly relevant to my research. According 

to Hooghe and Marks, there had been a significant politicization of European integration 

since the Maastrich Treaty which had significant impact on the content and process 

of decision making (Hooghe, Marks 2009: 14). Authors claim, that current EU decision-

making is more about the questions of identity rather than economic interests. Therefore, 

the relevance of partnership with ideational actors (such as the RCC) seems to be even 

more useful than ever before. From the MLG perspective, the EU may see the specific 

contribution of the RCC in Her potential capacity to influence national public debates and 

to shape them to be more favourable towards the EU integration.  

Last but not least relevant feature of the MLG, albeit not very common, is a concept of so-

called stages of EU policy-making. In this regard, some proponents of MLG approach 

mention four phases: initiation, decision-making, implementation and adjudication. 
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Pagoulatos and Tsoukalis characterise initiation phase as “a multi-actor activity, where 

the Commission operates as a conditional agenda setter, holding the pen but subject 

to pressures from many actors” (Pagoulatos, Tsoukalis 2014: 67). When applied on my 

case, i.e. the dialogue with the RCC, we may observe, that it is the EC which generally sets 

topics for discussion (initiation). What follows is an exchange of ideas but in the end, it is 

the EC again, which has the decisive word about what will be reflected in the policy 

proposals. The more important role might be seen during the second and third phase, i.e. 

decision-making and implementation. These stages are, in fact, where the power of the EC 

is weakened at the detriment of national governments. Yet, as MLG authors claim, 

decision-making and implementation phases can be highly influenced by the non-state 

actors (including the RCC) thanks to their diffusion within all levels of society 

(Pagoulatos, Tsoukalis 2014: 67). In other words, MLG implies that the RCC could be 

deemed useful as an extended hand of European Commission. 

Based on what has been said above, it seems that even when approaching my research 

question from the MLG perspective, I cannot completely disregard the questions 

of identity and community-building. Therefore, both the MLG and Constructivist 

approaches need to be employed in my research. In this context, Christiansen´s quote is 

pertinent: “[A] constructivist perspective is a valuable, if not essential, way of organising 

this [i.e. MLG] agenda” (Christiansen 1996: 16). 
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2. Definition of terms 

In this chapter, the terms specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church, Roman 

Catholic Church and the European Union are defined. These are central objects of my 

analysis.  

2.1 Specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church 

At this point, the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church cannot be precisely 

defined. That is, in fact, the aim of my research. It should be reiterated, that in centre 

of the analysis is the EU perception of the specific contribution. The goal of the thesis is 

not to conceptualize the specific contribution based on empirical and somehow objective 

evidence. Rather, inductive research strategy is employed. This approach allows texts 

to “speak for themselves as it were” without prior conceptualization (Checkel 2006:6). 

Therefore, it is not important to have proper delimitation of specific contribution 

at the beginning of the research. Rather, it is important to reach the clearer definition 

at the end of the analysis. 

2.2 Religion, Christianity, Churches, the Roman Catholic Church 

and COMECE 

In the Introduction, the reference to religion, Christianity, Churches and the Roman 

Catholic Church was often made with no proper distinction. It may seem 

as a methodological flaw, yet in this particular case it does not pose a serious problem. 

There are two main reasons why: Firstly, the European Union itself does not properly 

distinguish between individual Churches and their religions. To sustain its secular nature, 

the Union approaches all religious organizations in the same manner. The Article 17.3 

of the TFEU does not explicitly mention any particular Church when it states that 

“Recognising their identity and their specific contribution, the Union shall maintain 

an open, transparent and regular dialogue with these churches and organizations” 

(European Union 2010: Article 17.3). The only condition for being eligible to enter into 

the dialogue as a church, is that such organization has a legal status as a church under 

national law of the Member States (European Union 2010: Article 17.1). How the member 

states define church in their laws is not the EU competence. 
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There are no additional criteria which define Churches on the European level. In 

consequence, paradoxical situations sometimes occur. The case of European Humanist 

Federation (EHF) may be given as an example. While the international office of the EHF is 

registered by the EU as an NGO (Transparency Register 2010), its Belgian affiliate, Unie 

Vrijzinnige Verenigingen, is registered as a religious community (Transparency Register 

2016). The case well illustrates EU indifference (given, beside other things, by its lack 

of competence) towards precise definition of religious organizations. Adina Portaru, Legal 

Counsel for ADF International, commented on the situation aptly.18  She should be 

therefore quoted in full:  

“It is rather peculiar that a Humanist group (which generally advocates against 

an alleged dominant position of religion in society) could qualify as a religious 

community. Under this heading, and despite its specificity and beliefs, 

the Humanist group can take part in the dialogue as a religious community, together 

with churches and religious communities. This would contradict Article 17 (3) 

which speaks about the identity and specific contribution of each dialogue partner 

under the two sections: churches and religious associations or communities, 

on the one hand, and philosophical and non-confessional organizations, 

on the other” (Portaru 2017: 42, italics in original).  

The fact, that the EU does not try to somehow fix these discrepancies is not only matter 

of limited competence. In fact, it also shows there is also a lack of interest to properly 

distinguish between individual Churches (see Chapter 5). EU sometimes uses terms 

Church and NGOs and CSOs interchangeably. Moreover, High-level Religious Leaders 

(“High-level Meetings”) which forms one of the two pillars of the dialogue is conducted by 

EU politicians who discuss with all religious leaders at once. In other words, when it 

comes to debate with Churches, the EU treats them equally without allowing any religious 

organization to use the Article 17.3 for individual dialogue or even exclusive access 

to the leaders of the EU.19 This approach is however pretty straightforward based on the 

 

18 ADF is a “faith-based legal advocacy organization that protects fundamental freedoms and promotes 

the inherent dignity of all people” (ADF International 2017). 
19 This is statement is a bit oversimplified. The second pillar are so-called Dialogue Seminars which are, 

in fact, conducted separately with individual Churches. Yet, the nature of the Dialogue Seminars is 

completely different from that of High-level Meetings. The latter comprises dialogue between the leaders 

of the EU (namely the President of the European Commission, the President of the European Parliament and 
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EU strive for secularity. Given all these reasons, it can be stated that it is not a serious flaw 

to use the terms religion, Christianity, Churches and the Roman Catholic Church 

interchangeably as neither the EU itself does that. Therefore, I do not intend to make 

proper distinctions in situations where the EU does not make them. It could be, in fact, 

misleading and misrepresenting the reality. 

There is one more reason terms Church (i.e. RCC) and Churches (i.e. Churches in general) 

are sometimes mixed in the thesis. Although the analysis focuses on the Roman Catholic 

Church, the Article 17 itself does not explicitly mention the RCC (and any other Church). 

Moreover, the EU officially does not conduct any other official dialogue exclusively 

with the RCC. Therefore, it is sometimes even beneficial to use term Churches in plural. 

In fact, it helps the reader to keep in mind that the dialogue with the RCC cannot be taken 

as a separated issue. Other Churches need to be considered as well. It would be a mistake 

to think that the Article 17 opened the RCC a private access to the EU. When possible, 

the term RCC (or Church) is given preference. Yet, in some cases the broader term 

Churches is used to emphasise that the issue discussed is not exclusively related 

to the Roman Catholic Church.  

At this point, a question may arise: Why do I deal with one particular Church and not 

with Churches in general? There are two reasons for that: First is linked to the so-called 

Dialogue Seminars. Together with the High-level Meetings, the Dialogue Seminars 

constitute the two pillars of the dialogue (see BEPA 2014a). Whereas at High-level 

Meetings, the EU discuss with all Churches altogether to adhere to the principle of equality 

and neutrality, the Dialogue Seminars are conducted with the individual Churches 

separately. This is one explanation why I deal with one particular Church.  

Second reason has to do with so-called phenomenon of “culturally entrenched faiths” 

(McCrea 2010: 55; see also Kratochvíl, Doležal 2014a: 175). Despite the formal equality, 

some Churches are treated more favourably than others. Ronan McCrea, Professor 

 

the President of the European Council) and religious leaders. Therefore, the High-level Meeting is more 

about political and religious statements. On the contrary, Dialogue Seminars are encounters carried out 

primarily between EU and Church officials dealing with particular issues. At High-level Meetings 

the religious ideas might be presented. Because of that, the EU discuss with all Churches altogether to avoid 

any truth claims from one particular religious organization. The Dialogue Seminars, on the other hand, deal 

with day-to -day agenda on a more technical basis. Therefore, the Church delegations (represented usually by 

the experts and not clergy) are implicitly forced to refrain from the use of religious language. The question 

of High-level Meetings and Dialogue Seminars is discussed more in detail in Chapter 5. 
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of Constitutional and European Law at University College London, has done profound 

research on this subject. He describes the phenomenon comprehensibly:  

“[L]egitimate exercise of cultural autonomy enables the promotion of religious 

norms through law on the part of culturally entrenched faiths. Accordingly, such 

´cultural´ attempts to influence the law to religious ends are not seen as 

representative of a desire on the part of religion to dominate the public sphere or 

to pursue theocratic agendas. On the other hand, equivalent attempts on the part 

of outsider religions that are no similarly culturally entrenched are seen as political, 

not cultural, and are therefore restricted by the limitations on religion´s political 

role imposed by the EU´s public order. […] Thus, culturally entrenched religions 

may be able to exercise a degree of indirect influence over law that is denied 

to outsider faiths” (McCrea 2010: 261; see also Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015: 85–

103).20  

The Roman Catholic Church (and Christian Churches in general) may therefore profit  

from being a part of European history and culture compared, for example, to their Islamic 

counterparts. In fact, whenever EU representatives addressed Churches (not only Christian) 

and made some religious remarks they predominantly used (Judeo-)Christian terms as well 

as quotations from the Bible. For instance, Jerzy Buzek stated that “We are all God´s 

children” (Buzek 2010). The concept of a child of God is not only absent in Islam but is 

even criticized by its adherents (Krogt 2015). In another meeting, Herman Van Rompuy 

(2013) paraphrased the biblical story of Moses and the list of other examples could go on. 

Simply put, the element of culturally entrenched faiths is the second reason I chose one 

particular Church for my analysis. 

In the previous paragraphs I explained selection of one concrete Church. Yet, a subsequent 

question might arise: Why did I choose just the Roman Catholic Church? Firstly, the RCC 

is a Christian Church. This is an important element given the aforementioned phenomenon 

of culturally entrenched faiths mentioned above. For the selection of the RCC and no other 

Christian Church, I followed mainly the logic presented by Foret and Schlesinger in their 

Article Religion and the European public sphere (Foret, Schlesinger 2007). One 

of the reasons is that the Roman Catholic Church is “by far the best organised and most 

 

20 For example, Estaing claimed that “Europe would lose its soul were it to accept a Muslim-majority country 

as part of the European club” (Challand 2009). 
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prominent force in the religious field.” (Foret, Schlesinger 2007: 188).21 Moreover, 

the Roman Catholic Church has been the most active and ambitious when it came 

to the interaction with the EU (Foret, Schlesinger 2007: 191–198; Kubiš 2017; Žák 2013). 

Simply put, the RCC has the most sophisticated and fully-fledged relations with the EU. 

Therefore, She is the most suitable object for my analysis with the highest potential to well 

illustrate the question of specific contribution. 

Selection of the Roman Catholic Church as such might seem as a quite broad object 

to analyse. Yet, it needs to be stressed that my thesis deals with the EU perspective. As 

mentioned above, the European Union usually addresses the RCC as a single body without 

proper differentiation among Her internal bodies. It is therefore not necessary to take into 

account the internal diversity of the RCC. This is valid especially for the Chapter 4 

(dealing with the specific contribution in the context of the EU Constitution). The debate 

about the Constitutional Treaty and the reference to Christianity was held on political level 

with no official engagement with Churches.  

The situation is slightly different in the case Chapter 5 (dealing with the dialogue  

under the Article 17.3). There, the RCC is primarily represented by COMECE, 

i.e. the Commission of the Bishops' Conferences of the European Union (Žák 2014: 137–

139; Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015: 62). Hence, my analysis of the specific contribution 

of the RCC in the context of the Article 17.3 is mainly based on the examination of the EU 

dialogue with COMECE. Yet, it is necessary to note, that COMECE frequently cooperates 

with the representations of the Protestant Churches (mainly CEC and EKD, 

see Chapter 5.2). Hence, although the main focus is placed on EU–COMECE dialogue, 

the role of Protestant Churches cannot be disregarded. These Churches are, in fact, often 

jointly collaborating with COMECE.22  

To summarize this section, I may say that the selection of the Roman Catholic Church 

does not imply that other Churches are disregarded in the analysis. Furthermore, as the EU 

approach towards Churches (and not vice versa) is examined, proper distinctions between 

individual Churches cannot be always made. In fact, the EU itself does that neither. 

 

21 For detailed analysis of the representation of the individual Christian Churches at the EU, see, e.g.: 

MUDROV, Sergei A , 2014. The European Union and Christian Churches: The Patterns of Interaction. . 

No. 3, p. 38.  
22 COMECE and CEC often make joint statements (e.g. COMECE, CEC 2010). I can also confirm the co-

operation based on personal experience (internship in COMECE).   
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2.3 The European Union 

Until now, I used the term European Union without giving a proper definition. In the 

thesis, the term EU mostly refers to four types of actors. 1) Regarding the Chapter 4 

(debate about Christian heritage and the dialogue with Churches), members of the 

European Convention who actively engaged in the discussions are covered by the term EU. 

2) In the Chapter 5.1, the EU is linked mainly with the European Commission as one party 

of the legal dispute. By the EU is also meant European Ombudsman as an adjudicate of the 

litigation. 3) Concerning the Chapter 5.2.1 the term EU entails the European delegation in 

High-level Meetings. It comprised of the President of the European Commission (José 

Manuel Barroso), President of the European Council (Herman Van Rompuy),  

(Vice-)President of the European Parliament (Jerzy Buzek; later substituted by Vice-

President László Surján). 4) Regarding the Chapter 5.2.2, members of  Bureau of European 

Policy Advisers (BEPA) and DG representatives of various Directorate Generals are meant 

by the term EU.  

At this point, BEPA should be presented more in detail. Contrary to other actors, this 

organizations may not be generally known, yet it played substantial role in the dialogue 

with Churches. The purpose of BEPA was (the organization no longer exists) to forge links 

“between the European Commission and think tanks, academia, civil society, churches and 

communities of conviction” (BEPA 2014b). In other words, it was the central EU body 

responsible for the dialogue with Churches under the Article 17.3 in the years 2009–2014. 

Regarding High-level Meetings, it played rather secondary role with administrative and 

organizational duties. During Dialogue Seminars, however, BEPA officials were charged 

with the task to discuss concrete policies with their Church counterparts. These Seminars 

are what makes the organization relevant for my research. The speeches of BEPA 

representatives and other organization´s documents (press releases, for example) are 

primarily sources of my analysis regarding the EU perception of the specific contribution 

of the RCC.  

Simply put, by the term EU, I mean representatives of the European Union (institutions or 

persons) who dealt with religious issues during the debate about the Constitutional Treaty. 

Apart from that, the term EU covers also all relevant actors who addressed the RCC within 

the dialogue under the Art. 17.3 between the years 2009–14.  
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3. Methodology 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic 

Church cannot be precisely defined. It is, in fact, the research question of my research. 

To answer it, principles of discourse analysis (DA) are employed. This method is the most 

suitable for my research, as I deal with the EU perception of the specific contribution 

of Churches and not what the real specific contribution is. Such perception is examined 

through text analysis of relevant sources, i.e. speeches, press releases, presentations and 

personal interviews. DA is the most appropriate method also because it does not consider 

the language as “expressing the ´reality´ where its ´objectivity´ and ´veracity´ might be 

assessed. […] Hence, DA is not examining the verity of the document (i.e. validity 

of the facts and meanings it expresses), it does not assess whether the document reflects 

the reality. Instead, DA examines how people construct the meaning of the objects and 

activities through a text” (Drulák 2008: 93). It is shown in the following section which 

particular type of DA is selected. 

