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Introduction

A remarkable feature of the twentieth century was the widespread effort it saw for Christian unity. ‘In a century which was one of the most dark and bloody…, where two world wars cost the lives of millions, where two totalitarian systems and many dictatorships produced countless innocent victims, Christians [stood] up to overcome their centur[ies]-old divisions, giving witness to the fact that despite guilt in the past on all sides reconciliation is possible.’ These words of Cardinal Walter Kasper, then-president of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU), during the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity in 2008, highlight how dramatic this development was in the life not just of the church but also of the world. ‘Really’, he added, ‘in the last century ecumenism was a light shining in the darkness and a powerful peace movement’ (Bulletin of the Centro Pro Unione 73, 16). Indeed, one of the pioneers of ecumenism, John R. Mott, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946.

How did this happen? How did the various Christian traditions react and contribute? What were the issues, the gains, and the losses? How do we stand now: is the light still shining or has it waned? What are the prospects for further progress? What might unity look like and is it desirable? Now, early in the twenty-first century, a hundred years on from the beginnings of the modern ecumenical movement—in the Edinburgh Missionary Conference of 1910 and the rallying calls of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople and the Lambeth Conference, respectively, in 1920—seems an excellent time to take stock of the ecumenical century and to think seriously about where we go from here. Such is the purpose and goal of this Oxford Handbook of Ecumenical Studies.

Mindful of Kasper’s words, it is important first to examine how the unprecedented witness that ‘reconciliation is possible’ came about. How did the story unfold? What are the main events and what was their significance? That is the purpose of Part I on ‘History’. After an initial chapter dealing with ecumenism pre-1910, landmark events with a bearing on ecumenism have been used to divide the period from 1910 to the present into four further chapters: 1910 to 1948 (the founding of the World Council of Churches); 1948 to 1965 (the end of the Second Vatican Council); 1965 to 1990 (the fall of communism and the opening up of eastern Europe); and 1990 to the present.

What part have the different Christian traditions played in the story? That is the focus of Part II, which examines the ways in which major Christian traditions (Orthodox, Anglican, Methodist, Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Baptist, Pentecostal and Charismatic) have viewed the ecumenical project, responded to it, and contributed to it. Some were involved from the start (e.g. Orthodox, Anglican), others entered later but with enthusiasm (e.g. Catholic), still others remain somewhat ambivalent (e.g. Pentecostal, Charismatic). Why was/is this? If ecumenical dialogue is an ‘exchange of gifts’ (Pope John Paul II), what gifts have been offered and received by the various dialogue partners?

Part III moves from a focus on traditions to areas of theology and church life and surveys a broad range of historically controversial topics. What has been achieved in dialogue on various areas of Christian belief and practice—Christology, church, baptism, eucharist, ministry, liturgy, justification, morals, mission and evangelism, and ecology—not only with regard to overcoming past difficulties, but also with regard to building consensus and advancing understanding? It is also important in the respective chapters to indicate which issues remain unresolved, to examine why, and to ponder possible avenues for further progress.

The progress that has been made is due in no small measure to the numerous and varied ‘instruments’ or organs of dialogue and ecumenical interaction that have been established at different times to serve a variety of different needs. Part IV considers the most significant of these instruments: the Faith and Order Commission, the World Council of Churches, the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, bilateral dialogues, the Groupe des Dombes, Chevetogne and Taizé, the Pro Oriente foundation, united and uniting churches, regional and national councils of churches, covenants, interchurch families, the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, and the Global Christian Forum. The ways in which these instruments have functioned, often benefiting from the inspiration and drive of remarkable individuals, are examined, and ways also in which they have encountered problems. How effective have they been, and what has been learned?

Ecumenism has certain commonalities across the globe, but is also marked by considerable regional differences. Part V seeks to take the pulse of the ecumenical movement in seven major sectors of the world, tracking its progress, analysing its particular characteristics, highlighting the achievements and disappointments. The countries or regions considered are: Britain and Ireland, the USA, Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, and Europe.

The final Part VI of the Handbook looks to the future and asks urgent questions: where do we stand and what are the prospects with regard to the goal and method of the ecumenical movement? There has long been debate both with regard to what kind of goal is possible and desirable—what might Christian unity look like?—and with regard to the method that should be adopted for dialogue and the recognition of progress—how should we proceed? The treatment of these questions requires both experience and imagination and, of course, there are varying opinions in their regard. Some favour a unity of ‘all in each place’, while others seek a ‘reconciled diversity’. Again, with regard to method, some see and advocate a continued convergence, others a ‘reconfessionalization’. In order to sample a variety of positions, and benefit from some vigorous thought, there are three chapters on ‘forms of unity’ and three on ‘methodology’.

Authors from a range of Christian traditions, some of whom are older, with great experience of ecumenical involvement, some younger, taking up the baton to press ahead with the ecumenical challenge, have generously responded to invitations to contribute from the editors, who themselves represent different generations and traditions. The aim throughout has been fine scholarship well communicated, so that the Handbook can provide a comprehensive, reliable, and engaging study of ecumenism.

Geoffrey Wainwright

Paul McPartlan

Postscript

Having first been conceived around the time of the centenary of the Edinburgh Missionary Conference (1910), this volume has finally reached completion at the centenary of the two rallying calls mentioned above: the encyclical letter of the Ecumenical Patriarchate ‘Unto the Churches of Christ everywhere’ in January 1920, and the ‘Appeal to all Christian People’ from the Lambeth Conference in July 1920.

I was delighted when Geoffrey invited me to co-edit this Handbook with him. Though many of the chapters we requested quickly arrived, some unexpected factors interrupted the early editing process, and then, having devoted much energy to the project, unfortunately ill health prevented Geoffrey from working further on it. All of the chapters were subsequently reviewed and updated where necessary by their authors, to whom I am enormously grateful for their remarkable expertise and willing collaboration. Sincere thanks are also due to the highly efficient staff of Oxford University Press, and particularly to Tom Perridge and Karen Raith for their patience and support throughout. Special mention should be made of four of the contributors who died during the decade of production, having already submitted their excellent chapters: Ralph Del Colle, Günther Gassmann, Jeffrey Gros, and Harding Meyer.

Geoffrey died on 17 March 2020. With affection, and with admiration for his outstanding and related contributions to the development of a truly liturgical theology and to ecumenism over many years, this volume is dedicated in his memory. May he and the colleagues just named rest in peace and rise in glory!

Paul McPartlan

Easter 2020





part I

History




Chapter 1

The Early Stages: Pre-1910


Ola Tjørhom




Introduction

The 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh was primarily conceived as a mission event, yet it became the cradle of the modern ecumenical movement. The challenge of unity kept surfacing both at the meeting and during its preparations. Key figures in this process played leading roles in shaping later ecumenical initiatives, and there are distinct lines of continuity from the conference to the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948.

This chapter aims at accounting for the early stages of the ecumenical advance. Its focus will be on the period from around 1850 up to and including the Edinburgh Conference 1910. We are thus located in the era that can be described as the peak of modernity. More specifically, we will deal with some of the factors and currents that paved the way for organized ecumenical work and with the initial responses of the churches to the quest for unity—hampered at that time by confessionalist attitudes as well as by cases of sectarian defensiveness in facing the modern world. Since the ecclesial situation of this period is marked by the climax of European expansionism and rising North American aspirations, our perspective will have to be predominantly Western.

The term ‘modern ecumenical movement’ may require some clarification. This movement has the restoration and manifestation of Christian unity in faith, life, and mission as its fundamental and explicit goal. Towards that end, it serves as a tool of the participating churches and not as a ‘super-church’ of its own standing. It aims to embrace all ecclesial traditions across the globe, and thus is largely multilateral in its approach, while also including bilateral initiatives. It developed during the period of late modernity—having its breakthrough in the first half of the nineteenth century and having the WCC as its primary, though not sole, present expression.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the ecumenical venture was marked by transformation and exploration—searching for its form. This phase comprises a rich and fascinating, but also complex, development. Within the space at our disposal here, we can only present a brief overview. Fuller accounts may be found in works listed in the References at the end of the chapter.

The Context, in the World and in the Church

In trying to list some central trajectories of the ‘long’ nineteenth century—lasting until the outbreak of the First World War in 1914—the incongruities of the period come to the fore. On the one hand, the benefits of the Industrial Revolution were extended to larger segments of the people—if slowly and unevenly. In the wake of the European revolutions of 1848, there was some increase in democratic awareness, nurtured by popular movements and leading to the adoption of parliamentary democracy in many nations. Communication was vastly improved by steam-driven trains and ships as well as by the electric telegraph and the telephone. Towering figures such as Darwin, Kierkegaard, Marx, Freud, and Einstein introduced innovative, diverse, and challenging ideas, and a rich plurality of ever-more progressive expressions flourished in the arts and in cultural life. All this added to a climate of optimism, despite some fin de siècle sentiments at the turn of the century.

On the other hand, many of the positive trends had harsh implications. While rural areas experienced recession, urbanization grew at an explosive rate. So did the industrial proletariat, which was exposed to massive exploitation, particularly of women and children. Austere prospects led to waves of immigration. Furthermore, Western imperialism reached its climax around the end of the century. In 1914, approximately four-fifths of the surface of the earth was under Western dominion. Imperialism was nurtured by an unwarranted belief in European supremacy and an ensuing contempt for other cultures, and it was draped in the nationalist surge that accompanied the establishment of nation states. In striking disparity to the successful campaigns against slavery, there were regular examples of attempts at demolition directed against indigenous peoples. Generally, the affluence of a few—be they individuals or nations—stood in harsh contrast to the poverty of the deprived.

In the field of religion, ambiguity prevailed. Secularization escalated in Europe, chiefly in the sense that many of the privileges of the churches in public life were reduced. Even if quite a number remained as ‘established’ institutions, they increasingly lost their grip on education, culture, and the moral life of the community. Yet external pressures promoted internal consolidation. The Churches were forced to develop structures and initiatives of their own. This was inspired by a new sense of ecclesial identity, with in some cases, admittedly, a tendency to seclusion; and it was fortified by constructive impulses from a surging number of Free Churches. Moreover, the ‘great awakenings’ of the era contributed to a bold Christian presence in society. One might, thus, argue that the process of secularization not only liberated civil society from undue religious hegemony, but also stimulated increased self-awareness among faith groups. Even if this was primarily the case in regard to the Christian churches, similar traits can be identified in Islam—and to some extent in Hinduism and Buddhism, also.

The clash between religion and modernist culture was a key feature of the nineteenth century. While some churches partly adapted to modernism, others fought vehemently against it. Early nineteenth-century German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher’s attempt to identify an intermediate position between rationalism and orthodoxy was embraced by various leaders and academics, but had limited success among the faithful. The advancement of a historical-critical method and new interpretations of the Holy Scriptures, based on proposals by Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–1860), David Friedrich Strauss (1808–1874), and Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918), led to heated conflicts. Throughout the period and beyond, tensions between liberal Protestantism and conservatives of high-church or revivalist persuasions grew. Some, however, searched for a modus vivendi in relation to the modern world. Such attitudes became influential in the founding of the modern ecumenical movement.

In the United States, sharp, ethnically motivated divisions both between the churches and within the denominations lingered after the Civil War (1861–65). Despite the abolition of slavery, racial tensions set their mark on American society and its church life for a long time. Waves of Catholic immigrants, especially Irish, swelled from around 1845. This led to cases of surging anti-Catholicism. The search for religious freedom by new citizens was challenged and partly blurred by growing fundamentalism. Some of these sentiments were exported back to Europe and to the rest of the world as dividing impulses. Yet, churches in the United States also contributed significantly to the national ‘melting pot’ of cultural unity, and their vitality in facing ever new frontiers became an ecumenical force, also internationally.

The social, cultural, and global developments of the epoch implied major challenges for all Christian communities. The desperate need among the poor demanded a response. The organized working class adopted an increasingly critical attitude to the established churches. The relationship between European imperialism and mission ventures urgently required clarification. The cultural wars continued and demographic shifts called for a relocation of resources. However, church divisions proved a huge obstacle in finding appropriate solutions to these pressing concerns. Here, too, the ecumenical movement provided a fresh impulse. This movement has always been contextually driven and the challenges of the nineteenth century were vital in shaping its agenda.

Nineteenth-Century Ecumenism: Some Basic Traits

The Union of Prussia was established in 1817 and included Reformed, Lutheran, and some Huguenot parishes. While this scheme reflected a zeal for unity, it increasingly came to depend on political force. Especially among the Old Lutherans, there was strong opposition to a proposed common liturgy. Many of these groups ended up fleeing to the US, and continued to be marked by confessionalism and ecumenical reluctance. Yet the initiative became a spur for later church unions, not least the Evangelical Church in Germany. Another largely politically based unity proposal was Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s attempt to introduce the historic episcopate in his realm through an Anglican-Prussian bishopric in Jerusalem in 1841. However, despite the Church of England’s initial support, this project failed.

Far more essential, though predominantly indirect, ecumenical impulses came from the international youth movement. It started with the Young Men’s Christian Association in 1844, followed by the Young Women’s Christian Association in 1855. Neither of these bodies had organized or structured church unity as their chief concern. They were largely moulded by the evangelical revival and aimed at bringing together youth with a passion for Christ from all over the world, including the so-called ‘younger churches’ of the south. Still, the YMCA and YWCA proved to have strong ecumenical prospects—partly by focusing on unity in Christ rather than on denominational divisions, and partly by offering a framework in which people from several traditions could experience spiritual and human fellowship. Youth organizations also served as an effective recruitment platform for the Edinburgh Conference and beyond. The YMCA’s ‘Paris Basis’ of 1855 points towards the paragraph giving the ‘basis’ of the WCC.

In the same period, a number of local and national Student Christian Movements were formed. The parallel Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Mission concentrated on global outreach and assigning missionaries. In 1895, the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF) was established. While the YMCA and YWCA were grounded in evangelical currents, the WSCF sought to widen this perspective. Not least due to John R. Mott’s efforts, the student movement aimed at including Orthodox and Roman Catholics—looking beyond the Protestant community—and its ecumenical emphases were more developed and explicit. The WSCF was also essential in recruiting a huge number of ecumenists; from Edinburgh 1910 to Amsterdam 1948 a clear majority of the participants at ecumenical gatherings had a background in this organization. It can thus be argued that one of the most important impulses to the modern ecumenical movement came from the WSCF.

When the Evangelical Alliance first assembled in London in 1846, some 800 faithful from the US and Canada, the UK, and parts of continental Europe were present. They came from fifty-two churches, but had a common background in the evangelical revival. The main purpose of the meeting was to nurture ‘Christian brotherhood’ through fellowship and joint prayer. The event undoubtedly had a strong ecumenical impact. The Alliance was a firm advocate of global mission, religious freedom, and united prayer—including an annual prayer week. Yet, there were limits to its ecumenicity. First, it was a gathering of individuals who shared a uniting spiritual experience and not of representatives of churches. Second, its basis became so detailed that it had narrowing or even exclusive implications. Third, it was marked by a distance from other Christians—chiefly the ‘three P’s’: Popery, Puseyism, and Plymouth Brethrenism. As a result, the Alliance ended up as a manifestation of a then-widespread, but still limited, strand of Christian piety. It did contribute to preparing the ground for the ecumenical movement, but its distinct ties to this movement appear to be more implicit.

The nineteenth century was an age of societies and associations that provided space for broad popular and lay engagement, also within many of the churches. Such bodies functioned as effective instruments in realizing set objectives and as a school in democracy. Starting with the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1804, cross-denominational associations which aimed at distributing the Bible without addressing controversial questions of interpretation had evident ecumenical bearings. This was partly reduced by a decision to remove the deuterocanonical books from the editions. Even more essential were the interdenominational mission enterprises, once more originating in England with the London Missionary Society of 1795. Here ‘nonconformists’ as well as ‘low’ Anglicans were involved. This impulse spread across major parts of Europe and North America. Soon, the missionaries’ experience that church schisms represented a massive impediment to the mission enterprise brought urgency to ecumenism. A budding Christian globalism also created space for influences from the south. Edinburgh 1910 is the ultimate affirmation that mission initiatives contributed substantially to the breakthrough of the modern ecumenical movement.

Varying parts of a Christian social movement played a key role in paving the way for ecumenism, too. This applies, for instance, to the diaconal ventures that were grounded in classic German pietism, with J. H. Wichern (1808–81) as a leading figure. While these ventures often had a fairly conservative political profile, they did impressive charitable work and contributed a notable ecumenical awareness. Especially in the US, but partly also in the UK, segments of the social movement took a different path. They had a vision of the manifestation of God’s kingdom on earth which pointed towards a radical ‘social gospel’. Proponents of this view such as Harry Ward and Walter Rauschenbusch were central to the formation of the US Federal Council of Churches (1908), the forerunner of the National Council of Churches in the USA. At its foundation, the Federal Council adopted a ‘social creed’ that was later accused of conveying ‘Fabian socialism’ and communism. Such accusations have followed the FCC/NCC ever since, and have also been directed against international ecumenical organizations.

Finally, some theologies of the nineteenth century which underscored the requirement of unity and thus challenged the manifestations of dense confessionalism in this period must briefly be listed: the romantically inclined, organic ecclesiology of Johann Adam Möhler (1796–1838) had a favourable reception both within and outside the Roman Catholic Church and also among some Eastern Orthodox. In spite of its distinct Protestant nature, the irenic and modernizing implications of liberal theology had an ecumenical potential. This was even more the case with impulses from Nicolaus von Zinzendorf (1700–1760) and Herrnhutism. The Oxford Movement was not exactly irenic, yet several Tractarians had a passion for unity with Rome and the Orthodox churches. This was in keeping with their launching of the ‘branch theory’—which argued that the church of Christ had a single trunk, but three main branches: Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and (high) Anglicanism. However, ‘practical’ factors were even more crucial in preparing the breakthrough of the modern ecumenical movement. In addition to the spread of the Bible, joint mission and the calling to common service in the world, the sharing of hymns, and essential initiatives in praying for Christian unity became increasingly important—even though the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity was established at a later stage.

The Attitude of the Churches: Reticence and Openness

Nineteenth-century Roman Catholicism was not without an engagement in the quest for unity, but this engagement was biased and thus largely dividing. The favoured solution to the problem of schism was a ‘return’ to the Roman mother church under the reign of the supreme pontiff. This was clearly the attitude concerning all strands of Protestantism, but also towards the Eastern churches. Moreover, the Catholic Church was not a part of the emerging ecumenical movement. For a long time, it regarded the movement with deep suspicion. Such attitudes can only partly be explained by political pressure, occurrences of anti-Catholic sentiments, and the Protestant composition of the ecumenical endeavours. The principal reasons were an exclusivist ecclesiology which identified Christ’s church with the Roman institution, surging ultramontanism, and a defensive ‘anti-modernism’ which singled out modernity as the core of heresy and resulted in regular clashes with the secular world. The First Vatican Council’s dogma of papal infallibility became a clear obstacle to ecumenical advance. So did Leo XIII’s bull, Apostolicae Curae (1896), dismissing Anglican orders as ‘absolutely null and utterly void’. Affirmative contributions in the field of ecumenism were almost solely limited to individual voices, while the Catholic Church did not change its position substantially until the Second Vatican Council (1962–65).

In the early stages of modern ecumenism, some Orthodox Churches were still marked by reservations against Western Christianity. These misgivings were doctrinally grounded, but also included cultural and political factors. Nevertheless, a more open attitude was taking shape. There were several examples of substantial theological exchange, primarily with Anglicans and Old Catholics. In these talks, Russian participants (temporarily) took a different stance from Rome on the question of the validity of Anglican orders. The WSCF conference in Constantinople in 1911 led to increased Orthodox participation in the Student Christian Movement and here the future Metropolitan Germanos Strenopoulos (1872–1951) played a key role. Additionally, ecumenically based Bible societies were established throughout the Orthodox world. All this points towards the decisive turn that came with the 1920 encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, ‘Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere’. This text represents the start of the many vital Orthodox contributions to the ecumenical movement.

The Union of Utrecht is a communion of Old Catholic Churches, formed in 1889 by a group of dissident Roman Catholics in Germany. Ignaz von Döllinger, the leader of the group, was excommunicated because of his firm opposition to papal infallibility. Like Döllinger, Old Catholics displayed a distinctive ecumenical commitment. However, their participation in organized, modern ecumenism has been of a more limited kind.

The Anglican Communion became an increasingly active proponent of unity during the nineteenth century. Its image as a ‘bridge church’ is partly grounded in the fact that it has long incorporated three ecclesial parties: the high—later dominated by Anglo-Catholics, the ‘pragmatic-liberal’ broad, and the Evangelical low. This fostered ecumenical consciousness. Even if the decennial Lambeth Conferences (from 1867) were launched chiefly as an inner bond of unity, they soon assumed crucial ecumenical tasks. In 1888, the Chicago–Lambeth Quadrilateral was adopted as a theological clarification of the basis of church fellowship, emphasising four criteria: Holy Scriptures, the Apostolic and Nicene Creeds, the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and the historic episcopate. Right from the start, the Quadrilateral served as a foundation for bilateral negotiations with other churches, while also providing important impulses for the future work of Faith and Order. Yet, its focus on historic succession became a problem for traditions that had lost this mark and for churches that lacked a distinct episcopate. Through instances of adopting a somewhat more ‘flexible’ attitude on this point, the Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA came to play a particularly constructive role in the preparatory and initial stages of modern ecumenism.

Despite the origin of the Lutheran reformation as a renewal movement within the one church, Lutheran contributions at the early stages of the modern ecumenical venture were often cautious and hesitant. This was largely due to a distinct doctrinal identity which occasionally had confessionalist overtones. Among Old Lutherans, harsh experiences from the Prussian Union still lingered. Furthermore, Lutheran revival and neo-pietist groups were less dedicated to building a wide Christian fellowship than the Anglo-American awakenings, and the massive hegemony of the Nordic state churches made the ecumenical challenge less visible in their territories. There were, however, notable exceptions—primarily within the more Protestant strands of Lutheranism. The legacy of Herrnhutism, with its advocacy of open communion, was still operative in some circles. In Austria, a union with the Reformed was established in 1891, within the framework of the Evangelical Church of the Augsburgian and Helvetic Confessions, and the Swedish Augustana Synod in North America established close ties with the Protestant Episcopal Church, which from the 1860s even involved a measure of collaboration in the area of ordained ministries.

Within other Protestant churches, such as the Reformed, Methodist, and Baptist, there was a certain measure of ambiguity with regard to the cause of ecumenism during the nineteenth century. On the one hand, there was the danger of an exposure to internal schisms. This was the case among the Reformed in the Netherlands and South Africa, Presbyterians in Scotland and the USA, and Methodists especially in North America. Moreover, the Free Church tradition was grounded in a (fully understandable, as such) protest against the biased supremacy of the established churches. On the other hand, the Protestant schisms were often contextually conditioned and thus less governed by doctrinal confessionalism. Towards the end of the century, Protestants succeeded in establishing several unions within their own ranks, including Methodist reunions in Canada (1884), Australia (1902), and Ireland (1905). The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)—a North American-based church that is largely congregationalist in its polity—has, ever since its foundation in 1832, demonstrated a notable commitment to unity. Most decisively, all these traditions were strongly involved in the evangelical awakenings and the interdenominational mission enterprises, which contributed substantially in preparing the ground for the modern ecumenical movement. When this movement was organized, Protestants in many cases played essential roles.

In summary, the nineteenth century saw a number of new divisions. Quite a few of these had their background in injustices permeated by state church systems and continued clashes with modernity, and the concrete results in the field of ecumenism during this phase were modest. Yet positive developments can be identified, too. First, several world confessional structures were set up subsequent to the Lambeth Conference of 1867: the Alliance of Reformed Churches (1875); the Ecumenical Methodist Conference (1881); the International Congregational Council (1891); and the Baptist World Conference (1905). Even if these bodies had a denominational scope, they increasingly gave proof of a wider ecumenical relevance. Second, this period also witnessed the frail beginnings of Church unions. Its denominational reunions foreshadow cross-confessional mergers in the first half of the twentieth century. In terms of contemporary unity models, the favoured concepts ranged from a loose association to full organic union. Third, unity became an inevitable topic within all traditions in this era, irrespective of diverging ecumenical practices. All this contributed significantly in preparing the ground for the breakthrough of modern ecumenism.

John R. Mott, the Chief Architect

Partly to the loss of the ecumenical movement, the work for church fellowship has increasingly become the task of professionals. In the early stages of modern ecumenism, however, this challenge was primarily taken up by dedicated individuals who defied the neglect of the call to unity, and was marked by massive lay involvement. The corps of voluntary ecumenists was diverse. It included people who yearned deeply for union with Rome and Orthodoxy, such as the somewhat whimsical adherents to the Association for the Promotion of the Unity of Christendom of 1857. On the other side, there were staunch Evangelical preachers and Protestant pastors devoted to catering for the revivalist legacy. Many of these contributed substantially to the ecumenical cause, but none as much as John R. Mott (1865–1955)—the only other comparable proponents were Joseph Houldsworth Oldham, a long-time associate of Mott, and Nathan Söderblom, the Lutheran Archbishop of Uppsala. Yet Mott was probably the most central figure, at least in the period up to and a little beyond Edinburgh 1910.

John Raleigh Mott was an American layperson of Methodist background. He was largely formed in what his biographer, C. Howard Hopkins, labels the US ‘age of energy’. However, his indefatigable activism was coupled with a profound spiritual longing for Christian unity and he was clearly committed to mission. Mott was central in organizing the American YMCA. He became the main initiator of the Student Volunteer Movement and the WSCF, and he worked incessantly to widen the international and ecumenical scope of these enterprises. In the midst of this process, he was elected to chair the Edinburgh Conference and its preparations. In the latter part of his life, Mott witnessed and was strongly involved in the formation of the World Council of Churches, which made him its honorary president in 1948. For his contributions to reconciliation and achievements in ecumenism, he received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946. John Mott can, accordingly, be described as the chief architect of the modern ecumenical movement during its earlier stages.

Together with his capacity to inspire, Mott’s foremost contribution to the advance towards church unity was his endeavour to provide a link from a personal yearning for fellowship to a more widely conceived and formally structured ecumenism. Along such lines, the effects of the Evangelical revival’s vigorous sensation of ‘brotherhood in Christ’ and the relentless energy of the missionary enterprise were fused into the ecumenical movement. Thus, work for unity was increasingly transformed from a rather apprehensive matter to an existential force. In Mott, there are no visible traces of narrow denominationalism or confessionalism. Here, awareness that the faith of others always had an enriching potential was coupled with personal generosity. While being a child of the diversities of late modernity, he eschewed extreme positions in order to promote reconciliation. Without trying to make a saint of him, there is much evidence that modern ecumenism would have been significantly different without John R. Mott.

Edinburgh 1910: The Shaping of the Modern Ecumenical Movement

It is commonly accepted that modern ecumenism grew out of the world mission movement. One might even suggest that the ecumenical venture owes more to the fervour for mission than to a longing for unity, which was rather poorly developed within many churches at that time. There were also examples of stern denominationalism among the mission societies, and new divisions emerged in the mission fields. However, if ‘the evangelization of the world in this generation’ (Mott) was to be accomplished, cooperation and an allotment of tasks were needed. A number of missionaries cherished precious experiences of ecumenical fellowship and they often voiced a ‘flexible pragmatism’ which outweighed confessionalist sentiments. Furthermore, a growing number of people—not least within the ‘younger churches’ themselves—insisted that transference of Western schisms to other continents had to be avoided. Much of this was realized and operative prior to Edinburgh, but such convictions were undoubtedly enhanced during the Edinburgh process, and they were placed within an increasingly explicit and comprehensive ecumenical framework. One should perhaps not identify the 1910 conference as the birthplace of the ecumenical movement, as if nothing had happened in the field earlier, but it most certainly played an indispensable role in the initial shaping and endorsing of modern ecumenism.

The Third Ecumenical Missionary Conference, according to its formal title, convened in Scotland’s capital city in June 1910. It took place under the skilful leadership of Mott, who chaired most of the sessions, and Oldham, who served as a strategically gifted secretary. The participants were officially appointed delegates of missionary societies who worked among ‘non-Christian peoples’; proselytizing missions were deliberately avoided. Admittedly, the audience was densely Anglo-American and largely Evangelical. Only seventeen delegates came from the ‘younger churches’. Roman Catholics and Orthodox were not invited—and would most likely not have come even if they had been asked. Yet, there were constructive attempts to adjust these biases. Several Anglicans, even some Anglo-Catholics, participated as representatives of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and similar agencies. The few envoys from the south had crucial tasks throughout the conference programme and included future ecumenical leaders such as V. S. Azariah (1874–1945), who in 1912 became the first Indian bishop in the Anglican Communion. There were even some express wishes for a Catholic and Orthodox presence. At any rate, the former practice of gathering mainly with persons of similar experiences and views was changed.

