Italian fact sheet

A country between the north and south
Italy has a population of around 58 million people and is one of the so-called Mediterranean countries.  In many ways, Italy forms a bridge between Europe and Africa, between the north and south of the world. Historically, it has been a country of mass migration. During the last 100 years, around 20 million Italians have left their homes in search of better jobs and living conditions elsewhere in the world, in particular North America and Australia.  Today, the situation has completely changed.  Italy has become a country of mass immigration, with around one million foreigners now living in the country, many of whom are undocumented. Every year, thousands of immigrants and refugees come to Italy from other Mediterranean countries.  For these people, Italy is the easiest point of entry to the developed world and serves as a stepping stone to other final destinations.

The economy

Until the middle of this century, Italy remained a largely agricultural society.  The period between the end of the war and the 1970s saw a mass industrialisation of the country.  The future of the country appears to be a mixed economy of agriculture and industry, with careful use of its own resources and environment, and in tourism.

Italy is, on paper, one of the richest countries in the world but within this country serious gaps in wealth exist, particularly between the North and South.  In the South of Italy, unemployment levels are very high.  In total some 3 million southern Italians are without work, most of whom are young people and women often with good academic qualifications.

Another negative aspect of the under developed south is the presence of the Mafia and organised crime which contrary to popular thought does not enrich but actually impoverishes the local economy by discouraging inward investment.  In recent years, the state has been able to take steps to control the influence of the Mafia with armed force, but their influence remains strong and disturbing. 

Religion
Italy is considered to be a country strongly influenced by the presence and traditions of the Roman Catholic Church.  In reality, modern Italy is a highly secularised society.  The percentage of the population who regularly go to church is amongst the lowest in Europe.  When faced with choices over ethical issues, such as abortion and divorce, in referenda, the Italian electorate has frequently voted against the position of the Catholic Church.

The second largest religion in Italy is Islam, with around 600,000 adherents, most of whom are immigrants.  There are also numerous Jehovah’s Witnesses and around 30,000 Jews.  The Protestants in total number around 300,000.

Discussion starter
What sort of witness can a small Protestant minority offer to a country whose traditions and history are so heavily Roman Catholic and which now has a significant following of other faiths?

The Methodist Church and its work

The Church

The Methodist Church in Italy has its roots in three movements:  The Italian Free Church, British Wesleyan Methodist Missions, and the American Episcopal Methodist Missions.  These movements flowered in the second half of the nineteenth century in the new climate of political and religious freedom that was established, with the end of the Pontifical State and unification of the country in 1870.

Church and Society
From the time of the first missions, Italian Methodists have been characterised by their civil, social and cultural commitments.  They opened schools to overcome illiteracy that in some areas of the country represented 80% of the population.  They promised co-operatives and cultural centres but during the early part of the twentieth century they sided with the democratic forces and were to suffer considerably during the fascist period.  The Methodist Church has therefore played an important role in Italian society, known for its ability to interact Christian witness with social commitments.

An open church

In the last ten years, around a million migrants and refugees from the developing world have arrived in Italy.  Some of them have found their spiritual homes in Methodist communities, and they have enriched these communities with their liturgical traditions and theological reflections.  There also exist a number of foreign language Methodist communities in Italy.  Amongst these communities large numbers of Filipinos, Koreans, Ghanaians, and other West Africans can be found.  Immigrants also worship alongside indigenous Methodists in places such as Palermo, Parma, Padova, Bologna, Florence and Milan.

A Church dedicated to education

Even today, Methodist schools still exist in Italy.  One is based at Scicli in Sicily, another at Villa San Sebastiano in the mountains of central Italy, one of the poorest zones of the country. In addition there is the children’s home and school at Casa Materna in Portici on the outskirts of Naples, the city with the highest population density in the world after Hong Kong.  There is also a conference centre at Ecumene, just a few kilometres south of Rome, where every year seminars, youth camps, training courses and ecumenical gatherings open to all are held.

Various churches run Italian language courses for migrants and refugees, including the historical church of Ponte Sant’ Angelo, Rome. This church stands besides the Ponte Sant’ Angelo, one of the most famous bridges in Rome.  In many respects it is a ‘Bridge Church’ in which people drawn from an estimated 21 nationalities and a wide variety of denominational and theological backgrounds are drawn to worship.  ‘PSA’ has had historic ties with British Methodism, which has regularly stationed ministers there.  As well as serving the English speaking expatriate community, PSA is also actively involved in the life and witness of the Italian Methodist and Waldensian Churches.

Other communities run courses which help foreigners to integrate into Italian society. In many cases, the social work of the Italian Methodist churches comes out of close co-operation with other Protestants and secular organisations.

A Church in dialogue

Methodists have always worked for unity within Italian Protestantism.  They were amongst the founding members of the Federation of  Italian Protestant Churches, and along with the Baptists and Waldensians make up BMW (Baptists, Methodists, Waldensians) the fastest moving ecumenical vehicle in Europe which has seen successful collaboration on a series of practical and theological projects. 

A concrete example of this is the new Protestant Church in Perugia which was one of the fruits of the August 1994 joint meeting of the Italian Baptist Assembly and the Methodist / Waldensian Synod at Torre Pellice.  This church was planted in Perugia partly because it is a major academic centre with a university for foreigners and was therefore seen as an important point for evangelism.

Italian Methodists also actively participate in a series of important international ecumenical bodies, such as the World Methodist Council, with the WMC Executive Council meeting in Rome in September 1997, and the World Council of Churches with Italian Methodism being well represented at the Ecumenical gathering in Graz in the summer of 1997.

One of the recent fruits of the on-going dialogue between the Methodist / Waldensian Union and the Italian Bishops Conference was an agreement on inter confessional marriages.

Contributions to Italian culture include support for theological study at the Waldensian faculty in Rome, various publications such as the Weekly Newspaper ‘Riforma’ and the monthly magazine ‘Confronti’, as well as the Protestant printing press ‘Claudiana’ which recently printed a history of Methodism in Italy.