3.1 Critical Discourse Analysis 

For the purpose of my research, the critical discourse analysis (CDA) is the most suitable 

type of DA. Critical discourse analysis offers useful tools to show how texts and speeches 

shape socio-political perception of the reality (Drulák 2008: 95). This is an important 

aspect when it comes to analysis of specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church 

(and Churches in general). It is shown in the first part of the thesis that EU secular 

ideational order hindered any particular reference to God or Christian heritage (Houston 

2014: 2). Similar situation is present also in the second research period, i.e. 2009–2014. 

EU secularity had had significant impact on how the EU perceived the specific 

contribution of Churches as stated in the Article 17.3.23 In other words, the fact that the EU 

resisted to let its project be connected with any particular religion was linked with how 

the EU eventually understood the specific contribution of Churches. Keeping this in mind, 

CDA gives a useful guidance on how to approach the EU perception of the (assumed) 

reality of specific contribution of Churches. 

 

23 Distinction between secularity and secularism should be made. While “secularity is a procedural matter, 

secularism [is] an ideological one” (Turner 2012: 86). 
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I apply CDA following the logic presented by Halliday and Matthiessen (2013), Fairclough 

(1997) and authors Chilton and Schäffner (2002). All of these authors offer a kind 

of methodological procedure which is called three-stage approach to CDA. These 

approaches have the main features in common as Laura Filardo-Llamas and Michael S. 

Boyd showed in their publication Critical discourse analysis and politics (Flowerdew, 

Richardson 2018: 315). I will use their definitional synthesis of the three-stage approach 

to introduce individual elements of the CDA implemented in my thesis. These features are: 

analysis of 1) textual features, 2) representation, and 3) interaction. 

3.1.1 Analysis of Textual Features 

First feature of CDA is analysis of textual features. Here, the topic of concern is 

“relationship that can be established between textual features and their role 

in helping a text to adjust to social expectations” (Flowerdew, Richardson 2018: 315). By 

the term textual features are meant different genres of political texts (e.g. speeches, 

statements, presentations, etc.). The analysis of textual features not only descriptively 

differentiate between individual types of documents. More importantly, it comprises 

examination of their social roles within different contexts. In other words, each type 

of political text is “fulfilling specific communicative tasks in specific situations” 

(Flowerdew, Richardson 2018: 315). Regarding the topic of the thesis, several genres 

of political texts and their social roles are distinguished: First group of such documents is 

related to the 2002–2004 period and concerns debate about 1) reference to Christian 

heritage in the Preamble and 2) the formulation of the Article I-52 (later Article 17). In this 

context, different types of political texts (i.e. statements of Praesidium, speeches 

of delegates and proposals for amendments) are analysed. In this particular case, such 

documents are not ends in themselves but only means with purpose to influence the final 

wording of the Constitutional Treaty. Simply put, these analysed texts do not constitute 

social expectations on their own but their content has significant impact on social 

expectations resulting from the final wording of the Treaty.  

The social role of the analysed texts (statements of Praesidium, speeches of delegates and 

proposals for amendments) is therefore linked with the social role of Preamble and 

the formulation of Article I-52. The social role of these parts of the Treaty consists in their 

capacity to determine nature of the European ideational order. The EU would either 

recognize Christian heritage (thereby acknowledging that European project is influenced 
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by this religion) or re-affirm its secular nature (thereby refraining to make any reference 

to particular religion). The same is valid for the creation of the Article I-52 where 

the existence of separated dialogue with Churches was justified by their specific 

contribution. Social role of the Article entailed the preferential treatment of religious 

organizations at the detriment of other CSOs.  

The second group of political texts (related to 2009–2014 period) has, contrary to the first 

group, embedded social role on its own. The dialogue under the Article 17.3 consisted 

of two types of meetings, i.e. High-level Religious Leaders Meetings (“High-level 

Meetings”) and Dialogue Seminars. The first mentioned covered, as the name suggests, 

encounters among high representatives including leading figures from individual Churches 

and the EU. Their speeches may therefore raise expectations that the content has rather 

symbolic significance. In other words, the social role of these speeches is to set general 

framework of co-operation with Churches. 

The situation is significantly different in the case of Dialogue Seminars. In these meetings, 

EU officials and experts gathered with Church experts (i.e. laypeople and not clergy) 

to discuss concrete issues. The exchange of views was aimed at the practical 

implementation of particular policies. Whereas in the case of High-level Meetings 

the speeches may not fully explain the meaning of the specific contribution as stated 

in the Article 17.3, statements and presentations delivered in Dialogue Seminars may offer 

better understanding of the phrase. In fact, the goal of these meetings was focused 

on practical implementation of policies rather than at political symbolism. The social role 

of these text was to clearly present attitudes of the EU, so the co-operation with Churches 

could bring the desired results. In other words, the social role of High-level Meeting 

speeches is to express EU deference towards Churches. The social role of Dialogue 

Seminars, on the other hand, is to discuss how Churches could practically (and 

specifically) contribute to what the EU desires. The fact, that the whole dialogue (both 

High-level Meetings and Dialogue Seminars) was degraded by moving its administration 

under the competence of DG JUST in 2014 entails also change of the nature 

of the dialogue. Moreover, it completely changed the social role of the documents 

presented in meetings.     
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3.1.2 Analysis of Representation 

Second feature of CDA is analysis of representation. In this case, the word representation 

means how the language is used to (re)present reality (Flowerdew, Richardson 2018: 318). 

My thesis deals with two such realities: 1) relevance of Christian heritage to the European 

project in the debate over the Constitutional Treaty, and 2) the meaning of specific 

contribution phrase in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU.  

Analysis of representation helps to examine the content of the political texts in two ways: 

Firstly, it leads to better understanding when it comes to reasoning for or against 

the reference to Christian heritage in the Preamble. In other words, this feature of CDA 

offers guidance on how proponents presented the need of such reference and how 

opponents accounted for its irrelevance. Secondly, the analysis of representation is 

pertinent in the context of implementation of the Article 17.3. By examining speeches and 

presentations delivered by EU representatives their understanding of specific contribution 

of religious organizations can be grasped more easily. 

At this point, I may outline that there was fierce debate about whether there should 

be a separate Article dealing with the dialogue with Churches and non-confessional 

organizations. The common argument against such separation was that the dialogue should 

be incorporated under Article dealing with the CSOs. Not only was it perceived as being 

useless to have a separated Article but, above all, its wording containing specific 

contribution was strongly opposed as threatening the secular nature of the EU. In other 

words, analysis of representation also helps to examine how the presentation of (assumed) 

reality, i.e. Churches as part of CSOs, influenced debate about the existence of the Article 

17.3 and specific contribution phrase. 

3.1.3 Analysis of Interaction 

Third feature of CDA is analysis of interaction. This element is highly relevant especially 

regarding speeches, presentations etc. given at High-level Meetings or Dialogue Seminars. 

At that time, dialogue with Churches was legally binding, therefore the interaction was 

officially in place. Whereas analysis of representation focuses on the perception 

of Churches as actors (i.e. with which kind of partner do we communicate?), analysis 

of interaction focuses on the topic of the debate (i.e. what, why and how do we discuss this 

particular issue with these concrete partners?). In other words, the aim of the analysis 
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of representation is to examine the EU perception of Churches as such. The goal 

of analysis of interaction, on the other hand, is to address the EU perception of Churches´ 

specific contribution to EU policies. The latter mentioned type of analysis goes even 

further. Based on what are potential areas where Churches may contribute 

in a distinguished manner, the EU adjusts its interaction with them accordingly.  

In other words, the analysis aims to examine how EU politicians try to gain support from 

Churches so the latter would specifically contribute to an area desired by the former. As 

religious organizations are predominantly ideational actors, it is presumed that 

the reasoning for specific co-operation was located in the field of values. Analysis 

of interaction presumes existence of “[an] attempt to achieve some intersubjective 

consensus of values” (Flowerdew, Richardson 2018: 319). In other words, it is examined 

how the EU representatives interacts with Churches regarding the questions of values. It is 

also examined how they try to gain Churches´ support for a desired activity so these will 

specifically contribute to it based on the (presumed) ideational common ground shared 

with the EU. 

3.2 Political Discourse Theory 

Three-stage approach to CDA outlined above is applied on both empirical-analytical 

sections (i.e. Chapters 4 and 5). Yet, there are some nuanced modifications of the three-

stage approach in each of the chapters. The CDA was complemented by the Political 

Discourse Theory (PDT) as presented in the Article Discourse Analysis: Varieties and 

Methods by Jason Glynos et. al. (2009). Authors characterize PDT as an approach 

presenting “a picture of social science research comprising the problematization 

of empirical phenomena” (Glynos, Howarth et al. 2009: 10, italics in original). In the case 

of the 2002–2004 period, such a problematization of empirical phenomena can be seen 

on the question of reference to Christian heritage which, given the age-old presence 

of Christianity in the history of Europe, might be considered as the empirical phenomenon. 

Yet this phenomenon has been problematized during the debates where the issue 

of Christian heritage has been constructed as a problem which had to be “located at 

the appropriate level of abstraction and complexity” (Glynos, Howarth et al. 2009: 10). 

Ultimate refusal of any reference to Christianity is connected with the EU secular 

ideational order which, in turn, drove the EU to problematize the empirical phenomenon 

of Christian heritage. The same is to some extent valid for the debate over the Article 17.3. 
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where the question of exclusive dialogue with Churches has been problematized, too. It 

was deemed useless by many politicians to have an Article specially dedicated to Churches 

as these constitute an ordinary part of CSOs. In other words, the very nature of Churches 

was problematized.  

As was mentioned above, PDT serves as a complementary method to CDA. Its relevance is 

most obvious in the context of analysis of representation. With a little oversimplification, it 

can be stated that analysis of representation focuses on which empirical phenomena were 

introduced. PDT examines how these phenomena were problematized. 

3.3 Rhetorical Political Analysis 

Regarding the Chapter 5 (dealing with execution of the Article 17.3 during 2009–2014 

period), the three-stage approach to CDA is complemented also by Rhetorical Political 

Analysis (RPA).24 Jason Glynos et. al.  said that one of the main RPA presumptions is that 

“political ideologies ‘decontest’ key political terms; that is, they limit in particular ways 

the usage and meanings of key political terms” (Glynos, Howarth et al. 2009: 15). When 

applied on my research, we may define European secular order as a political ideology 

(although ideational order might be more accurate) which decontest the key political term, 

i.e. specific contribution of Churches. In other words, EU secularity keeps the meaning 

of the specific contribution out of the ideational and moral level and limits it to an area not 

dealing with values. In search for that other area, the RPA offers additional guidelines 

to the three-stage approach to CDA. For Finlayson, one of the tasks of RPA is to “identify 

how commonplaces become accepted and employed in the reasoning processes of political 

actors and in the arguments they then employ with others” (Glynos, Howarth et al. 2009: 

16).  

In the context of the dialogue under the Article 17.3, the EU representatives had to look for 

the common ground (employ the reasoning processes) where the consensus 

(commonplaces) over the specific contribution of Churches could be found. In other words, 

RPA keeps the methodological framework being constantly focused on the underlying 

 

24 RPA is not applied in the context of the debate about the reference to Christian heritage. The reason is that 

such a political term, as generally known, did not eventually appear in the final wording of the Treaty. It is 

therefore of no use to apply the analysis on the case as the phrase has not been eventually utilized. Instead 

of using Christian heritage the term religious inheritance was employed. 
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question: How does the EU perceive the specific contribution of Churches and how is this 

reflected in the political statements of the EU representatives engaged in the dialogue? 

To address this question, I will use three-stage approach to CDA complemented by 

Rhetorical Political Analysis. 

Simply put, RPA helps to examine how EU representatives sought (if at all) to decontest 

the meaning of the specific contribution (i.e. to limit its use only to particular areas) when 

the execution of the Article 17.3 became legally binding.  

3.4 Methodological selection of key sources and literature  

In this section, selection of the key sources and secondary literature is explained. 

Regarding the Chapter 4 (analysing the 2002–2004 period), mainly the official website 

dedicated to the European Convention (2003a) is utilized. In the first part (i.e. the Chapter 

4.1), I examine how politicians had problematized the issue of Christian heritage which 

had been proposed to be mentioned the Preamble. To do so, proposals for amendments are 

analysed. This can be accessed on the on the website dedicated to the European 

Convention (2003b). Moreover, the development of the debate about the wording 

of the future Article 17.3 (at that time under the name Article I-52.3) is examined. In that 

case, I proceed in a similar way, i.e. by analysing the website with proposals for 

amendments (European Convention 2003c). In both cases (i.e. Preamble and Article 17.3), 

I also analyse Reports on the plenary sessions of the Convention which were jointly 

published by CEC (Conference of European Churches) and COMECE (COMECE, CEC 

2003). This organization monitored the debates very closely (see Chapter 5), thus offering 

valuable information about the proceedings of meetings 

Regarding the 2009–2014 period, especially the BEPA website dedicated to the dialogue 

(BEPA 2014a) is consulted. Apart from that, I conducted several interviews (Zdechovský 

2020; von Schnurbein 2020; Poquillon 2018; Mišák 2018). Moreover, I utilised personal 

experience gained during an internship at COMECE (representative body of the RCC 

in the dialogue under Article 17.3).  
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4. On the way to the Art. 17.3: The reasons behind 

the specific contribution wording (2002–2004 period) 

“If in the next ten years we haven’t managed to give a soul to Europe, to give it spirituality 

and meaning, the game will be up.” (Jacques Delors)25 

 

Before the debate about Constitutional Treaty took place, contribution of the Roman 

Catholic Church (and Churches in general) to the European Integration had been discussed 

very rarely. There were two main reasons for that: Firstly, economic, legal and technical 

issues dominated the debate. The debate about values, identity and discussions about 

the role of Churches was side-lined. Some called this omission by term “Kirchenblindheit”, 

i.e. blindness towards Churches (Werkner, Liedhegener 2013: 154; EKD-Kirchenamt 

2017; Kratochvíl, Doležal 2014a: 176; Nelsen, Guth 2015). Secondly, following 

the principle of laïcité, there was tendency to “privatize religion”, thereby pushing it out 

of the EU policy-making domain (Minkenberg 2007: 890). Churches as actors embodying 

religion were therefore deemed irrelevant actors to the integration process. It should be 

noted that initially neither the RCC was searching for some kind of official recognition 

as a partner or contributor to the EI (Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015: 59; Kratochvíl, Doležal 

2014a: 174; Nelsen, Guth 2015: 216–218; Leustean 2013b: 99). Yet, both the official 

approach of the EU and the RCC did not entail absence of mutual interaction 

on the informal basis. This type of dialogue was, however, heavily dependent 

on the willingness of individual politicians and representatives of the Church.  

Throughout the history of the EU integration, any tendencies to bring religious ideas 

to the EU policy-making process were immediately observed with high suspect (Kaiser 

2007; Leustean 2013c). For this reason, especially Christian Democratic Parties avoided 

any risks of being labelled as clerical. For example, Roman Schumann, one of the EU 

founding fathers and a devoted Catholic, insisted that Christianity must not be integrated 

into a political system (Krijtenburg 2015: 148). Another founding father, Konrad 

Adenauer, firmly stated that the faith is his private matter which cannot be misused for 

the legitimization of his political decisions (Kaiser 2007: 173). It does not mean, however, 

 

25 Hogebrink 2015: 16. 
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that Schumann or Adenauer rejected their faith. Rather, they simply sought to ensure their 

counterparts that neither they themselves nor the Christian democratic parties in general 

are planning a “Vatican plot” to rule Europe (Leustean 2013c: 20). For all these reasons, 

the EU did hesitate to acknowledge any kind of specific contribution of the RCC to the EI.  