Since it had been agreed in advance that controversial questions of doctrine and order should be avoided, there were limitations to the discussions. However, a number of essential and challenging topics were examined. During the extensive preparation process, eight focal points were singled out for closer attention. Of these, the last one—‘Cooperation and the Promotion of Unity’—was clearly most pertinent in an ecumenical perspective, but the first (‘Carrying the Gospel to all the Non-Christian World’) and the second (‘The Church in the Mission Field’) were also of relevance here. Generally, what was said about collaboration in mission was applicable to collaboration between churches.

One of the most important practical results of the discussions on cooperation was an agreement to establish a Continuation Committee. This committee prepared the ground for the founding of the International Missionary Council in 1921, having been delayed by the First World War. At the end of the Edinburgh Conference, Charles H. Brent, an American Episcopalian missionary bishop who served in the Philippines, requested that the causes of the divisions between the Churches should be more closely examined with a view to removing them and building unity. Through subsequent developments, particularly in the US, this initiative was essential in paving the way for the formation of Faith and Order in 1927. The lines from Edinburgh to the organization of Life and Work in 1925 are less evident. However, Oldham was appointed chairman of the research committee of the latter movement in 1934.

Accordingly, all the three main tributaries of the World Council of Churches—as well as the WCC itself—are associated with and partly derive from the meeting in Edinburgh. In this sense, also, the conference was essential in providing a basis for the breakthrough of ecumenism during the first half of the twentieth century. A number of its perspectives and findings may seem rather outmoded today, but ever since Edinburgh a firm link between unity and mission has been crucial to the modern ecumenical movement. This is the central legacy of the pioneering event of 1910 and its greatest gift to all later efforts to realize church unity.

In retrospect, the ecumenism of the period between 1850 and 1910 is marked by fluctuation and complexity. Yet the basic direction seems clear: while Faith and Order concerns were—and are—fundamental to the ecumenical venture, mission, together with Life and Work emphases on joint service in society, provided its engine. Generally, this era can be described in terms of an increasing shift from confessionalism to ecumenicity via the dynamism of the missionary enterprise. Obviously, denominationalism did not disappear, but it was thoroughly challenged, to the benefit of the church’s witness in the world.
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Chapter 2

Laying the Foundations: 1910–1948


Ted A. Campbell and Gary B. MacDonald




Introduction

This chapter considers the development of the ecumenical movement from the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910 to the inaugural assembly of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948. This was a critical period in which the ecumenical movement progressed from a Protestant global gathering on collaboration in missionary work to an interrelated network of ongoing global structures representing multiple ecumenical trajectories on the part of a significant number of the world’s Christian communities.

These developments occurred in an era of unprecedented technological and cultural developments: long-distance radio transmissions (1901), powered aircraft (1903), Einstein’s special theory of relativity (1905), and the early growth of social sciences (Freud and Durkheim). By 1948, atomic bombs had been detonated and the first electronic digital computers had been switched on. The period also marked the zenith of modernist culture, typified in the startling simplicity and freedom from traditional design elements of modern art, music, and architecture (Connor 1989: 66–70). Modernism emphasized strongly centralized organizations both in business and in political structures. If the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was the most blatant example of this, a milder expression appeared in the fledgling League of Nations (1919) that spawned the United Nations in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. But a parallel idea permeated large US businesses in the same era, when corporations adopted the form of a central organization with parallel regional distribution centres and local outlets.

The mood of the age seemed to be that the particularities of the past—regional, cultural, national, and religious particularities, even the particularities of smaller business organizations—were hindrances to the progress and unification that would make the benefits of modern technologies and modern cultures available to all.

Edinburgh 1910

The Edinburgh World Missionary Conference was intended to coordinate missionary work between traditionally divided Protestant communities in order to further the goal of global evangelization. But it spawned a nexus of non-Catholic western Christian leaders who propounded visions of Christian unity far beyond unity in mission work and began to put structures in place that would enable collaboration in multiple areas where divisions had prevented common work in the past.

The Edinburgh Conference inherited a distinctively Protestant version of the optimistic outlook of the late 1800s according to which Christ’s return would come only after (post) a millennium of progress on earth in which God’s kingdom would become increasingly visible (Moorhead 1999). Protestant leaders enunciated a confident sense that God’s work would triumph through the unity of Christian communities in the new century. More than a thousand people attended, representing more than 180 missionary organizations (History and Records 1910: 39–71). The Archbishop of Canterbury spoke at the opening session of the Conference and enunciated a postmillennial vision in the conclusion of his address: ‘it may well be that…“there be some standing here tonight who shall not taste of death till they see”—here on earth, in a new way we know not now—“the kingdom of God come with power”’ (Archbishop Randall Davidson, in History and Records 1910: 150).

Reports adopted by the Conference reveal the prejudices of the age, envisioning the world divided into west and east: ‘the Christian world’ and ‘the non-Christian world’, respectively. They paid much less attention to the global South, and reflected essentialized and stereotyped views of races and cultures in which missionary strategies were embedded (Stanley 2009: 303–309). The Conference established a Continuation Committee that was to become the nucleus of the International Missionary Council (IMC) a decade later (Stanley 2009: 277–302; Latourette 1986: 362).

The scope of the Edinburgh Conference was very deliberately limited. The term ‘Ecumenical’ had been proposed for the title of the Conference, but it was rejected in favour of ‘World’ because Anglo-Catholic participants representing the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel could not recognize it as a truly ‘ecumenical’ conference without Catholic representation (see Latourette 1986: 355–362). Planners of the Conference agreed in advance that explicit questions about Christian unity would not be part of its agenda (Stanley 2009: 36–41, especially 38). Despite this, the Conference served as a remarkably broad gathering of non-Catholic western Christian leaders.

Less than four months later, Episcopal Bishop Charles H. Brent (1862–1929) conceived the idea of an international conference on faith and order (Stanley 2009: 297; also Tatlow 1986: 407), and explicitly recalled his participation in Edinburgh in proposing this idea. On 19 October 1910, the Episcopal Church adopted a resolution calling for an international conference to address ‘questions touching Faith and Order’, a conference that would invite ‘all Christian Communions throughout the world which confess our Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour’ (Tatlow 1986: 407).

The First World War, the October Revolution, and Ecumenical Developments of 1920

By August 1914, most of the nations of western Europe had been drawn into the First World War. Between nine and ten million people were killed and at least as many were wounded. Optimists might console themselves with the thought that it was a ‘war to end all wars’, but the war dealt a severe blow to the notion that modern technologies would be employed for the betterment of humankind.

The October Revolution in Russia followed. It suggested for the first time in political form that Christianity was not in fact working for the good of humankind but instead was an archaic detriment to human progress. This came as a shock to Christians who had been inclined to think of the twentieth century as ‘the Christian century’ (Coffman 2013: 12). Persecution of Christian leaders by the Soviet state compelled Eastern Orthodox Christian leaders more broadly to seek alliances with western Christian bodies. Christian communities questioned their own survival and began to reconsider their own efforts towards the amelioration of human life.

Four critical events occurred in 1920. In January, Metropolitan Dorotheus of Bursa, locum tenens of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, issued with the endorsement of the Holy Synod an encyclical letter addressed ‘Unto All the Churches of Christ Everywhere’. The letter is attributed to Archbishop Germanos Strenopoulos (1872–1951), who later became a president of the World Council of Churches. Stating the Orthodox conviction that the Orthodox churches are ‘the church’, the letter also addressed other Christian communities using the term ‘church’. It called for honest dialogue between Christian groups, and an institutional fellowship of churches as a platform for common work and dialogue (Neill 1986: 446; FitzGerald 2004: 104–106).

A second event of 1920 was the Lambeth Conference of bishops of the Anglican Communion, who issued ‘An Appeal to All Christian People’. The bishops stated that the war had caused Christian leaders ‘to think of the reunion of Christendom, not as a laudable ambition or a beautiful dream, but as an imperative necessity’ (Neill 1986: 447). Building on the earlier Chicago–Lambeth quadrilateral as a framework for Christian unity, the Anglican bishops’ Appeal suggested that the episcopacy might function as a means to Christian unity between the divided Christian communities (Neill 1986: 446–448).

The third and fourth third critical events were gatherings held in Geneva to begin planning for an international meeting on social issues (‘Life and Work’) facing the churches and for an international meeting on Faith and Order. The Geneva Life and Work meeting built on developments in previous decades. In 1891, Pope Leo XIII had issued his encyclical letter, Rerum Novarum, on the rights and duties of capital and labour (Pope Leo XIII 1891). In North America, the theology of the Social Gospel was growing, and British and European churches found intellectual sources for social justice within nascent socialist thought. From these roots a variety of regional efforts were sparked, each working to further the novel idea that the whole of the life and work of humanity and society was a matter of Christian interest and responsibility.

The 1920 preparatory conference was in large part made possible by the steadfast efforts of Nathan Söderblom (1866–1931), later the Archbishop of Uppsala. Söderblom maintained that Christian efforts for social action were integral to Christian unity. Söderblom had organized church leaders from Denmark, Norway, Holland, and Switzerland to issue in 1917 a ‘Manifesto from Evangelical Churches in Neutral Countries’ calling for broad efforts for ‘a righteous and durable peace’ (Karlström 1986: 522). Eschewing confessional discussion, the 1920 conference debated issues of full ecumenicity, ultimately deciding that all Christian churches would be invited to what would be called the Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work, meeting in Stockholm on 19–30 August 1925.

Representatives of seventy churches, including Eastern Orthodox leaders, attended the 1920 Faith and Order meeting in Geneva. The meeting’s Continuation Committee determined to hold an international meeting in Lausanne in 1927 and established a Subjects Committee to consider the topics that might be taken up in the 1927 meeting. Their work adumbrated many of the central themes with which subsequent Faith and Order gatherings would be concerned (Tatlow 1986: 417–420). The following year (1921), the Continuation Committee from the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference organized the International Missionary Council (IMC) at a meeting in Lake Mohonk, New York. The IMC had its main office in London and John R. Mott (1865–1955) served as its first chair (Latourette 1986: 366–373).

Life and Work, and Faith and Order, in the 1920s

The organizers of the 1925 Stockholm Conference on Life and Work were clear that it would not address confessional or ecclesiological issues. Planners believed that a focus on social issues could foster unity among the churches without the problematic issues faced by Faith and Order. The ubiquitous phrase, ‘Doctrine divides, but service unites’, used by Söderblom but attributed originally to Hermann Kapler, became the call of the Life and Work movement (Karlström 1986: 540).

Organizers were also clear in their intention to go beyond the work of the World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches, founded at Constance, Switzerland, in 1914 (FitzGerald 2004: 87), and to deal with broader questions of practical life beyond that of peace and international friendship in accordance with the Gospel. The movement focused its work around the purpose of God for humanity and the duty of the church in relation to economic and industrial problems, social and moral problems, international relations, and Christian education, as well as methods of cooperative and federative effort.

The topics had been explored the year before in what became England’s contribution to Stockholm, namely the Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and Citizenship (COPEC) in April 1924. The COPEC conference was significant in its inclusion of Roman Catholics in the preparatory commissions (Reason 1924: 20), but official Roman Catholic representatives were not present at COPEC itself nor at the Stockholm conference. Germany did send official representatives to Stockholm, as did Eastern Orthodox churches, and there were a few representatives from Asian Protestant churches.

Theological disagreements arose despite intentions to avoid them, especially concerning the doctrine of the kingdom of God and the relationship of the church, humanity, and history to the divine kingdom. Such tensions notwithstanding, Stockholm was marked by significant fellowship and cooperation across national and denominational boundaries. Through its survey of social issues facing the world, the conference made the significant theological point of ‘the responsibility of the Churches for the whole life’ of humanity, putting before Christians the best of ecumenical social thought at the time (Ehrenström 1986: 550). The final message of the conference, calling for ‘full personal responsibility’ and ‘wider fellowship and co-operation’ in the midst of loyalty to one’s own church, was read on the closing day (Bell 1926: 714).

The conference voted to appoint a Continuation Committee, which became in 1930 the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work, organized ‘to perpetuate and strengthen the fellowship between the churches in the application of Christian ethics to the social problems of modern life’ (Ehrenström 1986: 553).

The first World Conference on Faith and Order was held at Lausanne from 3 to 21 August 1927. It included 385 men and nine women representing 108 different churches, including Eastern Orthodox churches (Bate 1927: 508–530; Tatlow 1986: 420–421). Bishop Brent was elected chair of the conference, but he was ill and passed leadership of the conference to the Congregational theologian, A. E. Garvie (Tatlow 1986: 421).

The conference was organized around seven subjects laid out by the Continuation Committee:



1. ‘The Call to Unity’

2. ‘The Church’s Message to the World: The Gospel’

3. ‘The Nature of the Church’

4. ‘The Church’s Common Confession of Faith’

5. ‘The Church’s Ministry’

6. ‘The Sacraments’

7. ‘The Unity of Christendom and the Relation Thereto of Existing Churches’ (Bate 1927: xvii–xxiii; Tatlow 1986: 419–425).





Discussions revealed problems that have characterized Faith and Order since that time. Eastern Orthodox representatives decided that they could not faithfully represent their churches and approve reports in any of the seven areas except ‘The Church’s Message to the World: The Gospel’ (Bate 1927: 382–386). Archbishop Germanos read a declaration on behalf of the Orthodox delegates, then sat down in tears. However, Orthodox delegates did not openly oppose the reports of the conference, and allowed them to pass nemine contradicente—‘with no one opposing’ or ‘without dissent’ (Tatlow 1986: 423–424).

Many delegates to the Faith and Order conference believed that the conference intended to result in a single, unified church body. The conference had to clarify that its primary work was to further understanding of long-standing differences as well as points of unity in Christian faith and practice (Bate 1927: 387; Tatlow 1986: 423). Another matter of contention was the Anglo-American use of parliamentary order in contrast to other cultures that looked more for consensus (Tatlow 1986: 423–424). This, too, has remained a critical issue for the ecumenical movement beyond the work of Faith and Order. The conference made no plans for a joint eucharistic celebration, though many of the delegates presumed that this was the only possible, visible outcome it could have. Thus the conference began to recognize the complexity of issues that had divided Christian communities for centuries (Tatlow 1986: 424).

Ecumenical Engagement in the 1930s

The economic depression of the 1930s, the growing power of Soviet communism, the election of National Socialists in Germany in 1933, and tensions in Europe resulting from Hitler’s rise to power erased the last vestiges of hope that the previous war might have been a ‘war to end all wars’. The economic situation had a direct effect on ecumenical ventures. The Faith and Order Continuation Committee was unable to meet between 1932 and 1933 and its office in Geneva closed. Travel was prohibitively expensive for many delegates. In 1932, the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work postponed its planned conference from 1935 until 1937. Despite this, both the Council for Life and Work and the Faith and Order Continuation Committee pressed ahead with plans for further meetings. A joint committee was appointed to serve as a liaison between the groups (Tatlow 1986: 426). This eventually led to the decision to hold both of their next meetings in 1937.

The global situation gave new urgency to the ecumenical agenda of Life and Work. The Second World Conference of Life and Work, on the theme of ‘Church, Community and State’, convened in Oxford in July 1937, and addressed what was perceived as a world ‘going to pieces’, with society succumbing to disintegration (Oldham 1937: 67). The conference was not without opposition. Karl Barth was opposed to the effort. In a letter to Oxford organizer Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft, Barth wrote: ‘I am evidently not up to the particular logic and ethics and aesthetics of this business, and would prefer not to hear any more about it for a long time’. In his later reflections he dismissed the ecumenical effort as an exercise in compromise and accommodation (Busch 1975: 261–262).

The Oxford conference included 425 delegates, the majority of whom came from the United States and Britain, with others from throughout Europe, as well as from Africa, Asia, Australia and Oceania, and South America; 300 were officially appointed by the churches (Ehrenström 1986: 588–589). Representatives from the German church were blocked from attending by Hitler himself (Barnes 1991: 101). The Catholic Church officially declined invitations to participate. Among the delegates was a large contingent of Christian laity, and a large block of youth (Oldham 1937: 11). Scholars produced advance papers on church and community, church and state, church and world, and on church, community and state in relation to education and the economic order (Ehrenström 1986: 584), and there was a volume by Visser ’t Hooft and J. H. Oldham, The Church and its Function in Society (Visser ’t Hooft and Oldham 1937). The conference produced six additional volumes of essays for use in the churches.

The conference worked to provide a realistic assessment of the role of religion in forming public commitment and action while retaining missionary notions of Christianity’s particular place in shaping the world and its international relations. Among its contributions was an understanding of the church as primarily an ecumenical society—a church within the churches—grounded in Christian mission, exemplified by the motto that came to be associated with the conference, ‘Let the Church be the Church!’ (Ehrenström 1986: 591). Fundamental unity would come not through finding agreement regarding social ethics, but through its sole dependence on Jesus Christ. As Visser ’t Hooft wrote: ‘Unity is not achieved; but it happens when men listen together to God, and when He is willing to give it to them’ (Visser ’t Hooft and Oldham 1937: 95; emphasis in original).

Guiding the conference’s understanding of the church’s social responsibility was the concept of ‘middle axioms’, which were meant to provide provisional moral directives within politics, economics, and society that took seriously the general ethical principles and virtues of Christian proclamation and the particular presenting political and economic circumstances. Oldham explained that middle axioms exist ‘between purely general statements of the ethical demands of the gospel and the decisions that have to be made in concrete situations’. Thus middle axioms functioned as ‘attempts to define the directions in which, in a particular state of society, Christian faith must express itself’ (Visser ’t Hooft and Oldham 1937: 209–210).

The Faith and Order Continuation Committee had continued to work in preparation for its 1937 World Conference. Bishop Brent died after the Lausanne meeting and William Temple, then Archbishop of York, became the chair of the Continuation Committee, which appointed a theological study group to weigh the responses of churches to the seven declarations of the 1927 conference. This process proved to be fruitful for the work of the 1937 conference and became a consistent modus operandi for Faith and Order work.

The Second World Conference on Faith and Order met in Edinburgh, from 3 to 18 August 1937, with representatives of 123 churches, including 344 official delegates, eighty-five alternates, and fifty-three youth who had been invited parallel to the youth delegation at the Life and Work conference (Hodgson 1938: 281–311; Tatlow 1986: 431). The conference focused on four topics for which preliminary responses had been prepared and a fifth topic on ‘The Communion of Saints’ that emerged during the conference. The reports issued in these five areas were as follows:



1. ‘The Grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ’ on issues of human nature and salvation, justification, sanctification, and the expression sola gratia.

2. ‘The Church of Christ and the Word of God’ on issues of scripture and tradition.

3. ‘The Communion of Saints’ on issues of the veneration of saints and prayers addressed to saints.

4. ‘The Church of Christ: Ministry and Sacraments’ on the number of sacraments and particular issues related to baptism, Eucharist, and Christian ministry.

5. ‘The Church’s Unity in Life and Worship’ on the nature of the church and forms of visible unity, including the issue of intercommunion (Hodgson 1938: 224–269).





In addition, the conference adopted nemine contradicente an ‘Affirmation of Union in Allegiance to Our Lord Jesus Christ’ summarizing its findings (Hodgson 1938: 275–276).

The 1937 meetings of Life and Work and Faith and Order had been deliberately planned as concurrent, and negotiations prior to 1937 had raised the possibility of their proposing a larger structure under which their work could be carried on. In 1936, the Universal Council for Life and Work and the Continuation Committee of Faith and Order established a joint ‘Committee of 35’ persons who met in London prior to the 1937 conferences and adopted a very brief sketch of a World Council of Churches (WCC). This was brought to both 1937 conferences and adopted by them (Hodgson 1938: 270–274). Each conference appointed seven delegates to form a Committee of Fourteen which put into effect the sketch of a World Council to which the groups had agreed.

These fourteen delegates met on 13 May 1938 in Utrecht, and set up a provisional constitution and a provisional structure for the Council. They agreed that the new Council would not function as a ‘Super-Church’: it would not have authority to adopt legislation binding on member groups. They accepted a portion of the initial mandate from the Faith and Order conferences as a provisional Basis for the World Council: ‘The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of Churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 705), and proposed that a formal organizational assembly should be held in 1941. In the autumn of that year, a Provisional Committee of the World Council of Churches in Process of Preparation was established, offices in Geneva were set up, and the proposed constitution of the WCC was sent out to the churches that had participated in the 1937 Faith and Order and Life and Work meetings, accompanied by a letter from Archbishop Temple, who became Archbishop of Canterbury the following year.

In July 1939, the Provisional Committee and the World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches sponsored a small meeting of Christian leaders to address the growing international conflicts. They adopted a statement pleading for the use of ‘negotiation, conference, and methods of conciliation’ as the preferred means of dealing with international conflicts (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 707). Six weeks later, on September 1, Germany invaded Poland and the Second World War began.

Ecumenical Developments During and Subsequent to the Second World War

With the beginning of the war in Europe, it became clear that an organizational assembly could not possibly be held in 1941. But the provisional organization was at work throughout the war, involved with relief efforts for refugees and prisoners and even with transmitting information to agents of resistance movements in Europe. By 1942, the leadership of the WCC was already thinking about post-war reconstruction. Visser ’t Hooft observed that,

Paradoxically, it was in [the war] years that [the provisional Council] learned to stand on its own feet, and live from day to day in the conviction that the Lord would continue to gather his children together (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 712).

After the war, the Council’s involvement in reconstruction efforts in Europe led to significant growth of its Geneva-based staff. It was also involved in the reorganization of German churches through the presence of WCC leaders in Stuttgart in October 1945, when German churches formally renounced their connections to the ‘German Christian’ movement associated with Nazism and requested the assistance of the Council in restructuring their churches (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 714–716). Moreover, the work of the International Missionary Council (IMC) had become more consciously allied with the work of the nascent World Council of Churches through the 1930s, and by 1947 the IMC and the WCC declared themselves to be ‘in association with’ each other (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 717; also Latourette 1986: 372).

The Organizational Assembly of the World Council of Churches (Amsterdam 1948)

The first General Assembly of the United Nations was held in Methodist Central Hall, Westminster, on 10 January 1946. The very next month, the Provisional Committee for the WCC met in Geneva and set the summer of 1948 in Amsterdam as the date and venue for its organizational assembly. The committee issued a ‘Call to the Churches’ in 1947, and in preparation for the assembly four studies were commissioned, on the following topics:



1. ‘The Universal Church in God’s Design’

2. ‘The Church’s Witness to God’s Design’

3. ‘The Church and the Disorder of Society’

4. ‘The Church and the International Disorder’ (WCC 1948c).





The first two topics can be seen as Faith and Order issues; the third and fourth topics represent Life and Work issues and reflect the particular situation of communities at the conclusion of the Second World War.

The Assembly convened on 22 August 1948, in Amsterdam. It included representatives from 147 churches and forty-seven countries. Its membership was overwhelmingly Protestant and Anglican, though the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople and the Orthodox Church of Greece were represented (WCC 1948b). The Council elected Mott as honorary chair of the assembly and Visser ’t Hooft as its first General Secretary.

The Council was formally established on the next day, 23 August, by a resolution ‘that the formation of the World Council of Churches be declared to be and is hereby completed’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 720). It confirmed the 1938 decision to utilize the earlier language from Faith and Order as the Basis of the WCC, and adopted a constitution for the Council with the Basis as its first sentence (WCC 1948a, 91). It affirmed its relationship to the IMC (Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 720–721) and adopted reports in each of the four areas already listed (WCC 1948a).

The World Council of Churches was born out of the postmillennial optimism that Protestants brought into the twentieth century and the cataclysms that followed: the First World War, the rise of the Soviet state, the global economic depression of the 1930s, the rise of German National Socialism, the Second World War, and the devastation throughout the world wrought by the war. If the optimism inherited from the late nineteenth century was stifled by the crises of the early twentieth century, those very crises served to make the need for collaboration between Christian communities painfully evident and thus they served in their own way as an impetus for unity.
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Chapter 3

Pivotal Years: 1948–1965


Lorelei F. Fuchs




Introduction

The years between the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910 and the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in Amsterdam in 1948, bear witness to a certain conversion of Christians and their churches. Already in the nineteenth century, churches throughout the world with roots in a common confessional tradition entered into association with one another. The mid-twentieth century brought about a move that crossed confessional lines: from ecclesial isolation and estrangement to ecumenical rapprochement and reconciliation. It demonstrated that ‘Christians have decided to overcome their ancient divisions, showing it is possible to be reconciled despite the faults committed in the past by all’ (Kasper 2008).

Three ecumenical streams flowing from the Edinburgh conference nurtured this initiative and shaped the modern ecumenical movement: the International Missionary Council (IMC), Faith and Order, and Life and Work. Initially, participants in the movement were redominantly Anglo-American and European, Western Caucasian male and Protestant. Orthodox and Catholics were not invited to Edinburgh. Thereafter, Orthodox Churches were represented in many gatherings and in 1961 at the WCC’s Third Assembly a majority of Orthodox Churches became members of the Council. Since then, Orthodoxy has maintained a strong presence in the WCC and participated fully in its work. Until the 1961 assembly, the Catholic Church was not present, either because it was not invited or because it declined, but unofficial observers attended some meetings. The Catholic Church’s departure from ecclesial isolation and estrangement and coming to ecumenical rapprochement and reconciliation was the result of another twentieth-century phenomenon, the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). Preceding initiatives readied the Catholic Church to embrace the ecumenical movement and the Council was announced by Pope John XXIII at the close of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity on 25 January 1959 (Alberigo and Komonchak 1995: 1). The present chapter considers key moments between the founding of the World Council of Churches in 1948 and the closing of Vatican II in 1965.

The Formative Years, 1948–1960: Ecumenism in Conciliar Context and ‘Catholic Ecumenism’

‘We intend to stay together’ stated the message to the churches from the World Council of Churches’ First Assembly in 1948 in Amsterdam (Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 9; compare Dictionary: 123). At the assembly, Faith & Order and Life & Work merged to form the WCC. Thereby the member churches of the Council entered into a fellowship with one another that signalled reconciliation. The International Missionary Council worked collaboratively with the WCC until 1961, when it was integrated into the Council during the latter’s Third Assembly.

By the time of the Amsterdam gathering, Faith & Order and Life & Work had devoted almost thirty years to ecumenism, during which time they discerned the possibility of merger. Their conferences of 1937 established a committee to oversee the ‘WCC “in process of formation”’ (Dictionary: 1224). The committee chair was Anglican archbishop, William Temple, and its secretary was Dutch Reformed minister, Willem Visser ’t Hooft, both of whom, like many ecumenical pioneers, grew into ecumenism as members of the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). Temple had been a prominent figure in Faith and Order since its first conference (Lausanne, 1927) and at the IMC’s first conference (Jerusalem, 1928). Visser ’t Hooft had been general secretary of the WSCF and assistant to the YMCA chair, John Mott. With their leadership, the WCC was constituted on 23 August 1948 in the presence of 351 assembly delegates from 147 churches and forty-four countries, plus staff, consultants, fraternal delegates, observers, and accredited visitors. Every church tradition was present except one. Catholics were invited, but the Vatican’s Holy Office forbade their attendance.

The coming into existence of a World Council of Churches gave the modern ecumenical movement its initial identity. Interchurch dialogue, cooperation, and mission could take place within a multilateral context. Churches entered into a conciliar relationship that was covenantal. Adopted by the inaugural assembly, the original Constitution of the WCC opened with a Basis that stated: ‘The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 197). Articles following the Basis delineated the structures of conciliar fellowship. Understanding the Council as a ‘fellowship of churches’ found its origin in Orthodoxy. In 1920, the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople issued an encyclical, ‘Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere’, calling for a ‘league (fellowship [koinonia]) between the churches’ (Ecumenical Movement: 11–15). In theological discourse, the multivalent Greek word ‘κοινωνία’ embraces the notion that unity is a God-given gift that manifests itself in a God-given diversity. As a ‘koinonia of churches’, the WCC was to serve the churches in deepening their oneness of faith, life, and witness in Christ.

First Assembly, Amsterdam 1948

The theme of the First Assembly, ‘Man’s Disorder and God’s Design’, was expressive of the current state of both church and world: a divided church and a broken world. Denominationalism fractured ecclesial relations and war scarred secular relations. Within that dual context the assembly organized four study sections.



