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Dear Friends of the Catholic Biblical Federation,

The Word of God requires the response of human beings so that it can assume concrete form, “become
flesh”. This divine-human dialogue can hardly be more graphically represented than it is in the altar
panel of the Church of the Servites in Florence, Italy: God's Word, symbolized by rays of light and a dove
addresses itself directly to Mary. Turned toward God she utters her response: “Ecce ancilla Domini —
“Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word”. The consequence of this
dialogue, which the painting also portrays — the page of the open Gospel book contains the words “Ecce
virgo concipiet et pariet filium — the virgin will conceive and bear a son” — is the mystery we are once
again celebrating in this season of Christmas in a special way: God made man, takes on human flesh
through Mary, very concretely, in the child of Bethlehem. This dialogue ‘‘functions’ also in the opposite
direction: God's Word can itself become the answer to our life questions. In the child of Bethlehem the
God who comes to meet us is one for whom our life questions, our needs and our joys are so important
that He Himself becomes man. He is a God whose desire it is to raise us up particularly in those life-sit-
uations where questions and doubts far outstrip answers and certitudes.

This divine-human dialogue is also related to the foundations and purpose of biblical pastoral ministry.
The letter of the Bible can become God's life-giving Word only when the reader approaches it with his or
her life questions and with an open and prayerful
attitude. The biblical text grows again with the read-
er, is able to give pointed answers, issue challenges,
pose profound questions. In various ways, the mem-
bers of the Catholic Biblical Federation are engaged
in the task of furthering this kind of vital dialogue
with the Word of God. So it is appropriate that we
once again introduce to you in this Christmas letter
very concrete, mundane, but in a deeper sense
Christmassy examples from our work. We turn our
attention this time to the countries of Central and
Eastern Europe. The fact that Europe was divided up
until about 15 years ago had a decisive influence on
its everyday reality. In spite of many hardships this
situation was marked by numerous encounters, by
concrete aids and by solidarity — and this not only in
the sense of a West-East transfer! The collaboration
was intensified after the political transition and has
continued to transcend both old and new borders till today. The labors of the Hungarian Biblical
Association on the translation of the Bible into the language of the Roma, for example, is a concrete
example of our commitment to the idea of enabling personal access to Holy Scripture for all. And the
observations from the Czech Republic show what fruits the concrete support and networking in the past
years have borne and how important this solidarity is even today.

So, as this year comes to an end, let me take this opportunity, dear friends of the CBFE to urge you to
remain favorably disposed to our Federation and its objectives in the future as well. And I can thank you,
too, from the bottom of my heart for the interest and support you have shown for us in the past year.

We cannot celebrate Christmas every day, at least not with Christmas cribs, expensive presents and glit-
tering lights. And yet the incomprehensible mystery of the incarnation of God is indeed the secret of our
everyday lives! It is precisely there, in our daily lives, that God desires to take on form, to come into the
world; it is precisely there that we encounter His Word that invites us to the divine-human dialogue. So
from the heart I wish you all a most blessed Christmas and a year 2005 in which the Christmas mystery
will be your daily companion.
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Alexander M. Schweitzer
General Secretary
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Overcoming Boundaries - Bible Work in Central and Eastern Europe

What became a reality on May 1 of this year in the political realm through the extension of the European
Union (EU) has been practiced and lived for many years already in the CBF and its Central European sub-
region: exchange and cooperation between East and West, North and South in a Europe of peoples, reli-
gions and cultures. The network of the CBF offered and offers for this the ideal framework. However, even
after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the extension of the EU much remains to be done. For many good ideas
and initiatives still come to naught because of a lack of financial means or of personnel. More than 40 years
of communist rule cannot be undone in 15 years. However, many encouraging signs show that the devel-
opment of biblical pastoral ministry in the so-called “reform” countries is on a good path, not least thanks to

the support of CBF patrons.

Biblical pastoral ministry before and after the political transition

When in 1990 the Plenary Assembly of the CBF
took place in Bogota, Colombia, the Iron Curtain
had just fallen and a kind of euphoria had broken
out among the participants from the countries that
had previously been under communist rule. What
prior to this fourth Plenary Assembly had been
known as the Organization of Central European
Biblical ~ Associations (Arbeitsgemeinschaft
Mitteleuropdischer Bibelwerke, AMB) and that had
existed under difficult conditions without any firm
structures, a kind of club of those responsible for
biblical pastoral ministry and biblical scholarship,
now became the Central European subregion of the
CBF. The multi-leveled cultural circle extended from
Amsterdam to Split and beyond to Vilnius, with its
differences in origin, in languages, in ideologies, in
history, in church communities, confessions and
religions.
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Members of the Central European Subregion at ths year’s meet-
ing in the Czech Republic

Even before the fall of communism annual meet-
ings were being held. When the meetings took
place in “Western” Europe, the question always
was: who would be allowed to leave the Eastern
bloc countries to attend the meeting? If the ses-
sions were held in a communist state, government
control board representatives were also there to wit-
ness the biblically oriented exchanges. The possi-
bilities of carrying out biblical activities in the East or
of producing new literature were extremely slim.