Situation changed when Jacques Delors became the President of European Commission.26 

For him, if the European project were to flourish, it was necessary also to embrace the area 

of ideas. “If in the next ten years we haven’t managed to give a soul to Europe, to give it 

spirituality and meaning, the game will be up“ (Hogebrink 2015: 16). Delors claimed 

in a meeting on 4 February 1992 with a delegation of the Protestant Church in Germany  

(EKD). Later on , he launched an initiative A Soul for Europe: Ethics and Spirituality and 

claimed that “[t]he door is open for whoever can offer [Europe] a heart and a soul” 

(Hogebrink 2015: 44). The aim of the initiative was to gather together with religious 

actors, groups of conviction and philosophers, all of them having the potential to help 

the Commission with the formation of the European identity. Yet, despite being a devoted 

Catholic, Delors himself repeated several times that he “does not see Churches as the sole 

guardian of spirituality and reflection in Europe’s history” (Hogebrink 2015: 16). Albeit 

the Soul for Europe was not successful in the end, it was this initiative which opened 

the way to Article 17.3 of the TFEU.27 

Presidents Jacques Santer and Romano Prodi kept the course set up by Delors. All of them 

were Catholics and emphasized the importance of dialogue with Churches. They viewed 

Churches as valuable partners when it came to the formation of European identity. Michael 

Weninger, a former Austrian diplomat appointed by Prodi to be in charge of contact with 

Churches, said that “[ a ]round two thirds of the overall population is religious and 

 

26 Yet, it is necessary to mention, that already preceding Commission under the president Thorn run activities 

aimed at dialogue with Churches. For this purpose, Thorn established so-called Forward Studies Unit 

in 1982. However, this liaison office dealt with broad civil society organizations where Churches were only 

one of many actors. Delors, on the other hand, run these dialogues separately. (For more information see, 

e.g.: Kubiš 2017). 
27 The main goal of humanists (EHF) was to ensure that Churches do not gain the opportunity to influence 

EU policy-making. For this reason, EHF employed argumentative approach towards Churches thus making 

the dialogue destructive. For more details see, e.g.: EHF, [no date]. The Story of “Article 17″: Opposing 

special rights for churches in the EU. European Humanist Federation [online]. [Accessed 26 July 2020]. 

Available from: https://humanistfederation.eu/campaign/story-Article-17″-opposing-special-rights-Churches–

EU/; Schlesinger, Fossum 2007: 193; WENINGER, Michael H., 2007. Europa Ohne Gott?: Die Europaische 

Union Und Der Dialog Mit Den Religionen, Kirchen Und Weltanschauungsgemeinschaften. Baden-Baden: 

Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft Mbh & Co. ISBN 978-3-8329-2421-8, 147. 

https://humanistfederation.eu/campaign/story-article-17″-opposing-special-rights-churches-eu/
https://humanistfederation.eu/campaign/story-article-17″-opposing-special-rights-churches-eu/
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churches have an enormous social influence. They are a tremendous asset for 

the Commission to have on board“ (EUobserver 2002a). His words well illustrate the EU 

perception of Churches. Moreover, Weninger continued by stressing the presence 

of religious heritage in the development of the EU: “There is a genuine spiritual heritage 

and one cannot ignore that some churches and religions are participating in the European 

integration process“ (EUobserver 2002a). Reference to religious heritage, however, turned 

out to be highly controversial. The contention became most visible a few years later 

in the context of the debate about the reference to Christian heritage in the Preamble 

of the Constitutional Treaty. In the next section, the course and the final outcome 

of the debate is examined. There, it is pointed to the fact that the EU was not united at 

recognizing the specific contribution of Churches, especially when it came to the question 

of values. 

4.1 Specific contribution of Churches in the area of values:                 

the case of Preamble of the Constitutional Treaty 

“I have chosen not to insert the reference to the Christian heritage in the constitution. 

Rather I appeal to you to persuade me of its necessity." (Valery Giscard d'Estaing)28 

 

Making explicit reference to any religion or religious ideas has always been problematic 

for the EU.29 For a long time though, these issues did not have to be addressed. Yet 

the problem occurred when then reflection of history and cultural identity was to be made 

in official documents. One of the first debates on this topic emerged in 2000 concerning 

The Charter of the Fundamental Rights of the European Union where the reference 

to “spiritual-religious and moral heritage” raised high controversy (European Convention 

2000). However, the most significant discussion regarding the importance of religion for 

the integration emerged in the context of the Constitutional Treaty.  

 

28 Christian Today 2004 
29 For a deeper analysis, see Foret 2009. It should be noted, however, that religion-related issues, especially 

regarding religious freedom, were present in secondary legislative acts (Kratochvíl and Doležal 2015: 55; 

Mudrov 2011: 3) 
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There were two places in the Treaty regarding the contribution of religions and Churches 

to the EI. First was present in the Preamble where the reference to Christian heritage was 

debated. Second occurred in the Article I-52 which proposed institutionalized dialogue 

with Churches.30 It was this Article which, while retaining its original wording, was 

ultimately transformed into the Article 17 of the TFEU. In order to properly understand 

the EU perception of the specific contribution of Churches, both these parts 

of the Constitutional Treaty (Preamble and Article I-52) need to be examined. 

The motivation to somehow incorporate reference to the role of Christianity and (mainly 

Christian) Churches emerged during the second session of the Convention in March 2002. 

In the context of the debate about European values, two Italian delegates referred 

to the importance of Churches and stressed their role in the social area (European 

Convention 2000: 8). Yet, in the very first draft of the constitutional treaty from 28 

October 2002, no reference to religion was made (Leustean 2007: 156). This mobilised 

some members of the Convention. Two German MEPs, for example, announced their 

intention to “push for a more precise reference to religious heritage and to God 

in the preamble“ (EUobserver 2002b). At this stage, also Churches (especially the Roman 

Catholic Church) started an active campaign and encouraged members of Convention 

to incorporate the reference to Christianity (Mudrov 2014: 156; Chaplin and Wilton 2015: 

205; Leustean 2007: 165).31  

Consequently, Praesidium proposed following version of the Preamble in May 2003:  

“Drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance 

of Europe, which, nourished first by the civilisations of Greece and Rome, 

characterised by spiritual impulse always present in its heritage and later by 

the philosophical currents of the Enlightenment,” (European Convention 2003d) 32  

 

30 The number of the Article changed over time. In the original proposal it was Article 37, then it became 

Article I-52 and in the final version of the Treaty it turned out to be Aritcle I-51. This Article 

with the wording unchanged became eventually the Article 17 in the Treaty on the Functioning 

of the European Union. 
31 For the official attitude of the Holy See, see John Paul II 2003; For deeper analysis of the Holy See stance, 

see for example Žák 2014. 
32 Praesidium played a substantial role in agenda setting and formulations of documents. For deeper analysis 

on this subject, see: TSEBELIS, George and PROKSCH, Sven-Oliver, 2007. The Art of Political 

Manipulation in the European Convention. Journal of Common Market Studies. 1 February 2007. Vol. 45, 

p. 157–186. DOI 10.1111/j.1468-5965.2007.00707.x.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2007.00707.x
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Such wording did not, however, satisfy the supporters of the reference to Christianity who 

desired to have it mentioned more explicitly. Yet for the opponents “it was already very 

difficult to accept the current wording” (COMECE, CEC 2003: 157).  

Consequently, a heated debate followed.    

Vast majority of proponents´ arguments stressed the historical inaccuracy of the wording. 

Mr Szajer, a representative from Hungarian Parliament, claimed “it was not correct 

to move from Greece and Rome difrectly to the enlightenment; one should not deny 

Christianity as a fact of Europe’s history” (COMECE, CEC 2003: 157). Some delegates 

went even further denoting the wording as a “historical falsification” or “the expression 

of a deliberate will to remove Christianity from European memory“ (Laborda [no date]). 

Regarding the submitted amendments, ten out of fifteen proposals asked for the reference 

to Christianity. All ten propositions, in fact, stressed role of Christianity as a matter 

of historical fact.33 The reasoning of these proposals was virtually the same: it was 

suggested to mention Christianity after the passage nourished first by the civilisations 

of Greece and Rome and before the phrase later by the philosophical currents 

of the Enlightenment in order to reflect historical development. The proposed amendment 

submitted by Mrs. Marietta Giannakou, a member of the Convention, well illustrates 

the case: “Drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance 

of Europe, which, nourished first by the civilisations of Greece and Rome, then by 

the universal Christian values characterised by spiritual impulse always present in its 

heritage and later by the philosophical currents of the Enlightenment,…“ (Giannakou [no 

date], text formatting in original).  

Although it could seem legitimate to mention Christianity as a part of European history, 

proponents´ amendments turned out to be problematic. As a matter of historical fact, 

the role of Christianity could not be doubted. But the debate revolved around the heritage, 

therefore implying the ongoing influence of the Christianity on the European politics. 

In fact, most propositions linked the historical element with the European contemporary 

culture and values (COMECE, CEC 2003: 157). Hence, the struggle to include Christianity 

along the Roman and Enlightenment legacy tended to be justified not only as a historical 

 

33 These amendments are: Laborda [no date]; Giannakou [no date]; Muscardini [no date]; Teufel [no date]; 

Wuermeling, Wittbrodt et al. [no date]; Inglott, Frendo [no date]; Wittbrodt, Fogler [no date]; Hübner [no 

date]; Brok [no date]; Fini, Speroni [no date]. 
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fact but, at the same time, as a part of European identity. For example, Danuta 

Hübner, a member of the Convention, spoke about “[the ] need to indicate the Christian 

values as one of the sources of Europe’s inheritance, especially when there are made 

particular references to the traditions of Greece and Rome, and of the Enlightenment“ 

(Hübner [no date]).  

It was the effort to link the EU roots with Christian values which rose resistance, for it was 

denoted by many as a process towards “re-founding [of ] the Holy Roman Empire” 

(COMECE, CEC 2003: 157). Silvio Ferrari, a member of the EC Reflection Group 

on The Spiritual and Cultural Dimension of Europe, aptly described the problem of linkage 

of historical fact with the question of European identity.34 It is therefore appropriate 

to quote her in full here:  

“Of course, European civilization arises from a synthesis of religious and 

humanistic values. That Judeo-Christian heritage, the legacies of Greece and Rome, 

even the principles of the Enlightenment: all are at the root of the way many 

Europeans regard their lives, although a long process of secularisation has made it 

more difficult to discern this relationship. But mentioning a specific religious 

tradition in Europe's Constitution is dubious. Such a mention would be largely 

symbolic and, although symbols are important and help to foster unity, they are 

dangerous when they exclude and divide. A considerable part of the European 

Muslim community might feel excluded if such a reference were included 

in the future European Constitution, which will also be their Constitution“ (Ferrari 

2005: 22).  

In other words, the explicit reference to a particular religion (i.e. Christianity) as a source 

for values or even European identity was obviously incompatible with European strive for 

secularity.  

 

34 The Reflection Group was established in 2003 by the President of the European Commission, Romano 

Prodi. Its task was to help the Convention to “reflect upon issues relating to values that are relevant for 

European Unification” (European Parliamentary Research Service 2015). A one year later, in 2004, DG 

Research completed a research particularly dedicated to the role of Churches in the European integration. 

One of its conclusions was that “Studying the life of churches and their impact deepens our understanding 

about the cultural heritage of Europe, of which an important and integral part is religion, especially 

the Christian faith.“ (DG Research 2007, 11). At the same time, however, it pointed to “the problematic 

relationship between modern Europe and the heritage of Christendom in the context of multiculturalism [and] 

religious pluralism…” (DG Research 2007, 75). 
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Secular nature of the EU was strongly emphasized by the opponents of the reference. They 

claimed Christian values are might be a matter of European history (if at all) but definitely 

not the part of contemporary European secular identity. Michel Rocard, former Prime 

Minister of France, expressed this notion quite clearly. His comment summarized all 

the types of reasoning employed by the opponents of the reference:  

“In Europe, sovereignty belongs to the people and does not flow 

from a transcendent power. Liberty of thought is absolute, as is religious freedom 

[…] Public powers should not depend or refer to any religious authority. All these 

values are accepted pillars of political and institutional stability in today's Europe, 

and command largely unanimous agreement. They were extracted from Churches, 

not granted by them. This part of our patrimony comes from the Enlightenment, 

and grows out of the old struggle for the triumph of Reason. To deepen this set 

of our values, to test to what extent they are shared is the necessary condition for 

generating new values and for giving our Union the identity and cohesion that will 

one day permit us to propose Europe's secular values to the rest of the world“ (DG 

Research 2007: 45).35  

It becomes obvious from Rocard´s words that European project and its values should be 

based on human reason and not on transcendentalism. Moreover, European values were 

rather a product of Enlightenment and it was only afterwards when Churches followed 

the suit. Therefore, there was no reason to make reference to Christian heritage as the main 

part was done thanks to Enlightenment. Last but not least, the EU should, according 

to Rocard, continue with its secular approach and not entangle itself with religion in order 

to maintain its cohesion.  

There was one more argument presented by opponents, i.e. the fact that Europe now 

incorporated many religious communities. As Ferrari pointed out, religious groups other 

than Christian (especially Muslims) could feel excluded. It is no wonder that there were 

mainly Turkey´s delegates used this argument the most.36 Abdullah Gül, Turkey’s Foreign 

 

35 Michalski, 45. For further declarations stressing secular nature of the EU, see COMECE, CEC 2003: 157–

162.  
36 Turkey had only an observer status, but it found support for its argument among European delegates 

(Leustean 2007: 156). For more information about the legal status of Turkey and European candidate 

countries, see, e.g.  MATTHEWS, Professor Paul and NEBBIA, Paolisa, 2004. European Union Law for 
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Minister and deputy Prime Minister claimed that the religion-free version was the most 

appropriate. If there was to be any religious reference, then also Judaism and Islam should 

be included. In an interview for EUobserver, he explained that “the history of Europe had 

to be examined, because there were not only Christians, but Muslims and Jews 

in the history of Europe“ (EUobserver 2003a). Yet, given its own strongly secular 

constitution, Turkey urged for no reference to any religion at all. No matter the way 

of reasoning, the opponents were united in one thing: the reference to religion would not 

contribute to the European identity. Conversely, mentioning it would be divisive rather 

than inclusive.  

In the end, opponents were those who had won the dispute. The final draft of the Preamble 

eventually stated: “Drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist 

inheritance of Europe, the values of which, still present in its heritage, have embedded 

within the life of society the central role of the human person and his or her inviolable and 

inalienable rights, and respect for law“ (Secretariat 2003: 3). No reference to Christian 

heritage had been made and only a very vague phrase religious and humanist inheritance 

had been formulated. Terry Sanderson, vice-president of the UK's National Secular 

Society, expressed contentment with such a wording claiming that “We [the opponents 

of the reference] are very glad a reference to God has been left out, it would have created 

unnecessary barriers in Europe. […] Europe has to be secular for it to be really unified“ 

(EUobserver 2003b). The final wording of the analysed part of Preamble remained 

virtually unchanged: 

“DRAWING INSPIRATION from the cultural, religious 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,” (European Union 2005: 9).  

To summarize, several types of political texts, i.e. statements of Praesidium, speeches 

of delegates and proposals for amendments, were analysed. These did not play significant 

social role on their own, but their content had significant impact on social role 

of the Constitutional Treaty. The Preamble had a symbolic significance defining the nature 

 

the Twenty-First Century: Volume 1: Rethinking the New Legal Order. Bloomsbury Publishing. ISBN 978-1-

84731-121-4, 447. 
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of European ideational order. Proposals to include reference to Christian heritage therefore 

raised a heated debate. From the perspective of analysis of representation, it can be 

observed, there were two ways how the reality (i.e. reference to Christian heritage) was 

presented. According to its supporters, mentioning it was a matter of historical fact. 

In contrast, opponents framed the reference as an effort to weaken European secularity. 