  I. ‘The Universal Church in God’s Design’ identifies unity as God’s ‘creation and not human achievement’ and affirms that ‘notwithstanding our divisions, we are one in Jesus Christ’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 51). That given oneness contextualizes differences on Scripture, tradition, ecclesial structure and oversight, and the doctrine of justification, which often stem from a certain ‘catholic-protestant divide’ (52).

 II. ‘The Church’s Witness to God’s Design’ opens with a Christocentric declaration that ‘God’s purpose is to reconcile all to himself and to one another in Christ’ (64). Divided, the church fails to speak with a credible voice on situations that bear upon the human community and cannot fulfill its task of evangelism and mission (66).

III. ‘The Church and the Disorder of Society’ describes the disorder resulting from the unfulfilled promises of capitalism and communism. It recalls the church’s responsibility in helping people ‘to achieve fuller personal life within the technical society’ (75), and calls for the construction of a ‘responsible society’ where ‘freedom is the freedom of men who acknowledge responsibility to justice and public order’ (77).

 IV. ‘The Church and the International Disorder’ states the conviction that, despite the shattered hopes of peace, ‘Every person has a place in the Divine purpose’ (88). World division is named as the greatest threat to peace, and ‘elements in all systems’ that ‘contravene the First Commandment’ are condemned (91). The section acknowledges the God-given rights of equality for all people and appeals for the safeguarding of freedom of religion and conscience.





WCC Central Committee Meeting, Toronto 1950

Already before Amsterdam, questions arose concerning the relationship between the churches and a World Council of Churches. Given misunderstandings among the member churches and misrepresentations among outside critics, the WCC Central Committee probed the issue in a 1950 meeting in Toronto. Its conclusion was the document, The Church, the Churches and the World Council of Churches: The Ecclesiological Significance of the World Council of Churches. This ‘Toronto Statement’ defines the nature and mission of the WCC vis-à-vis the one church of Christ and the many churches that confess him as God and Saviour. Essentially, it was a declaration of what the Council is and is not, key points being: ‘The World Council of Churches is not and must never become a Super-Church’ (III.1). Its purpose is ‘to bring the Churches into living contact with each other’ (III.2). The WCC has no ecclesiology of its own (III.3), therefore no church is obliged to change its ecclesiology (III.4), nor to accept ‘a specific doctrine concerning the nature of Church unity’ (III.5). The basis for fellowship in the WCC is ‘the common recognition that Christ is the Divine Head of the Body’ (IV.1). ‘[M]embership of the Church of Christ is more inclusive than the membership of [one’s] own Church body’ (IV.3), but this does not imply ‘that each Church must regard the other member Churches as Churches in the true and full sense of the word’ (IV.4). However, they ‘recognize in other Churches elements of the true Church’ (IV.5) (van der Bent 1994: 440). The WCC Third Assembly (1961) confirmed the Toronto Statement ‘because it still best expresses our understanding of the Council’s nature’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 131).

Third World Conference on Faith and Order, Lund 1952

After two conferences, Faith and Order departed from a comparative method of dialogue. Meeting in Lund, Sweden, in 1952, its Third World Conference embraced a Christological method, discerning convergence and agreement from divergence and disagreement, as a response to Amsterdam’s conviction that ‘Christ has made us his own and he is not divided. In seeking him we find one another’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 9). The churches considered biblical, historical, and contextual aspects of doctrine, worship, mission, and evangelism which either enrich or impoverish unity, and the Christological perspective advanced ecumenical understanding of the church (Tomkins 1953: 17–22).

The conference’s most consequential contribution was a dual question posed to the churches that came to be known as the Lund Principle: ‘Should not our churches ask themselves whether they are showing sufficient eagerness to enter into conversation with other churches and whether they should not act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately?’ (Tomkins 1953: 16) Frequently quoted and interpreted, the principle has also endured misquotation and misinterpretations that lose its ‘original intention’, namely, ‘to challenge the churches to talk together so that they could come to act together’ (Dictionary, 715).

Second Assembly, Evanston 1954

Evanston, Illinois, was the venue for the WCC Second Assembly in 1954, with the theme ‘Christ—Hope of the World’. The assembly sought to deepen Amsterdam’s intention of ‘staying together’ by the resolves of ‘keeping together’ and ‘growing together’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1955: 91). Evanston’s six study sections thereby advanced the work of Amsterdam and Lund.



  I. ‘Faith and Order: Our Oneness in Christ and our Disunity as Churches’ brought Lund’s findings to the assembly’s wider representation of churches. Experience of fellowship in the Council heightened awareness of their oneness in Christ, a ‘given unity’ with the triune God and with all the church (Visser ’t Hooft 1955: 85).

 II. ‘Evangelism: The Mission of the Church to Those Outside Her Life’ refers to the ‘evangelising Church’ whose task is to proclaim the gospel so as to transform society in accord with God’s plan (101). It names as evangelism’s ‘exploring frontiers’ the renewal of inner life, the witnessing laity, Christian education, chaplaincies, parish experiments, media of mass communication, and a trained ministry (103–105).

III. ‘Social Questions: The Responsible Society in a World Perspective’ clarifies what Amsterdam meant by a ‘responsible society’. It indicates ‘a criterion by which we judge all existing social orders and at the same time a standard to guide us in the specific choices we have to make’ (113). The study also considered the church vis-à-vis communist/non-communist tensions.

IV. ‘International Affairs: Christians in the Struggle for World Community’ proclaims ‘the Christian hope in an hour of grave international crisis’ of conflicting social and political systems and opposing ideologies (130). It affirms Christian commitment to ‘peace…characterised…by freedom, justice, truth and love’ (132).

 V. ‘Intergroup Relations: The Churches amid Racial and Ethnic Tensions’ addresses the restlessness in the world wounded by racial and ethnic hatreds, jealousies, and suspicions. It connects the human search for hope with Christian hope found in Christ which is all-reconciling.

VI. ‘The Laity: The Christian in his Vocation’ highlights the missionary task of the laity, which ‘bridges the gulf between church and world’ (164).





North American Conference on Faith and Order, Oberlin 1957

In preparation for the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order in Montreal in 1963, a North American Conference on Faith and Order was held in Oberlin, Ohio, in 1957. It was the first ecumenical gathering attended by authorized Roman Catholic observers. The US Conference of the WCC, under the leadership of Presbyterian minister, Samuel McCrea Cavert, invited the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC) and the Canadian Council of Churches to co-sponsor the conference. Its theme, ‘The Nature of the Unity We Seek’, was suggested by Lutheran pastor, Franklin Clark Fry, an NCC executive.

Oberlin’s ‘background’ was the Faith and Order movement. Its ‘foreground’ was the diverse ecclesial landscape of North America (Minear 1958: 11). The conference studied Faith and Order findings since the Lausanne conference of 1927 and fostered their local reception. To that end, ‘great strides were made in understanding doctrinal and confessional problems, the nature and organization of the church, and the cultural factors influencing the mission of the church’. The conference did not ‘formulate specific recommendations for Christian unity’ (Minear 1958, jacket). Rather, appealing to the Lund Principle, Oberlin sought the given unity found in Christ amidst the disunity of churches in North America. Two plenary sessions were devoted to studies on Montreal’s agenda: Christ and the Church, and Tradition and the Traditions.

In 2007, celebrating fifty years of Faith and Order in the US, the Faith and Order Commission of the NCC returned to Oberlin for a second conference, the theme of which was ‘On Being Christian Together: The Faith and Order Experience in the United States’.

‘Catholic Ecumenism’

Catholic engagement in ecumenism was not totally absent during those early years. Individuals participated, often without approval, but there was also some institutional, even official presence, which intimated a change in the Catholic Church’s stance.

An early participant was Yves Congar, whose Chrétiens désunis was published in 1937. Other writings followed, some censored. A turnabout came when Pope John XXIII named Congar an expert (peritus) for Vatican II. His influence is evident in Council documents, specifically Lumen Gentium, Dei Verbum, and Unitatis Redintegratio. Another pioneer was George Tavard, who attended various ecumenical gatherings, including the 1954 assembly. The Montreal conference was the first event he attended as an official Catholic observer, and he too was a peritus at Vatican II.

The official Catholic observers at Oberlin were Jesuits John Courtney Murray and Gustave Weigel. In 1961, Weigel published A Catholic Primer on the Ecumenical Movement. Murray sought to reconcile Catholicism and religious freedom. Despite being silenced for his earlier views, Murray was the lead drafter of Vatican II’s Declaration on Religious Liberty, Dignitatis Humanae. Among papal gestures at that time, two in 1960 stand out: Pope John XXIII received the Archbishop of Canterbury, Geoffrey Fisher, at the Vatican and, in preparation for the council, he established the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity (SPCU), appointing a German cardinal, Augustin Bea, as president, and Dutch priest, Jan Willebrands, as secretary.

Those early years also witnessed a most significant structure of ‘Catholic ecumenism’, namely, the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Questions (CCEQ). Established in Utrecht in 1952, it discussed questions at annual conferences with scholars and leaders of Catholic ecumenism. Four factors account for its pioneering role at a time when the Catholic Church was not favourable to ecumenical dialogue and action. First, its innovative character: developing Catholic reflection and initiating dialogue with the WCC. Secondly, the CCEQ was international and scholarly, which attracted many theologians, and encouraged them to take part in its decision-making. Thirdly, the profile of the CCEQ could hardly be described as institutional, since it was mainly constituted by the activity of one man, Johannes Willebrands. Lastly, the Holy See was always duly informed (Jacobs 2003: 10).

Two Dutch priests were the prime movers of the CCEQ: Willebrands, later a cardinal and eventually president of the SPCU, and Frans Thijssen. Both were members of the Association of St Willibrord, founded in 1948 to promote rapprochement among churches in the Netherlands. Assisting them in establishing the CCEQ was Yves Congar, who ‘asked that greater attention be given to the presence of other elements of the Church (vestigia Ecclesiae) beyond the visible frontiers of the Catholic Church’ (Jacobs 2003, 10). Willebrands met with leaders of the WCC and other ecumenical bodies and with denominational leaders and ecumenically minded Christians. The CCEQ became a bridge to the deliberations of Vatican II, passing on the results of its meetings to those who would participate in the Council. While Vatican II was in session in 1963, the CCEQ met for the last time and its work transferred to the SPCU.

The Expanding Years, 1961–1965: Conciliar Ecumenism Matures and the Catholic Church Embraces the Ecumenical Movement

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, while the WCC was preparing for its next assembly and for a world conference on Faith and Order, preparations were underway in Rome for an ecumenical gathering of a different sort. The Catholic Church was readying itself for Vatican II. Little did either side know of the other, but the three events they prepared made a lasting impact on Christians and their churches.

Third Assembly, New Delhi 1961

‘Jesus Christ, the Light of the World’ was the theme of the WCC Third Assembly in New Delhi in 1961. Expanding the Basis to include Scripture and the Trinitarian formula indicates a certain maturity in its self-understanding as a Council, and mention of ‘confession’, ‘Lord’, ‘Scripture’, ‘calling’, and ‘Trinity’ reflects a sharper sense of fellowship: ‘The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the Scriptures and therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 426). That maturity and sharper sense were not static. There was what T. K. Thomas called a ‘developmental continuity’ in the member churches’ experience and understanding of conciliar fellowship that lent itself to a ‘basis beyond the Basis’ (Dictionary, 1239). Also signalling a maturing process were the assembly’s integration of the International Missionary Council into the WCC and the issues treated in the reports of its three study sections.



  I. The report of the section on Witness addresses the ecumenical/interfaith question. It juxtaposes the ‘urgency of the Church’s evangelistic task’ of proclaiming the Gospel and the reality of other ‘living faiths’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 77, 82). This tension continues to preoccupy the WCC.

 II. The report of the section on Service states that ‘Christian service, as distinct from the world’s concept of philanthropy, springs from and is nourished by God’s costly love as revealed by Jesus Christ’ (93). The section then wrestles with the problems of political, economic, and social change as they affect the Third World.

III. The report of the section on Unity contains New Delhi’s most significant ecumenical legacy. Its second paragraph, which defines unity as divine gift and human calling, remains central to conciliar ecumenism:
We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people.







The report added: ‘It is for such unity that we believe we must pray and work’ (116).

At New Delhi, the WCC became a real ‘mouthpiece of the member churches’. ‘This was shown in a renewed stand on religious liberty, a resolution on anti-Semitism, a common stand on the international crisis, a message to Christians in South Africa, and in an “Appeal to all Governments and Peoples”’ (van der Bent 1994: 505). The Catholic connection with New Delhi prefigured the Catholic Church’s embrace of the ecumenical movement. It was the first global ecumenical gathering to which the Vatican sent official observers, just one year before the opening of Vatican II.

Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order, Montreal 1963

Meeting in Montreal in 1963, the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order was an intense gathering with a full agenda. ‘The Conference itself’, said American Methodist Albert Outler, ‘will be an experiment in dialogue’ (Rodger and Vischer 1964: 12). It received reports of commissions on Institutionalism, Christ and the Church, Worship, and Tradition and Traditions that overarched its five study sections, and their respective reports, as follows:



  I. ‘The Church in the Purpose of God’ describes the relationship of Christ, the church, and the world. ‘The good news of the Church is that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.’ The church is the ‘new creation’ in service to the world (42).

 II. ‘Scripture, Tradition and Traditions’ considers the relationship of Scripture and tradition, and it distinguishes meanings of the latter. ‘By the Tradition is meant the Gospel itself, transmitted from generation to generation in and by the Church, Christ himself present in the life of the Church. By tradition is meant the traditionary process. The term traditions is used…to indicate both the diversity of forms of expression and also what we call confessional traditions’ (50).

III. ‘The Redemptive Work of Christ and the Ministry of his Church’ draws on the biblical notion of the priesthood of the whole people of God to connect Christ’s mission and ministry with that of the church.

IV. ‘Worship and the Oneness of Christ’s Church’ registers the conviction that Christian worship is an encounter of fellowship with the Triune God and with one another. This section also recognizes disagreements among the churches particularly regarding Holy Communion.

 V. ‘“All in Each Place”: The Process of Growing Together’ states that the ‘proving ground of unity is the local church’ (80).





The Catholic connection with Montreal was matchless. Prior to the conference, the WCC invited Catholic theologians to the Ecumenical Institute in Bossey, Switzerland, to discuss conference themes. The Vatican then sent to Montreal official observers who participated actively in its proceedings. Some of those observers were advisors (periti) to Vatican II, which held its second session in 1963. Present at Vatican II were non-Catholic observers, some of whom were delegates to the Montreal conference. The seemingly fortuitous end result was the mutual informing and forming between conference and council. A poignant example is the influence of Montreal’s study of Scripture, Tradition and traditions on Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum (see Mullins 2005).

Second Vatican Council, 1962–1965

From this brief tracing of ecumenical history one can conclude that, despite its wariness of non-Catholic Christians and its view of reunion as ‘returning to the fold’, the Catholic Church had an ecumenical impulse prior to Vatican II. It was the Second Vatican Council, however, that sealed the Catholic Church’s irrevocable commitment (see Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 3) to Christian unity and the ecumenical movement in its Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio (Second Vatican Council 1964b, hereafter UR). Girding that stance are the conciliar documents on the Church, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (Second Vatican Council 1964a, hereafter LG, e.g. n. 1) and the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (Second Vatican Council 1965, hereafter GS, e.g. nn. 24, 42, 92).

Departing from former understanding, Vatican II opened the way for the Catholic Church’s entry into the ecumenical movement, a movement ‘fostered by the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the restoration of unity among all Christians’ (UR 1). No longer identified in the negative (e.g. in schism, belonging to sects), non-Catholic Christians were ‘separated brethren’, brothers and sisters in other churches or ecclesial communities, where there also exist ‘elements and endowments which…give life to the Church itself’ (UR 3). So, while ‘the one Church of Christ…subsists in the Catholic Church’, ‘many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure. These elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity’ (LG 8). Acknowledging degrees of unity among Christian churches opened the way for dialogue and cooperation.

The Council describes unity in terms of ‘communion’ or ‘fellowship’. Unitatis Redintegratio names three essential elements of this fellowship: ‘confessing the one faith’, ‘celebrating divine worship in common’, and ‘keeping the fraternal harmony of the family of God’ (UR 2). Those baptized in other Christian communities ‘are in communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect [in quadam cum Ecclesia catholica communione, etsi non perfecta]’ (UR 3). Promoting Christian unity and seeking the restoration of unity, then, are the tasks of ecumenism (UR 4). Unitatis Redintegratio 4 offers a sine qua non of unity that readily applies both ad intra and ad extra:

All in the Church must preserve unity in essentials. But let all, according to the gifts they have received enjoy a proper freedom, in their various forms of spiritual life and discipline, in their different liturgical rites, and even in their theological elaborations of revealed truth. In all things let charity prevail.

Tensions within the Catholic Church and mistrust from without notwithstanding, the ecumenical aggiornamento of Vatican II has impacted all Christians and their churches. The Council’s term ‘separated brethren’ itself opened relationships. Before, during, and after Vatican II, the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity broadened the ecumenical horizon. Consequent to the Council, the Catholic Church has engaged in every aspect of ecumenism. Multilateral relations with the WCC are conducted through a Joint Working Group, established in 1965. The Joint Working Group discusses issues of common interest and promotes cooperation. The Catholic Church also collaborates with WCC groups on mission and unity, and on interreligious dialogue and cooperation, and it is a member of the WCC’s Faith and Order Commission. Spiritual ecumenism also evolved. For example, preparation of resources for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity became a joint effort of the WCC and the SPCU. Praying not only for but with fellow Christians has since become an ecumenical norm. A critical ecumenical advance made in light of Vatican II has been the maturing of bilateral relations. Although some churches engaged in one-to-one conversations, it was the Catholic Church that gave bilateral dialogues their formal and official shape, by bringing Faith and Order concerns to bilateral tables. By that theological modality, two confessional traditions discern convergences and divergences, agreement and disagreement, and distinguish differences that are Church-dividing from those that are not. To those relationships and conversations the Catholic Church brings Vatican II’s perception of ‘the signs of the times’ (UR 4; compare GS 4).

Pivotal Years of the ‘Ecumenical Century’: The Legacy of 1948–1965

The formation of the World Council of Churches marked ‘a new epoch in the history of our Christian faith’ (Editorial 1948: 1001), and the decision to celebrate Vatican II signalled ‘a dramatic epochal shift’ (Alberigo and Komonchak 1995: 503). So note the chroniclers, referring respectively to the post-war times and to the ‘move out of the post-war climate’ (Alberigo and Komonchak 1995: 503). The WCC and Vatican II both understood their undertakings as following God’s will. The fellowship of WCC member churches witnessed that there was no turning back to ecclesial isolation and estrangement, as did the Catholic Church’s irrevocable commitment to Christian unity made at Vatican II. The only way is forward, to deepening rapprochement so that reconciliation may be realized in fullness.

The period between Amsterdam and Vatican II saw an awakening of the idea that to be Christian is to be ecumenical. Regrettably, Christian identity is not always so perceived. Too often ecumenism is seen as the hobby of theologians sympathetic to the idea of unity and enthusiasts of the movement, rather than as the mandate of all, with biblical warrant (e.g. John 17:21; Ephesians 4:4–6). Regrettably, the churches have waxed and waned in their efforts to take seriously the Lund Principle, so that interchurch relationships might actually make a difference to their own faith, life, and witness. For that difference to be realized, a re-reception of what happened in the years 1948 to 1965 is essential.
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Chapter 4

Intense Activity: 1965–1990


Günther Gassmann




Introduction

Two historical events—the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council in 1965 and the unexpected demise of oppressive communist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989/1990—may well serve to frame the period of ecumenical history to be surveyed here. A more directly ecumenical signpost for the end of this period would be the World Convocation on Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation in 1990.

The period 1965 to 1990 was ecumenically extremely intensive. There were more than a dozen world conferences with their often extensive preparations, many publications, numerous meetings, consultations, committees, and commissions, and major study projects. All of this was possible because considerable financial means were available from larger churches and their mission and development agencies as well as government funds. The programmes, finances, and staff of the World Council of Churches (WCC) had steadily increased (for instance, there were 369 staff positions in the 1980s), and there was a renewed awareness and experience that ecumenism does not live by finances alone but by the interest and support of committed Christians.

A New Ecumenical Partner: The Roman Catholic Church

The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) and its ecumenical stance initiated the most profound and extensive broadening of the ecumenical movement in the latter’s history. With its new and more biblically based ecclesiological positions, its partial recognition of other churches and ecclesial communities, and its explicit affirmation of the ecumenical movement and willingness to participate in it, the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) created a new situation and context in modern church history. This found expression at the institutional level in that the non-Catholic churches from now on had a concrete Roman counterpart—an ‘address’ in Rome—in the Vatican Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity (SPCU), founded in 1960 and renamed in 1984 as the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU). This office has become a valuable instrument of the Vatican’s ecumenical relations and activities.

Another major instrument for monitoring and furthering RCC and WCC relationships was created in 1965, namely the Joint Working Group (JWG) between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches. In a way it became a substitute for the Roman Catholic membership of the WCC that was repeatedly asked for in WCC circles. The JWG studied the membership issue, and it became clear that there was quite a disparity between the WCC as a fellowship of independent national churches and the RCC as one church with a universal structure of teaching and governance. Furthermore, representation of the RCC, with a membership twice as large as that of the WCC, would have created enormous difficulties in the structure of the WCC. In 1972, the RCC decided not to ask for WCC membership, but suggested that collaboration be intensified.

The RCC indeed became more active as a partner of the WCC than many of the latter’s member churches. The JWG went beyond mutual information; it commissioned and received several important study documents during the period 1965–1990: ‘Common Witness and Proselytism’, 1970 (Joint Working Group 1971); Common Witness, 1982 (Joint Working Group 1982); ‘The Church: Local and Universal’, 1990 (Joint Working Group 1990a); and ‘The Notion of “Hierarchy of Truths”: An Ecumenical Interpretation’, 1990 (Joint Working Group 1990b). A first survey of ecumenical collaboration at local, national, and regional levels was published by the SPCU in 1975 with JWG input (Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity 1975) and the six reports of the JWG between 1965 and 1991 provide many examples of growing collaboration. The Fourth Report of 1975 used the formula of a ‘real but imperfect communion’, which became a standard phrase in RCC statements to indicate what has and what has not been achieved in ecumenical rapprochements (Joint Working Group 1976: 18).

In 1968, the WCC Assembly at Uppsala and the SPCU approved the full membership of twelve Catholic theologians in the WCC Commission on Faith and Order, a remarkable and singular step. Another effort in RCC–WCC collaboration was initiated at Uppsala by the appointment of a Joint Commission on Society, Development and Peace (SODEPAX) which was greeted with much enthusiasm and generous support. Because of differing concepts of the social-political framework of development work, the programme of SODEPAX was terminated in 1980. By 1990, the RCC was a full member of over thirty-five national councils of churches and three regional councils in the Caribbean, the Middle East, and the Pacific.

Ecumenical Social Action and Reflection

The period 1965–1990 was simultaneously marked by a strong sociopolitical orientation as well as by an equally strong theological-ecclesiological orientation, each claiming central ecumenical significance, with the sociopolitical orientation often enjoying stronger financial support and the preference of liberal western church administrators. Practical ecumenical action in response to massive social problems in our world has been an ecumenical priority since before the foundation of the WCC in 1948, and has been carried out by agencies such as the WCC Division of Inter-Church Aid, Refugee and World Service (thus renamed in 1961 to reflect its worldwide mandate). However, from the beginning of the modern ecumenical movement social action and service has been accompanied by theological and social-ethical reflection, and there were efforts in our period to relate both orientations (Mudge 2004).

Ecumenical social reflection in this period was affected by events and developments in world history, from the tragedy of the Vietnam War through the widening gap between rich and poor nations to the emergence of Latin American liberation theologies, which were highlighted by the 1968 Medellin conference of the Roman Catholic bishops of Latin America (CELAM). That conference, with its emphasis on the poverty of the church as ‘a sign of the inestimable value of the poor in the eyes of God’, paved the way for the ‘preferential option for the poor’ proclaimed by the 1979 CELAM conference at Puebla (Kim 2012: 29–42, 105), which became one of the most influential formulas in ecumenical social language. This world historical context was certainly a major reason for the impressive succession of WCC assemblies with a strong social-ethical emphasis, starting with a fanfare: the World Conference on Church and Society held in Geneva in 1966.

Its theme, ‘Christians in the Technical and Social Revolutions of our Time’, indicated the extension of ethical concern to the new technological-scientific environment, given the radical changes in society. It was one of the most controversial and perhaps most influential conferences in the history of the ecumenical movement, and constituted a turning point in the movement’s history by articulating critical positions over against European and North American social, political, and economic systems. It debated new themes—the nature and role of ideologies; community in modern urban, technical, and pluralistic societies; opposition to capitalist political and economic systems—and dealt with social-ethical issues within the eschatological horizon of God’s present and final judgement. There was a lively Catholic interest in the Geneva conference because of obvious convergences between ecumenical social thinking and Catholic social doctrine, as found, for example, in Vatican II and in the 1967 encyclical letter of Pope Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, with its famous statement that ‘development’ is ‘the new name for peace’ (Pope Paul VI 1967, subheading of n. 76).

The universal-historical dimension of Geneva 1966 was also the governing horizon of the three Assemblies of the WCC held during our period, in Uppsala 1968, Nairobi 1975, and Vancouver 1983, and was manifested most explicitly and theologically at Uppsala. In particular, Section III of Uppsala’s agenda, on ‘World Economic and Social Development’, and Section IV, ‘Towards Justice and Peace in International Affairs’, pursued themes from Geneva. A direct consequence of Uppsala was the establishment of the WCC Programme (and Special Fund) to Combat Racism in 1969—one of the most discussed and controversial ecumenical initiatives.

The year 1969 also saw WCC approval for a programme on ‘The Future of Man and Society in a World of Science-Based Technology’. This again signalled the extension of ecumenical social thinking into the areas of science and technology, and major issues in those fields were further considered at the 1974 WCC conference in Bucharest on ‘Science and Technology for Human Development: The Ambiguous Future and the Christian Hope’. At the WCC Assembly in Nairobi in 1975 the continuing emphasis on social issues and action had its main forum in Section V on ‘Structures of Injustice and Struggles for Liberation’ and in Section VI on ‘Human Development: Ambiguities of Power, Technology, and Quality of Life’. The Assembly saw lively debates on disarmament, the limits of growth—particularly in light of the 1972 report for the Club of Rome, The Limits to Growth (Vischer 2004: 47)—and a remarkable social-theological reconsideration of nature and the environment, creation, and the exploitation of resources.

A new step was taken in 1976 with the WCC programme emphasis on a ‘Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society’ (JPSS), which took up the concept of a ‘just and sustainable society’, introduced at Bucharest in 1974 (Mudge 2004: 290), and was intended to hold together major WCC social concerns and to integrate them with biblical-theological perspectives. This in turn was followed up by the WCC conference on ‘Faith, Science and the Future’ held in 1979 at a place that was symbolic for the guiding orientation of the conference: the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge MA. Nearly half of the many participants came from the fields of science and technology, and the conference produced a wealth of material. Its report culminated in a series of ethical reflections on faith, science, technology, cultural values, justice and sustainability, the use of scarce resources, human ‘dominion’ and stewardship of creation, the kingdom of God and human decisions and political actions, and appropriate social policies for churches (Shinn and Abrecht 1980, vol. 2, 147–165).

The next WCC Assembly at Vancouver in 1983 was influenced by the 1979 MIT conference, the worsening world economic situation, and the enormous financial investment in armaments for the sake of ‘security’. Accordingly, the relationship between peace and justice was highlighted more dramatically than ever before because ‘without justice for all everywhere we shall never have peace anywhere’ (Gill 1983: 132–133). The development of the international economic order was interpreted in extreme language as ‘idolatry, stemming from human sin, a product of satanic forces’ (Gill 1983: 84). The programme priority of ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’ (JPIC) announced by the WCC at Vancouver (Gill 1983: 255) was notably based on ‘confessing Christ as the life of the world and Christian resistance to the demonic powers in racism, sexism, caste oppression, economic exploitation, militarism, violation of human rights, and the misuse of science and technology’ (Gill 1983: 255).

JPIC quickly caught the attention of the members of the WCC and of many other ecumenical groups and organizations. It was attractive because it summarized under its broad programme-roof major ecumenical social and ethical themes that had been on the ecumenical agenda in recent decades. A number of regional ecumenical conferences on JPIC topics were held between 1986 and 1989, and significant texts, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant, were produced (Lodberg 2004: 329–331), and this rich scientific, theological, and ethical reflection was finally integrated into the ‘Ten Affirmations’ of the World Convocation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation held in Seoul in 1990 (Ecumenical Movement: 317–324).