There were, however, exceptions, as for example
the Colloquium Biblicum, an international forum for
biblical scholarship and biblical pastoral ministry,
held every other year, this year for the thirteenth
time, which offers an ideal opportunity for
exchange.

With the fall of the Iron Curtain the opportunities
were enormously expanded. A few examples will be
mentioned:

Since 1991 the yearly meetings of the subregion
have taken place as forums of exchange and
seminars for ongoing religious education.

Seminars and workshops for practical Bible
work are regularly offered for collaborators and
disseminators of the biblical associations that
have gradually been established in the formerly
communist countries.

Every year from July till September German
courses are held for biblical scholars and
employees of the biblical associations of these
countries. Those taking these courses live with
guest families; through excursions and Bible
lessons they receive additional inspiration for
their biblical work.

In the meantime the liberated countries have
also begun to build their own structures. A
number of biblical associations have gradually
been founded, biblical journals translated or
revived, biblical translations worked on, biblical
pastoral materials produced, new methods
developed.

Particular attention is given in a number of coun-
tries to work with children and young people.
So, for example, in Poland Bible Olympiads are
held for students; in Rumania and Hungary Bible
Youth Camps have been a total success, and
much more.

The quiet period of the communist era was a phase
of standstill for biblical pastoral ministry in the
affected countries. But since the fall of the Iron
Curtain the situation has changed drastically. In
many countries new initiatives in Bible work have
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sprung up. At the same time, the mutual exchange
between East and West is experiencing a new qual-
ity, and people who have long been on the learning
and receiving end of things have now become
themselves teachers and givers.

Petr Chalupa is Professor of Old Testament and at
the same time Director of the Biblical Association in
the Czech Republic which was founded in 1993.
The following report tells of his experiences before
and after the fall of the Iron Curtain.

The openness of our “Western” colleagues is part
of the reason why we of the former communist
countries were able to fit into the new Europe with-
out delay as we were able to receive various kinds
of assistance from them. For us who lived for a long
time behind the Iron Curtain this was a sign of effec-
tive solidarity. A number of projects were subsi-
dized: our participation in the Colloquium Biblicum
in Austria, the furnishing of our libraries with techni-
cal literature, invitations to speak as guest lecturers
and the participation in courses on practical Bible
work. | would like to extend my sincere thanks to all
those who supported and made possible these aid
organizations. | personally have had close ties with
two institutions that have developed since the fall of
the Curtain:

The theological faculty of St. Cyril and Methodius
of Palacky University in Olomouc was reestab-
lished in 1990 after an interruption of 40 years
caused by the communist regime. Since that time
the building has continued in all realms of the aca-
demic institution, especially in the area of the qual-
ifying of personnel, the performance of biblical
research and the resumption of contacts with
other faculties outside the country. Another impor-
tant factor has been the improvement of working

conditions: the construction of the library, the
equipping with computers, the renovation of the
buildings, etc. The environment of the State
University offers an outstanding basis for interdis-
ciplinary dialogue.

The Czech Catholic Biblical Association was
founded through the agency of our Bishops’
Conference in 1993. Since 2003 a renovated
religious educational facility has been in exis-
tence in Dolany near Olomouc, in which the
Biblical Association offers a variety of programs
on Bible work. In other parts of the Czech
Republic, too, collaboration with the pastoral
sectors of the dioceses has rapidly developed.
All of this is possible only thanks to the concrete
solidarity of “Western” institutions and benefac-
tors who support us.

The Czech Biblical Association offers a variety of programs on
Bible Work in its rooms in Dolany

As a participant in two Plenary Assemblies of the
CBF (Hong Kong 1996 and Beirut 2002) | can
vouch for the fact that the network of the national
biblical associations in the CBF represents the best
kind of a positive globalization.

A Bible for the Roma: Bible translation into Romanes

Béla Tarjanyi is the Director of the
Hungarian Biblical Association,
founded after the fall of the Curtain.
The tasks of this organization
include biblical pastoral education
and ongoing training for laity and
priests, the production of materials
for communities, schools and adult
religious education, the organization of Youth Bible
Camps and many other things. A longer range proj-
ect, which stands near the end of a successful con-
clusion, is the production of the first ever translation
of the Bible into Romanes. The following report tells
all about this.

The countries of the reunited Europe have many
problems to resolve, among them that of the Roma.

This is true above all of the Central and Eastern
European countries, because it is here that approx-
imately 75% of the roughly 15 to 17 million Roma in
the whole world live. How did it ever happen that to
date neither the Catholic Church nor our Protestant
colleagues have translated the Bible into a lan-
guage spoken by a people who number fifteen mil-
lion? | would like to search for an answer to this
question and to present the unique project of the
Hungarian Biblical Association which is seeking
finally to make such a translation a reality.

The past of the Roma

“Suddenly, out of the blue a people appeared. No
one could say where they came from. They were
scattered throughout our continent, not wanting to
rule any country, and without requesting a permit