From the perspective of analysis of interaction, it may be marked that the attempt 

to achieve some intersubjective consensus of values resulted in a general reference 

to religious inheritance. Such a somewhat vague statement was shaped by the fact that 

the presentation of empirical phenomenon (i.e. Christian heritage) was problematized 

throughout the debate. In fact, the problematization of Christian heritage emerged when 

the reference as matter of historical reality was linked with contemporary European 

ideational order.  

No reference to Christian heritage implied that the EU had sought to avoid any risk 

of having the European project associated with Christianity (or any particular religion 

in general). Yet, in the same Constitution a specific contribution of Churches has been 

acknowledged in the Article I-52. Before I address the question of what the specific 

contribution is (given that the link to Christian values was rejected) in Chapter 5, I will 

deal with the question of how the Article I-52 came to exist at all (given the EU secular 

order). 

4.2 Specific contribution of Churches and the Constitutional 

Treaty: the case of Article I-52 

“In the end we did not succeed to remove the Article 51, since that was the political price 

to pay to the EPP in order to avoid a reference to God in the Constitution.” (Anne Van 

Lancker, member of the Convention)37 

 

The story of the Article I-52 (later Article 17 of TFEU) began already in the Amsterdam 

Treaty. In the first paragraph of the Declaration No. 11 annexed to the Treaty was declared 

that the EU “respects and does not prejudice the status under national law of churches and 

 

37 Mudrov 2014: 161; The numbering of the Article changed over time. It was originally presented as 

an Article 37, then changed to Article I-51 and was finally given the name Article I-52.  
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religious associations or communities in the Member States” (European Union 1997, 

133).38 In the second paragraph was stated that the EU “equally respects the status 

of philosophical and non-confessional organizations“ (European Union 1997: 133). 

The Declaration was a result of an initiative taken by governments of Germany, Austria 

and Italy. It was vastly supported by Churches, mainly (but not only) by the RCC. In this 

way it should be ensured that the growing competences of the EU would not infringe into 

Churches´ affairs regulated by national jurisdictions.39 The wording of the Declaration was 

rather defensive, stressing the limitation of EU competences towards Churches.  

More proactive approach emerged at the eighteenth session of the Convention  

in April 2003. At that time, Praesidium presented a draft of an Article 37  

which consisted of the Declaration 11 supplemented by a third paragraph: “The Union 

shall maintain a regular dialogue with these churches and organizations, recognising their 

identity and specific contribution“ (COMECE, CEC 2003: 126–127). According to this 

proposition, EU pledged itself to sustain a regular dialogue which would be moreover 

conducted separately other civil society organizations (addressed in the Article 34). In fact, 

Vice-President of the Convention, Jean-Luc Dehaene, made the aim to have exclusive 

dialogue quite clear by stating that “the dialogue of the European institutions 

with Churches, religious, philosophical and non-confessional communities has to be 

clearly distinguished from other forms of regular dialogue with civil society organizations“ 

(COMECE, CEC 2003: 127). Yet, he did not explain why such a distinction should be 

made. It is therefore not surprising, that the proposal of the Article 37 raised the analogous 

disagreements as was the case of reference to Christian heritage in the Preamble. In this 

 

38 Some observers expressed concerns that the second paragraph regarding the non-confessional groups was 

“plainly an attempt with little bearing on the real world to balance the first, but the first is vital” (Pollock 

2014: 124).  
39 This protection under national jurisdiction regarded especially employment law and educational and 

healthcare institutions run by Churches. For further details, see: JANSEN, Thomas, 2000. Europe and 

Religions: the Dialogue between the European Commission and Churches or Religious Communities. Social 

Compass. 2000. Vol. 47, no. 1, p. 103–112. DOI 10.1177/003776800047001011, 106-107; DE VLIEGER, 

Pieterjan and TANASESCU, Irina, 2012. Changing Forms of Interactions between the European 

Commission and Interest Groups: The Case of Religious Lobbying. Journal of European Integration. July 

2012. Vol. 34, no. 5, p. 447–463. DOI 10.1080/07036337.2011.595485, 453. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/003776800047001011
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2011.595485
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case, however, it turned out to be rather a “muted controversy” attracting less media 

coverage (Houston 2009: 207).40   

The reasons why the distinguished dialogue and recognition of specific was proposed were 

twofold: Firstly, it was obvious that Churches (and especially the RCC) have mobilised 

their supporters among the members of the Convention to include the paragraph. It might 

be surprising, but the dialogue which would be institutionalized and separated from CSOs 

was, at least for the Roman Catholic Church, more important than the reference 

to Christianity in the Preamble.41 It is worth mentioning that, apart from the reference 

to God, the content of the Article 37 almost completely reflected the COMECE 

contribution submitted to the Convention. This organization representing Roman Catholic 

Church recommended that the Constitutional Treaty should “incorporate Declaration N° 11 

annexed to the Final Act of the Treaty of Amsterdam…“ and that “the specific contribution 

of Churches and religious communities should be acknowledged in a future Constitutional 

Treaty of the European Union. The treaty should also provide for the possibility 

of a structured dialogue between the European institutions and Churches and religious 

communities“ (COMECE 2002: 4).  

Second reason there was a specific Article dedicated to Churches was linked with the EU 

persisting deference towards them. Already in 2001, it was stated in the Commission´s 

White Paper on Governance that “Churches and religious communities have a particular 

contribution to make” (Commission of the European Communities 2001: 13). By 

proposing the Article 37, Praesidium indicated that it intends to continue considering 

Churches as partners of specific importance. Notwithstanding the profession of the EU 

secularity, Churches (and the RCC in particular) were generally perceived as “fountains 

of inspiration” regarding moral principles (Zdechovský 2020; McCrea 2013: 220; Foret, 

Schlesinger 2007: 191). Yet, this deference was usually expressed in ambiguous terms. 

In fact, although both White Paper and the Article 37 acknowledged the specific 

contribution but any explanation of what it meant had not been provided.  

 

40 According to some observers, the disagreement over the institutionalization of the dialogue with Churches 

was not so attractive for journalists who needed more “popular hook” which was found in the dispute over 

the reference to God in the Preamble (Schlesinger, Foret 2006: 69). 
41 Cardinal Sodano, Secretary of the (Vatican) State, said in an interview that the possibility of including 

the Christian heritage of Europe in the future constitutional treaty is not “the most weighty aspect of our 

requests.” (Zenit 2003); See also Foret, Schlesinger 2007: 191. 
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On the other hand, the proposal raised strong opposition as well. From the beginning until 

the adoption, forty-four proposals for amendments were submitted. In seventeen 

of them, a complete deletion of the Article had been requested.42 One of the main 

arguments was that Churches are an ordinary part of civil society. Hence, the existence 

of the Article I-52 was deemed obsolete. Sören Lekberg, a member of Convenion claimed 

that “[t]he status of Churches and non-confessional organizations need not be included 

in the Treaty. Their interests and role are covered by other Articles dealing with civil 

society” (Lekberg [no date]). Some opponents went even further. According to them, 

the very existence of the Article 37 created unjust conditions for different CSOs. 

In a proposal submitted by Louis Michel, Anne Van Lancker and several other members it 

was argued that “[t]his Article risks being read as an attempt to establish a privilege regime 

within civil society. The Convention should affirm that European society is 

not a juxtaposition of religious communities, but a cohesive community of free and 

responsible individuals” (Demiralp [no date]). In other words, the Article could, according 

to some opponents, lead to an unfair system of privileges within CSOs. In several other 

proposals was stated, that if the Article would not be completely removed, then 

the European secularity should be stressed in its wording. For example, Jacques Floch 

proposed following modification: “The dialogue that the Union maintains 

with the Churches and religious associations and communities, as well as 

with philosophical and non-confessional organizations, must be carried out with respect for 

the profoundly secular character of the European Union” (Floch [no date]).  

In nine proposals, the exclusion of the third paragraph had been proposed. The reasoning 

employed there was the same as in the proposals for complete deletion. That is, 

the dialogue with Churches was supposedly covered by the Article 34 dealing 

with CSOs.43 Reasons why the first two paragraphs should be kept were not provided, 

though. 

 

42 See: Demiralp [no date]; Van Lancker et al. [no date]; Santer et al. [no date]; Hololei [no date]; Badinter 

[no date]; Helle [no date]; Hjelm-Wallén et al. [no date]; Azevedo, Pereira [no date]; Kohout [no date]; 

Kaufmann [no date]b; de Villepin [no date]; De Gucht et al. [no date]; Lekberg [no date]; Duff et al. [no 

date]; Helminger et al. [no date]; Kaufmann [no date] a ; Michel et al. [no date]. 
43 Tiilikainen et al. [no date]; Queiró [no date]; de Vries, de Bruijn [no date]; Dalgaard et al. [no date]; 

Borrell et al. [no date]; Voggenhuber et al. [no date]; Berger et al. [no date]; McAvan [no date]; Floch [no 

date]. 
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More important than the amount of proposals was the reasoning for the deletion. Some 

amendments warned against the undesired religious influence over EU policy-making. It 

should be noted, however, that such a kind of justification was somewhat rare and 

secondary.44 The most frequent argument for deletion (present in 11 amendments) was 

simply that there was no reason for having separate dialogue with Churches. It was 

proposed to approach Churches as any other civil society organizations. One of the most 

complex justifications was offered in the joint proposal made by several members 

of the Convention. It contained all types of reasoning which was employed by 

the opponents of the Article:  

“It is not self-evident why something that was relegated to a non-binding 

Declaration in the Treaty of Amsterdam needs now to be entrenched 

in the Constitution. Article 10 of the Charter injoins us to respect the freedom 

of thought, conscience and religion. […] Article 34.3 (see our amendment) says 

that the Union shall maintain a dialogue with representative associations and civil 

society. We do not need to say it again here. The Union does not have, and 

the Convention is not seeking, a competence in the fields of theology or 

philosophy. What exactly does Praesidium mean by the ´specific contribution´ 

of Churches? This title is about democracy and not theocracy“ (Duff et al. [no 

date]).  

It is obvious that opponents deemed the Article obsolete in the first place. Moreover, 

the claim it could have potentially damaging effects on the EU secularity (this title is about 

democracy and not theocracy). Given the fact that Churches were perceived by many as 

civil society organizations raised another question: What was Churches´ specific 

contribution, then? The inquiry had been raised in the proposal quoted above. Yet, there 

were no other documents asking for the explanation. Neither was the issue properly echoed 

 

44 Whereas the question of religious influence was rather absent in political debates, it strongly resonated 

among CSOs, who urged the EU not to give Churches (and the RCC in particular) a priviliged position. 

Opposition included some Catholic NGOs as well (Catholics for a Free Choice et al. 2003). For further 

details, see, e.g.: MCCREA, Ronan, 2009.: The Recognition of Religion within the Constitutional and 

Political Order of the European Union [online]. Europe in Question Discussion Paper Series of the London 

School of Economics (LEQs). London School of Economics / European Institute. Available from: 

https://ideas.repec.org/p/erp/leqsxx/p0010.html, 22.  

https://ideas.repec.org/p/erp/leqsxx/p0010.html
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during meetings (COMECE, CEC 2003: 135–138). It may be therefore no surprise that 

the question was eventually left without an answer.   

To summarize, the analysis of textual features provided similar results as in the case 

of reference to Christian heritage (Chapter 4.1). Several types of political texts, i.e. 

statements of Praesidium, speeches of delegates and proposals for amendments, were 

analysed. These did not play significant social role on their own, but their content had 

significant impact on the social role of the Article I-52. The social role of such Article was 

to express a kind of deference towards Churches. From the perspective of analysis 

of representation as well as the analysis of interaction may be concluded that there was, 

in fact, no visible effort to present and justify the reality (i.e. specificity of Churches´ 

contribution). Neither any that the attempt to achieve some intersubjective consensus 

on the issue could be observed. In other words, the research question cannot be properly 

answered by examination of origins of the Article.    

Contrary to the reference to God, the Article I-52 has been adopted exactly as it was 

proposed. The text later became the Article 17 of the Treaty on the Functioning 

of the European Union where it retained the wording of the Article I-52.45 Yet, 

the question why the dialogue with Churches should be separated from CSOs given their 

specific contribution has not been addressed. Whereas exclusion of Christian heritage 

in the Preamble could be perceived as the victory of secular circles within the EU, adoption 

of the Article I-52 seemed to be their defeat. Sophie in ´t Veld, MEP at that time, 

characterized the situation aptly: “It can be regarded as a success or failure for one 

of the sides, depending on how you will put it in practice” (Mudrov 2014: 163). In other 

words, it was left for the future to show how the specific contribution of Churches would 

be taken into account by the European institutions and which consequences it would entail 

in practice. This is the topic of the next chapter.  

 

45 The religion-related debated was side-lined during the debate about the TFEU. There was little effort 

to change something substantially (Mudrov 2014: 162).   
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5. Implementation of the Article 17.3: EU perception 

of the specific contribution in practice (2009–2014 

period) 

5.1 Ambiguous wording of the Article 17.3 and its impact 

on the implementation of the dialogue 

“[T]he Ombudsman notes that the Commission's definition refers to ´all relevant topics 

of the EU agenda´. His own view is that it falls within the Commission's margin 

of discretion to determine what it considers the ´relevant´ topics to be.” (Decision 

of the European Ombudsman in his inquiry into complaint 2097/2011/RA against 

the European Commission)46 

 

First dialogue meetings as foreseen by the Article 17 emerged sporadically already 

throughout the year 2009 before the TFEU entered into force. Yet, it gained its fully 

fledged form one year later when the dialogue became regular and covered in the EU press 

releases (BEPA 2014a). The implementation of the Article 17 did not happen without 

problems. Underlying problem was its vague wording:  

1. The Union respects and does not prejudice the status under national law 

of churches and religious associations or communities in the Member States.  

2. The Union equally respects the status under national law of philosophical and 

non-confessional organizations.  

3. Recognising their identity and their specific contribution, the Union shall 

maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with these churches and 

organizations (European Union 2012).  

Whereas first two paragraphs were quite clear given their reference to the national legal 

systems, the third one required additional clarification. This concerned several terms: 

specific contribution, the Union and an open, transparent and regular dialogue. Regarding 

the specific contribution, the proper clarification or reasoning for the very existence 

 

46 European Ombudsman 2013: point 53 
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of the phrase has not been provided. It is therefore aim of the thesis to address the issue 

(see the section 5.2).  

The clarification of the term Union was necessary to provide information about who 

should be representing the Union. It has not been clear, whether this person (or persons) 

would be from the EC, EP or the European Council (or from all of these institutions). It 

should be noted that this question has not been addressed until these days. Initially, 

an established practice was that the core of EU representation consisted of the President 

of the European Commission, the President of the European Parliament, and the President 

of the European Council.47 Yet, this was only a custom prone to change, a fact which 

became obvious for the first time in 2012. That year, Jerzy Buzek was replaced by Martin 

Schulz in the office of the President of the European Parliament. Schulz ceased to attend 

the meetings sending the Vice-President László Surján instead (BEPA 2014a).  At first, he 

expressed apologies for his absence due to some official visits Gradually, however, 

permanent replacement by Vice-President became an established practice.  

Even more significant change occurred in 2014 when Jean-Claude Juncker became 

the President of the European Commission. Soon after his inauguration, he restructured 

BEPA (i.e. the organization responsible inter alia for the dialogue) and rebranded it as 

European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC). This body has not however been in charge for 

the dialogue with Churches anymore. Instead, the competence was transferred to DG 

JUST. In turn, the importance of the dialogue was degraded from high-level matter (as 

BEPA had been directly reporting to the president of the European Commission) 

into a standard interaction at the DG level. Such a change has not been anyhow justified or 

even commented. Katharina von Schnurbein, the responsible Adviser for the dialogue, 

explained that “it is in personal competence of the President of the Commission how 

the dialogue will be structured” (von Schnurbein 2020). In other words, the ill-definition 

of the Article 17.3 gives the EU flexibility when it comes to the implementation 

of the dialogue. 