The period 1965–1990 was one of wide-ranging reflection and methodologically highly diverse approaches, of carefully worded as well as extremely sharp-edged formulations, of radical challenges, profound social and theological insights, and creative ideas that were occasionally carried away by jargon. This remarkable stream of social-ethical reflection, enquiry, and vision has by no means yet been sufficiently researched.

Mission and Evangelism

The integration of the vigorous International Missionary Council (IMC), founded in 1921, with the WCC at the 1961 WCC Assembly in New Delhi exposed the new Division (from 1971, Commission) on World Mission and Evangelism (D/CWME) to a much broader and more diverse constituency than the specialized constituency of the former IMC. This explains, in part, why the mission-related activities of the WCC were much more heavily rocked by debates and controversies than other sections of the Council. The story (see Larsson and Castro 2004; Conway 2004: 440–444; Dictionary: 786–789) began with the World Mission Conference at Mexico City in 1963, the first one organized by the new DWME. It announced a holistic mission concept, ‘mission in six continents’, that is mission no longer conceived as a North–South movement of professionals sent by missions (plural), but mission (singular) as participation in God’s mission in all places, universally and locally.

This initially more geographically orientated concept of mission was expanded and differentiated by the next world mission conference at Bangkok in 1973, under the theme ‘Salvation Today’, to an all-encompassing vision of mission as the task of the whole church proclaiming the whole gospel to the whole person in the whole world. The idea of a ‘moratorium’, a partial reduction of western missionary personnel and funds in order to overcome the dependency of churches in the South (Larsson and Castro 2004: 126–127; also Ecumenical Movement: 364), was hotly discussed. This proposal, made by liberal and well-funded mission administrators and missiologists, had only limited effect because many regarded it as unrealistic. An important positive impact, however, of the post-Bangkok debates was the concept of ‘partnership’ whereby some mission agencies (e.g. in France, England, and Germany) changed their governing boards to include representatives of their overseas partners.

The next two CWME-organized world mission conferences continued the complex line established by Bangkok of being theologically highly creative and ecumenically deeply divisive. Melbourne in 1980 was inspired by the Latin American Catholic bishops’ ingenious formulation, already seen, of God’s ‘preferential option for the poor’ and even radicalized it by seeing the poor not simply as the addressees of social mission/assistance but as belonging to the essence of the gospel in the perspective of the coming reign of God. It is therefore necessary to side with the poor against political and economic systems of oppression. San Antonio in 1989 faced the already long-standing question in mission history concerning relationships with other world religions. The conference tried to avoid some of the rather more extreme recent interpretations—e.g. God and the Holy Spirit being active in other religions—by agreeing on a compromise: (1) We cannot point to any other way of salvation than Jesus Christ. (2) At the same time we cannot put any limit to God’s saving power. (3) There is a tension between these affirmations which we acknowledge and cannot resolve (Dictionary: 788). Many critics would have preferred a clearer confession of the unique saving authority of Jesus Christ, but San Antonio was concerned to formulate a holistic understanding of mission by holding together ‘spiritual and material needs, prayer and action, evangelism and social responsibility, dialogue and witness, power and vulnerability, local and universal’ (Kinnamon 2004: 60).

Two developments further extended inherited concepts of mission. First, the Christian Medical Commission (CMC) was created by the DWME in 1968, with an emphasis on the church as a healing and caring community. Second, the Urban Rural Mission (URM), established by the CWME in 1978, sought to respond to the situation of the poor and marginalized in rural communities and in new rapidly growing industrialized regions. URM groups played a pioneering role in community organizing and empowerment, and they often moved beyond recognizable Christian positions, thereby reinforcing criticism of WCC mission activities.

Criticism of the 1973 Bangkok conference and of the CWME in general for holding an ideologically permeated emphasis on social mission led to the emergence of a new, alternative mission movement. The International Congress on World Evangelization met at Lausanne in 1974. About 60 per cent of the nearly 2,500 participants came from member churches of the WCC. They formulated the ‘Lausanne Covenant’ (Ecumenical Movement: 358–363), with a stress on evangelization as the proclamation of the biblical, historical Christ as Saviour and Lord. However, para. 6 of the Covenant also called for ‘the whole church to take the whole Gospel to the whole world’ (Ecumenical Movement: 360)—rather like the approach of Bangkok.

Even before the next congress of the Lausanne Movement at Pattaya, Thailand, in 1980, attempts were made to indicate convergences between Bangkok 1973, the Lausanne Covenant, and the 1975 apostolic exhortation of Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi (Pope Paul VI 1975), for example with regard to their common affirmation that the gospel addresses both the spiritual and material dimensions of life (Kinnamon 2004: 61–62; Larsson and Castro 2004: 139). In 1976, the Lausanne Movement adopted a more permanent structure, the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization.

The major 1982 CWME statement, ‘Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical Affirmation’ (Ecumenical Movement: 372–383), bridged diverse positions on mission and evangelism and sought to re-establish a balance between clear proclamation of the gospel and the critical-prophetic challenges of Bangkok and Melbourne. It was highly praised as the most important ecumenical mission statement thus far, commanding a broad assent also in evangelical circles. At the end of our period, the 1990 encyclical letter of Pope John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio (Pope John Paul II 1990, nn. 28–29, 55), contained views that were similar to those of San Antonio—and those expressed earlier by Vatican II (Second Vatican Council 1964, n. 16)—regarding people of other religions and their chances of salvation.

Theological Developments

The theological centre of the ecumenical movement from the start has been the Faith and Order movement, which became a commission of the newly formed WCC in 1948. In our period, seven major conferences of the Commission on Faith and Order, each with about 200 participants, together with the annual meetings of the Faith and Order Standing Commission and over a hundred sessions of study commissions and drafting groups enriched the ecumenical movement with a remarkable series of insights and initiatives. All of this is expressed in many texts, reports, statements, and contributions to WCC assemblies, and it is absolutely necessary to keep them present in our ecumenical memory. Elements of this Faith and Order heritage are here summarized in six sections (detailed surveys and texts can be found in Gassmann 1993a and Gassmann 1993b: 15–31).

Visible Unity/Communion of the Church

In 1964, Faith and Order began studies on the nature of unity and on ecumenical councils and conciliarity that influenced the Uppsala Assembly’s desire for ‘a truly universal, ecumenical, conciliar form of common life and witness’ and its vision of a ‘genuinely universal council’ (Goodall 1968: 17). The following Assembly in 1975 at Nairobi received a Faith and Order text (from Salamanca 1973) that envisaged a ‘conciliar fellowship of local churches’ united in faith, sacraments, confession, and communion (Paton 1976: 60). In 1978 at Bangalore the Commission agreed on three fundamental requirements for visible unity: common understanding of the apostolic faith; mutual recognition of baptism, eucharist, and ministry; and agreement on common ways of teaching and decision-making (Gassmann 1993a: 21). Faith and Order finally prepared probably the most important statement so far regarding unity for the Canberra Assembly of the WCC in 1991 on the theme ‘The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling’ (Kinnamon 1991: 172–174). The emphasis was on koinonia/communion—instead of unity—within the comprehensive context of God’s saving purpose for humanity and creation.

Essential Elements of Communion: Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry

This trio has been a regular part of Faith and Order discussions since the 1920s. Preliminary results of many meetings on the three issues were integrated at the 1974 Faith and Order meeting in Accra into the document ‘One Baptism, One Eucharist and a Mutually Recognized Ministry’ (Gassmann 1993a: 24), which received considerable attention from the churches. Further revisions and clarifications and finally the discussion at the Commission meeting in 1982 at Lima, with simultaneous revisions by a steering group during the concluding sessions, produced a little ecumenical miracle: the famous ‘BEM’ text on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order 1982). The text indicates agreements and convergences and gives suggestions for further work, and it was translated into more than thirty-five languages, printed in nearly half a million copies, and discussed in hundreds of groups. More than 180 churches, including the Roman Catholic Church, officially responded to it, and many parts of it, though not all, found general approval. The most widely distributed and discussed ecumenical text thus far, BEM has become an important reference point and is much appreciated as a result of serious theological effort.

Confessing the One Faith

There has always been a recognition that the fundamental convictions of the Christian faith have been preserved and confessed by most Christian churches. This presupposition was taken up by Faith and Order in a series of studies on specific aspects of the Christian faith (e.g. ‘Creation, New Creation and the Unity of the Church’, 1964; see Handspicker 1986, 153) and in studies and group work leading to the important and widely acclaimed 1978 statement, ‘A Common Account of Hope’ (Gassmann 1993a: 30). In 1978 at Bangalore the Commission highlighted the ‘common understanding of the apostolic faith’ as the first requirement of visible unity and initiated a study process in the course of which the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 and its ecumenical significance received increased attention. In 1982, the Commission launched at Lima the study project, ‘Towards the Common Expression of the Apostolic Faith Today’, and in 1990 a study document was approved for discussion in the churches: Confessing the One Faith: An Ecumenical Explication of the Apostolic Faith as it is Confessed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381) (Faith and Order 1991; see Gassman 1993a: 30–33).

The Relation between Unity and Renewal in the Church

Tired of the repetitive debate regarding whether common social witness and action or theological dialogue and agreement is more important for the ecumenical movement, Faith and Order has sought to underline the unity of diverse ecumenical efforts. Encouraged by the 1968 Uppsala Assembly, a study programme on ‘The Unity of the Church and the Unity of Mankind’ was pursued from 1969. The study provoked quite serious differences of opinion (e.g. on the ‘unity of mankind’), and only a provisional report, ‘Towards Unity in Tension’, was accepted in 1974 at Accra (Gassmann 1993a: 25–27).

A new start was made in 1982, again at Lima, when a study on ‘The Unity of the Church and the Renewal [avoiding the ambiguous “unity”] of Human Community’ was authorized as a major project. Consultations between 1984 and 1989 reflected on the interrelation of Church and humanity, developed the concept of the Church as ‘mystery’ and ‘prophetic sign’, and considered the ecclesiological implications of the churches’ engagement for justice and for the community of women and men in church and society. A study document was approved in 1990, Church and World: The Unity of the Church and the Renewal of Human Community (Faith and Order 1990), which stimulated considerable interest because of its theological bridge-building between ecclesiology and social ethics.

Community of Women and Men

At the first World Conference on Faith and Order at Lausanne in 1927 the women delegates asked the conference ‘to realise the significance of the fact that out of nearly 400 delegates only seven are women…[W]e believe that the right place of women in the Church and in the councils of the Church is [a subject] of grave moment’ (Bate 1927: 372–373). Since then much has changed and pressure for a greater presence and responsibility of women in the churches has increased. This found expression at the 1974 WCC consultation on ‘Sexism in the 1970s: Discrimination against Women’, and in response a study was undertaken from 1978–1981, under the joint responsibility of Faith and Order and the WCC subunit on Women in Church and Society, on ‘The Community of Women and Men in the Church’ (Raiser 2004: 244–250; Gassmann 1993a: 27).

The study represented a new stage in the ecumenical debate on the place of women because of its broader scope (women and men), constructive focus (community), and its participatory and ecclesiological framework, and it prompted enormous interest. To evaluate its impact and results a WCC conference on ‘The Community of Women and Men in the Church’ was organized in 1981 at Sheffield. The impulses from Sheffield led to even stronger sensitivity in favour of improving the place and co-responsibility of women in ecclesial life. An ecumenical ‘Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women’ was launched in 1988 and found a lively echo in many local activities and programmes. Another consequence of Sheffield was the 1981 decision of the WCC Central Committee to set up a quota system for the representation of women at all WCC events. Since then the issue of quotas has occupied all ecumenical and confessional organizations and many churches (Raiser 2004: 256–258).

A further implication of the ecumenical debate on women in church and society was the question of the ordination of women. Calls for the ordination of women met with opposition especially—but not only—from the Orthodox churches and from the RCC (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 1976). There were efforts to discuss the issue in a broader biblical, historical, and theological framework, e.g. at the remarkable 1988 Orthodox consultation on the island of Rhodes on ‘The Place of Women in the Orthodox Church and the Question of the Ordination of Women’, which explored ways to achieve a fuller participation of women and touched on the ministry of deaconesses as a possible step forward. The debates have generally helped to improve the place and role of women in many churches (Raiser 2004: 251–253).

A New and Important Ecumenical Method: Bilateral Dialogues

The 1960s saw the start of bilateral theological dialogues sponsored by Christian world communions or by individual churches. These dialogues have developed into a major expression and instrument of ecumenical theological endeavour in terms of the number of participants involved, the number of commissions and meetings, and also the available finance—far exceeding that available for other ecumenical theological work. In our period, a number of dialogues achieved substantial agreement on formerly divisive issues, demonstrating their great ecumenical significance (see GA and GA II).

Specific ecumenical concerns such as the theological struggle towards manifesting full communion between churches require specific institutional ‘carriers’, without which they would be in danger of being obscured or lost in the ups and downs of ecumenical history. In the period 1965–1990 Faith and Order and, increasingly, the various bilateral dialogues served as such carriers—important theological instruments of the ecumenical movement.
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Chapter 5

Consolidation and Challenge: 1990—Present


Thomas F. Best





‘Winter under cultivation

is as arable as Spring’

Emily Dickinson1




Introduction

Christians are one in Christ through their common baptism into Christ and into Christ’s one body, the church, in its diverse forms. The ecumenical movement strives to make that unity more visible and effective in the churches’ own lives, and in their common witness and service to the world.

By 1990 the ecumenical movement had already left an impressive legacy. A remarkable 180 official church responses to the 1982 World Council of Churches (WCC) Faith and Order convergence text Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM; Faith and Order Commission 2007) had been received; in South Africa, negotiations between the government and the African National Congress (ANC) continued, validating the ecumenical movement’s costly struggle against apartheid; Eastern and Oriental Orthodox churches were nearing reconciliation after 1,500 years’ separation; major conferences had been held in 1989 on Mission in San Antonio, and on Peace with Justice in Basel; major conferences on diakonia had been held in Larnaca in 1986 and El Escorial in 1987; the Ecumenical Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with Women had been launched in 1988; significant bilateral discussions continued apace; and major church unions had been consummated, with no fewer than ten active union discussions in process. Ecumenical expectations were high, and justly so.

There were also challenges. The churches had expanded their common understanding of the apostolic faith, and moved towards mutual recognition of baptism, Eucharist, and ministry; but they remained far from agreement on the crucial issue of common ways of teaching and decision-making. In Eastern Europe, the Orthodox faced the challenge of promoting faith and mission in nations which had endured seventy years of official atheist ideology, of having church property restored, and of balancing their historic ecumenical engagement with a resurgent—and often anti-ecumenical—nationalism.

The fall of the apartheid regime in South Africa had brought a moral victory for the ecumenical movement, but at a heavy cost in financial support. The end of dictatorships in Eastern Europe and Latin America left lingering questions: had the ecumenical movement, in supporting its member churches, distanced itself sufficiently from oppressive regimes? And above all: were we entering an ‘ecumenical winter’ driven by disappointed hopes for the sharing of the Lord’s Supper between Protestants and Roman Catholics?

Conciliar and Multilateral Ecumenism

The BEM response process identified the issue of ecclesiology as central; since 1990 the notion of koinonia (communion) has been central to the ecumenical discussion of ecclesiology. Coming from the New Testament, the term indicates both the believer’s individual relationship to Christ and the churches’ relationships with one another, both spiritually and practically. Its classic expression comes from the WCC’s Seventh Assembly in Canberra in 1991 and the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order held in Santiago de Compostela in 1993:

The unity of the Church to which we are called is a koinonia given and expressed in the common confession of the apostolic faith; a common sacramental life entered by the one baptism and celebrated together in one eucharistic fellowship; a common life in which members and ministries are mutually recognized and reconciled; and a common mission witnessing to all people to the gospel of God’s grace and serving the whole of creation. The goal of the search for full communion is realized when all the churches are able to recognize in one another the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church in its fullness. This full communion will be expressed on the local and the universal levels through conciliar forms of life and action. In such communion churches are bound in all aspects of their life together at all levels in confessing the one faith and engaging in worship and witness, deliberation and action.

(Best and Gassman 1994: 269–270; compare World Council of Churches 1991: 2.1)

Notably, this leaves open the crucial question of what structural forms are necessary to manifest the churches’ unity.

Ecclesiology remains central, with two principal ecumenical texts now before the churches. The first, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order Commission 2013), is only the second ‘convergence text’ in the long history of Faith and Order (the first being BEM). It seeks renewal among the churches by showing how far they agree—and disagree—on what it means to be the one Church of Jesus Christ today. The second text before the churches, ‘Called to be the One Church’ (adopted remarkably by all 349 WCC member churches at the WCC Ninth Assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2006), stresses Christian unity through common baptism, and challenges churches to put into practice the agreements they have already made (World Council of Churches 2007).

As new church-dividing issues such as abortion and gender identity have arisen, the ecumenical discussion has focused on anthropology—shared Christian understandings of the human person made in the image of God—as a basis for continued discussion of divisive issues. Studies on Tradition and traditions, and on moral decision-making, deal directly with questions of authority to help the churches move to new forms of common deliberation and decision-making.

Worship remains for many the touchstone of ecumenical progress. Even if hopes that Protestants, Roman Catholics, and Orthodox could take communion together have not materialized, common services of the word have become more widespread. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2008; with unofficial joint preparation beginning before the Second Vatican Council, it is the oldest Protestant–Roman Catholic collaborative venture and for many Christians their main, if not only, ecumenical experience each year. Notably, new initiatives were also undertaken in 1997 by the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC to establish a common date of Easter for Eastern and Western churches (Faith and Order Commission 1997).

In the field of mission, the decisive event was the 2010 centennial of the 1910 Edinburgh Mission Conference. This embraced a remarkably inclusive range of partners, from the WCC to the World Evangelical Alliance and the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, to Christian World Communions, and to local ecumenical bodies (Best 2011). The strong presence of evangelicals brought lingering tensions to the surface (Dowsett 2010): is ‘spiritual’ unity sufficient, or does visible and effective unity require institutional form? Nevertheless, relations between the ecumenical and evangelical communities have strengthened, as seen in the joint statement on mission issued by the World Council of Churches, the Roman Catholic Church’s Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, and the World Evangelical Alliance (World Council of Churches et al. 2011).

Ecumenical social witness expressed itself through the Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with Women (1988–1998), focusing on women’s participation in the church and on economic justice, racism, and violence against women. The Decade’s ‘Living Letters’ programme brought the global ecumenical movement into direct contact with local Christians and churches. Another Decade, that to Overcome Violence (2001–2010), culminated in the International Ecumenical Peace Convocation held in Jamaica in 2011. Gathering nearly 1,000 persons from more than a hundred nations, this introduced ‘just peace’ as an alternative to ‘just war’, calling for peace in the community, with the earth, in the marketplace, and among the peoples.

Work on ecclesiology and ethics has continued to energize the historic relation between Faith and Order and Life and Work, two classic wings of the ecumenical movement. One study insisted, controversially, that ecumenical ethical engagement is intrinsic to the church (Best and Robra 1997: 29). Strikingly, the current Faith and Order moderator, Susan Durber (elected in 2015), a biblical scholar deeply committed to Christian unity, has served as theological adviser for Christian Aid, one of the most prominent Christian aid and development agencies worldwide. International programmes have been complemented by a host of national and local initiatives, for example the Philippine Ecumenical Peace Platform (PEPP), bringing together the National Council of Churches in the Philippines, the Roman Catholic Church, evangelical and other Christian groups for theological reflection and common witness.

Yet the area of social witness has also brought new divisions, especially in relation to questions such as abortion and gender identity. The Anglican experience encapsulates this: following the declaration of the thirteenth Lambeth Conference in 1998 that homosexual unions were not compatible with Scripture, a diocese in Canada blessed same-sex unions, and a gay bishop was consecrated in the United States. These moves, made in good conscience, had serious repercussions ecumenically, and especially for the Anglican–Roman Catholic bilateral dialogue.

Churches and councils of churches have retained their strong commitment to diakonia, now understood as including development and empowerment, and addressing root causes of poverty. A notable example is the unit on Life and Service of the Middle East Council of Churches, which promotes social reconciliation, human development, and self-reliance programmes through services to refugees, displaced persons, and migrants. At the same time aid and relief work has shifted focus: rather than channelling funds through councils of churches, many agencies (including those receiving government funding) work directly with projects and congregations at the local level; and many local congregations in the global North now bypass traditional denominational or ecumenical channels, establishing direct partnerships with congregations in the global South.

Since 1990, significant developments have occurred in interfaith relations. Migration and globalization have brought persons of diverse faiths closer together than ever before. The ecumenical movement has responded through comparative study of religions; dialogue on the cultural and political role of religion; and local dialogues, helping Christians to understand and live with neighbours of other faiths. Terrorist attacks worldwide have led many ecumenical organizations to strengthen interfaith study and dialogue, particularly in relation to Islam (for example the Theology, Ecumenism and Interfaith Directorate of the All Africa Conference of Churches, and the Interfaith Relations Commission of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA). Parallel to this has been a new awareness of social and diakonal issues within interfaith dialogue, a notable example being the Asian Interfaith Conference on Religious Response to HIV/AIDS held in 2011.

Councils of churches continue to be the most vibrant expression of multilateral ecumenism at international, regional, national, and local levels. Most councils have grown in both their membership and programmes, as shown for example in the dramatically increased Roman Catholic participation in national councils, from membership in thirty-three national councils in 1986 to seventy in 2004. Many councils have taken creative steps—for example the Massachusetts Council of Churches (US) has increased its Orthodox membership—while encouraging and enabling local ecumenism through practical, concrete suggestions on the theme of ecumenical hospitality. Nevertheless, councils, especially in the northern hemisphere, are affected by the declining resources of their member churches, and everywhere face ecclesiological questions: are they only the servants of their member churches? Do they not have a certain ‘ecclesial density’, as expressed in their programmes for common confession, worship, and witness?

A significant, but ambiguous, development has seen Christianity’s centre of gravity shift from the northern towards the southern hemisphere: ‘the centers of the church’s universality [are] no longer in Geneva, Rome, Athens, Paris, London, New York, but Kinshasa, Buenos Aires, Addis Ababa and Manila’ (Jenkins 2011: 2, quoting John Mbiti). Reflecting declining church membership in the North as well as higher birth rates in the South, this has strengthened some churches engaged in the ecumenical movement, but, more dramatically, has strengthened other churches historically distant from ecumenism (evangelicals, independents, and some Pentecostals).

For many in the global South, traditional unity discussions are simply a distraction from Christian witness against unjust social and political systems. Or, more radically, historic issues dividing churches in the North are seen as simply irrelevant, with traditional confessional differences seen as artificial distinctions, inherited from abroad. Challenges to the North now arise from the South: African churches have led opposition to the ordination of openly gay clergy, and evangelical churches in Korea are sending missionaries to evangelize Europe and the United States.

Churches and ecumenical structures have reacted to these developments in a variety of ways. International ecumenical gatherings are now expected to reflect the full diversity not only of Christian confessions but also of God’s people worldwide. Locally, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the US and Canada has continued to encourage its mission-founded churches abroad to enter local church unions, as a way of indigenizing the Gospel. The Council for World Mission has consolidated its transformation from a colonial British mission agency to an international community of churches sharing together in God’s mission as equal partners (Council for World Mission website). Yet complex questions remain: 60 per cent of the Christian population may be in the South, but global ecumenical institutions still lie overwhelmingly in the North, from whence comes some 83 per cent of Christian income. The relationship between Northern and Southern churches will remain an issue for decades to come.

Bilateral, Church Union, and Confessional Ecumenism

Since 1990, the Christian World Communions (CWCs) have grown in self-confidence, but also in ecumenical engagement: for example the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the Reformed Ecumenical Council united in 2006 to form the World Communion of Reformed Churches. Notably the bilateral dialogues among CWCs have become one of the most productive aspects of the ecumenical movement, with a growing constituency.

Two achievements have special importance. First, in 1990 the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox families of churches, having resolved the fundamental Christological disagreement which has prevented them from sharing Eucharist together since the Council of Chalcedon in 451, recommended the mutual lifting of anathemas between them (O-OO 1990). A further meeting in 1993 reaffirmed that, despite historical factors and the use of different language, ‘both families have loyally maintained the authentic Orthodox christological doctrine, and the unbroken continuity of the apostolic tradition, though they may have used christological terms in different ways’, and suggested practical measures to implement this historic decision (O-OO 1993).

Second, in 1999 the Lutheran–Roman Catholic Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification resolved one of the key theological differences driving the Protestant Reformation, with the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church declaring together that ‘The teaching of the Lutheran churches presented in the declaration does not fall under the condemnations from the council of Trent. The condemnations in the Lutheran confessions do not apply to the teaching of [the] Roman Catholic Church presented in this declaration’ (L-C 1990: §41).

The World Methodist Council has associated itself with this achievement. Other bodies hesitated, for example the (then) World Alliance of Reformed Churches, on the grounds that the doctrine of justification was not the issue over which they had separated from Rome; moreover, they were not prepared to deal with the issue of justification without also dealing with issues of justice in church and society. However, in 2017, the World Communion of Reformed Churches did associate itself with the Joint Declaration, significantly advancing a pan-Protestant–Roman Catholic solution to this key Reformation issue.

Notable bilateral achievements have also come at the regional and national levels. For example, the Porvoo Agreement ‘to share a common life in mission and service’ (Porvoo Communion 1992, chap. V, A, Joint Declaration), concluded between the Anglican churches of Britain and Ireland and the Nordic and Baltic Lutheran churches (1996), made significant strides in the recognition of episcopal ministries, with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark joining in 2010. The Waterloo Declaration established ‘full Communion’ between Lutherans and Anglicans in Canada (2001), with the churches recognizing the ‘full authenticity’ of each other’s ministries and pledging themselves to consultation and common programming wherever possible, including holding joint meetings of their decision-making bodies (L-A 2001, Affirmations and Declaration).

The united churches continue to embody the most complete form of organic union as traditionally understood. From 1990 to 2006 eleven unions were reported, notably those of the United Church in Jamaica and the Cayman Islands in 1992, the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa in 1999 (which had special significance in that context as a union of ‘white’ and ‘black’ churches), and the Protestant Church in the Netherlands in 2004. As of 2006 a further eleven union negotiations were reported as showing particular signs of life (Best 2006). Despite the earlier unions in the Indian subcontinent incorporating Anglican churches, the issue of episcopal ministry remained intractable: the Scottish Churches Initiative for Union, dating back to the 1950s, finally foundered in 2003 on differences between churches which could not live with bishops and those which could not live without them. In the United States, Churches Uniting in Christ (the 2002 successor to the long-standing Consultation on Church Union) has also faltered on the issue of episcopal ministry, though some energy remains for work against racism.

At their Eighth Consultation, in Johannesburg in 2008, United and Uniting Churches reiterated their intention not to form another Christian World Communion (United and Uniting Churches 2010). It remains to be seen whether this long-standing commitment will strengthen, or finally weaken, the distinctive witness of united churches within the ecumenical movement.

Developments within two confessional families have had particular implications for the ecumenical movement. First, Orthodox concerns mooted as early as 1986 at the Third Pan-Orthodox Preconciliar Conference at Chambésy grew in intensity through the 1990s; these included issues of ecclesiology, ecumenical positions on personal ethical issues, common worship, and representation in ecumenical bodies (in which the Orthodox found themselves far outnumbered). It fell to the WCC—as the primary expression of global Orthodox ecumenical engagement—to be the place where these issues were addressed.

A Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC was established at the WCC’s Eighth Assembly in Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1998. Its ‘Final Report’ in 2002 identified ‘two basic ecclesiological self-understandings, namely of those churches (such as the Orthodox) which identify themselves with the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church, and those which see themselves as parts of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church’ (Special Commission 2003: §15). It called for the WCC to enable ‘the formation of a common mind among the churches, and avoid causing or deepening divisions’ (Special Commission 2003: §34), and made a distinction between ‘[c]onfessional common prayer’, which has a clear ‘ecclesial identity’, and ‘interconfessional common prayer’, which draws on various traditions and is ‘rooted in the past experience of the ecumenical community as well as in the gifts of the member churches to each other’ (Special Commission 2003: §42).

Drawing on Quaker and other models, it proposed a system of consensus decision-making, the emphasis being on reaching ‘the mind of the meeting’ and, where differences remain, each party feeling at least that its concerns have been heard (Special Commission 2003: §§46–52). These proposals led to a sea change in the institutional culture of the WCC and of councils of churches at other levels. It remains to be seen whether—as some have feared—these changes will blunt the edge of the ecumenical movement’s engagement in common worship and in prophetic witness on issues of social justice.

