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Mons. Crociata, dear Christophe, dear Experts, Ladies and Gentlemen,

thank you very much for having me. It is a pleasure to join you today to reflect on a simple

but fundamental question:
Can political integration in Europe still be understood as a pathway to peace?

| work for the Hanns Seidel Foundation in Rome. As a German political foundation rooted in
Christian-social values, our work focuses on political dialogue, civic education, and exchange

between Germany, Italy, and the Vatican within a broader European context.

Being based in Rome also means being in proximity to the Catholic social tradition and the

Holy See — one of Europe’s oldest reflections on peace, justice, and the common good.

Let me begin with an observation.

Political foundations in Germany are an essential part of our democratic culture. After the
Second World War, Konrad Adenauer and others understood that “never again war” requires
more than institutions. It requires a democratic culture that is socially rooted and

continuously renewed.

This is why Germany developed a system of political foundations linked to political traditions,

but institutionally independent and publicly funded.

Their purpose is to strengthen democratic education, dialogue, and international

understanding.
The underlying idea is simple:
Peace is not only the result of treaties. It depends on political culture.

This understanding also resonates with the Catholic social tradition, which sees peace as the

fruit of justice, dialogue, and responsibility for the common good.




This is highly relevant for Europe.

The European project is not only an institutional architecture. It is also a long-term learning

process among societies.
And yet — here already lies a first tension.

Europe today is more integrated than ever before. Instruments such as NextGenerationEU or

common fiscal responses to crises would have been unthinkable a decade ago.
And still, something feels fragile.

We see growing fragmentation: geopolitical insecurity, polarization, social fatigue, and

weakening public trust.

The German economist Nils Goldschmidt recently described such moments as possible
“tipping points” of societies — situations in which systems that appear stable suddenly

begin to lose cohesion.

This raises a difficult question:
Have we built a Europe that is institutionally stronger than ever — but emotionally more

fragile than it admits?

| believe the answer leads us to the core of today’s discussion.

Political integration has created a framework for peace in Europe. But sustainable peace
increasingly depends on what we might call relational integration — the ability of societies to

remain connected through trust, dialogue, and shared responsibility.
Now, one could say this sounds convincing in theory, but much harder in practice.

Because how do you actually “produce” trust in politically diverse societies?

Let me make this more concrete.
| personally experienced Europe in a very tangible way through the Erasmus programme.

It is difficult to overstate its impact.




It was not a political theory that made Europe real for me — it was the lived experience of
being able to choose where to live, where to study, where to work, and ultimately where to

feel a sense of belonging.
And this is where another tension appears:

What for some is a lived freedom — mobility, opportunity, openness — is for others

experienced as uncertainty, loss of stability, or even disconnection.

The same European reality produces very different perceptions.

This is why institutions alone are not enough.

Europe needs resilient networks of trust connecting politics, academia, civil society, and

younger generations.
Trust is not a soft factor.
It is a strategic resource.

And perhaps even more importantly: it is something that cannot be decreed from above. It

must be experienced.

In this sense, the work of political foundations — and of institutions such as the Centesimus
Annus — Pro Pontifice Foundation — can itself be understood as a form of peacebuilding: not
through treaties, but through continuity, dialogue, and long-term relationship-building across

politics, academia, economy, and the Church.

At the same time, we should be realistic.

Europe is operating in a far more unstable geopolitical environment. Strategic dependencies
are visible, transatlantic relations are less predictable, and security challenges have returned

to the center of European politics.
So the question is no longer only how Europe integrates.

It is whether Europe can still generate shared positions under pressure.




The European peace project was built on one conviction: that war between European states

must become materially impossible.
Integration has largely achieved that goal.
But here is the deeper challenge today:

How do we maintain peace in societies that are formally integrated, but increasingly socially

fragmented?

Let me ask you a simple question:
Who among you feels that we are living in a time of peace?

Who feels — as the Major said — that we are living under attack?

And who thinks that today we are not at war, but no longer fully at peace either?

Not an easy question.
But perhaps this is the real tension of our time:

We know what peace requires — but we are less sure whether our societies still know how to

sustain it.

How can the EU become a peace producer, not merely a peace consumer?
Peace cannot be reduced to institutional stability.

It also requires the ability of societies to remain in conversation — even across political,

cultural, and ideological differences.

This raises a broader question:

What holds Europe together beyond its institutions?




The “European way of life” is often described as grounded in human dignity, the rule of law,

social responsibility, and dialogue across differences.
But this identity is not self-evident. It must be constantly renewed.

What is the European way of life for you? | would be very interested in your perspective

during the discussion.

Peace in Europe is not only the absence of war.

It is the presence of trust, justice, participation, and mutual responsibility.

Let me conclude with two questions:

Where, if at all, do Europeans today still actually learn how to build trust across differences —

perhaps in schools, politics, in the churchs or public life?

And which institutions or social spaces are still strong enough to sustain that trust in

increasingly fragmented societies?

Because the future of peace in Europe may depend less on full agreement —and more on our

continued willingness to remain in dialogue despite disagreement.

Let me conclude with one final thought.

The European project was created to make war materially impossible. Economic integration
is only stable when it is supported politically and socially.

Innovation and industrial transformation play a central role in this process.

But today, the deeper challenge is different:

how to preserve trust inside increasingly fragmented societies.

Institutions alone cannot achieve this.
Peace also depends on whether people continue to see themselves as part of a shared

political and moral community.




This is why peace in Europe is not only a question of security or governance.
It is also a question of political culture, civic responsibility, and the willingness to remain in

dialogue even in times of disagreement.

Trust is not a soft factor.

It is a strategic resource for peace.

And perhaps this is the central question for Europe today:
not only whether we can continue to integrate politically and economically,
but whether we are still capable of living together democratically, across differences,

without losing the sense of a shared future.