Third part requiring more clarity concerned the meaning of an open, transparent and 

regular dialogue. In fact, the vague wording in this case led to a complaint to the European 

Ombudsman. It was submitted by the European Humanist Federation (EHF) 

 

47 Other members of the EU delegation varied depending on the scheduled subject.  
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in consequence of EC refusal to participate at the Dialogue Seminar ‘Competing Rights 

Issues in Europe’ organized by the EHF in 2011. The aim of the Dialogue Seminar was 

“to examine issues of human rights, equality, and non-discrimination arising from 

the exemptions for ´churches and other public or private organizations the ethos of which 

is based on religion or belief´ in Article 4 of the Employment Equality Directive[5] and 

related matters” (European Ombudsman 2013: point 2). The Commission refused 

to participate on the grounds that it “has no competence in religious or philosophical 

matters  […] For this reason, dialogue meetings focus exclusively on Commission policy 

initiatives“ (European Ombudsman 2013: point 3). This approach was perceived by 

the EHF as discriminatory given the fact that one year later, in 2012, the EC 

organized a Dialogue Seminar with Churches called 'Freedom of Religion: A Fundamental 

Right in a Rapidly Changing World'. In turn, the EHF questioned openness of the dialogue 

and claimed that the EC is more favourable towards Churches. The EHF complained about 

the ill-defined meaning of an open, transparent and regular dialogue phrase which led 

towards discriminatory approach towards the non-confessional groups. In the end, 

Ombudsman declared the case as an instance of maladministration and recommended 

the EC to elaborate guidelines on the implementation of the Article 17 of the TFEU 

(European Ombudsman 2013: Conclusions).48 One thing remained unsolved, though. 

The case of EHF complaint pointed to one more ambiguous thing. In fact, there were two 

separated lines of meetings: with non-confessional organizations on one side, and 

with Churches on the other. Such approach was not implied by the Article 17.3, yet it 

became an established practice for the period of my analysis. It should be therefore 

emphasized, that object of my analysis are those meetings held with Churches (where 

the RCC was present), while meetings with non-confessional groups are not considered. 

The aim of the thesis is to examined specific contribution of the RCC. 

The relevance of the EHF´s complaint to my topic of specific contribution is based 

on the Commission´s claim that dialogue meetings focus exclusively on Commission policy 

initiatives. In this sense, at least the scope of the meetings has been clarified. However, the 

 

48 For an in -depth analysis of the case, see Pollock 2014; ANNICCHINO, Pasquale, 2013. Religion and EU 

Institutions. Ecclesiastical Law Journal. September 2013. Vol. 15, no. 3, p. 326–331. 

DOI 10.1017/S0956618X13000458.  
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wording of the Article 17.3 still remained somewhat ambiguous.49 It became obvious that 

the EC kept the right to set the agenda and topics to be discussed. Later, the EC reaffirmed 

such entitlement also in its guidelines, although in a more moderate way: “All relevant 

topics related to the EU agenda can be addressed in this dialogue. Such topics can be raised 

both by the European Commission and its interlocutors provided both parties agree. 

In the light of its policy priorities, the Commission may choose to suggest priority topics 

for discussion…” (European Commission 2013a, italics added). Notwithstanding 

the specific contribution of Churches, these were expected to discuss issues important for 

the EU. The matters of their concerns were somewhat secondary. In turn, rather technical 

issues have been discussed, while the debates about moral or ideational inspiration were, as 

could be expected, absent (European Ombudsman 2013: point 54; Mišák 2020). 

The question therefore arises: How has the recognition of the specific contribution been 

reflected in the debates? The issue is addressed in the next section. 

5.2 Meetings with Churches and the resonance of the specific 

contribution 

“The ´specific contribution´ of churches referred to in the Treaty is nowhere more evident 

than in the important fight against poverty and social exclusion.” (Jerzy Buzek)50  

 

There were two sorts of dialogue meetings conducted within the framework 

of the Article 17.3, officially called as High-level Religious Leaders Meetings and 

Dialogue Seminars.51 The administrative arrangement of both types was responsibility 

of Bureau of European Policy Advisers (BEPA), Directorate tasked with “[c]onnecting 

Commission policy-makers with those parts of society that can fruitfully contribute 

to the development of policies“ (BEPA 2014b). As the name suggests, High-level Meetings 

took place between the EU leaders and the prominent representatives of various Churches. 

This setting of the dialogue was not designed to promote inter-religious dialogue. In fact, 

as the Commission stated, the aim of the encounters is to “address EU policy matters rather 

 

49 In fact, even Guidelines elaborated by the EC as result of the dispute with the EHF were formulated 

in a very general terms (see: European Commission 2013).  
50 Buzek 2010 
51 High-level Religious Leaders Meetings are hereinafter referred to as High-level Meetings. 
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than philosophical or religious ones” (European Ombudsman 2013: point 18). Therefore, 

the primary line of dialogue was between Churches as a one (albeit internally diverse) 

actor on the one side and the EU representatives on the other. As already mentioned, 

the core of the EU delegation consisted of the President of the European Commission 

(Barroso), the President of the European Council (Van Rompuy) and the President 

of the European Parliament (Buzek; later substituted by Vice-President Surján). Regarding 

Churches representations, I focused on the Roman Catholic Church case. The RCC was 

represented by Bishop nominated by the Commission of the Bishops' Conferences 

of the European Union (COMECE). In other words, there was not one permanent delegate 

but for each meeting a different Bishop was sent.  

5.2.1 High-level Religious Leaders Meetings 

It became an established practice that High-level Meetings took place once a year. Apart 

from year 2011, the agenda reflected the themes of European years as Table 5.2.1.1 shows:  

Table 5.2.1.1 Reflection of European Year theme´s in topics of High-level Meetings (sources: BEPA 2014a; 

European Union 2019) 

Year Theme of European Year Topic of High-level Meeting 

2010 
European year for combating 

poverty & social exclusion 
Combating poverty and social exclusion 

2011 
European year 

of volunteering 

 A partnership for democracy and shared 

prosperity: a common willingness to promote 

democratic rights and liberties52 

2012 
European year for active 

ageing 

Intergenerational Solidarity: Setting 

the parameters for Tomorrow's Society 

in Europe 

2013 European year of citizens 
Putting citizens at the heart of the European 

project in times of change 

2014 European year of citizens The future of the European Union 

 

The aim of my analysis was to examine how was the specific contribution taken into 

account during the meetings. To do so, speeches of EU leaders were analysed 

 

52 It is not very clear why the High-level meeting in 2011 did not reflect the theme of the European Year, i.e. European 

year of volunteering. Instead, the topic was “Partnership for Democracy and Shared Prosperity” with focus on the EU 

Neighbourhood policy. The selection of the topic has not been publicly explained.) 
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with particular focus on phrases 1) explicitly mentioning the term specific contribution 2) 

containing religious or ideational terms (e.g. “soul of society”, “European identity”, 

“religious values” etc.),  3) stressing the importance of religious actors to debated issue 

(e.g. “this is where Churches play important role” or “this is why we invited you” etc.) and 

4) phrases encouraging Churches to support EU policy-making (e.g. “based on your 

experience, please tell us your opinion” or “Churches have potential to help us…” etc).  

All these phrases also entailed some kind of reasoning. For instance, speaker explained 

why Churches play important role or why are Churches asked for help. Analysed speeches 

are presented in Appendix no. 1. 

It can be observed that regardless topics of debate, there were four common ways in which 

the EU representatives referred to a specific contribution of Churches. These were 

addressed as: 1) ideational actors; 2) contributors to the development of the European 

project; 3) NGOs particularly active in social services; and 4) organizations present at all 

levels of society. At least one of these approaches has been employed in speeches 

delivered by the EU representatives. Only in one case (Barroso 2011), reference to  

any kind of Churches´ contribution was absent. In total, there were fifteen published 

speeches delivered by EU leaders at High-level Meetings. In some of them, politicians 

reflected more than one dimension of Churches´ specific contribution. 

As presented in the Appendix no. 1, approaching Churches as ideational actors resonated 

in speeches six times. It should be noted, however, that three of these addresses were made 

by the same person (László Surján). Buzek, Barroso and Van Rompuy each addressed 

Churches in this way only once. Moreover, even when they did so (again, Surján being 

the only exception), they always connected the ideational (or religious) element either 

with fight against poverty or with the potential of religions to be present at all levels 

on society. Linkage of religion to poverty was employed by Rompuy and Barroso. 

Rompuy noted that Churches have an important role as a “bridge-builders” as they 

interconnect people “thanks to a certain transcendence” (Van Rompuy 2010). 

Consequently, he linked this capacity with the potential to restore human dignity, 

especially of the poor people. In other words, Rompuy argued that Churches interconnect 

people because they ascribe each person a dignity (as each human being is related to God). 

The concept of human dignity, in turn, pictures Churches as important actors when it 

comes to combating poverty. In a similar vein, Barroso noted that the EU was in “a value 
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crisis” and that the help of Churches was “essential” in this respect. Yet, he mentioned 

values together with social issues and questions of solidarity. Moreover, Barroso stressed 

that it was “not about ideas only” but there are other “pressing situations, namely in terms 

of social needs” (Barroso 2013). In other words, he linked values with solidarity, thereby 

praising Churches as important actors which are active in the area of social services.       

Buzek linked the religious dimension with the potential to interconnect people.  

He employed similar approach as Rompuy who addressed Churches as bridge-builders. 

Buzek also stressed the potential of Churches this capacity but, contrary to Rompuy, he put 

it in transnational context. As faith was not bounded to a territory and represented “the soul 

of our societies”, Churches could help the EU to forge links with people “on the other side 

of the Mediterranean” (Buzek 2011). In other words, when referring to religion, Buzek 

stressed its transnational character rather than the religious values themselves.  

The second type of approach to the specific contribution (i.e. consideration of Churches  

as contributors to the development of the European project) was, in fact, used only  

by Rompuy. He addressed Churches in this manner in three out of five of his speeches. 

The common feature of such approach was the notion that the EU is the leader which 

Churches should support and follow. In the first type EU representatives acknowledged 

Churches ideational dimension (albeit immediately linking it with materialistic matters,  

i.e. combating poverty). In the second type, on the contrary, Churches were requested 

to get somewhat inspired by the EU and then help it to improve the European project.  

This approach was present in all three speeches delivered by Van Rompuy. Here, his words 

delivered at the High-level Meeting in 2013 well illustrated the case:  

“A Europe which, after two long periods of unity by faith and by 

the Enlightenment, and after two ruptures due to the wars of religions and 

ideologies, has seen a period of unity since the middle of the 20th century. And, 

unique in the history of the world: unity through the project! A chosen project and 

not imposed. […] At the burning bush, the Lord told Moses ´Ehye acher éhyé´, 

which can be translated as ´I will be everything you make me be.´ Likewise, Europe 

will be tomorrow what we, citizens of Europe, will make of it. Help us, Religious 

Authorities, with your contributions societal and spiritual, to re-enchant our 

European future and to reinforce our European soul” (Van Rompuy 2013).  
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In other words, Rompuy stressed that the unity of Europe can be reached through the EU. 

The task of Churches was to support European leaders as they were constructing the unity 

through the project. Drawing on this, a certain subordination of Churches to the EU could 

be observed. At this point, it should be mentioned, that Rompuy misinterpreted 

the quotation from the Bible. In fact, Ehye acher éhyé means I am who I am.53  

Hence, implying that God is completely independent from people´s desires. This is  

in sharp contrast with Rompuy´s translation which may hint God could be formed  

according to humans´ wishes.  

First two approaches to specific contribution had one thing in common: they somehow 

related to values. It should be noted, however, that the reference to values was either 

only a kind of pretext to discuss materialistic issues as poverty (first type) or as European 

product which Churches should support (second type). The latter observation was 

confirmed also by research made by Kratochvíl. On a concept of human dignity (also used 

by EU delegates during High-level Meetings), he illustrated that:  

“[R]hetorical strategy of the Union consists in three simple consecutive steps:                    

1) human dignity (as defined by the EU) is essential 2) the EU is the greatest 

advocate of human dignity on the continent and by extension, worldwide and                   

3) other international actors and religious communities should support the EU lest 

their dedication to human dignity be challenged” (Kratochvíl, Doležal 2015: 131).  

In other words, values and ideational concepts have virtually never been connected 

to religion. Rather, there was tendency to present the EU itself as the entity which gave 

these terms the most appropriate meaning. Based on all these observations, it can be 

concluded that the EU generally did not consider specific contribution of Churches to be 

placed within the ideational level.  

In the third approach to the specific contribution Churches were portrayed as NGOs 

particularly focused on the provision of social services. This approach overlapped 

to substantial extend with the first type with one significant exemption rooted in the way 

 

53 Exod. 3:14. Other translations are possible, e.g.: I will become what I choose to become or I will be what  

I will be. No matter the precise transcript, the underlying logic of all translations is the same: It is God who 

determines his substance and not man (as van Rompuy claimed). For a profound analysis dealing 

with the meaning of Ehye acher éhyé, see PARKE-TAYLOR, G. H., 2006. Yahweh: The Divine Name 

in the Bible. Wilfrid Laurier Univ. Press. ISBN 978-0-88920-652-6.  
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of reasoning. Social activities of religious organizations were not linked with values. 

Rather, as employed in this approach, Churches were addressed as NGOs with particular 

focus on the social dimension. Speech of the President Buzek delivered in 2010 (i.e. 

the first High-level Meeting) illustrated this approach aptly: “The ´specific contribution´ 

of churches referred to in the Treaty is nowhere more evident than in the important fight 

against poverty and social exclusion. This is why I have invited Caritas Europa and 

Diaconia Europa [i.e. Christian NGOs] to present their work“ (Buzek 2010).54 It should be 

reiterated that addressing Churches as non-governmental organizations may eventually 

render the Article 17.3 as obsolete.  

Third approach tended to disregard the recognition of specific contribution as written 

in the Treaty. If Churches were perceived as NGOs, the dialogue could be conducted under 

the Article 11. It should be noted, however, that this approach has been widely used by 

European politicians in general, not only in High-level Meetings (Mišák 2020). As will be 

shown in the next section, addressing Churches as NGOs was even more frequent during 

Dialogue Seminars conducted with COMECE (Catholics) and CEC (Protestants).  

On the other hand, even though Churches were often approached as NGOs, they were 

viewed as a specific kind of these organizations. Katharina von Schnurbein, the responsible 

BEPA Adviser for the dialogue, explained that such specificity was rooted in “Churches´ 

holistic approach, that is, they comprehensively deal with all issues related to human 

activities. Other NGOs usually focuses solely on certain areas” (von Schnurbein 2020). 

In other words, what distinguished Churches from other non-governmental organizations 

was, according to the EU, their all-embracing preoccupation with all areas of human life 

and not only a certain part (e.g. environmental or social matters). Therefore, there ought 

to be specially designed dialogue with Churches. It should be noted that 

the communication with NGOs (and CSOs in general) operated on completely different 

basis. In fact, the dialogue with NGOs under the Article 11 was not centralized. 

On the contrary, it was administered by individual DGs which invited interested NGOs 

to discuss one concrete issue at a time (von Schnurbein 2020).55  

 

54 It should be noted that Caritas Europa and Diaconia Europa, therefore, strictly speaking, should not be 

invited to the dialogue under the Article 17.3 but under the Article 11.3. 
55 For a better idea how the dialogue with NGOs (and CSOs in general) works in practice, see for example 

dedicated webpage of DG TRADE: DG TRADE, 2020. Dialogues - Trade - European Commission. [online]. 
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Fourth and last type of approach situated the specific contribution in the context 

of Churches´ organizational structure. In 2012, Barroso said in his speech:  

“As religious communities, through your parishes and congregations, you have 

your ears ´on the ground´. I would like you to use this meeting today, to show 

the specific contributions that churches and religious communities can make 

to create an equal burden sharing and to explain to your constituency and believers 

why certain efforts are necessary” (Barroso 2012). 