Second, developments within the Roman Catholic Church have also had significant ecumenical repercussions. Several texts reaffirmed that church’s ecumenical engagement: the 1975 document Ecumenical Collaboration at the Regional, National and Local Levels (PCPCU 1975) was superseded by the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism, which explicitly encourages Catholic involvement in councils of churches (PCPCU 1993: nn. 166–171). Most important was the 1995 papal encyclical, Ut Unum Sint, with its repeated call for fraternal relations among the churches, unprecedented reference to ecumenical documents—notably those of Faith and Order—and call for dialogue on the fundamental conditions for Christian unity, including the role of the pope himself (Pope John Paul II 1995).

Not that all has been easy. An ecumenical firestorm was caused by the Vatican declaration Dominus Iesus of 2000, which stated that ‘ecclesial communities which have not preserved the valid Episcopate and the genuine and integral substance of the Eucharistic mystery, are not Churches in the proper sense’ (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 2000: n. 17), and that churches and ecclesial communities ‘not yet in full communion with the Catholic Church…derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Catholic Church’ (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 2000, n. 16). German Protestants asked whether this was consistent with the 1999 Joint Declaration on the Docrine of Justification, already mentioned. This became an exercise in realistic ecumenical expectations: the document on justification had not addressed the crucial issue preventing full communion and eucharistic sharing, namely the recognition and reconciliation of ministries between the churches. It also showed that, within today’s ecumenical community, there are no longer any purely internal documents: what is said by one is heard by all.

Among many positive signs is the Receptive Ecumenism movement launched at a meeting in Durham, England, in 2006. A private initiative from within the Roman Catholic Church, it enjoys at least semi-official sanction and has gathered wide support, seeing ecumenism as:

a mutual process in which each offers its own gifts as well as receiving from those of others, the primary emphasis is upon learning rather than teaching…[T]he ethic…is one wherein each tradition takes responsibility for its own potential learning from others and is, in turn, willing to facilitate the learning of others as requested but without dictating terms and without making others’ learning a precondition to attend to one’s own.  (Kasper 2008: vii)

The Search for New Ecumenical Instruments and Initiatives

The period since 1990 has seen impulses towards new and more inclusive ecumenical instruments, notably the Global Christian Forum founded on the 1998 initiative of WCC General Secretary Konrad Raiser. It has embraced WCC member churches, the World Evangelical Alliance, the Pentecostal World Fellowship, the Roman Catholic Church’s Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, as well as African Instituted churches, and Christian student and other inter-church organizations. Aiming at sharing personal and community faith journeys, and at providing a next-level platform for building relationships, the Forum has so far excluded divisive ecclesial and social issues from its agenda.

A similar effort at the national level—also supported by existing ecumenical bodies—bore fruit in 2006 as Christian Churches Together in the USA (CCT). Aiming at broadening and expanding fellowship, unity, and witness among a broad range of Christian bodies, and committed to a consensus model of decision-making, it includes Orthodox, Roman Catholic, historic Protestants, Pentecostals, evangelicals, racially—and ethnically—identified churches as well as a wide range of inter-church groups, and claims to represent more than 100 million Christians. Distinctively, CCT also includes wherever possible a commitment to programmatic concerns, such as responsible evangelism and common social witness, especially through combatting poverty.

Possible Futures for the Ecumenical Movement

The ecumenical movement has learned, and gained, much since 1990. Ecumenism is now embedded in the lives of the churches: common confession, witness, and (to a lesser extent) worship are increasingly the norm rather than the exception. Ecumenism now includes the people of God in all their diversity: ecumenical structures seek to include persons from a variety of confessional, cultural, social, and gender identities. To be sure, other churches are still to enter this ecumenical space; but evangelicals, Pentecostals, and independents are increasingly involved in the search for a credible common Christian confession, witness, and service. At the same time there has been, paradoxically, a strengthening of denominational identity; it appears that Christians will continue to live within the major historic confessions, including the united and uniting churches.

A host of questions press upon us. First, in an age which celebrates diversity, what is the meaning of unity? What structural forms are required to make unity more visible, and more effective in witness and service to the world? How do we find ways of common deliberation and decision-making? Where does authority lie, and how do we recognize it together? These questions will become only more acute as evangelicals and Pentecostals—who generally are content with a ‘spiritual’ unity, requiring no structural expression—join the ecumenical movement (but see also Armstrong 2010).

Second, what is the ecclesial significance of the ecumenical experience itself? For a hundred years Christians and churches have drawn together in common confession, worship, witness, and service. Councils of churches are not churches, but is there no ‘ecclesial density’ to the ecumenical space that they occupy? Is worship in ecumenical contexts merely the sum of the historic communions represented, or does it have its own distinctive, ecumenical identity, rooted in the ecumenical congregation gathered for worship?

Third, how does the institutional ecumenism conducted by ecumenical professionals relate to the local ecumenism practised by everyday Christians? What about the increasing readiness of some, in a wide range of churches, to practise disobedience with regard to eucharistic sharing? Fourth, what does the shift of the Christian centre of gravity to the global South actually signify? What does ecumenism mean in a context in which church divisions imported from Europe and North America seem less relevant?

Fifth, what are the implications of the societal shift to a new culture marked by networking and online connections? In this brave new world, local churches need not wait for the cumbersome procedures of ecumenical consultation: with their partners anywhere in the world they can quickly make common statements online on the latest ecclesial or political issues. Church and worship, perhaps including even baptism and Eucharist, are becoming present online—with what implications for Christian community? The full impact of these developments will not be clear for many years to come.

Sixth, how does the ecumenical movement respond to the pressing hunger for more fully realized expressions of unity in Christ? Here the notion of mutual accountability has come to the fore. This stresses the churches’ mutual interdependence, and their need to take responsibility for their actions as part of the body of Christ: that they should put into practice the agreements they have made; that they should consider the impact of their actions upon other churches; and that they should consider mutual action with other churches the norm rather than the exception (Best 2011: 326–328; Radano 2012; Tveit 2001).

Mutual accountability has been most fully realized in church unions, as previously divided churches commit themselves to full common life within a single ecclesial structure. But it has also been expressed between still-divided churches: the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the United Church of Christ have formed a single overseas ministry organization, and have appointed representatives of each church to serve on the highest governing bodies of the other, with voice and vote. Bilateral relationships, such as the Waterloo Declaration discussed earlier, have also sought to put mutual accountability into practice at the national level.

The most mature statement on mutual accountability is found in the multilateral document ‘Called to be the One Church’ already mentioned, adopted unanimously by WCC member churches at their 2006 Assembly:

The relationship among churches is dynamically interactive. Each church is called to mutual giving and receiving gifts and to mutual accountability. Each church must become aware of all that is provisional in its life and have the courage to acknowledge this to other churches. Even today, when Eucharistic sharing is not always possible, divided churches express mutual accountability and aspects of catholicity when they pray for one another, share resources, assist one another in times of need, make decisions together, work together for justice, reconciliation, and peace, hold one another accountable to the discipleship inherent in baptism, and maintain dialogue in the face of differences, refusing to say ‘I have no need of you’ (1 Cor 12:21). Apart from one another we are impoverished.

(World Council of Churches 2007: n. 7)

In the end, the ecumenical movement lives from the hunger of Christians, whether ecumenical professionals or those in the pew, for Christian unity. The witness of Lesslie Newbigin, great missionary and architect of the [United] Church of South India, is telling. He noted on his return to the still-divided churches in England:

For twenty-seven years I had been a bishop in the Church of South India…For all these years we had lived in a fellowship where the treasures of the Anglican, Methodist and Reformed traditions were all ours to share. Now we faced the painful necessity of choosing which slot to go into.

(Newbigin 1993: 230, emphasis added)

‘Which slot to go into’ indeed: for everyday Christians the touchstone for ecumenical progress remains their ability to share the Lord’s Supper. So long as they cannot meet at the table of the Lord there will continue to be talk of an ‘ecumenical winter’. There has been recent talk of ‘harvesting the fruits’ of the ecumenical movement over the past hundred years (see Kasper 2009). We have indeed reaped the harvest of ecumenical dialogue and progress. But many say: is it not time to move on? Having harvested the grain, is it not time to bake the bread?
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Introduction

The twentieth century was indeed the ‘ecumenical century’; the Christian churches had never before sought reconciliation to such an extent. The search for reconciliation has marked the life of the Orthodox Church in an unprecedented way. For centuries, the local Orthodox churches—in Orthodox usage, this means the autocephalous churches, e.g. the Church of Georgia—have not been thus consolidated to give their witness to the world, and to consult with one another in seeking common ground on emerging ecclesial issues. In other words, the ecumenical movement has proved to be an instrument for developing the self-understanding of the Orthodox themselves.

From early times, the Orthodox Church developed ambivalent relations with other Christians, and these attitudes continued into the modern ecumenical movement. There were various attempts to seek unity with Christians with whom they were not in eucharistic communion (the aim of the Henotikon of Zeno, the Council of Florence, etc.). In the process of searching for unity, the enthusiasm of the Orthodox was often diminished by their inability to find a solution without being forced into a compromise. The Orthodox experience has been that a discourse on Christian brotherly love soon revealed doctrinal differences; as soon as the Orthodox started seriously to discuss the possibilities of unity, the uniqueness of their doctrine of the church came to the fore.

Georges Florovsky (1893–1979) wrote that even in the first millennium there were a number of differences between the church of the East (using the term in reference to the Chalcedonian churches, namely the ancient Patriarchates of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, and other autocephalous churches such as those of Cyprus, Georgia, and Bulgaria) and the church of the West. However, the differences were such that it was possible for the churches in the East and in the West to maintain their unanimity in most areas of faith—something which has not been possible since the Great Schism in 1054 (Florovsky 1986: 170). Those earlier differences, whether cultural or linguistic, created the background against which the later doctrinal polemic took a distinctive shape.

Since premodern times, through various encounters with the non-Orthodox the Orthodox learned that Christendom was visibly divided (Florovsky 1986: 194). Through premature attempts to seek unity, through the exchange of knowledge, through Roman Catholic and Protestant theological influences, and through experiencing the complexity of the doctrine of the church, when their own views came up against those of others, the Orthodox came to discern a wide range of problems which lie at the heart of the unity and disunity between Christians.

It was not until the nineteenth century, however, that a discussion about rapprochement was concentrated around the doctrine of the church. Until then, political rather than theological motives tended to dominate. The fifteenth-century attempts to heal the rupture with Rome, at the Councils of Basle (1431–1437) and Ferrara-Florence (1438–1445), were followed by new attempts in the mid-sixteenth century to seek rapprochement between the Christians of the Reformation and the Orthodox. (This is an extensive topic in itself: why, at some historical points, did the Orthodox show less interest in building bridges with Rome than with the Lutherans or Reformed, and vice versa?)

By the second decade of the twenty-first century, Orthodox experience of contacts with the Christian world outside their own shows uneven results. Orthodox either strive to detect a certain degree of unity in faith with the non-Orthodox which might lead towards greater rapprochement; or they go to the other extreme in saying that there is no grace outside of the Orthodox Church, and therefore that the whole external world is alien to Christ. The ambivalence in Orthodox relations with other Christians is also shown by the fact that the Orthodox who have been active in the process of rapprochement with fellow Christians have, at the same time, continually been challenging non-Orthodox ecclesiologies or understandings of the church.

The Two Twentieth-Century Encyclicals of the Ecumenical Patriarchate

The encyclical letter of 12 June 1902 by Ecumenical Patriarch Joachim III (d. 1912), addressed to the heads of the Orthodox churches in the context of seeking rapprochement with other Christian churches, emphasized the indissoluble bond of the local Orthodox churches themselves. The fundamental place attributed to church unity in Orthodox theology has traditionally been manifested in the context of charity and prayer. While encouraging rapprochement, the letter states that there is only one church headed by Christ, and that it is one in faith and follows the decisions of the Seven Ecumenical Councils. Then the letter calls members of the Orthodox Church to find a common agreement on what might be the best way for a fraternal approach.

The second encyclical letter of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, issued in 1920, has become a landmark in the ecumenical movement. The opening paragraph states that rapprochement between the Christian churches is not excluded by the doctrinal differences between them and it proposes a common study for ‘the preparation and advancement of that blessed union which will be completed in the future in accordance with the will of God’ (FitzGerald 2009: 62). Two measures are pointed out as necessary:

First, we consider as necessary and indispensable the removal and abolition of all the mutual mistrust and bitterness among the different churches which arise from the tendency of some of them to entice and proselytize adherents of other confessions.…After this essential re-establishment of sincerity and confidence among the churches, we consider, secondly, that above all, love should be rekindled and strengthened among the churches, so that they should no more consider one another as strangers and foreigners, but as relatives, and as being a part of the household of Christ.  (FitzGerald 2009: 63)

In contemporary language, the encyclical in fact calls for mutual accountability between the churches, for a sharing of knowledge about their respective traditions, and for commitment to a common diaconal work. This agenda could be promoted only in the context of mutual repentance, forgiveness, and love. It was a call to recapture the like-mindedness of Christians through the recognition of their own past mistakes and bitterness, and by committing themselves to the bond of Christian love. The encyclical not only captured the ‘signs of the times’, but also prophetically showed a path towards the fulfilment of the Lord’s will that there be one flock and one shepherd: ‘that all may be one’ (John 17:21). It indicates ten commandments, as it were, that must be fulfilled for there to be closer relations among Christians (FitzGerald 2009: 63–64), all of which have been taken up seriously by the ecumenical movement in the decades since then. In the final paragraph, the letter refers to the fellowship between the churches using the Greek word koinonia (communion, fellowship; FitzGerald 2009: 65), which has become one of the key concepts in the history of the ecumenical movement.

The letter also spoke about the threat to Christendom at that historical moment. The dangers attacking the very foundations of the Christian faith were largely attributed to the First World War, which had accelerated unhealthy symptoms already existing in the life of Christendom. The increase of secular values, fighting steadily against Christian principles, was seen as a threat which should be studied by all the churches together. One of the most remarkable aspects of the encyclical of 1920 was a call to set up a structure for defending common Christian principles, one similar to the League of Nations (FitzGerald 2009: 65). The first General Secretary of the World Council of Churches (WCC), Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft (1900–1985), later commented: ‘With its 1920 Encyclical, Constantinople rang the bell of our assembling’ (Tsetsis 1994: 272; also Visser ’t Hooft 1982: 1–8).

In the period prior to the celebrated encyclical of 1920 and the first World Conference on Faith and Order in Lausanne in 1927, the Orthodox were already showing a serious interest in historical study of the doctrinal differences between the churches for the sake of the unity of the Christian church. At the Local Council of the Russian Orthodox Church held in Moscow in 1917–1918, the question of rapprochement was one of the serious issues which, together with many other issues both important and beneficial for the Orthodox Church, could not be fully treated for historic reasons. On 1 August 1918, the council passed a note, signed by thirty-three members, about creating a ‘department of unity of Christian churches’. On 3 August, the council decided to create such a group; forty-four council participants became its members, headed by the Archbishop of North America, Evdokim (Meshcherskii, d. 1935) (Orthodoxy 1999: 65). In the seventh and final session of the department on 17 September 1918 it was proposed that ‘the Council suggests the holy Synod to create a permanent Committee with two departments—in Russia and outside of Russia—to study further problems related to Old Catholics and Anglicans so that all difficulties on the way to unity will be overcome and to assist as much as possible in reaching the goal’ (Orthodoxy 1999: 66).

Unfortunately, this topic did not appear on the agenda of the very last session of a special group of bishops dealing with dogmatic and theological issues, held on 9 September 1918—according to the Gregorian calendar, or 22 September in the Julian calendar, still used in the Russian Orthodox Church. Therefore it did not find its way into the official Collection of Resolutions of the Holy Council of the Russian Orthodox Church. What is important, however, is that the council gave serious attention to the idea of ecumenism, and was positively inclined towards it (Orthodoxy 1999: 7).

The 1927 Lausanne Conference and its Aftermath

From 1920 onwards, the Orthodox participated in the preparatory process for the first World Conference on Faith and Order held at Lausanne in 1927. By then, a convergence can be detected among the Orthodox regarding unity in faith—the goal most often referred to as a foundation of rapprochement (see Limouris 1994: 13). In Lausanne, the Orthodox delegation stated its own position in a separate document read to the conference by Metropolitan Germanos of Thyateira (1872–1951), of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. The statement echoes some points from the encyclical of 1920, such as, for example, the priority given to the creation of a League of Churches. The Orthodox committed themselves to vote only for the first report of the conference—the Message of the Church—which in their view was drafted on the basis of the teaching of Holy Scripture. They confirmed once more the Orthodox conviction that ‘in matters of faith and conscience there is no room for compromising’ (Limouris 1994: 13).

Among a number of distinguished Orthodox representatives at the Lausanne conference was archpriest Sergii Bulgakov (1871–1944), who had a remarkable intellectual influence on Russian religious thinking, on Orthodox thought in general, and also far beyond. Bulgakov thought that the search for unity was a promising achievement of ecumenism (Orthodoxy 1999: 120), and that the existing unity of the churches was a positive foundation for their rapprochement; without it, rapprochement would not be possible (Orthodoxy 1999: 133).

Ecumenism is the experience of the ecclesial consciousness searching for church unity in the midst of contradictory processes: on the one hand, identifying confessional differences and, on the other hand, acknowledging the growth of church unity. This antinomy can easily be removed by the grace of the Holy Spirit in a new synthesis, not through an agreement or compromise but with a new inspiration. The difference is most visible in the field of dogmatics. But church unity lies at the heart of Christian teaching.  (Orthodoxy 1999: 119)

Bulgakov did not see any difference between Christians of different traditions in their love and striving for the Lord. Therefore he encouraged all to listen to the language of Christian mystics, which is accessible to all. However, his charismatic approach to Christian unity, convinced that the spiritual life that brings the faithful close to the divine reality is a more powerful uniting force than a dogmatic consciousness, has been criticized by other Orthodox in the ecumenical movement (Orthodoxy 1999: 123).

It is interesting that the émigré Orthodox of that generation spoke about the importance of recovering ‘like-mindedness’ among Christians, and of finding grace outside the Orthodox Church, and indeed outside any church, in the non-Christian world. As Bulgakov said: ‘Between the churches, there exist not only mutually exclusive relations but also inter-wovenness. Beyond the fence [around the church], for us, is not an empty space but the Christian world to which belongs [a] certain churchness/ecclesiality. This clearly speaks about the unity of the church which is a fact and a task at the same time’ (Orthodoxy 1999: 118).

In his seminal article on ‘The Boundaries of the Church’ (first published in 1933), Florovsky also argued against the idea that there is no ecclesial reality beyond the Orthodox Church; as well as canonical limits there are also charismatic borders, he said, implying that a certain ecclesial reality exists beyond the canonical borders.

As a mystical organism, as the sacramental Body of Christ, the Church cannot be adequately described in canonical terms or categories alone. It is impossible to state or discern the true limits of the Church simply by canonical signs or marks. Very often the canonical boundary also determines the charismatic boundary; what is bound on earth is bound by an indissoluble knot in heaven. But not always. Still more often, not immediately.  (Florovsky 1989a, 37)

Another outstanding Russian thinker of the time, the philosopher Nicholas Berdyaev (1874–1948), also made prophetic statements in evaluating the ecumenical movement as ‘most timely’. He believed that global problems were damaging the spirit of Christianity and he therefore emphasized the importance of Christian unity (Orthodoxy 1999: 144). ‘In order to get excited by the ecumenical movement, there is need to realize the historical sins of one’s own confession. There is a need to feel the arrival of new times and of new tasks arising for Christianity that has to surmount confessional provincialism’ (Orthodoxy 1999: 134). Berdyaev pointed out the most characteristic aspect of Orthodox theology—the divine-human interaction—and gave full credit to its role in the ecumenical endeavour: ‘It is most important to realize that the church is the divine-human process, the interaction of the divine and human. In the history of the church not only God is active but human beings also’ (Orthodoxy 1999: 136).

Shortly after Lausanne 1927, the Russian émigré theologian Nicholas Arseniev (1889–1977) published a summary of the conference. He gave a very high evaluation of the Orthodox delegates present in Lausanne from various local churches, and praised them for the depth of their knowledge and their high degree of commitment to the conference.

This was a big step forward towards the bringing closer together of the protestant religious groups. The Orthodox Church can welcome such a step. At the same time, this was a big step of the whole range of protestant organizations towards the past, the tradition, their own roots, that are closer to an ecclesial character than their present situation. Here there is a good influence of the Orthodox Church, its readiness to share its ecclesial richness and experience and, at the same time, its own steadfastness.  (Orthodoxy 1999: 82)

Arseniev later called the Lausanne conference ‘most remarkable and deep in spirit as well as spiritually creative’ (Orthodoxy 1999: 108–109). The general opinion of the Orthodox at that time was, in Arseniev’s words, that the Christian churches discovered that they were closer than they had thought.

At the Second World Conference on Faith and Order in 1937 in Edinburgh, the Orthodox made further critical comments regarding the ‘vague and abstract language’ used about matters of faith, and stressed that ‘the Church and not the “Word” (i.e. the written and preached Word) [is] primary in the work of our salvation’ (Limouris 1994: 16–17). Their message also expressed regret that the Orthodox could not see more progress between Lausanne 1927 and Edinburgh 1937. However, those differences should not hinder the churches from pursuing their search for unity.

The Third World Conference on Faith and Order (Lund, 1952) was attended by fewer Orthodox representatives; but among those present were such prominent figures as Georges Florovsky, Chrysostomos Constantinides (1921–2006), and Emilianos Timiadis (1916–2008). The Orthodox message referred to a delicate aspect of the exercise of authority in the church: ‘In the Greek Orthodox Church the individual theological opinions have no value whatsoever in themselves. It is the whole Church, clergy and laity, and above all her Hierarchy, the totality of her Bishops, not as individuals but in Holy Synods, that expresses the teaching of her faith’ (Limouris 1994: 24). This statement is a fair description of the synodal nature of authority in the Orthodox Church; but it undervalues the individual opinions of church representatives who, supposedly, were protecting church authorities from the ‘undesirable effects’ of ecumenical involvement. It also indicates that reception is a very complex process in the life of the Orthodox Church—and that all actors in the ecumenical movement must take this fact into account.

The first three Faith and Order conferences mapped out what were, for the Orthodox, significant obstacles in the way of progress towards unity, such as the rejection or relativization by non-Orthodox of tradition, and of the sacramentality of the church and its threefold ministry (Limouris 1994: 13). These topics are certainly not exclusively ‘Orthodox’, but it was the Orthodox who declared their reservations about ‘unity’ without further study of the issues of faith, the ecumenical councils, sacraments, and tradition. Faith and Order has, indeed, subsequently addressed these issues: at its fourth world conference in Montreal (1963; Rodger and Vischer 1964), and in its subsequent studies on the ecumenical councils (Faith and Order 1971), on sacraments (Faith and Order 1982), on the apostolic faith (Faith and Order 1991), on ecclesiology (Faith and Order 2013), and most recently on tradition and traditions, and sources of authority in the church (Grdzelidze 2014a, 2014b). The Orthodox voice has clearly been taken seriously by the ecumenical movement.

A New Stage: 1960s and 1970s

In 1948, the Russian Orthodox Church made a clear statement opposing membership of the WCC on the grounds that, instead of entering a ‘political arena’ (which is foreign to its purpose), the Orthodox Church must seek the Kingdom of God (Limouris 1994: 18). The text of this resolution also criticized the ideals of Christianity as promoted by the ecumenical movement. Reading these comments retrospectively gives the impression that Orthodox theology may not have been the only force driving the drafting process. In any case, some thirteen years later, and despite its earlier ardent resistance, the Russian Orthodox Church became a full member of the WCC. The Orthodox Church of Georgia (in the Soviet Republic of Georgia) followed in its footsteps in 1962.

At the Third Assembly of the WCC in 1961 in New Delhi, the Orthodox contribution to the Section on Church Unity made several strong ecclesiological statements. It stressed in particular that the Orthodox Church is not a ‘confession’, but rather ‘the Church’, and that the language of ‘denominationalism’ is not congenial to the Orthodox. It described denominationalism as the way in which the ecumenical problem is viewed in the Protestant world, which accordingly strives for ‘interdenominational agreement’. Such an ‘ecumenism in space’, it said, is ‘quite inadequate and incomplete’ from an Orthodox point of view. More explicitly than they had before, the Orthodox urged the churches to look to their common background, to recapture their lost like-mindedness, the common phronema tou theou (mind of God). What was needed was an ‘ecumenism in time’. ‘The immediate objective of the ecumenical search is, according to the Orthodox understanding, a reintegration of the Christian mind, a recovery of apostolic tradition, a fullness of Christian vision and belief, in agreement with all ages’ (Limouris 1994: 30–31).

The New Delhi Assembly redefined the Basis of the WCC within a Trinitarian setting, as had been strongly advocated by the Orthodox churches. In his address at New Delhi, the Greek Orthodox theologian Nikos Nissiotis (1925–1986) spoke about the utmost authority that pertains to ‘the unbroken continuity of the life of the historical church’ (Nissiotis 1978: 234). Christian unity is not an option, but rather the source of life, the origin and the goal of God’s creation in Christ presented in the church: ‘Unity among humankind in the Church is the result, the reflection, of the event of the Father’s union with Christ by his Spirit realized in the historical Church on the day of Pentecost’ (Nissiotis 1978: 232).

The introduction of consideration of the Holy Spirit and subsequently of conciliarity (see Faith and Order 1968) into ecumenical conversations changed the ecumenical scene forever. In addressing the catholicity of the church, the Fourth Assembly of the WCC in Uppsala in 1968 marked an important point in that change (Goodall 1968: 7–20). Ongoing discussion of conciliarity and catholicity resulted, at the Fifth Assembly of the WCC Assembly in Nairobi in 1975, in the unity of the church being ‘envisioned as a conciliar fellowship of local churches which are themselves truly united’ (Paton 1976: 60).

Orthodox criticism of post-New Delhi trends in the ecumenical movement was made at the Faith and Order Commission meeting in Louvain in 1971. The newly elected moderator of the Commission, the Orthodox theologian John Meyendorff (1926–1992), spoke about the ‘Unity of the Church–Unity of Mankind’ (Meyendorff 1972). He referred to the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order at Montreal (1963) as betraying New Delhi through a shift of focus from God to the human being, from theology to anthropology, understood in secular terms. According to Lukas Vischer (1926–2008), then director of Faith and Order, the Louvain meeting ‘may well be seen as a decisive turning point in the history of Faith and Order’. ‘The unity of the Church is no longer called into question by confessional differences alone. The Churches must bring to fruition the fellowship given them in Christ amidst the debates of the present. How can they be signs of the presence of Christ today?’ (Faith and Order 1971: 5–6).

This was a new attempt by Faith and Order to give a theological response to those ‘worldly’—not to use the stronger word, ‘secular’—changes which have direct implications for the church as a sign of the Kingdom of God in this world. The Faith and Order movement began under the shadow of the First World War and the increase of secular values, both of which pushed the churches towards a process of consolidation. At the time of the Louvain meeting in 1971, the search for church unity was being conducted amidst the growing interdependence of a ‘technologically inspired’ humankind, which created not only new forms of cooperation but also new forms of oppression, tension, and conflicts. In this difficult context, Louvain tackled the question: how does the church see itself as a sign of the Kingdom in this world, a world exposed to such growing interdependence (Faith and Order 1971: 185–188)?

When the Protestant ecumenist Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998) spelled out two questions—‘What is the form of church order which will effectively offer to all the human beings in this place [that is, “in each place”] the invitation of Jesus Christ to be reconciled to God through him?’ and ‘What is the form of church order which will effectively offer to mankind as a whole this same invitation?’—Meyendorff advocated Faith and Order as the proper place to answer those questions, because ‘the invitation comes from Christ’. ‘To agree on the meaning of “church” is admittedly quite difficult’, he said, ‘but our ecumenical commitment requires that we continue to listen to each other, and also to our respective pasts, with continuous and brotherly attention’ (Faith and Order 1971: 33).

Here Meyendorff touches on the most difficult of all topics in ecumenical theology: the church. He offered an Orthodox view of the unity of the church, developed as follows: ‘According to Irenaeus of Lyons, what makes a human being truly him- or herself is a divine presence (Adv. Haer., 5, 6, 1)’. With this ‘mindset’ the church fathers developed the concept of the divinization of the human being—theosis—shaped within the bosom of sacramental theology. The Orthodox model of unity is eucharistic: a unity with God and with other human beings. Koinonia ‘is a “new” community created by the Spirit in Christ, where true freedom is recovered in the spiritual koinonia of the body of Christ’ (Faith and Order 1971: 36). Meyendorff understood church unity as both a eucharistic and an eschatological reality. As well as invoking the church fathers, he also referred to the Catholic theologian Karl Rahner (1904–1984). In order to win its true freedom, the church must become itself again (Faith and Order 1971: 42). Confronted by changes in ‘the world’, Meyendorff offered a theological response, namely a theological quest for church unity in which the role of the historical church was not clearly identified. On various occasions, Orthodox theologians have offered alternative theological responses to ‘worldly changes’ (see Limouris 1986).

(Eastern) Orthodox in Bilateral Relations

From the 1970s onwards, the Orthodox—with a wide representation from the various local Orthodox churches—engaged in a number of formal dialogues: with Anglicans, Old Catholics, Lutherans, Reformed, Roman Catholics, Oriental Orthodox, and others. Most of these conversations have been theologically remarkable and have enriched multilateral ecumenical conversations.

The Joint Declaration of Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras on 7 December 1965 inaugurated a new era in the relationship between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches. It pledged nothing less than ‘to remove from memory and the midst of the Church the sentences of excommunication’ issued in 1054 (FitzGerald 2009: 66–68). As a follow-up to the Joint Declaration, Patriarch Athenagoras issued an encyclical letter later in the same month saying that the pledge to remove from memory the anathema of 1054 ‘is to be regarded as such by all’—meaning by all the Orthodox churches of the Chalcedonian tradition (FitzGerald 2009: 70). There have been further common declarations: by Pope Paul VI and Patriarch Athenagoras (28 October 1967); by Pope John Paul II and Dimitrios, Patriarch of Constantinople (30 November 1979; 7 December 1987); by Pope John Paul II and Bartholomew, Patriarch of Constantinople (29 June 1995; 10 June 2002; 1 July 2004); by Pope Benedict XVI and Patriarch Bartholomew (30 November 2006); and by Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew (25 May 2014).

Among various signs of sincere forgiveness and brotherly love that must be named, the return from Rome to the See of Constantinople in November 2004 of the relics of two great witnesses of the church in the first millennium—St Gregory the Theologian and St John Chrysostom, who occupied the throne of Constantinople in the fourth and early fifth centuries of the Christian era—stands out. However, the shared attitude of brotherly/sisterly love at the highest level of church authorities is not necessarily received at the canonical level. The churches of the East and the West still have many things to discuss.

One of the most outstanding achievements of the ecumenical movement in the twentieth century was the bilateral dialogue between the Eastern and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. The terms ‘Eastern Orthodox’ and ‘Oriental Orthodox’ often lead to confusion, since in English the words ‘eastern’ and ‘oriental’ have essentially the same meaning. But in the context of church history and ecumenism these terms refer to the two broad groups within the Orthodox family of churches that formed as a result of the Christological dispute at the Fourth Ecumenical Council in Chalcedon (451).

For many centuries these two groups, both calling themselves ‘Orthodox’, remained in isolation from one another. However, in 1959, Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras (1886–1972) and Paul Varghese (1922–1996)—later the Metropolitan of Delhi, Paulos Gregorios—initiated the first steps of rapprochement. Their common participation in the ecumenical movement opened a new way for the two groups of Orthodox to interact with one another, and it was in the ecumenical context that the two families made their first attempts to clarify the Christological ambiguity between the Eastern and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. The first pan-Orthodox (i.e. of Eastern Orthodox churches) conference in 1961 decided to start an official dialogue between the two groups of Orthodox churches. Preparatory work was done from 1964 to 1971, followed by four plenary sessions between 1989 and 1993.

The official dialogue decided that all anathemas and condemnations of persons and councils should be lifted, on the basis that ‘the authentic Orthodox faith has been maintained by both sides’. The lifting of the anathemas was supposed to result in the restoration of full sacramental and ecclesial unity (Chaillot and Belopopsky 1998: 14). Both traditions have benefited from the dialogues through a recovery of their common consciousness, the content of their faith expressed in their spiritual life. However, in spite of hopes for a speedy restoration of full communion, the two Orthodox traditions are still suffering, in their canonical and liturgical church life, from the non-reception of the results of the dialogues. Why is this so? This remains an open question, though one significant aspect is certainly the fact that ‘reception’ is a very complex and slow process in the life of the Orthodox Church. The dramatic political changes taking place in Europe from the end of the 1980s may also have played a significant role in supporting the climate of non-reception.

Orthodox Concerns Since the 1980s

Since the 1980s, the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople has raised ecological issues through patriarchal encyclicals, messages, homilies, and in pre-synodal pan-Orthodox conferences, seminars, studies, and books. This initiative emerged from within the bosom of the ecumenical movement. Particular achievements in this area include the decisions of the third pre-synodal pan-Orthodox conference at Chambésy (1986); the ecological conference on the Greek island of Patmos (1988); and a document drafted at the monastery of Ormylia in northern Greece—‘Orthodoxy and the Ecological Crisis’ (Orthodoxy 1990)—which conveys the essential message of the Orthodox Church about God’s creation, and about Christian responsibility towards it. The report of the WCC Inter-Orthodox Consultation held in Sofia, Bulgaria (1987) states: ‘Humanity must learn to treat the creation as a sacred offering to God, an oblation, a vehicle of grace, an incarnation of our most noble aspirations and prayers’ (Limouris 1994: 126).

The conclusions and recommendations of the Inter-Orthodox Conference on Environmental Protection held on Crete in November 1991 lie at the heart of the Orthodox approach to current ecological problems:

II(a): The Orthodox Church shares the sensitivity and the concern of those who are distressed about the increasing burden on the natural environment due to human abuse, which the Church names as sin, and for which it calls all human beings to repentance. There is a tendency to seek a renovation of ethics while the Orthodox Church believes the solution is to be found in the liturgical, eucharistic and ascetic ethos of the Orthodox tradition.

II(b): The Orthodox Church, being the Church, constitutes a presence and a witness to a new mode of existence following its specific theological outlook of human beings’ relationship with God, with one another and with nature.

(Limouris 1994: 187)

Following the statement from Crete, the Orthodox Church recommended and itself faithfully undertook: to observe 1 September each year as a day of special prayer and supplication for all creation, a day for the protection of God’s creation; to emphasize the church’s relationship with nature in terms of its eucharistic and ascetic ethos; to seek a renewed asceticism for the sake of creation; and to develop programmes of Christian environmental education. (On 6 August 2015, acknowledging Orthodox initiatives, Pope Francis established 1 September also in the Catholic Church as the World Day of Prayer for the Care of Creation.)

The Orthodox Church continues to treat the ecological crisis in terms of the Fall and of sin: it highlights ‘the problem of the polarization of individual sin against collective responsibility’ (Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew 1994). The Orthodox response to the ecological crisis—calling for a change of mind (metanoia), and a change from ethics-oriented legislation to a Christian ethos-oriented culture (Zizioulas 1995)—has been shared by many Christians through the ecumenical movement.

The Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the World Council of Churches

At the Third Pan-Orthodox Preconciliar Conference (Chambésy, 1986), the Orthodox made statements which proved to be symptomatic of difficulties to come, for example: ‘it is necessary to make new adjustments within the Council [WCC], in order to enable the Orthodox to give their witness and theological input’ (FitzGerald 2009: 77–78). Although the main source of division between the churches—ecclesiology—has been treated at various points throughout the history of Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement, the issue has not been solved, at least to the degree that would enable all Orthodox to pray with others—not to mention sharing communion.

All who participate in the ecumenical movement are aware of the difficulties related to common worship. There are theological, canonical, traditional, historical, and ethical reasons behind this. However, in general, two sets of problems can be identified. First, there is a canonical problem: the statement, ‘Do not pray with heretics’ (Apostolic Constitutions 45 and Laodicean Canons 33 and 34) is interpreted as meaning that Orthodox should not pray or worship with other Christians. Second, there is a problem related to the eclectic style of ecumenical prayer. In the local Orthodox churches which are open to common prayer, there are still some individuals or groups among the clergy, monastics, or lay persons who refuse to participate in common prayer. In other words, there is no single established rule or attitude shared by all the Orthodox; to a certain degree it remains a matter of interpretation and personal—or collective—approach.

The Orthodox crisis over their involvement in the ecumenical movement reached its peak in the 1990s. Related to the historical changes in Eastern Europe, the crisis resulted in harsh criticism of the WCC, and a series of demands on the part of the Orthodox. They insisted that others needed to listen to them, especially after the formal withdrawal of two Orthodox churches—the Church of Georgia in May 1997 and the Church of Bulgaria in November 1998—from membership of the WCC. For years, the Orthodox had been stating their spiritual estrangement from the WCC and from other ecumenical bodies, seeing them as very ‘Protestant’ in spirit.

In 1995, Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk (Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church since 2009), himself an experienced ecumenist, offered an interesting analysis of how the WCC had failed to meet concerns of the Orthodox, of when the Orthodox contribution to the WCC had been most significant—at the meetings of Toronto (1950), New Delhi (1961), Lima (1982), and Santiago de Compostela (1993)—and of how the Orthodox had benefited from their participation in the WCC. His criticism focused on two points: the WCC (and the ecumenical movement generally), instead of ‘restoring unity’, had reduced its methodology to one of ‘consensus’; and the ‘Holy Tradition’ had not been understood (or fully recognized) by the WCC (Lemopoulos 1995: 48). Orthodox participation in the life of the WCC nevertheless helped the Orthodox ‘to grow while overcoming these difficulties’; it promoted Orthodox solidarity; and it provoked the development of Orthodox theology. ‘It is difficult to imagine what…Orthodox theology would be today if the Orthodox did not take part in the ecumenical movement’ (Lemopoulos 1995: 54).

One of the positive outcomes of the crisis was the Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC. This was a committee of sixty persons, with equal Orthodox and non-Orthodox representation, consisting of high officials from churches and theologians meeting in various formats between 1999 and 2002. Although it started as a committee to meet particular Orthodox concerns, the Special Commission ultimately played a remarkable role in renewing various policies of the WCC. Thus it met the concerns of a wider constituency, and embraced a wider realm of issues, than had been initially considered: ecclesiology, common prayer, social-ethical issues, decision-making, and membership.

The Special Commission also provided an opportunity to reflect more deeply on issues which the Orthodox had been raising for decades, most of all the nature and style of ecumenical prayer, the overall agenda of the WCC, and questions of morality (Aagard and Bouteneff 2001: 9). At the very centre of Orthodox concerns about the ecumenical movement stands the ecclesiological challenge: ‘Is there space for other churches in Orthodox ecclesiology? How would this space and its limits be described?’ (WCC 2006: B, III, 16).

Orthodox Ecclesiology within the Ecumenical Movement

Orthodox ecclesiology has become an important question in multilateral ecumenical conversations. The consciousness that the Orthodox Church is the ‘One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church’ has defined the participation of the Orthodox in the ecumenical movement. According to Metropolitan John Zizioulas (b. 1931), in the context of ecumenical dialogue four difficult aspects of Orthodox ecclesiology stand out: the church as historical, as eschatological, as relational, and as a sacramental entity. Since the Orthodox find it impossible to separate the visible and the invisible aspects of the church, they ‘expect that the other Christians will take the visible unity of the Church seriously and it is indeed gratifying to see that since Nairobi [i.e. the Fifth Assembly of the WCC, 1975] at least the call to visible unity has become central in the ecumenical agenda and language’ (Zizioulas 2010: 324). The church is called to be a sign of the Kingdom; it is an expression of the living tradition which is received in the church by every generation.

The sacramental nature of the church has been maintained by means of the central role of sacraments, among which the primary significance of baptism and the Eucharist is taken for granted. The Orthodox for their part have been graciously carrying these ecclesiological principles with them in the ecumenical movement (Zizioulas 2010: 326). Another difficulty faced by Orthodox theology as it seeks to enter into an honest and constructive dialogue with fellow Christians is the indivisible nature of this theology, seeking as it does to keep all aspects of Christian faith and life together. As Zizioulas says: ‘Ethics cannot be separated from faith anymore than Orthodoxia can be divorced from Orthopraxia’ (Zizioulas 2010: 328).

The first ‘concession’ made by the ecumenical movement to Orthodox ecclesiology was the Toronto Statement of 1950 on ‘The Church, the Churches, and the World Council of Churches’ (Ecumenical Movement: 463–468). The Orthodox concern was to avoid identifying the WCC as a church or ‘super-church’ and to avoid membership in the WCC implying agreement with a specific doctrine regarding the nature of church unity. The series of negations in the statement—detailing, for example, what the WCC is not (Ecumenical Movement: 464–465)—which some called declarations of a ‘provisional neutrality’ and which were intended as a starting point for Orthodox ecumenical engagement, dissolved over the years. The Toronto Statement facilitated Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement, and some consider that very participation—in spite of the huge ecclesiological challenge that it posed both to the Orthodox and to other churches—to be in itself the major ecumenical achievement of the Orthodox.

The most recent Faith and Order ecclesiological document, The Church: Towards A Common Vision (2013), already mentioned, gives reasonable recognition to the Orthodox view, according to which the church is a divine-human reality; the body of Christ does not know a separation between its invisible and visible aspects; it is both visible and invisible at once, and hence the church does not sin. Its oneness and holiness is matched by its catholicity and apostolicity. The only way to full unity lies through sacramental communion, backed up by full sharing of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, incarnate and resurrected, the founder of the church. In this world, the church is a sign of the Kingdom. Orthodox ecclesiology, therefore, sets limits as to the ways in which it can move towards unity: the Orthodox aim to arrive at a commonly shared ecclesial vision, rather than any particular form of unity. This common ecclesial vision implies recovering the common faith and tradition; the church needs tradition in order to exist as koinonia/communion. This ecclesiological understanding is deeply rooted in both the biblical and patristic reality of the undivided church.

After decades of preparation, the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox autocephalous churches took place on the Greek island of Crete in June 2016. Four churches withdrew at the last minute because of jurisdictional disputes and unresolved issues in the proposed documents, one being a text on ‘Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World’. The document starts with a challenging paragraph: ‘The Orthodox Church, as the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, in her profound ecclesiastical self-consciousness, believes unflinchingly that she occupies a central place in the matter of the promotion of Christian unity in the world today’ (Holy and Great Council 2016a, n. 1). The document does not offer a rationale, given this ecclesiological radicalism, for entering into dialogue with the rest of the Christian world; it simply states authoritative but unqualified propositions about relating to ‘other Christians’. In a full gathering of the Orthodox churches it could, however, potentially serve to start a conversation leading to a truly conciliar mindset and decisions with regard to this crucial matter.

Conclusion

Much Orthodox theology in the twentieth century was written in the context of a lively encounter with non-Orthodox. This was especially true for the theologians of the diaspora, but not only for them. For the Orthodox, it was also urgent to defend themselves, and to explain themselves, over against the world of Western Europe and North America, which knew very little or nothing about the Orthodox Church, and also to share the riches of their tradition with the rest of Christendom.

In regions or countries where there is an Orthodox presence, Orthodox churches are active members in regional ecumenical organizations (e.g. in Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East) and in national councils of churches (e.g. in the USA). There are some international Orthodox organizations (e.g. Syndesmos–The World Fellowship of Orthodox Youth; IOCC, International Orthodox Christian Charities; and IOTA, the International Orthodox Theological Association, which met for the first time in 2019). Orthodox theologians are involved in global, international ecumenical organizations such as the WCC and the Global Christian Forum. Certainly, there are regions where the majority Orthodox presence slows down the process of ecumenical cooperation, but rapprochement at local, regional, and other levels is becoming an imperative nowadays.

As for the future involvement of the Orthodox in the ecumenical movement, it seems that the process will continue parallel to an inter-Orthodox process of answering some questions about tradition and history, the church, nationalism, and Orthodox boundaries. Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement will be much more effective if the Orthodox seek solutions to some seemingly unresolved issues, and if they can be more creative in developing a healthy synthesis of the Orthodox heritage. The Crete document already mentioned demonstrates that Orthodox need to show how their aspiration for Christian unity is consistent with their ecclesiologically radical self-awareness. The gap between their not accepting others as churches and having a leading role in promoting Christian unity is too considerable. The encyclical sent out to the Orthodox churches after the Holy and Great Council speaks of the sensitivity on the part of the Orthodox Church with regard to ‘those who have severed themselves from communion with her’. Recognizing the need ‘for witness and offering’, the Orthodox Church attaches great importance to dialogue without ever compromising the faith (Holy and Great Council 2016b, n. 20).

As Florovsky said in 1949, the Orthodox understood their mandate to participate in the ecumenical movement ‘as a direct obligation which stems from the very essence of Orthodox consciousness’ (Florovsky 1989b, 160).
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Chapter 7

Anglican
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Introduction

The history of the Anglican Communion in the twentieth century reveals a complex yet fruitful interaction between the Anglican understanding of the visible unity of the church and how to pursue that goal, on the one hand, and the vision articulated in ecumenical conversations and the experience of churches acting together, on the other. The Anglican and the ecumenical have enriched one another. Ecumenical conversations have had considerable influence on the ordering of the Anglican Communion, and many Anglican theologians and church leaders have played major roles in shaping the ecumenical movement.

Commitment to the Reunion of Christians

The ecumenical movement is often said to have begun with the Edinburgh Missionary Conference in 1910. Certainly that Conference gave impetus and direction as many Christians, including Anglicans, became fired with the call to make Christ known to millions who had not heard the Gospel. There was a growing conviction that Christians needed to work together to end the scandal of exporting denominational divisions to other parts of the world. However, even before 1910 Christians were coming out of their isolations and acting together in the spheres of education and service. Owen Chadwick also points to the unexpected effect that the First Vatican Council (1869–70), with its definition of papal infallibility, had on those churches in the catholic tradition that looked for a catholicism more faithful to the ancient church (Coleman 1992: xi). Those churches included churches in Sweden, St Petersburg, Constantinople, Canterbury, Old Catholics, as well as the more conservative disciples of Luther. In an unexpected way, Vatican I had unintentionally put Christian unity on the agenda as churches were increasingly in contact with one another.

When, in 1865, the Anglican Bishop of Montreal urged the Archbishop of Canterbury, Archbishop Longley, to call together all Anglican bishops for what became the first Lambeth Conference, he suggested that the question of the reunion between Anglicans and other churches was one of the matters that such a conference should consider. Reports of the first five Conferences, which took place from 1867 to 1908, show that the question of the reunion of Christendom did have a major place on the agenda. However, there was a growing concern for the unity of Anglicans themselves, and understanding of the unity of the expanding Anglican Communion was intimately connected with a deepening understanding of the unity to which God was calling all Christians.

The first five Conferences show an unswerving commitment to visible unity, sometimes described as ‘organic unity’, firmly believed to be the will of Christ for the Church. A decisive action came at Lambeth 1888 with the adoption of the Lambeth Quadrilateral. The origin of the Quadrilateral lay in the Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA, where in 1886 the bishops adopted the Chicago Quadrilateral as the basis for an invitation to other Christian bodies to enter into discussions leading to organic unity. The Lambeth Quadrilateral described four requirements for unity:




(a) The Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as ‘containing all things necessary to salvation’, and as being the rule and ultimate standard of faith.

(b) The Apostles’ Creed as the baptismal symbol; and the Nicene Creed as the sufficient statement of the Christian faith.

(c) The two Sacraments ordained by Christ himself—Baptism and the Supper of the Lord—ministered with unfailing use of Christ’s words of institution, and of the elements ordained by him.

(d) The historic episcopate, locally adapted in the methods of its administration to the varying needs of the nations and peoples called of God into the unity of his Church


(Lambeth 1888: Resolution 11, in Coleman 1992: 13).







From 1888 on, the Quadrilateral remained a benchmark for both Anglican unity and the unity that Anglicans sought with other Christians. The four elements of the Quadrilateral are integrally related to one another: they are parts of a single system of communication, and belong within a communion of discipleship, prayer, service, and mission.

Early Conferences were committed to fostering ‘all-round’ ecumenical relations, mentioning relations with the Scandinavian Churches, the Old Catholic Churches, the Reformers in Italy, France, Spain, and Portugal, and the Moravians. The bishops rejoiced too in friendly communications with the Patriarch of Constantinople and other Eastern patriarchs. By the fourth Conference in 1908, relations were also looked for with the Ancient Churches of the East, namely the Oriental Orthodox Churches—the Armenian, Syrian, Coptic, Ethiopian, and Indian (Malankara) churches, which did not accept the Christological teachings of the Council of Chalcedon (451). For the first time, there was insistence that any scheme of reunion must ultimately include the ‘great Latin Church of the West’. However, relations with the Roman Catholic Church were difficult because of Vatican I’s definition of papal infallibility, as well as the attitude taken over the marriage of Catholics to those of other communions. Anglicans were earnestly warned against contracting marriages with Roman Catholics under the conditions imposed by Roman Catholic canon law (Lambeth 1908, Resolution 67, in Coleman 1992: 42). In any case, the Roman Catholic Church remained opposed to ecumenical moves, and did not take part in the Edinburgh Conference in 1910, nor in the First World Conference on Faith and Order in 1927, nor did it become a member of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948. Nevertheless, there were Anglicans and Roman Catholics who made bold attempts to engage in dialogue, most notably the Malines Conversations in the 1920s.

Besides the commitment to all-round ecumenical relations, the early Lambeth Conferences showed a commitment to ‘all-level’ ecumenical relations, encouraging the setting up of national and regional councils of churches and approving those Anglican churches which had established bishops’ committees to encourage united prayer and cooperation in matters pertaining to social and moral welfare (Lambeth 1908, Resolution 76, in Coleman 1992: 43). They were also committed to taking appropriate steps based on agreement in faith, and entering into new stages of committed relationships. Lambeth 1908 expressed its intention to offer members of the ‘Orthodox Eastern Communion’ baptism in emergency situations and the Eucharist when members were deprived of their own ministrations. Doctrinal agreement was to be sought with the Ancient Churches of the East, on the basis of which communion was to be given, and Anglicans were to seek the same privilege in situations of deprivation (Lambeth 1908, Resolutions 62–64, in Coleman 1992: 40). Forms of eucharistic hospitality were acceptable to Anglicans in certain limited circumstances on the way to visible unity. Whatever small steps were taken, the final purpose of God was kept in view: namely, establishing visible unity among Christians.

This early Anglican commitment to visible unity, pursued in all-round and all-level endeavours, with agreed committed relationships established on the way, has remained central to the Anglican ecumenical way, together with an insistence that all ecumenical efforts be grounded in prayer.

1920 Lambeth Conference: A Classic Statement of the Anglican Ecumenical Vision

The Lambeth Conference of 1920 reaffirmed much of what had gone before in a way that was to become foundational for Anglicans thereafter. The horrors of the First World War (1914–18) served to heighten the conviction that Christians needed one another in witnessing to the world. And as a result of relations developed between Christians in the second half of the nineteenth century, together with the 1910 Missionary Conference, friendships were forged across church divides that survived the terrible days of war. Growing theological insight regarding visible unity and cooperation in moves for justice and peace occurred in the context of deepening friendships. As a later Conference said: ‘work of great value for the cause of reunion has been accomplished by the cultivation of personal friendships between Christians of different denominations…Such friendships assist the growth of mutual understanding and of intercession’ (Lambeth 1948, Resolution 77, in Coleman 1992: 112).

The first eight Resolutions of the 1920 Lambeth Conference were concerned with the aftermath of war; the bishops expressed support for the founding of the League of Nations with its commitment to justice and peace, which in 1948 inspired the coming together of churches in the WCC. Of the twenty-two Resolutions on the ‘Reunion of Christendom’, Resolution 9 stands out. It is one of the longest Resolutions of any Lambeth Conference. In it the bishops issued ‘An Appeal to All Christian People’: ‘that all should unite in a new and great endeavour to recover and to manifest to the world the unity of the Body of Christ for which he prayed’ (Coleman 1992: 48).

The Appeal begins by acknowledging all who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and have been baptized in the name of the Holy Trinity as members of the universal church of Christ. Recognizing a unity already given in baptism remained important as the basis for claiming an already existing degree of communion. But fellowship achieved in and through Christ by the Spirit has to be manifested in ‘an outward, visible and united society, holding one faith, having its own recognised officers, using God-given means of grace, and inspiring all its members to the world-wide service of the Kingdom of God’. The bishops looked for a church,

genuinely Catholic, loyal to all truth, and gathering into its fellowship all ‘who truly confess and call themselves Christians’, within whose visible unity all treasures of faith and order, bequeathed as a heritage by the past to the present, shall be possessed in common, and made serviceable to the whole Body of Christ.

The vision was not of a monolithic, uniform unity. Christian communions ‘would retain much that has long been distinctive in their methods of worship and service’. ‘It is through a rich diversity of life and devotion that the unity of the whole fellowship will be fulfilled.’ The bishops felt called to associate ‘in penitence and prayer with all those who deplore the divisions of Christian people, and are inspired by hope for the visible unity of the whole Church’ (Coleman 1992: 46).

The pilgrimage to unity was described as ‘an adventure of goodwill and of faith’, and visible unity should involve the acceptance of the articles of the Lambeth Quadrilateral. The Appeal went on to say much more about the episcopate. The episcopate is the one means of providing a ministry, and with sensitivity the bishops explained that such a claim does not call into question the ministries of communions that do not possess the episcopate. Those ministries have been ‘effective means of grace’. Nevertheless, history and present experience justify the claim that the episcopate ‘will prove to be in the future the best instrument for maintaining the unity and continuity of the Church’. The bishops express the willingness of Anglicans to accept from other communions ‘a form of commission or recognition which would commend our ministry to their congregations’, a suggestion made as ‘a token of our longing that all ministries of grace, theirs and ours, shall be available for the service of our Lord in a united Church’, and they hoped that ‘the same motive would lead ministers who have not received it to accept a commission through episcopal ordination as obtaining for them a ministry through the whole fellowship’. No one in those mutual acts would be repudiating their past. Rather, they would be recognizing a new call to a wider service in a reunited church. ‘The spiritual leadership of the catholic Church…for which the world is waiting, depends upon the readiness with which each group is prepared to make sacrifices for the sake of a common fellowship, a common ministry, and a common service to the world.’ None of the suggestions in the Appeal were intended to mean absorption of one into another; rather, all should be united in a new joint endeavour to recover and to manifest to the world the unity of the Body of Christ for which Jesus prayed (Coleman 1992: 48).

No Lambeth Conference since 1920, however important its ecumenical Resolutions, has matched the passionate conviction of the Appeal. In its Encyclical Letter, the Conference said:

The unity we seek is no mere human invention, it already exists. It is in God, who is the perfection of unity, the one Father, the one Lord, the one Spirit, who gives life to the one Body. Again the one Body exists. It needs not to be made nor remade but to become organic and visible…We have only to discover it, and to set free its activities  (Coleman 1992: 12).

That vision of unity, Trinitarian unity grounded in the life of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, was to become more and more foundational in the thinking of the Anglican Communion as well as in ecumenical conversations.

The Resolutions that followed the Appeal continued the commitment of previous Lambeth Conferences to all-round ecumenical relations. There were Resolutions on the Church of Russia, the Eastern Orthodox Churches, the Ancient Churches of the East, the Church of Sweden (including a recommendation that Anglican bishops should take part in Swedish consecrations), the Old Catholic Churches, the Moravians, and the Reformed Episcopal Church in England. The commitment embraced ‘the ancient episcopal Communions in East and West, to whom ours is bound by many ties of common faith and tradition’ and also the ‘great non-episcopal Communions, standing for rich elements of truth and liberty of life which might otherwise have been obscured or neglected’. The cherished hope of the bishops was that all those communions, together with the Anglican Communion, would be led into ‘the unity of faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God’ and that the gifts of each would come to be shared by all. ‘The time has come…for all the separated groups of Christians to agree in forgetting the things which are behind and reaching out towards the goal of a reunited catholic Church’ (Coleman 1992: 46).

The need for all-level ecumenical relations and advances came in support for councils of churches to encourage Christians to work together for the physical, moral, and social welfare of the people of each region (Coleman 1992: 50). Acting together ahead of visible unity was an important step on the way.

Ecumenical Progress in the 1940s and 1950s

The ecumenical convictions of the 1920 Lambeth Conference guided Anglicans in the following years. They also influenced the direction of the ecumenical movement itself. Anglican bishops at the First World Conference on Faith and Order in Lausanne in 1927 carried with them the vision of Lambeth 1920, and the Quadrilateral was referred to in one of the conference addresses (Bate 1927: 26). The Conference was chaired by an Anglican, Bishop Charles Brent (1862–1929), who had done so much since the Edinburgh Conference of 1910 to bring it about. He was convinced that if Christians were to witness together in mission they needed to overcome the original causes of division. Anglicans continued to play an important role in the Faith and Order movement in the years that followed, as they did also in the Life and Work movement and in the International Missionary Council (IMC). In the dark days of the Second World War relationships forged in the three ecumenical streams were sustained, notably in the moving friendship between Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–45) and Bishop George Bell (1883–1958) of Chichester. It was to Bell that Bonhoeffer wrote from prison the night before his execution.