His words clearly showed that Churches´ presence on the ground was appreciated 

as a valuable channel allowing the EU to get closer to its citizens. According to Barroso, 

religious organizations could create an equal burden sharing and explain their believers 

why certain efforts are necessary. These phrases implied two things: Firstly, Churches´ 

fully-fledged structures could help the EU to implement its (social) policies (create 

an equal burden sharing). Secondly, as the European Commission had difficult direct 

access to its citizens, Churches were perceived as its potential voice (explain believers why 

certain efforts are necessary). It may be noted that some Churches did echoed (or even 

promoted) EU policies. Regarding COMECE (i.e. body representing the Roman Catholic 

Church in the dialogue), some degree of its Europeanization could be observed.56 In other 

words, COMECE did presented (often in a way favourable to EU) to national Bishops´ 

Conferences what was going on in the EU policy-making, especially when national media 

coverage was inaccurate.  

Churches´ organizational structure was appreciated also in the context of European foreign 

policy as these were “not confined to borders” (von Schnurbein 2020). Therefore, religious 

organizations could help the EU not only to get closer to European citizens but also 

connect it with societies outside the Union. In 2011, President Buzek addressed Churches 

in this way when he said that  

“Religious leaders can give leadership in promoting openness, tolerance, respect for 

minorities and religious freedom. Religions represent the soul of our societies and 

 

22 July 2020. [Accessed 27 July 2020]. Available from: https://trade.ec.europa.eu/civilsoc/meetlist.cfm#year-

2020. EU dialogue with NGOs is examined in WOLFF, Corinna, 2013. Functional Representation and 

Democracy in the EU: The European Commission and Social NGOs. ECPR Press. ISBN 978-1-907301-65-0.  

56 This my personal observation based on internship experience. There is also a research made on this topic, 

e.g.: Kratochvíl, Doležal 2014b; Žák 2014: 137–186. 

https://trade.ec.europa.eu/civilsoc/meetlist.cfm#year-2020
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/civilsoc/meetlist.cfm#year-2020
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are of paramount importance for the social fabric. Communities in the EU have 

strong links of fellowship with their brothers and sisters on the other side 

of the Mediterranean. All of these bonds can be used to cooperate for the same 

goals [i.e. promotion of democratic rights]” (Buzek 2011).57  

To summarize, Churches´ presence at all levels of European society as well as outside 

Europe was perceived by the EU as an invaluable asset when came to echoing European 

ideas and policies.  

After examining speeches given by EU delegates at High-level Meetings, it can be argued 

that reference to specific contribution (or a particular importance) of Churches was mostly 

linked with social issues (fighting poverty) and appreciation of their presence at all levels 

of society (hence potential communication channels). In fact, there were fifteen speeches 

delivered at High-level Meetings of which eight contained one these two approaches. 

Reference to values was made in nine cases but only in three of them were values linked 

with European ideational order (or even identity). Moreover, all these three speeches were 

given by the same person (Surján). It cannot be therefore said that such a point of view was 

somehow shared among EU representatives.  

Other three speeches acknowledged Churches´ values and concepts (most frequently 

human dignity and solidarity) but linked them to materialistic matters. In turn, specific 

contribution of religious organizations was not attached to ideational level. Rather, 

speakers implied that particular importance of Churches resulted from their activities 

(mainly in the field of social services). Religious values were seen as Churches´ internal 

motivation which was not however pertinent to EU policy-making. Material outcomes 

were what mattered. As a consequence, Churches´ specific contribution was appraised 

in the context of the NGOs affiliated with them (i.e. charities and other organizations). 

Remaining three value-related speeches employed kind of reversed approach. It were EU 

values what was highlighted. The specific role of Churches as ideational actors was to help 

the EU to protect and promote these European values. In four speeches, the organizational 

structure of Churches was placed in the context of specific contribution. Presence at all 

levels of society was perceived as an invaluable opportunity how the EU could promote its 

policies. 

 

57 All statements belonging to this category can be found in the Appendix No. 1. 
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5.2.2 Dialogue Seminars 

Whereas High-level Religious Leaders Meetings took place regularly once a year, 

Dialogue Seminars were held upon previous agreement. As the Article 17.3 did not 

specified the frequency and only required regularity (which was already fulfilled by High-

level meetings), there was no legal obligation to hold seminars at all.58 This section deals 

with Dialogue Seminars conducted with COMECE (Catholics) and CEC (Protestants).59 

In fact, apart from one meeting with Orthodox organization CROCEU, no other religious 

organizations engaged in Dialogue Seminars.  

Table 5.2.2.1 Topics of Dialogue Seminars held with COMECE and CEC 

Year Topic of Dialogue Seminar 

2010 
Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion in the Framework of the EU 

2020 Strategy 

2011 Roma inclusion: a need, a challenge and a duty 

2012 

Freedom of Religion: A Fundamental Right in a Rapidly Changing World 

Towards an Intergenerational Solidarity in Europe 

European Social Market Economy 

2013 

EU citizenship – challenges and benefits 

Environmental protection and climate change as a challenge for EU 

policies–the role of ethics, lifestyles, solidarity and global justice 

2014 Dialogue Seminars organized by DG JUST 

 

Regarding topics of meetings with COMECE and CEC (see Table 5.2.2.1), it was 

European Commission which usually set the agenda. Although it was not a strict rule it 

happened in most cases. One of the reasons was that the EU sought to utilize the holistic 

approach of Churches (i.e. strive for common good) while avoiding being exposed 

 

58 In fact, last Dialogue Seminar with COMECE-CEC was held in 2017. 
59 There were no Dialogue Seminars held solely with COMECE. In fact, this organization often collaborated 

with CEC as far as EU policies were concerned (see COMECE, CEC 2010). This was all the more valid for 

Dialogue Seminars. Concerning such a collaboration, it cannot be said, that Article 17.3 opened Christian 

lobby groups a privileged access to European institutions. Schnurbein commented on the issue as follows: 

“Many of the dialogue partners have a holistic view on society rather than pushing the interests of their 

organizations or single issues“ (von Schnurbein, Katharina 2014: 9; see also Mudrov 2011).   



60 

to religious lobby. As Schnurbein put it: “Regarding general policies, for example 

migration, we may expect that Churches employ the holistic approach. On the other hand, 

when it comes to , for instance, education, Churches have their own schools, therefore 

there is a risk they will employ lobby approach” (von Schnurbein 2020).  

Regarding the composition of EU delegation, the permanent core consisted of Director-

General of BEPA (Jean-Claude Thébault) and BEPA Adviser for the dialogue (Katharina 

von Schnurbein). Other members came from different DGs depending on the issue to be 

discussed. The composition of the delegation points to the fact the Dialogue Seminars were 

somewhat technical with focus on implementation of day-to -day politics.60 Also 

representatives from COMECE and CEC were lay experts in a particular area (i.e. lawyers, 

economists etc.) and not clergy. The nature of Dialogue Seminars contrasts with High-level 

Meetings which had rather symbolic meaning. To analyse the perception of COMECE 

against the background of Dialogue Seminars, the same approach is employed as 

in the case of High-level Meetings. It should be noted, however, that in some speeches (or 

in this case also presentations) Churches were not addressed at all. The purpose of such 

outputs was aimed solely at provision of information about EU activities. In these cases, 

COMECE and CEC were not requested to contribute to the formation of policies. Rather, 

they were asked to help the EU to carry out policy goals already set by it (Mišák 2020). 

Despite this, quite common, approach, in some speeches specific contribution of Churches 

was somehow acknowledged (see Appendix no. 2). 

Approaches applied in speeches where Churches were addressed as contributors can be 

classified in the same categories as in the case of High-level Meetings. There are two 

modifications, though. First, there was no speech approaching Churches as identity 

formers. This may be explained by the aforementioned nature of the Dialogue Meetings. 

Second, a new type emerged: presenting Article 17.3 as a tool for promotion of inter-

religious dialogue. In other words, the very existence of the dialogue under the Article 17.3 

was justified not on the grounds of specific contribution (hence distinguished from other 

CSOs). According to some EU representatives, Article 17.3 emerged as a platform where 

Churches, through the mediation of the EU, could learn mutual understanding and 

collaborate on religious tolerance (Mišák 2020). Jean-Claude Thébault, Director-General 

 

60 Discussions were frequently dealing with statistics, prognosis, technical implementation of policies, etc. 

See, for example, Presentation delivered by Chiara Adamo (2013).  
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of BEPA, stated: “By holding regular debates on European news with community leaders 

religious or secular, the Commission seeks only to nurture a reflection that respects 

the pluralism of our European societies“ (Thébault 2011a). As Appendix no. 2 shows, there 

were several other speeches in a similar vein.  

Other approaches followed the same patterns as those present in speeches delivered at 

High-level Meetings. It can be stated very briefly that Churches were perceived as NGOs 

(or CSOs in general) providing social services and having a far-reaching presence at all 

levels of society. A presentation delivered by Antonia Carparelli from DG Employment 

well illustrates the case. Regarding the importance of Churches, she highlighted their 

presence “not limited to urban areas but also covering remote rural areas, including areas 

where other NGOs may be unable of operate” (Carparelli 2010). In other words, 

ecclesiastical distinguished presence within societies was what had been seen as a specific 

contribution to the European project. With this is connected the last type of approach: 

perception of Churches as invaluable actors who can help the EU to implement its policies. 

As László Andor, Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, said in one 

of the seminars: “We [the EU] have a concept [Europe 2020 strategy] – now is time 

to make it a reality.... together” (Andor 2010). 
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Conclusion 

The aim of the thesis was to analyse EU perception of the specific contribution 

of the Roman Catholic Church in the context of Article 17.3. Research on this topic was 

highly relevant as it provided additional insights into the nature of relationship between the 

two important international actors, namely the EU and the RCC. Some research in the field 

of EU–RCC relations had been made before but the question of origins of the phrase 

specific contribution and its subsequent reflection in the meetings had not been addressed 

yet. It was the goal of the thesis to fill this research gap.  

The Article 17.3 did not deal, however, solely with the RCC. In fact, as the EU aimed 

to maintain its secular nature, it pledged itself to conduct dialogue with broad variety 

of religious organizations present at a time. In other words, there were no meetings within 

the framework of the Article held exclusively with the RCC. This fact notwithstanding, 

the Roman Catholic Church was selected as an object of the analysis. There were several 

reasons to do so: First and foremost, it was the precaution to risk generalizations. Although 

the main encounters (High-level Meetings) were held with all religious organizations at the 

same time, the second type of meetings, namely Dialogue seminars, were held 

with smaller number of participants. In fact, apart from one meeting with the Orthodox 

Church, all other Dialogue seminars were held jointly with the RCC (represented  

by COMECE) and Protestant Churches (represented by CEC, sometimes EKD).  

Other reason that the RCC had been selected was that it represented so-called entrenched 

faith, i.e. religion which is culturally rooted in European public sphere. In fact, whenever 

EU representatives addressed Churches (not only Christian), they often used Christian 

terms and quotations from the Bible. For instance, Jerzy Buzek stated that “We are all 

God´s children,” Herman Van Rompuy paraphrased the biblical story of Moses and several 

other examples could be given. Out of all Christian Churches, the Roman Catholic Church  

had been selected as it had the best institutionalized relations with the EU.  

In order to answer the research question (i.e. What does the EU mean by the specific 

contribution of the Roman Catholic Church as stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU), two 

theoretical approaches were employed: Interpretative Constructivism and Multi-level 

governance. With the use of the first mentioned theory, the questions of identity and the 

creation of the meaning of specific contribution was addressed. Interpretative 

Constructivism was pertinent when it came to the analysis of the specific contribution from 
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the perspective of values. At the same time, such theory offered the most appropriate 

insights into the role of language (i.e. political statements, BEPA documents, interviews 

and personal experience) in constructing the meaning of the specific contribution 

of the RCC to the European integration process. Moreover, interpretative constructivism, 

as the name suggests, examined solely the interpretation of the reality without addressing 

the reality itself. As my research often dealt with the question of values and principles, 

interpretative constructivism had provided the research with a rigid framework, thus 

averting the risk of the thesis being normative. 

My analysis has shown, with use of interpretative constructivism, that it had been difficult 

for the EU as a secular polity to define the specific contribution of religious organizations 

in the area of values. This became most obvious in the context of the debate about 

the reference to Christian heritage in the Constitutional Treaty. Yet, the same Treaty 

contained Article I-52 which recognized the specific contribution of Churches. However, 

the existence of the Article met with heavy resistance by many European politicians who 

had argued that Churches were only another kind of NGOs which did not need specific 

treatment. Despite the opposition, the Article I-52 was eventually transformed  

into the Article 17.3 of the Treaty of Lisbon while retaining its original wording. Yet, it 

was not clarified, what had been meant by the phrase specific contribution. Therefore,  

my analysis focused on the implementation of the dialogue with the aim to understand how 

politicians reflected the phrase in their speeches. It could not be expected, given the refusal 

of Christian heritage, that such specificity would be related to values in the first place.  

For that reason, one additional theory was employed, namely Multi-level governance 

approach. 

MLG approach offered useful insights when the specific contribution was addressed 

in the context of the organizational structure of the Church. Proponents of the theory 

claimed that in the EU polity there were transnational networks potentially promoting 

the agenda and preferences of other supranational actors like the European Commission. In 

the context of my research, it was argued that ecclesiastical distinguished presence at all 

levels of society was what had been seen as a specific contribution to the European project. 

In other words, the EU perceived Churches as invaluable actors who could help it 

to implement its policies either at national level of members states or, alternatively, support 

its foreign policies given their global presence. It should be noted that this assumption had 
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originated from neo-functionalism, not MLG approach. Yet, there was a significant 

distinction between MLG and neofunctionalism because Multi-level governance did not try 

to explain origins and process of the integration. Rather, it sought to understand the nature 

of the beast. In fact, as it could be difficult to understand the meaning of the specific 

contribution regarding the refusal of Christian heritage, it was necessary to examine how it 

was reflected in practice.  

Regarding the methodology, critical discourse analysis was applied. This was the most 

relevant methodological approach for the analysis of pertinent speeches given by EU 

politicians. CDA, as applied in the thesis, consisted of three elements, namely analysis 

of textual features, analysis of representation and analysis of interaction. By the means of 

the analysis of Textual Features was examined the social role of political texts. It turned 

out that the reference to Christian heritage, particular Church or religious values was 

highly problematic for the EU to embrace. All analysed documents evinced the struggle 

to sustain secularity of the European project. As a consequence, the content of political 

texts was designed in a way their social role would maintain European secular order. 

Regarding the analysis of representation, it emerged that the reality of specific contribution 

was framed as a matter of social services. Rhetorical political analysis complemented 

the analysis of representation. It was proved that EU representatives limited (decontested) 

the usage of the term specific contribution solely to material issues.  

The specific contribution had virtually never been linked with the area of values. It should 

be noted, however, that it did not mean values were excluded form debates. In fact, they 

resonated in meetings quite often. In fact, the debates about values served as starting point 

in order to find common ground for practical co-operation. As resulted from the analysis 

of interaction, EU representatives claimed that the Union shared with Churches many 

values and ideational concepts (such as human dignity). These statements, however, did 

not ascribe Churches any particular say in the formation of European ideational order. 

Rather, EU politicians claimed that Churches should contribute to EU social policies 

because these professed the same values as the Union. In other words, the debate about co-

formation of the European values was deemed useless. In fact, the European Union, 

according to its representatives, had already developed them on their own. The EU claimed 

that these values were in common with Churches but European values evolved 

independently from the religious influence. Having similar values and principles had been 
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perceived as an asset which could serve as a mutually shared motivation for co-operation. 