The Faith and Order and Life and Work movements came together in the formation of the WCC in 1948, and Anglicans were supportive of the WCC’s formation. Bishop Bell served on the preparatory commission and was elected as the first Moderator of the WCC’s Central Committee. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Geoffrey Fisher (1887–1972), was one of the seven Presiding Officers at the 1948 meeting. Bell was convinced of the need for church leaders to be involved in the work of the WCC so that they could take ecumenical insights back to their own churches and assemblies. Anglicans played a significant role in the work of the WCC, convinced of the rightness of its purpose for churches ‘to call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common life in Christ, through witness and service to the world, and to advance towards that unity in order that the world may believe’ (WCC 2013).

The 1940s and 1950s were years of ecumenical enthusiasm for Anglicans. New initiatives were taken with many different partners in various regions of the world. The 1948 Lambeth Conference welcomed the Bonn Agreement of 1931 between certain churches of the Anglican Communion and Old Catholic Churches of the Union of Utrecht (Lambeth 1948, Resolution 67, in Coleman 1992: 108). The Bonn Agreement incorporated three statements:




1. Each Communion recognises the catholicity and independence of the other and maintains its own.

2. Each Communion agrees to admit members of the other Communion to participate in the Sacraments.

3. Intercommunion does not require from either Communion the acceptance of all doctrinal opinion, sacramental devotion, or liturgical practice characteristic of the other, but implies that each believes the other to hold all the essentials of the Christian faith.

(Meyer and Vischer 1984: 38)







The Agreement itself called the new relationship one of ‘intercommunion’. Others came to describe it as ‘full inter-communion’. It is not surprising that there was imprecision in terminology. Anglicans were taking new steps on the ecumenical journey for which no models existed. The Bonn Agreement was ahead of its time. It established a relationship which was close sacramentally, with an interchangeable ministry, and which recognized the many things the two traditions held in common, not least an episcopal ministry in the historic succession. Nevertheless, the fact that no ecclesial structures were put in place to oversee mutual accountability and common discernment when new issues arose was increasingly felt by some to be a missing element. Without instruments of communion, some suggested that the relationship was less than what might be described as ‘full communion’. Lambeth 1948 looked forward to establishing an episcopal conference for brotherly counsel, and Old Catholic bishops did attend Lambeth Conferences as members of ‘churches in communion’.

Relations were also strengthened with the Scandinavian Lutheran Churches, laying foundations of friendship and understanding that some forty years later formed the basis of new formal relationships. By 1958, conversations were under way between the Church of England and the Methodist Church. The bishops looked forward to receiving concrete proposals from those conversations that would offer a possible first step on the way to reunion, on the explicit understanding that ‘organic union is definitely accepted as the final goal, and that any plans for the interim stage of intercommunion are definitely linked with provisions for the steady growing together of the Churches concerned’ (Lambeth 1958, Resolution 30, in Coleman 1992: 126).

The most spectacular breakthrough came not in Europe or North America but in Asia, with the establishment in 1947 of the Church of South India (CSI), and later, in 1970, the Church of North India (CNI). The bishops at the 1948 Lambeth Conference expressed thanks for the ‘measure of unity’ established in South India between Anglican, Methodist, and Reformed Churches, and looked to the time when there would be ‘full communion’ both within the CSI itself and between the CSI and all the churches of the Anglican Communion (Lambeth 1948, Resolution 52, in Coleman 1992: 102). The new relationship in South India was not deemed to be ‘full communion’. The scheme depended on a gradual integration of ministries, with no reordination of those not episcopally ordained, but with an agreement that all future ordinations should be by bishops in episcopal succession. This meant that ministers of the CSI who had not been episcopally ordained were not to be regarded as having acquired any new rights or status in relation to the Anglican Communion. It was not until the Lambeth Conference of 1988, when it was deemed that there was no priest alive who had not been consecrated by a bishop in succession, that the CSI was described as being a ‘United Church in Full Communion’. Bishops of the CSI were invited to accept full membership in the Lambeth Conference and in the Primates’ Meeting (Lambeth 1988, Resolution 12, in Coleman 1992: 205). The move in 1988 to include the United Churches into the structures of the Anglican Communion was an important sign of full communion, but it did not entail Methodists or Reformed lessening ties with their own world families.

Entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the Ecumenical Movement

The Second Vatican Council (1962–65) and the change in ecumenical disposition of the Roman Catholic Church had a profound effect on the ecumenical movement. For Anglicans, with their all-round and all-level ecumenical commitment, together with their insistence on agreement in faith in the search for visible unity, the entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement was of great significance. In 1966, Archbishop Michael Ramsey paid a memorable visit to Pope Paul VI in Rome. At the end of the visit, they issued a Common Declaration in which they recognized all that the two communions shared, and declared their determination to set up a theological dialogue, based on the Gospels and the ancient common traditions, to look at outstanding matters of difference. The two leaders also looked for practical cooperation between Anglicans and Roman Catholics (GA: 125–126). Two years later, a preparatory commission published the Malta Report setting out what the two communions held in common and outlining the issues that a theological dialogue would need to treat—among them the Eucharist, Anglican orders, the Petrine ministry, and authority. The plan was that relations were to progress by steps and stages. Doctrinal consensus and convergence was to form the basis for action together in shared service and mission, affirmed in declarations signed at the highest level of authority. A third and final stage would be one of ‘full, organic unity’ (GA: 120–125). An Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) was set up and swiftly produced reports: Eucharistic Doctrine (1971), Ministry and Ordination (1973), and Authority in the Church (1976, 1981) (GA: 69–72, 79–84, 90–99, 106–117). While theologians conversed, Anglicans and Roman Catholics in many parts of the world got on with the business of getting to know one another. Anglican–Roman Catholic committees were set up at national level in many parts of the world and often commented on draft texts from the international conversations as well as encouraging the development of local relationships and twinnings. Those were heady days and seemed full of promise.

A Decade of Dialogue

ARCIC was not the only international dialogue. The Roman Catholic Church was involved in many bilateral dialogues and Anglicans were also in conversation with the Reformed, Methodist, Orthodox, and Lutheran Churches. It seemed that everyone was speaking to everyone in an exciting, if ever more complex, network of doctrinal conversations. And all were involved in multilateral conversation in the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC. Since the Roman Catholic Church was a full member, from 1968, of the Commission, though not of the WCC itself, the multilateral theological conversation was the most representative ecumenical gathering in those years, able to provide an overall doctrinal framework in which the results of the bilateral conversations could be studied. The initial fear that there would be competition between bilateral and multilateral conversations never materialized, and the various conversations came to learn from one another.

While international theological conversations continued, Christians in many parts of the world were acting together in serving local communities, and praying together in the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. The WCC supported Christians in witnessing together to overcome apartheid and promoted programmes on racism, the community of women and men in the Church, and disability. These studies challenged Anglicans to recognize that the unity of the Church entailed not only sufficient agreement on matters of faith and order, but also overcoming divisions of the human community which were woven into the language, symbols, and imagery of the Christian community, the way it exercised ministry and took counsel together. Churches had to be renewed into unity, overcoming divisions between women and men, black and white, those with power and the powerless, rich and poor.

In the USA, Canada, and Australia, churches of different denominations joined together in cooperating parishes, sharing in worship and service to the local community. In England, Areas of Ecumenical Experiment were set up, and shared churches built on new housing estates. The many activities and new relationships at local, national, and international levels made for a complex ecumenical scene. Questions were asked about the compatibility of different agreements and whether there was a common goal.

For all the excitement, there were also disappointments. In 1972, the Anglican–Methodist scheme of reunion in England failed to gain a sufficient majority vote in the General Synod of the Church of England, though it did reach the 75 per cent majority required in the Methodist Conference. Ten years later a proposed covenant involving the Church of England, the Methodist, United Reformed, and Moravian Churches was also unable to secure a sufficient majority in the Church of England’s General Synod.

Response and Reception

By the end of the 1970s, the results of the international theological conversations were being published. Churches were confronted with questions of how they were to respond to agreed statements. Who could speak on behalf of a world communion? Even if convergence was recognized, what did such convergence suggest about reform of the internal life of a church and what new relationships might be formed on the basis of agreements in faith?

By the time of the 1988 Lambeth Conference, Anglicans were faced with ‘articulating the mind of the Communion’ on reports from conversations with Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Orthodox, Methodists, and Reformed, and on the convergence statement Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order 1982: hereafter BEM) from the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC (Lambeth 1988, Resolutions 3–11, in Coleman 1992: 194–205). One of the effects of being in conversation at a world level with other world communions was an intensification of the consciousness of the Anglican Communion as a world body with its instruments of unity: the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Lambeth Conference, the Primates’ Meeting, and the Anglican Consultative Council. At the same time as a Communion-wide mind was sought on ecumenical documents, the issue of the ordination of women to the episcopate also required Anglicans to express ‘the mind of the Communion’ on a matter of episcopal ministry, one of the bonds of Anglican unity (Lambeth 1988, Resolution 1, in Coleman 1992: 201). It was a mark of Anglican ecumenical commitment that not only were ecumenical observers present at the Conference, but the bishops were addressed by them on significant matters where decisions had to be taken.

In preparation for the bishops’ response to the results of ecumenical conversations, each province of the Anglican Communion had been asked to study the documents and to send its response to those preparing a report to guide the Conference in expressing the ‘mind of the Communion’. In the case of The Final Report of ARCIC (GA: 61–129), both Communions had been asked to respond to two questions: whether The Final Report was ‘consonant in substance’ with the faith of Anglicans/Roman Catholics, and, if so, what were the next ‘concrete steps’ that might be taken? Framed in this way, the questions were faithful to the original vision that Anglican–Roman Catholic relations should advance by stages to ‘organic union’, with lived relations developing on the basis of the agreement in faith reached in the doctrinal conversations. The bishops recognized that the statements on the Eucharist, and on ministry and ordination were indeed ‘consonant in substance’ with the faith of Anglicans, and that they formed a sufficient basis for taking the next steps forward, though they said little about what such steps might entail. The two statements on authority were seen to provide ‘a firm basis for the direction and agenda of the continuing dialogue’ (Lambeth 1988, Resolution 8, in Coleman 1992: 202–204).

It was three years before the official response of the Roman Catholic Church was published. Although it was more positive than some had feared, it asked for further work on the Eucharist and ministry as well as on authority (Catholic Church 1991). There were those in both Communions who had looked in the documents not for consonance with their own inheritance but for identity of language. That was to misunderstand the ecumenical method used in formulating the statements, which was to go back to Scripture and Tradition, examine the separated traditions, and then state afresh for today the faith of the Church through the ages, as an expression of shared faith. Identity of language with one’s own tradition was not a realistic expectation of ecumenical documents. Neither Anglicans nor Roman Catholics took seriously the second question about the next concrete steps. The intention that lay behind the Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and Archbishop Michael Ramsey seemed to have been forgotten.

The 1988 Conference passed other substantial Resolutions on Orthodox, Lutheran, Reformed, Oriental Orthodox, and Methodist relations and, for the first time, included a Resolution on the rapid growth of Pentecostal churches (Coleman 1992: 205). The Conference marked a high point in the ecumenical dimension of Lambeth Conferences. Many doctrinal conversations had produced substantial statements and close relationships were being forged in many regions of the world: the Consultation on Church Union (COCU) in the USA, the Welsh Covenanting Proposals, the development of Cooperating Parishes in New Zealand, the Shared Ministries in Canada, and the Local Ecumenical Partnerships in England. In some places, church leaders were developing patterns of joint oversight.

In his opening address to the Conference, Archbishop Robert Runcie countered the allegation of ecumenical apathy by highlighting both local progress and the achievements of international dialogues. To those who feared that Christian unity meant a loss of identity he responded that ecumenism was not a threat to one’s identity but rather the promise of enlargement. He pleaded against a federal model of unity, emphasizing at the same time that to insist on visible unity was not to espouse uniformity. He reaffirmed the constitutive elements summed up in the Quadrilateral, clear, as Lambeth 1920 had been, that to insist on the historic episcopate entailed ‘no un-churching and no denials of the experience of any Christians’. He showed how Anglican understanding of the four elements had advanced since the adoption of the Quadrilateral a hundred years earlier and emphasized the need to understand better the role of collegial and conciliar bodies as well as that of a ministry of universal primacy in the service of unity. The Archbishop described being at the gathering for peace at Assisi in 1986, called by Pope John Paul II, where he had seen a new style of Petrine ministry—‘an ARCIC primacy rather than a papal monarch’, ‘a brother among brothers’. He laid down a challenge to the bishops: ‘Could not all Christians come to reconsider the kind of primacy exercised within the Early Church, a presiding in love’ for the sake of the gospel, and went on to ask:

Do we want unity? I do, because our Lord prayed for it on the eve of his passion. I do, because our Lord prayed for it in the context of mission—‘That they all may be one…that the world may believe’. I do, because neither conflicting Churches, nor competing Churches, nor co-existing Churches, will be able to embody effectively the Gospel of reconciliation while Churches themselves remain un-reconciled. Do we Anglicans really want unity? We must do if we are to be instruments of unity and communion to a divided world.  (Coleman 1992: 11–24)

The continuing Anglican commitment to the unity of Christians was clear. The principles that had guided relations with other churches since the first Lambeth Conference remained. The items of the Quadrilateral had been reaffirmed with an understanding now that structures of communion were also needed for the maintenance of unity.

The 1990s: A Time for Regional Agreements

The results of the doctrinal conversations at world level provided building blocks for regional agreements. The 1998 Lambeth Conference noted that in Southern Africa Anglicans had entered into a covenant relationship with Reformed and Methodist Churches which included mutual eucharistic sharing and mutual acceptance of ministries, with a minister of one church being authorized to serve in the other participating churches. In Canada, the Waterloo Declaration (2001) brought Anglicans and Lutherans into ‘full communion’, and in the USA the Episcopal Church and Lutherans were moving towards a Concordat of Agreement (1999–2000). In Europe, the Church of England signed the Fetter Lane Agreement (1998) with the Moravian Church, the Meissen Agreement (1991) with the Evangelical Church in Germany, a church which embraces Lutheran, Reformed, and United Churches, and the Reuilly Agreement (2001) with French Protestant and Lutheran partners. These agreements built on long-standing friendships as well as theological conversations. They shared a commitment to the goal of visible unity and an intention to move by stages to reach that goal. Each used the fruits of recent international conversations, not least BEM, thus providing consistency between them. In 2003, the Church of England entered a covenant with the Methodist Church in England and Wales, bringing to a significant moment a partnership that had long searched for the right form of committed relationship on the way to the goal of full, visible unity (A-M 2001). None of these agreements reached the stage of a single ministry in the historic succession and therefore there was no full interchangeability of ministries. They were commitments to share life, service, and mission on the way towards full, visible unity, and were to change the ecumenical landscape forever (Lambeth Conference 1999: 223–224).

In 1996, the Anglican Churches of Britain and Ireland and Nordic and Baltic Lutheran Churches signed the Porvoo Declaration, which brought the churches into a relationship of visible communion with an interchangeable ministry, all in communion with the Archbishop of Canterbury. These were churches which had bishops in the historic succession or had recovered the sign of historic succession. The explication of episcopacy, apostolicity, and succession in the Agreement moved the discussion away from a sterile emphasis on tactile succession and set the continuity of apostolic ministry within the continuity of the apostolic faith and life of the whole community of the people of God, which the ministry is called to serve (A-L 1993: 22–28). Apostolic succession in the episcopal office focuses and serves the apostolicity of the whole church. Continuity in episcopal office is a sign of the church’s intention to be faithful, giving assurance that the church today intends to do what the church has always done. It is not a guarantee of fidelity but neither is it an optional extra. Succession was understood as a rope made up of several strands. If tactile episcopal succession was broken, succession might be carried by other means, such as the perpetuation of the historic sees. In this new relationship, bishops of the Nordic and Baltic churches are invited to Lambeth Conferences, and primates of the churches meet regularly. The Porvoo Agreement was always understood as uniting Christians in northern Europe not for their own sake but for the sake of mission and service.

These new European agreements honoured the Anglican principle of moving together by taking new steps and entering new stages of relationship, built on agreement in faith. In each case, the agreements were celebrated in liturgical events, and structures were put in place to oversee their implementation. Inevitably, the different regional moves raised issues of compatibility. This led the 1998 Conference to call for an Inter-Anglican Standing Commission on Ecumenical Relations, with the task of ensuring theological consistency in dialogues and provincial proposals when those touched on the faith and order of the Anglican Communion. At the same time, the bishops acknowledged that moving towards full visible unity may entail temporary anomalies; some anomalies can be bearable when there is an agreed goal of visible unity (Resolutions IV.1 and IV. 3, Lambeth Conference 1998: 404–405).

In spite of these regional successes, many were disappointed that no similar progress was made with the Roman Catholic Church. The ordination of women to the priesthood, and in some provinces to the episcopate, made the goal of organic union no longer a realistic possibility, however close the two communions were. In 2000, with the blessing of the Pope, the Archbishop of Canterbury and Cardinal Edward Cassidy, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, invited twelve pairs of Anglican and Roman Catholic bishops from different regions to meet in Canada. The bishops were to reflect on relationships in their countries, to consider the fruits of doctrinal discussions, to examine the goal of Anglican–Roman Catholic dialogue, and to offer guidance for the next steps. There was great enthusiasm as the bishops recognized how far the communions had come. The remaining challenges were not to be compared to all that was already held in common. They called for the setting up of an international bishops’ commission to formulate a Common Declaration which would inaugurate, at the highest level of authority, a new stage of close relationship between the two communions.

Although a Declaration was not forthcoming, an episcopal commission, the International Anglican–Roman Catholic Commission for Unity and Mission (IARCCUM), did publish a summary of the doctrinal work of ARCIC as a basis for engaging in a programme of shared life and mission (IARCCUM 2007). The implementation of the programme was to be the responsibility of pairs of bishops of the two communions in every part of the world. In Papua New Guinea, a national covenant was celebrated in which Anglicans and Roman Catholics promised to work towards full unity in faith, and, in accord with the principle declared at the 1952 Faith and Order World Conference in Lund, to ‘act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately’ (Ecumenical Movement: 463). They committed themselves to work together to strengthen family life, and to deepen their appreciation of the ways in which the values of marriage and family were lived in traditional Melanesian society.

Although the 2008 Lambeth Conference passed no Resolutions and the nature of the Conference was more conversational and meditative, ecumenical ‘participants’—no longer simply ‘observers’—played a major role, with two ecumenical participants offering their reflections on the Conference at the final session. Ecumenical matters were studied in ‘self-selection’ groups, which meant that they were mainly attended by bishops with a special interest in ecumenism, though all bishops considered the IARCCUM report, Growing Together in Unity and Mission (IARCCUM 2007).

A Second Ecumenical Century: Challenges and Possibilities

For over a century, Anglicans have maintained a commitment to visible unity, and have pursued that goal in all-round and all-level relationships. In doctrinal conversations, as well as in ministry together serving local communities, pursuing justice and peace, Anglicans have come to understand better the goal of visible unity and the principles espoused at early Lambeth Conferences. However, there remain sharp challenges before Anglicans and their ecumenical partners.

There are ever more partners in an expanding ecumenical movement, bringing new possibilities for Anglican all-round commitment. At Lambeth 1998, the bishops expressed a wish to explore the possibility of dialogue with Pentecostal churches and to develop relations with ‘New Churches and Independent Groups’ (Resolution IV. 21; Lambeth 1999: 415–417). The establishment of a Global Christian Forum, with a membership more inclusive than that of the WCC, has been supported by Anglicans. Its intention is to build bridges with all Christian churches but with no commitment to the visible unity of the church.

Bilateral and multilateral dialogues continue to produce important reports, among them the Anglican-Orthodox reports, The Church of the Triune God (A-O 2006) and In the Image and Likeness of God: Hope filled Anthropology (A-O 2015), and an Agreed Statement on Christology from the Anglican-Oriental Orthodox International Commission (A-OO 2015). A third Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission published a statement, Walking Together on the Way, on the nature and mission of the Church as communion—local, regional, and universal—in 2018 (ARCIC 2018), and a further statement on how the church in communion discerns right ethical teaching is expected at a later stage; and the 2013 Faith and Order convergence document, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order 2013), has been sent to churches for their response just as BEM was in the early 1980s. How to harvest the fruits of these ecumenical conversations in renewed lives and new forms of closer relationship so that they do not simply languish in library archives is a challenge.

Questions remain in the area of the ministry, not least regarding the ordination of women. The Roman Catholic Church has been clear with its ecumenical partners that this issue makes it impossible to see how the original goal of organic union can be achieved. For Anglicans who, according to Resolutions III.2 and III.4 of the 1998 Lambeth Conference, hold that the matter is in an ‘open process of reception’ (Lambeth 1998: 394–396), both within their own Communion and in the universal church, there has to be the hope that there can be fruitful conversations with both the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox churches.

Episcopacy is still an issue between churches which have bishops and those which do not, between churches, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Anglican, which hold that bishops are a sine qua non for visible unity and those which do not. The progress already made in this area gives hope that in time greater understanding may lead to agreement. There is a widespread recognition that the ministry of episcope is exercised in different ‘modes’—personal, collegial, and communal (Faith and Order 1982, Ministry, 26)—and that different churches emphasize one mode rather than others. The question for every church is whether a right balance between the three modes can be attained so that the personal, collegial, and communal forms of oversight can work together in serving the unity of the church. This may prove a hopeful line for further ecumenical exploration and also help Anglicans to understand their own instruments of communion. There are similar signs of hope that progress may be possible in understanding a ministry of universal primacy. Anglicans acknowledge the importance of a ministry which can focus and serve the unity of the church at the world level. The encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint, in which Pope John Paul II invited other Christians to discuss with him how the papal ministry might serve the unity of the churches, did much to open a fruitful discussion which needs to be followed up (Pope John Paul II 1995: nn. 95–96).

New ethical issues bring painful divisions both within and between churches. While, according to the ARCIC agreed statement Life in Christ: Morals, Communion and the Church (1993), Anglicans and Roman Catholics agree that they ‘share the same fundamental moral values’ (ARCIC 1993: 1; in GA II: 345), a necessary mark of visible communion, there are particular disagreements on the marriage of divorced persons, methods of controlling conception, abortion, and issues in human sexuality.

One of the most pressing issues before Anglicans and their ecumenical partners is the question of what vision of unity impels the ecumenical quest today. Is there a shared vision which can help to maintain internal Anglican unity as well as direct the future ecumenical engagements of Anglicans? There is so much that could be brought to this discussion: what has been learned from the experience of closer relations, the insights of theological conversations, and the statements on unity made at Assemblies of the WCC with their emphasis on communion (koinonia) in faith, life, and witness (Ecumenical Movement: 124–125). Anglicans and others need a portrait of visible unity that will command commitment, inspire passion, and awaken new energy at this stage of the journey; a portrait which captures the diversity given in creation and the diversity inspired continually by the Holy Spirit as the gospel is lived out in a multitude of cultural and historical contexts; a portrait that takes account of both the local manifestation of the church and, in an increasingly globalized world, the global manifestation of the church; a portrait which links the all in each place to the all in every place and the all through time and holds together the mission and unity of the church. It would be a significant ecumenical advance if churches together could affirm a shared commitment to visible unity—for God’s sake and for the world’s sake. It may be that The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order 2013) has a contribution to make in that regard. For Anglicans, there can be ‘no turning back, either from the goal of visible unity or from the single ecumenical movement that unites concern for the unity of the Church and concern for engagement in the struggles of the world’ (Message of the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order, 1993, in Best and Gassmann 1994: 225).

Conclusion

The complex issues of today’s world, whether of war and peace, nuclear armaments, the international economic crisis, ecological challenges, injustice and poverty, are too strong for a divided church. Christians need to be together in proclaiming the Gospel and working together locally, nationally, and at a world level for justice and peace and the care of creation.

In October 2016 Pope Francis and Archbishop Justin Welby of Canterbury insisted in their Common Declaration that the world must see us witnessing to our common faith in Jesus by acting together. ‘We can, and must, work together to protect and preserve our common home: loving, teaching and acting in ways that favour a speedy end to the environmental destruction that offends the Creator and degrades his creatures.…We can, and must, be united in a common cause to uphold and defend the dignity of all people’ (Common Declaration 2016). This insistence on an ecumenism of action echoes the pilgrimage of justice and peace promoted by the WCC. An ecumenism of action gives renewed life and hope to today’s ecumenical journey, supported by convergence in matters of faith and order.
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Chapter 8

Methodist


David M. Chapman




Introduction

Methodism began as a ‘connexion’ or network of religious societies inspired by the preaching of John and Charles Wesley in the mid-eighteenth-century Church of England, before rapidly expanding in the first half of the following century into a global ‘empire of the Spirit’ (Hempton 2006), comprising a fragmented family of Methodist/Wesleyan churches. The present chapter investigates under six headings the ways in which Methodists have viewed ecumenism, responded to its challenges and opportunities, and contributed to its development. The chosen headings reflect Methodism’s ecclesiological perspective: friendship as ecumenical method; theological and missiological foundations of ecumenism; ecumenical structures of communion; the Methodist experience of ecumenism; theological dialogue; and the present ‘ecumenical moment’.

Friendship as Ecumenical Method

The basic principles underlying Methodist involvement in ecumenism were adumbrated long before the advent of the modern ecumenical movement. As early as 1820, Wesleyan Methodists in Britain laid the incipient foundations for an ecumenical method based on friendship: ‘Let us…maintain towards all denominations of Christians, who “hold the Head”, the kind and catholic spirit of primitive Methodism; and, according to the noble maxim of our Fathers in the Gospel, “be the friends of all, the enemies of none”’ (Davies et al. 1988: 369).

If the aspiration to friendship was theologically unsophisticated and narrowly conceived (at that stage applying exclusively to fellow Protestants), nevertheless it expressed a basic intention that has undergirded Methodism’s ecumenical relations and method for two centuries. Indeed, the ‘Wesleyan Essentials of Christian Faith’, adopted by the World Methodist Council in 1996, state contemporary Methodism’s ecumenical intentions in precisely the same terms. Thus the Methodist experience of ecumenism has been, and continues to be, shaped by the theological and practical possibilities and limitations of an ecumenical method that views inter-church relations through the prism of friendship.

At first, friendship as ecumenical method was directed towards internal reunification in the wake of schisms that fractured the Methodist movement in the half-century following the death of John Wesley in 1791. Methodism in Britain split over issues surrounding the authority of the Wesleyan Conference and the status of itinerant preachers. In the United States, issues relating to race and slavery caused deep divisions that have yet to be fully healed. Following a series of mergers, British Methodism was finally reunited in 1932, and in the United States major reunions took place in 1939 and 1968 to form the United Methodist Church (UMC).

Beyond the healing of internal divisions, as yet incomplete, the full potential of friendship as ecumenical method is powerfully evidenced in those unity schemes that have seen Methodists relinquish their ecclesial independence from a position of relative strength in order to unite with other traditions, notably Congregationalists and Presbyterians: Canada (1925); Zambia (1965); and Australia (1977). In three such cases, Methodists have been brought into unity with Anglicans: South India (1947); North India (1970); and Pakistan (1970). The small Methodist communities in parts of Western Europe (mainly Belgium, France, and Spain) have been absorbed into Protestant unions, while Methodists in Italy are structurally united with Waldensians but maintain a separate ecclesial identity. The Uniting Church in Sweden (2011) brought together Methodists, Baptists, and the Mission Covenant Church of Sweden.

Methodists and Anglicans in Britain have experienced a somewhat tense relationship since the earliest Methodist societies stretched the fabric of the Church of England beyond breaking point. Wesleyan Methodists reacted indignantly to being unchurched by Tractarians in the nineteenth century and observed with concern the rise of Anglo-Catholicism in the Church of England. Yet, their hopes for eventual reconciliation with the Church of England were never entirely extinguished, despite Methodism as a whole becoming more closely aligned with the Protestant Free Churches in response to the perceived Anglican drift towards Roman Catholicism.

After more than a century of estrangement from the Church of England, British Methodists cautiously welcomed Archbishop Geoffrey Fisher’s ecumenical overture in his famous Cambridge sermon of 1946 in which he invited the Free Churches in England ‘to take episcopacy into their systems’. Attempts at rapprochement resulted in failed unity schemes in 1972 and again in 1982, leaving Methodists wary of institutional ecumenism, just at the point when imaginative changes in Anglican and Methodist canon law were facilitating local ecumenism through the shared use of church buildings and the extension of eucharistic hospitality.