Mutual collaboration was however linked to social policies and especially to social 

services. Political discourse theory showed that the very nature of Churches was 

problematized in a sense that these organizations were approached as NGOs (and not as 

organizations sui generis as these desired). 

There were five events which significantly influenced the creation and later the 

implementation of the specific contribution wording: 1) Conventional debate about 

reference to Christian heritage in the Preamble; 2) discussion about the existence of Article 

I-52 in the Constitutional Treaty; 3) dispute about the way of implementation of the Article 

17.3; 4) High-level Religious Leaders Meetings and 5) Dialogue Seminars. First two 

debates implied that it had been difficult for the EU as a secular polity to attribute 

the specific contribution of religious organizations in the area of values. The other three 

events showed that Churches had been appreciated as co-executors of the EU policies 

beforehand set by the Commission. Through their fully-fledged organizational structure, 

Churches could specifically contribute to the implementation of the EU policy goals.  

Based on the research conducted in my thesis, the answer to the research question (i.e. 

What does the EU mean by the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church as 

stated in the Article 17.3 of the TFEU?) can be formulated as follows: the EU perception 

of the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church (as well as of other Churches) is 

rooted in its distinguished organizational structure. The RCC is present at all levels 

of society, inside the EU polity as well as outside Europe. This is seen by the EU as 

an invaluable attribute which may enable it to better voice its policies among citizens. 

On the other hand, European institutions do not expect Churches to be particularly 

involved in the formation of the European identity. Such approach reflects the secular 

nature of the EU and its desire to maintain it. According to EU representatives, European 

values are secular values. In this context, specific contribution of Churches is deemed 

irrelevant.   
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Summary 

The aim of the thesis was to analyse EU perception of the specific contribution 

of the Roman Catholic Church in the context of Article 17.3. This Christian Church was 

selected as it represents so-called entrenched faith, i.e. faith which is culturally rooted 

in European polity. Out of all Christian Churches, the Roman Catholic Church was 

selected because it has the best institutionalized relations with the EU. These were 

mediated especially by COMECE when it came to the dialogue under the Article 17.3.  

In order to answer the research question, two theoretical approaches were employed: 

Interpretative Constructivism and Multi-level governance. With the use of the first 

mentioned theory, the questions of identity and the creation of the meaning of specific 

contribution was addressed. In other words, this approach was employed to analyse 

the specific contribution of the RCC from the ideational perspective. Multi-level 

governance provided useful insights when the specific contribution was examined 

in the context of the organizational structure of the Church.  

Regarding the methodology, Critical Discourse Analysis was applied. This was the most 

relevant methodological approach for the analysis of relevant speeches. There were  

five events which significantly influenced the creation and later the implementation 

of the specific contribution wording: 1) Conventional debate about reference to Christian 

heritage in the Preamble; 2) discussion about the existence of Article I-52 in 

the Constitutional Treaty; 3) dispute about the way of implementation of the Article 17.3; 

4) High-level Religious Leaders Meetings and 5) Dialogue Seminars.   

First two debates implied that it had been difficult for the EU as a secular polity to attribute 

the specific contribution of religious organizations in the area of values. The other three 

events showed that Churches had been appreciated as co-executors of the EU policies 

beforehand set by the Commission. Through their fully-fledged organizational structure, 

Churches could specifically contribute to the implementation of the EU policy goals.   
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Appendix no. 1: Excerpts of speeches delivered by EU representatives at 

High-level Religious Leaders Meetings (table) 

Speaker  

(date of 

meeting) 

Relevant excerpt from the speech61 

(text in italics = determining phrase referring to the importance of Churches; 

text in bold = determining phrase referring to the type of the importance) 

Churches as Ideational actors 

Rompuy 

(2010) 

Linked with 

“NGOs” 

“[D]ialogue is also highly desired. Strongly desired because I would 

like to listen to you, you who, each in your own way, are pontiffs, that is 

to say ´bridge builders´ […] Bridge between people, as I would call you, 

bridge towards others, bridge towards the Other, the "different from 

me", the one to which I am linked by and thanks to a certain 

transcendence […] and that´s why your opinion, I would even say your 

guidance about how to combat poverty and social exclusion, is for us, 

for me and for the European Union so important. […] Of course, we all 

know that this issue is mainly linked with homelessness, with a better 

access to the labour market, with the possibility to apply for health 

services, with, indeed, what can be called "the material conditions of 

life. But combating poverty and social exclusion is also, in essence, 

willing to restore human dignity, the dignity of both men and women. 

And that is why societal, cultural and ethical questions should also be 

taken into account. 

Buzek  

(2011) 

Linked with 

“Organizations 

present at all 

levels of 

society” 

“Religious leaders can give leadership in promoting openness, 

tolerance, respect for minorities and religious freedom. Religions 

represent the soul of our societies and are of paramount importance for 

the social fabric. Communities in the EU have strong links of fellowship 

with their brothers and sisters on the other side of the Mediterranean. All 

of these bonds can be used to cooperate for the same goals.” 

 

61 In some cases, two excerpts are presented. This happens when press releases contain additional relevant 

statements not mentioned in speeches. 



ii 

Surján  

(2012) 

“Intergenerational solidarity is an obligation in the Judeo-Christian 

heritage and in other religions as well. Nowadays it is not only a 

question of religion but has a strong financial implication too. […] 

Today's debt can be seen as tomorrow's potential taxes. Debt 

reduction therefore is a matter of intergenerational justice.” (in this 

case, the text in bold was in original) 

Barroso  

(2013) 

Linked with 

“NGOs” 

“It is clear that we also have to weather another crisis: a crisis of trust, a 

crisis of values. We have to bring citizens back at the heart of our 

common project of European integration, by debating why it makes 

sense to act together as a Union. I strongly believe that the active 

involvement of religious communities is essential in this undertaking” 

(European Commission 2013b). 

“Today we are inviting religious organizations across the European 

Union to voice their ideas about the future of Europe, about our 

European values, social issues and questions of solidarity. And during 

the debate we understand clearly that it is not about ideas only. Many of 

those churches are doing very important work in our societies across 

Europe, namely fighting the problems of poverty. […] I know how 

important is the role they [Churches] are playing in addressing many of 

these pressing situations, namely in terms of social needs“ (Barroso 

2013). 

Surján  

(2013) 

“[W]e experience growing euroscepticism in our times, as if citizens had 

lost their hope that their voice could actually contribute to the shaping of 

the EU. Religious citizens do not see for example their moral values 

being reflected in the policies […] We strongly encourage European 

citizens, including religious citizens, for active involvement in the 

election campaign and then participating in the elections, so that their 

opinions, ideas and values would be represented…”  

Surján  

(2014) 

“Churches, religious associations and communities have been during 

the crisis a bastion against the deterioration of the social fabrics that 

makes Europe: they have contributed not just to the economic, but also 



iii 

to the social and moral recovery of the continent. Their voice matters 

and the European Union must continue to build on this relationship to its 

own benefits and to that of its citizens” (European Commission 2014). 

Churches as Contributors to the development of the European project 

Rompuy 

(2011) 

“…these Arab peoples are in the process of liberating themselves. These 

are their resolutions. These are our [European] values. […] Our values 

are therefore not in decline. Now is not the time to we Europeans to 

become less open, less tolerant, more selfish or materialistic even racist. 

Values cannot survive without spiritual, religious or ethical momentum. 

This is where you can play a really big role. No one has a monopoly on 

the great human values that give a meaning to our lives and to our 

societies.” 

Rompuy 

(2013) 

A Europe which, after two long periods of unity by faith and by the 

Enlightenment, and after two ruptures due to the wars of religions and 

ideologies, known since the middle of the 20th century a period of unity. 

And, unique in the history of the world: unity through the project! A 

chosen project and not imposed. […] At the burning bush, the Lord told 

Moses ´Ehye acher éhyé´, which can be translated as ´I will be 

everything you make me to be.´ Likewise, tomorrow Europe will be 

what we, citizens of Europe, make of it. Help us, Religious Authorities, 

with your contributions societal and spiritual, to re-enchant our 

European future and to reinforce our European soul. 

Rompuy 

(2014) 

“Over the last years our common home has been in the centre of a heavy 

storm. But it has overall resisted well, thanks to both the framework of 

its values and the soul of the house - the soul that resides in a certain 

idea that we pursue, in the Union, of the human person and the 

relationship to the other” (European Commission 2014). 

 

 



iv 

Churches as NGOs (particularly active in social services) 

Barroso  

(2010) 

“Churches and religious communities are important providers of 

social services in EU member states. If we want to combat poverty 

effectively, it is essential to draw from their long standing and wide 

raging experience“ (European Commission 2010). 

Buzek  

(2010) 

“The ´specific contribution´ of churches referred to in the Treaty is 

nowhere more evident than in the important fight against poverty 

and social exclusion. This is why I have invited Caritas Europa and 

Diaconia Europa to present their work in this field” 

Rompuy 

(2010) 

“[D]ialogue is also highly desired. Strongly desired because I would like 

to listen to you, you who, each in your own way, are pontiffs, that is to 

say ´bridge builders´ […] Bridge between people, as I would call you, 

bridge towards others, bridge towards the Other, the "different from 

me", the one to which I am linked by and thanks to a certain 

transcendence […] and that´s why your opinion, I would even say your 

guidance about how to combat poverty and social exclusion, is for us, 

for me and for the European Union so important. […] Of course, we all 

know that this issue is mainly linked with homelessness, with a better 

access to the labour market, with the possibility to apply for health 

services, with, indeed, what can be called "the material conditions of 

life. But combating poverty and social exclusion is also, in essence, 

determination to restore human dignity, the dignity of both men 

and women. And that is why societal, cultural and ethical questions 

should also be taken into account.” 

Barroso  

(2013) 

“It is clear that we also have to weather another crisis: a crisis of trust, a 

crisis of values. We have to bring citizens back at the heart of our 

common project of European integration, by debating why it makes 

sense to act together as a Union. I strongly believe that the active 

involvement of religious communities is essential in this undertaking” 

(European Commission 2013). 



v 

“Today we are inviting religious organizations across the European 

Union to voice their ideas about the future of Europe, about our 

European values, social issues and questions of solidarity. And during 

the debate we understand clearly that it is not about ideas only. Many of 

those churches are doing very important work in our societies 

across Europe, namely fighting the problems of poverty. […] I know 

how important is the role they [Churches] are playing in addressing 

many of these pressing situations, namely in terms of social needs“ 

(Barroso 2013). 

Churches as Organizations present at all levels of society 

Buzek  

(2011) 

“Religious leaders can give leadership in promoting openness, 

tolerance, respect for minorities and religious freedom. Religions 

represent the soul of our societies and are of paramount importance for 

the social fabric. Communities in the EU have strong links of 

fellowship with their brothers and sisters on the other side of the 

Mediterranean. All of these bonds can be used to cooperate for the 

same goals.” 

Barroso  

(2012) 

“As religious communities, through your parishes and 

congregations, you have your ears ´on the ground´. I would like you 

to use this meeting today, to show the specific contributions that 

churches and religious communities can make to create an equal burden 

sharing and to explain to your constituency and believers why certain 

efforts are necessary”62 

Rompuy 

(2012) 

“We, at European institutional level, have put in place some 

programmes to boost employment, participation in society, independent 

living and also to promote intergenerational solidarity. […] Churches, 

synagogues, mosques, temples and their NGO's, schools and 

associations are bringing, at local level, persons together. They can, 

also therefore, play an important role in improving understanding and 

 

62 Checked against delivery, cf.: European Commission 2012. 
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mutual learning between generations.” (underlined text in original) 

Barroso  

(2014) 

More democracy is the corollary of the greater institutional integration 

needed to enable the European Union to rise to current global 

challenges. In this respect, there is a pressing need to strengthen links 

between EU citizens and the democratic process of the Union. I 

strongly believe that the active involvement of Churches and religious 

communities can contribute decisively to this reflexion. (European 

Commission 2014)  



vii 

Appendix no. 2: Excerpts of speeches delivered by EU representatives at 

Dialogue Seminars (table) 

Speaker 

(date of 

meeting) 

Relevant excerpt from the speech63 

(text in italics = determining phrase referring to the importance of Churches; text 

in bold = determining phrase referring to the type of the importance) 

Churches as Contributors to the development of the European project 

Andor 

(2010) 

“It is also unquestionable that for many people charities and faith have 

played invaluable roles in helping them through very difficult times […] 

The European Year [against poverty and social exclusion] is a call for all 

partners, undoubtedly for the Church, NGOs and public authorities on 

different levels; for social partners, business, media, and decision-makers to 

put poverty on their agenda. […] We have a concept [Europe 2020 

strategy] – now is time to make it a reality.... together.” 

Churches as NGOs (particularly active in social services) 

Andor 

(2010) 

“It is also unquestionable that for many people charities and faith have 

played invaluable roles in helping them through very difficult times […] 

The European Year [against poverty and social exclusion] is a call for all 

partners, undoubtedly for the Church, NGOs and public authorities on 

different levels; for social partners, business, media, and decision-makers to 

put poverty on their agenda. […] We have a concept [Europe 2020 

strategy] – now is time to make it a reality.... together.” 

Carparelli 

(2010) 

• “A powerful reality, well-rooted in the community.  

• A presence not limited to urban areas but also covering remote 

rural areas, including areas where other NGOs may be unable of 

operate.” 

 

 

63 In some cases, two excerpts are presented. This happens when press releases contain additional relevant 

statements not mentioned in speeches. 



viii 

Andor 

(2011) 

“We will not achieve Europe 2020's economic, employment or social targets 

if we do not make major progress in integrating the 12 million or so Roma 

living in Europe […] The Commission has called on the Member States to 

present their National Roma Integration Strategies before the end of the 

year. It goes without saying that these national strategies need to be fully 

consistent with the National Reform Programmes under the Europe 2020 

strategy […] It will also be vital to involve all stakeholders at all levels–this 

includes the involvement of civil society actors like the European 

churches, local communities and representatives from Roma communities. 

Indeed, churches and church-based organizations are major social actors in 

the EU. Moreover, their presence at European, national and local level 

means that they are well placed to support initiatives and raise awareness of 

the plight of the Roma across the EU.” 

Churches as Organizations present at all levels of society 

Carparelli 

(2010) 

• “A powerful reality, well-rooted in the community.  

• A presence not limited to urban areas but also covering remote 

rural areas, including areas where other NGOs may be unable of 

operate.”  

Andor 

(2011) 

“We will not achieve Europe 2020's economic, employment or social targets 

if we do not make major progress in integrating the 12 million or so Roma 

living in Europe […] The Commission has called on the Member States to 

present their National Roma Integration Strategies before the end of the 

year. It goes without saying that these national strategies need to be fully 

consistent with the National Reform Programmes under the Europe 2020 

strategy […] It will also be vital to involve all stakeholders at all levels–this 

includes the involvement of civil society actors like the European 

churches, local communities and representatives from Roma communities. 

Indeed, churches and church-based organizations are major social actors in 

the EU. Moreover, their presence at European, national and local level 

means that they are well placed to support initiatives and raise awareness of 

the plight of the Roma across the EU.” 



ix 

Thébault 

(2011) 

“[W]hen we talk about access to education, health care, the labour 

market and housing we also need your energy, you, churches and 

organizations of ecclesial inspiration because you are key players in these 

key sectors; your experience and your expertise are very valuable and a 

response to these issues could not be done without your contribution.“ 

Article 17.3 as a tool for promotion of Inter-religious dialogue 

Thébault 

(2011) 

“By holding regular debates on European news with community leaders 

religious or secular, the Commission seeks only to nurture a reflection that 

respects the pluralism of our European societies.“64  

Ciobanu-

Dordea 

(2012) 

“[D]iscrimination on the grounds of religion at EU level will be explored 

more in depth by DG JUSTICE through a report […] In that context, I 

would like to highlight that the Article 17 Dialogue of the Commission 

with Churches, religious communities and non-confessional 

organization is key, in order to enhance understanding and foster 

mutual respect between communities of different origin in our society.” 

Dimitra-

kopoulos 

(2012) 

“As I said before the EU’s strong legislative framework is not a guarantee 

for the fulfilment of fundamental rights ´on the ground´: In this respect 

churches and religious organizations have an important role to play not 

only by being vigilant about the state of religious freedom, but […] by 

engaging actively within their community with members of different 

faiths helping to build trust and better understanding.” 

 

64 This speech was delivered at the Seminar with COMALACE, i.e. non-confessional organization. Thébault, 

however, mentioned religious leaders, thereby making the contribution pertinent, too. 
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Introduction to the topic 

In my Master´s Thesis, I will deal with the Specific Contribution of the Roman Catholic 

Church (RCC) to the European Integration according to the Article 17.3 of the TFEU. This 

Article states that “Recognising their identity and their specific contribution, the Union 

shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with these churches and 

organizations“ (European Union 2012: Article 17.3). On the particular case of the Roman 

Catholic Church (because it is the most dominant religious actor in the EU polity, see 

Schlesinger and Fossum 2007: 188), I examine what makes religious organizations and 

groups of conviction specific contributors to the European Integration process. To be more 

precise, I deal with the EU perception of such specificity. Therefore, I do not intend to 

analyse what the specific contribution of churches is but how the EU perceives it.  

Dealing with such an issue is important especially for two reasons. Firstly, this question is 

still not sufficiently answered by the academic community. There is broad research 

examining the role of religion in the EU integration, but the aim is to present some 

empirical evidence that religion is (or is not) influential in the EU polity. On the other 

hand, there are generally few analyses dealing with the  EU perception of the role of 

religion in its policy-making.65 Yet, to analyse how the EU views its religious counterparts 

is very important in order to get a proper understanding of the nature of their mutual 

interaction. Addressing the issue became even more pressing after the EU–Church 

informal interaction was transformed into legally binding dialogue under the Art. 17.3 of 

the TFEU.  

Secondly, addressing the issue of specific contribution of the RCC is important given the 

fact, that the EU firmly strives to maintain its secular nature. The refusal of the reference to 

Christianity in the Constitutional Treaty might be the best example of such an effort. And 

yet, perhaps quite surprisingly, it approved the Article I-52 (future Art. 17.3) at the same 

time. In other words, despite refutation of Christianity as an inspirational source for the 

integration, the EU acknowledges the specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Therefore, it is highly beneficial to examine what the EU means in its own terms by a 

specific contribution.  

 

65 See the section Literature review below. 



 

Last but least, another important question my thesis can help to clarify is why the Article 

17.3 exists at all, since the Article 11 of the TFEU already establishes the dialogue with 

CSOs which might well include Churches, too. This may be all the more valid when we 

consider the EU as a guardian of strict separation of politics and religious affairs. 

Research target, research question 

Throughout the history of the EU integration, any tendencies to express the religious ideas 

in the EU policy-making process were immediately observed with high suspect (Kaiser 

2007). Therefore, I presume that the EU does not see the RCC as an inspirational source 

for the EU values in the first place. The aim of my thesis is hence to examine what the 

specific contribution of the RCC to the European integration process is from the EU 

perspective. In other words, the research target of my thesis results from the seeming 

discrepancy between the EU reserved approach towards the religion (as was shown in the 

debate about reference to Christianity in the Constitutional Treaty) which contrasts with its 

acknowledgement of the privileged role of the Churches as stated in the Article 17.3. For 

the time being, I put the research question as follows:  

What is the EU perception of the specific contribution of the Roman-Catholic Church as 

stated in the Art. 17.3 of the STFEU? 

Literature review 

Regarding the topic of my thesis, there are some publications which have already touched 

upon the issue in some way or other. The most relevant sources are a book Der Dialog 

nach Art. 17 III AEUV: In Anerkennung ihrer Identität und ihres besonderen Beitrags by 

Patrick R. Schnabel (2014), an Article The Christian Churches as Special Participants in 

European Integration by Sergei Mudrov (2011), an Article Political Roof and Sacred 

Canopy? Religion and the EU Constitution by Philip Schlesinger and François Foret 

(2006), and a book The European Union and the Catholic Church: Political Theology of 

European Integration by Petr Kratochvíl and Tomáš Doležal (2015). Another valuable 

publication relevant to my topic is a book Representing Religion in the European Union: 

Does God matter? edited by Lucian N. Leustean. 

It should be reiterated, that although these publications are highly relevant to my topic, 

none of them address the EU perception of the RCC specific contribution on a profound 

basis. In most cases, academic research deals with the compatibility of religious ideas with 



 

the EU secular polity and with the possible impact of the religion on the EU policy-

making. For example, Kratochvíl and Doležal analyse the compatibility of different 

ideational orders represented by these two actors. They say, that “it is not possible to 

analyse the influence of a single idea on an institution. Instead, we have to find out whether 

the idea is generally compatible with the institution´s embedded ideational order. Only 

then can the idea be incorporated in the institution´s catalogue of fundamental 

principles…” (Kratochvíl and Doležal 2015: 87). In similar vein, Mudrov claims that 

Churches “embrace the familiar features of regular non-state actors but they also act as 

identity formers” (Mudrov 2011: 375–376). However, it is the latter what makes Churches 

special and distinguishes them for typical NGOs, according to Mudrov. The role of 

religion (and Churches respectively) as a identity formers is also in line with the research 

made by Schlesinger and Foret. They claim that “religion may be conceived as a 

constitutive macro-social force that provides a belief system and an institutional 

framework” but add at the same time that “on the other hand, we need to consider how 

religion is used by social actors” (Schlesinger and Foret 2006: 61). In other words, authors 

note that religion should not be perceived only in its substantive nature (i.e. what religion 

is) but its functional dimension (i.e. what religion does) needs to be taken into account, too. 

Put into the context of my thesis, it can be said that the EU may perceive the specific 

contribution of the Churches not because of the religion itself but its possible effects on the 

European community-building. Simply put, it is not necessary to be adherents of a 

particular religion in order to create a community based on some generally acknowledged 

principles and values.  

The fact that the specific contribution might be rooted in the RCC organizational structure 

and not in its ideational teaching leads me to the second sub-question, i.e. why the Article 

17.3 exists at all, distinguishing the RCC (and all other Churches) from the Civil Society 

Organizations. There is already some research made on this issue. For example, Schnabel 

broadly examines the very nature of the Churches and sees them as Corporations sui 

generis compared to the CSOs and NGOs, respectively. And yet, when the Churches 

interact with the EU, the need to transform their religious language so the message they 

convey is acceptable for their EU counterpart. Schnabel´s conclusions is that with such a 

secularisation of the religious language, the specificity of the Churches in relation to CSOs 

might be erased. Therefore, as the author claims, the separation of the Dialogue under the 

Article 17 is limited only to a political proclamation with little practical distinction from 



 

the dialogue with the CSOs held under the Article 11 (Schnabel 2014:247). McCrea arrives 

to a similar conclusion, although he is addressing the compatibility of the EU and religious 

ideational orders from the legal perspective (McCrea 2010). He focuses on how the 

Churches need to leave their truth-claims in order to be able to reach compromises and be 

part of the EU policy-making process. Therefore, their very religious nature is sidelined 

whereas their social activities (charities and other public services) rise to the surface. 

Subsequently, the question arise, and that is: What makes the Churches specific and 

distinguish them from other CSOs in the view of EU representatives? Unfortunately, 

although some authors have touched upon the issue, it was not however in the centre of 

their research, therefore there is no profound research dealing with this question. I hope my 

thesis could help to fill such research gap. 

Theoretical framework 

To answer my research question, I will draw on two theoretical approaches to the 

European integration, namely Constructivism and Multi-level governance (MLG).  

Constructivism and MLG approaches offer the most appropriate guidance to 

comprehensively analyse my topic. Constructivism is very useful when it comes to 

addressing the EU perception of the RCC which is, in fact, an ideational actor. 

Constructivism deals with the creation of the discourse and meanings of the reality. Hence 

its relevance to the EU perception (and not the objective reality) of the specific 

contribution becomes obvious. Secondly, constructivism deals with ideas, identities, 

community-building and the role of these elements in the integration process. Therefore, 

constructivism is also highly relevant when it comes to the interaction between the EU and 

the Roman Catholic Church (as an international actor defined primarily by its 

ideational/religious nature).   

To be more concrete, I would like to employ interpretative constructivism. Together with 

the critical constructivism, interpretative constructivism belongs to the branch of so-called 

post-constructivist stream. Checkel describes this branch of constructivism based on the 

ideas presented by Schwellnus and claims that “[i]nstead of starting with certain givens – 

say, a set of social norms – and exploring their causal impact on outcomes, they might 

explore the discursive practices that make possible certain EU norms in the first place” 

(Checkel 2006: 7). When applied on my research, I do not start my analysis with the 

presumption that the specific contribution of the RCC to the European integration is 



 

objectively given. Rather, I analyse how the discursive practices (i.e. EU framing of the 

specific contribution of the RCC) made possible the EU norm (i.e. execution of the 

dialogue with Churches under the Article 17.3 of the TFEU). 

Yet, it would a mistake to take up only constructivist approach as it would exclude other 

important perspective on the EU perception of the specific contribution of the RCC. Based 

on the existing research, I presume that the EU does not primarily see the specific 

contribution on the ideational level but rather in the Church´s fully-fledged organizational 

structure. In fact, the RCC is present at all levels of the European polity, ranging from local 

parishes through (arch)dioceses and national Bishops´ Conferences to supranational 

bodies, such as COMECE. Therefore, multi-level approach provides useful theoretical 

guidance when it comes to the analysis of the EU perception of the specific contribution. In 

other words, EU may regard the RCC as a particular contributor to the further integration 

given Her highly developed organizational structure.  

Multi-level governance (MLG) provides useful insights for better understanding of the 

specific contribution of the RCC according to the EU. First of all, proponents of the MLG 

approach claim that in the EU polity there are “transnational networks potentially 

promoting the agenda and preferences of other supranational actors like the Commission” 

(Pagoulatos and Tsoukalis 2014: 63). Regarding the leading role of supranational 

institutions, proponents of MLG approach emphasize the importance of “satellite 

organizations” (Pagoulatos and Tsoukalis 2014: 65), such as NGOs, Civil Society 

Organizations (CSOs) and, I would add, religious organizations. In other words, MLG 

offers a useful methodological guidance when it comes to examination of the RCC specific 

contribution potentially resulting from Her highly developed organizational structure. 

Methodology 

In order to answer the research question, I will employ the principles of discourse analysis 

(DA). As I deal with the EU perception of the specific contribution of the Churches and 

not what the real specific contribution is, DA is the most suitable method for my research. 

To be more precise, the critical discourse analysis (CDA) is the most appropriate type of 

DA. CDA offers useful tools to show that texts and speeches may shape socio-political 

perception of the reality (Drulák 2008: 95). This is important when it comes to the analysis 

of specific contribution of the Roman Catholic Church. EU secularity has a significant 

impact on how the EU perceives the specific contribution of Churches as stated in the 



 

Article 17.3. In other words, the fact that the EU resisted to let its project be connected 

with any particular religion is linked with shows the EU understands the specific 

contribution of Churches in a limited way. Keeping this in mind, CDA gives useful 

guidance on how to approach the EU perception given the high probability that such a 

specific contribution is not rooted on ideational (i.e. religious) level in the first place. 

Empirical data 

I will work especially with the BEPA website dedicated to the dialogue and intend to 

conduct several interviews with the EU representatives engaged in the dialogue (BEPA 

2014). Moreover, I will utilise personal experience when doing an internship next semester 

in COMECE which is main RCC representative body in the dialogue under Article 17.3. 

Structure of the text 

The thesis will be structured into four chapters (plus introduction and conclusion). First 

two sections will present methodological approaches and the theoretical frameworks. The 

other two chapters will be empirical-analytical and will constitute the core part of my 

thesis. In the first empirical-analytical chapter, I will examine the formulation of the 

Article 17.3 in the context of the debate about reference to Christian heritage in the 

Constitutional Treaty, i.e. the period 2002–2004. In the second empirical-analytical 

chapter, I will analyse how the specific contribution is reflected in practices regarding 

implementation of the Article 17.3 after Lisbon Treaty entered into force, i.e. period 2009–

present. 

List of references 

Primary Sources 

BEPA, 2014. BEPA - Dialogue under Article 17: Dialogue with churches, religious 

associations or communities and philosophical and non-confessional organizations - 

European Commission. [online]. 2014a. [Accessed 25 July 2020]. Available from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/archives/bepa/activities/outreach-team/dialogue/index_en.htm 

EUROPEAN UNION, 2012. Consolidated version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union. Official Journal of the European Union [online]. 2012. 

[Accessed 27 July 2020]. Available from: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT&from=EN 

https://ec.europa.eu/archives/bepa/activities/outreach-team/dialogue/index_en.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT&from=EN


 

Interview with Katharina von Schnurbein. 

Interview with MEP Pavel Svoboda and Tomáš Zdechovský. 

Interviews with the General Secretary and all staff members of COMECE. 

Secondary sources 

CHECKEL, Jeffrey T, 2006. Constructivist approaches to European integration. ARENA, 

ARENA Working Papers. 2006. P. 41. 

DRULÁK, Petr, 2008. Jak zkoumat politiku: kvalitativní metodologie v politologii a 

mezinárodních vztazích. Praha: Portál. ISBN 978-80-7367-385-7. 

KRATOCHVÍL, P. and DOLEŽAL, T., 2015. The European Union and the Catholic 

Church: Political Theology of European Integration. Springer. ISBN 978-1-137-45378-5. 

MCCREA, Ronan, 2010. Religion and the public order of the European Union. New York: 

Oxford University Press. ISBN 978-0-19-959535-8. 

MUDROV, Sergei, 2011. The Christian Churches as Special Participants in European 

Integration. Journal of Contemporary European Research. 1 August 2011. Vol. 7, p. 363–

379. 

NELSEN, Brent F., GUTH, James L. et al., 2015. Religion and the Struggle for European 

Union [online]. Georgetown University Press. [Accessed 28 July 2020]. ISBN 978-1-

62616-070-5. Available from: www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14qrxzv 

PAGOULATOS, George and TSOUKALIS, Loukas, 2014. Multilevel Governance. In: 

The Oxford Handbook of The European Union. First edition. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. p. 62–78. ISBN 978-0-19-871479-8. 

SCHLESINGER, P. and FOSSUM, John, 2007. The European Union and the Public 

Sphere: A Communicative Space in the Making? . 1 January 2007. 

DOI 10.4324/9780203960851. 

SCHNABEL, Patrick R., 2014. Der Dialog nach Art. 17 III AEUV: “In Anerkennung ihrer 

Identität und ihres besonderen Beitrags.” 1. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. ISBN 978-3-16-

153069-2. 

https://doi.org/www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14qrxzv
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203960851


 

WENDT, Alexander, 1999. Social Theory of International Politics [online]. 1. Cambridge 

University Press. [Accessed 28 July 2020]. ISBN 978-0-521-46960-9. Available from: 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/9780511612183/type/book   

WODAK, Ruth, 2001. Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis [online]. 6 Bonhill Street,  

London  EC2A 4PU: SAGE Publications, Ltd. [Accessed 28 July 2020]. ISBN 978-0-

7619-6154-3. Available from: http://srmo.sagepub.com/view/methods-of-critical-

discourse-analysis/SAGE.xml  

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/9780511612183/type/book
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Handbook+of+European+Union+Politics&publication+year=2006&author=Checkel+Jeffrey&author=J%C3%B8ergensen+Knut+Erik&author=Pollack+Mark+A.&author=Rosamond+Ben
http://srmo.sagepub.com/view/methods-of-critical-discourse-analysis/SAGE.xml
http://srmo.sagepub.com/view/methods-of-critical-discourse-analysis/SAGE.xml