The shift in emphasis from unity schemes to grassroots ecumenism supported from the centre has proved more effective as an ecumenical strategy in Britain and elsewhere, even if it has led to impatience with the apparent slowness of institutional change. In England, positive experience within Local Ecumenical Partnerships eventually resulted in the joint signing in 2003 of a formal Covenant committing Methodists and Anglicans ‘to work to overcome the remaining obstacles to the organic unity of our two churches’ (British Methodist Church 2001: §194). To facilitate the ‘healing of memories’, the associated common statement remedies the unchurching of Methodism which has been the neuralgic point in Methodist relations with Anglicans: ‘We affirm one another’s churches as true churches belonging to the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ and as truly participating in the apostolic mission of the whole people of God’ (§194). Current proposals for the reconciliation of ministries envisage the Methodist Church in Britain receiving the historic episcopate from Anglicans. In Ireland, a similar covenant relationship has already achieved the reconciliation of Anglican and Methodist ministries by a similar process.

In the United States, relations between United Methodists and Anglicans have largely been unaffected by the restraining influence exerted by the Church of England within the Anglican Communion. Here the social dimension of ecumenical relations is altered by the fact that United Methodists considerably outnumber Anglicans (Episcopalians). That both churches are episcopally ordered enhances the prospects for the reconciliation of ministries, though United Methodist bishops do not claim to belong to the historic episcopate. United Methodists and Episcopalians entered into a relationship of interim eucharistic sharing in 2006 with the intention of establishing full communion. ‘In this case, full communion is understood as a relationship between two distinct churches or communions in which each maintains its own autonomy while recognizing the catholicity and apostolicity of the other, and believing the other to hold the essentials of the Christian faith’ (United Methodist Church 2006: 16). However, internal ruptures within both churches over issues relating to human sexuality have stalled proposals for United Methodist bishops to be incorporated into the historic episcopate via the Episcopal Church.

Relations between United Methodists and Lutherans in North America and Europe have progressed markedly as a result of the common statement agreed by the international Methodist-Lutheran dialogue in 1984 (see below). Formal relations of inter-communion have been established in Germany (1990), Austria (1991), Sweden (1993), Norway (1997), and the United States (2008). The European Conferences of the UMC (along with British and Irish Methodists) are members of the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe.

Extending ecumenical friendship to Roman Catholics is a comparatively recent development in Methodism, following two centuries of mutual suspicion, missionary competition, and frequently bitter controversy. John Wesley adhered to the conventional anti-Catholicism of the eighteenth-century Church of England, though his attitude towards Roman Catholics was far from extreme by the standards of the day (Butler 1995). Exhibiting the contemporary Anglican interest in patristic studies and disdaining the theological systems of the medieval schoolmen, he nevertheless professed admiration for a number of Roman Catholic spiritual writers and refused to unchurch Catholics. His famous Letter to a Roman Catholic (1745), composed in the wake of rioting between Methodists and Catholics in Dublin, pleads for mutual forbearance, if not actual friendship, on the basis of a high degree of shared Christian faith. Nevertheless, throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, Methodists in Britain and the United States remained deeply suspicious of Roman Catholicism, their deep-seated fear of papal imperialism being reflected in a strident defence of Reformation orthodoxy. Wesley’s Sunday Service of the Methodists in North America (1784), one of the foundation documents of American Methodism, contains an abridged version of the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England, perpetuating its anti-Catholic sentiment.

The rapid thaw in Methodist relations with Roman Catholics in the past fifty years can be attributed to the change in ecumenical climate caused by the Second Vatican Council and Methodism’s inherent disposition towards ecumenical friendship. The Methodist observers at the Council, especially Albert Outler (Southern Methodist University; 1908–89), did much to encourage a change of attitude on the part of Methodists (Outler 1967). Embarrassed by the anti-Catholicism of their forebears, the General Conference of the UMC adopted a ‘Resolution of Intent’ in 1970, promising to interpret Methodism’s historic texts in the light of the best insights of the modern ecumenical movement (Outler 1975). This bold ecumenical gesture signalled a commitment to developing positive relations with Roman Catholics, while withholding judgement on past controversies. So complete has been the transformation in Methodist-Roman Catholic relations that Methodists nowadays are often surprised to discover that their ancestors were fervently anti-Catholic.

After a century of ecumenism, Methodists generally enjoy good relations across the ecclesial spectrum, partly because of their ecumenical method and partly because of the eclectic nature of their spirituality, which enables them to find common ground with diverse Christian communities. However, in some places local factors, reinforced by enduring historical controversies, still cloud ecumenical relations. Insensitivity towards Methodists on the part of Roman Catholic and Orthodox majorities in parts of Eastern Europe and Latin America still cause acute tensions. Yet Methodists seem unwilling to recognize how their historic mission to spread scriptural holiness could be interpreted as an attempt to proselytize within settings very different to the religious context in which Methodist missions developed in Britain, North America, Africa, and Asia. The universal aspirations of Methodist missions create ecumenical sensitivities that have yet to be fully addressed.

If the fruits of ecumenical friendship can be seen in the variety of positive ways in which Methodists relate to other Christian communities, its limitations as ecumenical method are reflected in the unrealistic expectations and frustrations that are a recurring feature of the Methodist experience of ecumenism. In extending the hand of friendship, Methodists have naturally expected dialogue partners to meet them with similar generosity of spirit. Yet, Methodists have had to learn, sometimes painfully, that friendship and goodwill alone are insufficient to overcome theological obstacles to unity when other churches adopt ecumenical and ecclesiological perspectives very different to theirs. As a result, Methodists have been disappointed on occasion to discover that, for example, their generosity in recognizing and affirming the churchly nature or the apostolic faith of other Christian communities is not always fully reciprocated for sincerely held theological reasons.

Once unrealistic expectations are set aside, however, friendship as ecumenical method offers fresh possibilities for the future in the light of recent insights into the nature of ecumenism. For it is increasingly recognized that ecumenism, instead of being a series of closed exchanges setting out fixed theological positions for joint agreement, properly involves a holistic encounter in which those involved must be open to interior change. As such, inter-church dialogue is never merely an exchange of ideas but is always in some way ‘an exchange of gifts’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: §34). Friendship as ecumenical method is an appropriate vehicle for the giving and receiving of gifts that are not to be thought of as the exclusive possession of one particular community but as being held on trust for the sake of the Church as a whole. Having been raised up by God to fulfil a historic mission, Methodism has spiritual endowments to offer ecumenical partners in just such an exchange of gifts: ‘connexionalism’; Christian conferencing; a powerful sense of the baptismal vocation to Christian discipleship and the common priesthood of the faithful; and the authentic contribution of laypeople to authoritative decision-making in the church (Chapman 2008). Furthermore, as far as continuing theological dialogue is concerned, friendship as ecumenical method provides a stable and secure context in which to explore contentious issues without endangering relations.

Theological and Missiological Foundations of Ecumenism

The theological foundations of friendship as ecumenical method rest on John Wesley’s evangelical Arminianism, which led him to recognize the presence of authentic Christian faith and holy living in diverse Christian communities. As Wesleyan Methodists correctly discerned, even if they did not grasp the full implications, the ‘primitive Methodism’ of the Wesley brothers aspired to be not only ‘kind’ but also ‘catholic’ in the sense described by John in his sermon on ‘catholic spirit’. According to Wesley, those possessed of catholic spirit adhere to the essentials of Christian faith while tolerating diverse theological ‘opinions’ on the non-essentials. Such catholic spirit manifests itself in ‘catholic love’. True to their catholic spirit, then, Methodists: ‘[love] as friends, as brethren in the Lord, as members of Christ and children of God, as joint partakers now of the present kingdom of God, and fellow-heirs of his eternal Kingdom, all of whatever opinion or worship or congregation who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ; who love God and man; who, rejoicing to please and fearing to offend God, are careful to abstain from evil and zealous of good works’ (Outler 1984: 94).

Catholic spirit thus provides a theological foundation and source for friendship as ecumenical method even if it does not address the central question of what exactly constitute the essentials of Christian faith as distinct from those theological ‘opinions’ that allow scope for legitimate diversity. Friendship as ecumenical method, properly understood, does not produce doctrinal indifferentism but instead leads to theological dialogue in order to secure sufficient agreement in faith as the necessary condition for Christian unity.

Besides catholic spirit, Methodism’s twin missiological priorities to proclaim the evangelical faith and spread scriptural holiness have influenced Methodist ecumenical motive and method far more than any systematic reflection on the nature of the Church. The missiological foundations of Methodist ecumenical method emerged in the early twentieth century as a result of Methodism’s experience of overseas missions in Africa and Asia, where indigenous religions were showing unexpected resilience in the face of evangelization. After more than a century of costly missionary endeavour for modest returns, it was obvious to leading Methodist evangelists such as John R. Mott that for the prized objective of ‘The Evangelization of the World in this Generation’ to be a realistic possibility the united (and not merely the combined) efforts of Protestants would be required. The Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910, chaired by Mott, did much to convince Methodists in North America and Europe that the pursuit of visible Christian unity offered strategic benefits for a universal Christian mission that evidently required resources beyond the means of even the wealthiest of Protestant missionary societies.

While the missionary horizons of Methodism in the West have shifted decisively from ‘the non-Christian world’ to the challenges posed by secularization and the collapse of Christendom as a viable theological concept, Methodists continue to justify ecumenism principally on missiological grounds. Methodists therefore tend to be drawn towards ecumenism more for the sake of unity-in-mission than out of concern for unity in ministry and sacraments. For the same reason, Methodists find deeply unattractive the idea of an ecumenism of return to an historic institution.

The unstated ecclesiological suppositions underlying Methodist ecumenical method derive from a unique blend of Anglican and Puritan ecclesiology. In the Methodist tradition: ‘The Church is a community of all true believers under the Lordship of Christ. It is the redeemed and redeeming fellowship in which the Word of God is preached by persons divinely called, and the Sacraments are duly administered according to Christ’s own appointment’ (United Methodist Church 2016: Preamble). This minimalist doctrine of the Church requires no specific ecclesial structures and leaves unstated the criteria by which the Church can be concretely identified in the world.

Such ecclesiological minimalism poses a dilemma for ecumenical method. On the one hand, Methodists are free to adopt whatever ecclesial structures are demonstrably necessary for the Church’s unity and mission. On the other, they are reluctant to adopt structures that could be interpreted as remedying a deficiency in Methodism. The particular quandary for Methodist ecumenical method is whether and how it might be possible to enter into the historic episcopate without conceding its theological necessity, since Methodists take the view that episcopal succession is a sign, and not a guarantee, of apostolicity. Resolving this particular dilemma is the key to unlocking the potential of theological dialogue with Anglicans especially.

Ecumenical Structures of Communion

The connexional nature of Methodism is expressed in structures of communion. Correspondingly, Methodists participate in ecumenical structures of communion, internationally, regionally, and nationally, as a means towards the eventual full visible unity of the church. Examples considered briefly here are the World Methodist Council, the World Council of Churches, and the Global Christian Forum.

A grandly named ‘Oecumenical Methodist Conference’ was convened in London in 1881 at the instigation of American Methodism in order to strengthen links among Methodist traditions throughout the world. Adopting the pattern set by international missionary gatherings, subsequent conferences met in every tenth year until 1931. Since 1951, the World Methodist Conference has assembled every five years, most recently in Houston in 2016, in order to affirm and celebrate a common Methodist/Wesleyan identity. Continuing the aim of the first such conference, attendees gathered from seventy-nine member churches in 133 countries, representing a total community of around seventy-five million Methodists.

The World Methodist Council (WMC), a standing body of representatives appointed by member churches, has no executive powers but constitutes a structure of communion, providing Methodism with an institutional presence at the level of world communions and thus a means of engaging formally in theological dialogue. Despite internal tensions, some of them relating to the dominant position of the UMC, member churches choose to remain in communion with one another because they share a common Wesleyan/Methodist ethos and heritage. However, the future role of the WMC is in doubt as ecumenical budgets shrink in straitened economic circumstances. Bringing together several hundred people for an international consultation is prohibitively expensive for such intangible returns. Moreover, while some Methodists want to strengthen the WMC as a structure of communion, others prefer to pursue their own national or regional ecumenical agendas.

Although the WMC has largely been unaffected by the kind of controversies that have fractured the Anglican Communion and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, it is doubtful whether in future a common Wesleyan/Methodist ethos and heritage will be sufficient to maintain communion among the Methodist family of churches in the face of divisive theological and ethical controversies. Strengthening the WMC as a structure of communion would probably require member churches to subscribe to a statement of doctrine and ethics. Whether this would be viable remains to be seen, though a short summary statement of ‘Wesleyan Essentials of Christian Faith’ was adopted by the WMC in 1996 with strong support from member churches (World Methodist Council 2006: 151–154).

The most significant ecumenical achievement of the WMC has been to associate Methodists with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ 1999) between the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation. Representatives of all three bodies signed the Official Common Affirmation of the Methodist Statement of Association with the JDDJ at the WMC meeting in Seoul in 2006. Methodists, Catholics, and Lutherans together affirm their ‘consensus on basic truths of the doctrine of justification’ (JDDJ, §5) and their intention to deepen their common understanding of justification in teaching, study, and preaching as a step towards common mission and eventual full communion. They also affirm that any remaining differences on justification are not sufficient cause in themselves for continuing separation.

Beyond the family of the WMC, the vast majority of autonomous Methodist churches are also members of the World Council of Churches (WCC). Methodism’s significant contribution to the WCC has been disproportionate to its relative size among world communions. Methodists have been among the most committed supporters of the WCC since John Mott was invited to preach at its inauguration in Amsterdam (1948) in recognition of his seminal contribution to international ecumenism. No fewer than three general secretaries have been Methodists: Philip Potter (1972–84); Emilio Castro (1985–92); and Samuel Kobia (2004–10). Robert Newton Flew (Great Britain) was a major figure in the interwar Faith and Order movement, and Methodists have continued to be active in the WCC Faith and Order Commission. Geoffrey Wainwright, lately Methodism’s leading ecumenist, served on the commission from 1977 to 1991 and was a principal editor at Lima, Peru, of the landmark convergence statement: Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM hereafter) (Faith and Order Commission 1982).

The Global Christian Forum is intended to be an ‘open space’ for churches and inter-church organizations to explore common challenges. Its missiological objectives resonate with Methodists: ‘Deepen our commitment to God’s Word and mission in the world’; ‘Enhance our understanding of contemporary expressions of Christian mission’; ‘Foster relationships that may lead to common witness’. Its methodology similarly appeals to lately Methodists: ‘Pursue principles and practices that enable us to deal freely, responsibly and peaceably with our Christian differences and distinctive qualities’; ‘Engage in theological reflection in areas of mutual concern’ (Global Christian Forum 2007). Given their unique history and experience, Methodists have much to contribute to a forum intended as a meeting place for Evangelicals, Pentecostals and the historic churches, though they have yet to exploit the full potential of participating in this informal and innovative structure of multilateral ecumenism.

The Methodist Experience of Ecumenism

Being involved in ecumenism in its widest sense has profoundly affected Methodism theologically, liturgically, and spiritually, through the conscious adoption and unconscious absorption of ecumenical trends, sources, and norms, and as a result of rediscovering neglected aspects of the Wesleyan theological tradition and identity through dialogue with Christians of other traditions. Paradoxically, perhaps, the enduring impact of ecumenism on Methodism has been simultaneously to strengthen and redefine Methodist identity as a result of the exposure to external influences.

Exemplifying the principle lex orandi, lex credendi, Methodists have tended to follow a liturgical methodology in articulating their belief. Historically, authorized liturgical rites have been among the most significant carriers of Methodist teaching, along with the Wesleyan hymnody and sermon corpus. The twentieth-century Liturgical Movement, an underestimated form of ecumenism, has been immensely influential in shaping Methodist worship (Tucker 1996; Chapman 2006), with a consequential impact on Methodist theology and spirituality. As a result of ecumenical scholarship in liturgical studies, recent eucharistic liturgies in Methodism resemble the earliest rites of the Latin West to a higher degree than ever before, providing new resources for Methodist teaching on the Eucharist and offering the prospect of ecumenical convergence in previously contentious aspects of sacramental theology.

Furthermore, the modern Liturgical Movement has provided Methodists with the resources to develop rites of confirmation, healing (including the sacramental use of oil), blessing, and dedication, and even rites of reconciliation in response to emerging pastoral and spiritual needs. Similarly, Methodists have drawn freely on ecumenical and other sources to develop supplementary rites relating to dying and death, and for the observance of previously neglected Christian festivals and seasons. The increasing acceptance and use of such rites within Methodism reflects the changing nature of Methodist worship as a result of exposure to ecumenism.

As a result of its impact on Methodist worship, the Liturgical Movement has influenced the eclectic spirituality of Methodists, who have long been adept at borrowing and adapting from other traditions in order to meet their spiritual needs. Liturgical reforms have encouraged greater attention to the Church calendar, the use of lectionaries, and observance of the penitential seasons of Lent and Advent in private devotion as well as in public worship. Along with the increased availability and use of seasonal eucharistic rites, the use of liturgical colours and even vestments has contributed to a resurgence of sacramental piety in Methodism. Likewise, devotional practices once alien to Protestants are increasingly common in Methodism: the use of candles in worship, palm crosses, ashing ceremonies on Ash Wednesday, foot-washing on Holy Thursday, Stations of the Cross, and even Easter Vigils.

Despite the influence of the Liturgical Movement, however, Methodism’s inherited Protestant legacy, bordering on the Puritan in certain respects, ensures wide variations in practice. As a result, the overall picture is inconsistent. Since Methodists do not prescribe forms of worship, contrary liturgical and spiritual trends are also evident, fuelled by a strong attachment to extempore forms of worship and ingrained suspicion of practices that lack a firm scriptural mandate. Behind these divergent trends lies an unresolved tension: while Methodists are generally receptive to external influences through the ecumenical encounter, some are inclined to accept only those elements that reflect the priorities and norms of a holiness movement. Furthermore, since Methodist epistemology is primarily spiritual (the doctrine of assurance) rather than sacramental, Methodism is always susceptible to Pentecostal influences. Whether and how these divergent liturgical and spiritual trends can continue to coexist without tearing the structures of global Methodism will depend on complex interactions involving internal dynamics and external influences.

The influence of multilateral and bilateral dialogue reports, especially the landmark Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order Commission 1982), is evident in the incorporation of ecumenical norms into Methodist statements of belief, though in ways that are neither systematic nor necessarily consistent with previous statements. Given that Methodism’s immediate origins lie in the English Reformation, rather than in its more thoroughgoing continental counterpart, Methodists have never been quite sure how to integrate their Catholic and Protestant legacies into a unified theological tradition. As a result, divergent theological perspectives are much in evidence, all claiming with some justification to be authentically Methodist. While initial Methodist responses to BEM were generally positive, a number expressed strong reservations from an avowedly Protestant perspective (Thurian 1986).

Nevertheless, Methodist theology has not stood still since BEM was published in 1982. The projected publication of responses to the follow-up WCC convergence text, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order Commission 2013), will reveal the extent to which the BEM process has been absorbed into Methodist theology and ecumenical method. Certainly, the idea of the Church as koinonia, a central theme in BEM, has been integrated into Methodist ecclesiology by association with the concept of connexionalism. Similarly, recent Methodist teaching documents on the Lord’s Supper (United Methodist Church 2005) and baptism (United Methodist Church 1996) are indebted to BEM and its subsequent outworking in ecumenical texts. More generally, although Methodists remain strongly committed to a theology of the word, ecumenical experience has led them to a greater appreciation of sacramental theology.

Theological Dialogue

Methodists have responded positively to the opportunity to engage in theological dialogue with other world communions in the wake of the Second Vatican Council (Wainwright 1995). The most sustained and theologically mature of the dialogues co-sponsored by the WMC has been with the Roman Catholic Church (see Chapman 2004), though at one time or another Methodists have been involved in bilateral conversations with the Lutheran World Federation (1977–84), World Alliance of Reformed Churches (1985–87), Anglican Communion (1992–96), Orthodox (1992–95), and the Salvation Army (2003–10).

Absent from this list are the churches that stem from the radical wing of the Reformation. The paradoxical nature of Methodism as a renewal movement that remains committed to infant baptism and (in some places) confirmation contrasts with those communities that require believer-baptism as the exclusive means of Christian initiation. The connexional character of Methodist ecclesiology similarly runs counter to the congregationalism associated with such churches. Despite obvious parallels between the origins of Methodism and the rise of classical Pentecostalism a century later, neither tradition has sought to initiate a theological dialogue. The prospects for a bilateral dialogue with the Baptist World Alliance, which began in 2013, will largely depend upon whether Methodists and Baptists can agree that infant baptism/confirmation and infant dedication/believer-baptism constitute equivalent pathways in Christian initiation interpreted as process and not as event.

Methodist-Roman Catholic Dialogue

The initial exploratory phase of Methodist-Roman Catholic dialogue (1967–76) produced two reports registering outline agreement on a range of topics. The second phase (1977–2001) studied selected aspects of core Christian doctrines in order to establish a secure foundation for future dialogue: the Holy Spirit (1981); the Church (1986); the apostolic tradition (1991); the nature of revelation and faith (1996); and teaching authority (2001). The Grace Given You in Christ (International Commission for Dialogue 2006) sets out what Methodists and Catholics are able to recognize in each other as being of the Church and explores a possible exchange of gifts. Recognizing the need to integrate theological dialogue with church life, the report also states a number of general principles for ecumenical relations between Methodists and Catholics.

Building on these ecclesiological explorations, Encountering Christ the Saviour: Church and Sacraments (International Commission for Dialogue 2011, hereafter ECS), revisits some of the topics addressed in BEM in order to extend and deepen existing areas of agreement. The overarching theological framework is provided by the rich scriptural theme of the participation of the baptized in the paschal mystery of the death and resurrection of Christ. In considering the Eucharist as the sacramental memorial of Christ’s saving death and resurrection, the report draws on the eucharistic hymns of John and Charles Wesley as evidence that the ‘Catholic language of a eucharistic “offering” of Christ’s sacrifice and Methodist language of “pleading” that sacrifice can be reconciled’ (ECS, §132).

The treatment of ordained ministry in ECS has wider ecumenical application. Despite their Anglican and Wesleyan heritage, Methodists have tended to adopt an indiscriminate interpretation of ‘the priesthood of all believers’ as a result of Reformation controversies concerning the ordained ministry as a sacrificing priesthood. However, by drawing on recent biblical and theological studies on the nature of priesthood, and by adopting a mediating position that Christ continues to exercise his priestly ministry in the church by means of the ministerial priesthood together with the common priesthood of the faithful, ECS is able to establish significant convergence (§189):



(1) all ministry in the church is ultimately that of Christ and is only ever exercised by individuals as his representatives;

(2) the ordained ministry is both sign and instrument of Christ’s ministry;

(3) a rite of Ordination (involving the imposition of ministerial hands and the invocation of the Holy Spirit for the appropriate gifts for ministry) is itself sacramental in nature;

(4) by virtue of their Ordination, individuals are enabled to represent Christ to the church and to represent the church before God;

(5) the ministerial priesthood and the common priesthood of the faithful participate in distinct but related ways in the priesthood of Christ;

(6) in the celebration of the Eucharist, the ordained bishop or presbyter represents Christ the priest in the midst of the priestly people of God.





Whether and how the member churches of the WMC will eventually absorb ECS into their official teaching is difficult to predict given the divergent theological perspectives present in contemporary Methodism. Describing the Eucharist as a sacrifice offered by the church in union with Christ’s eternal sacrifice remains controversial in some quarters, as does the view that ordained ministers possess spiritual gifts beyond those conferred upon the faithful by virtue of their baptismal vocation. Nevertheless, that both of these ideas are present in authorized Methodist liturgies suggests that ECS is part of a broad, if gradual, process of ecumenical reception.

The Call to Holiness: From Glory to Glory (International Commission for Dialogue 2016) builds on previous reports and the Methodist Statement of Association with the JDDJ to consider ‘how Methodists and Roman Catholics understand the nature and effect of divine grace upon the human person and the implications for the Christian life’ (§4). The report investigates the grace that enables, the grace that justifies, and the grace that sanctifies. The historically divisive issues of ‘good works and merit’ and ‘the assurance of faith and salvation’ are set in a new context of a shared understanding of justification. The report explores similarities and differences relating to practices of holy living in the two traditions and adopts a fresh approach to the historically controversial issues of prayer for the departed and the intercession of the saints. While important differences remain, these need no longer be regarded as obstacles to further convergence in doctrine and practices of holy living.

The call to holiness is also a call to unity in the church. Since 1986, the goal of Methodist-Roman Catholic dialogue has been ‘full communion in faith, mission and sacramental life’, a description of Christian unity that includes the possibility of Methodists retaining their ecclesial identity in communion with the Roman Catholic Church. Full communion will not simply involve mutual recognition but ‘will also depend upon a fresh creative act of reconciliation which acknowledges the manifold yet unified activity of the Holy Spirit throughout the ages’ (International Commission for Dialogue 1991: §94; GA II: 616).

In addition to the international dialogue co-sponsored by the WMC, there are Methodist-Roman Catholic conversations in Britain, the United States, and New Zealand. These have produced a number of convergence statements, notably Mary: Mother of the Lord (Great Britain, 1995) and Through Divine Love: The Church in each place and all places (US, 2006). In Australia, Methodist-Roman Catholic conversations began in the early 1970s, focusing on common beliefs and pastoral concerns relating to baptism. Since 1977, the Uniting Church in Australia (a member of the WMC) has extended the dialogue into other areas of shared pastoral concern: Interchurch Marriages (National Dialogue 1999) and The Mission of the Church (National Dialogue 2008).

Methodist-Anglican Dialogue

Dialogue between the WMC and the Anglican Communion began in response to an approach from the 1988 Lambeth Conference. On the basis of agreement in faith and doctrine, and convergence in understanding ordained ministry, Sharing in the Apostolic Communion (Anglican-Methodist International Commission 1996, hereafter SAC) invited the WMC and the Lambeth Conference to affirm that:



• Both Anglicans and Methodists belong to the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church of Jesus Christ and participate in the apostolic mission of the whole people of God;

• In the churches of our two communions the word of God is authentically preached and the sacraments instituted by Christ are duly administered;

• Our churches share in the common confession and heritage of the apostolic faith (SAC, §95; GA II: 76).





A second resolution called for a joint working group to support national and regional initiatives to implement eucharistic communion, the mutual recognition and interchangeability of ministries and rites, and structures of common decision-making.

Whereas the WMC endorsed these resolutions, the 1998 Lambeth Conference invited churches of the Anglican Communion to study the report and develop local agreements of acknowledgement—a term carrying less theological freight than recognition. A future task would be to prepare ‘guidelines for moving beyond acknowledgement to the reconciliation of churches and, within that, the reconciliation of ordained ministries and structures for common decision-making’ (Anglican Communion 1998: Resolution IV.17). Reference to the reconciliation of churches and ministries signalled Anglican unwillingness formally to recognize Methodist churches and ordination as such. Since then, however, Anglican-Methodist relations have altered considerably following developments in Britain and Ireland under their respective Covenant relationships.

Although the bold vision for the mutual recognition of Anglican and Methodist ministries has yet to be fully realized, the Anglican-Methodist International Commission for Unity in Mission (AMICUM) monitors and promotes regional and national initiatives between the two communions. A plethora of multilateral and bilateral agreements involving Methodists and/or Anglicans adds to the complex patchwork of ecumenical relations.

Methodist-Lutheran Dialogue

Methodist-Lutheran dialogue has produced a common statement on The Church: A Community of Grace (Methodist-Lutheran Dialogue 1984). On the basis of agreement about the authority of the Scriptures, salvation by grace through faith, the nature of the church and its mission, and the means of grace, the statement recommends that ‘our churches take steps to declare and establish full fellowship of word and sacrament’ (§91; GA II: 218).

Publication of this common statement encouraged developments in the United States, where Methodist-Lutheran conversations established agreement in understanding baptism (1977–79) and episcopacy (1985–87). Confessing our Faith Together (2005) is a common statement advocating full communion between the UMC and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA). For the ELCA, full communion would require: (1) common confession of the Christian faith; (2) mutual recognition of baptism and sharing of the Eucharist; (3) mutual recognition of ordained ministries; (4) ‘common commitment to evangelism, witness, and service’; and (5) ‘a means of common decision making on critical common issues of faith and life’ (Burgess and Gros 1995: 259). In 2008, the UMC General Conference and ELCA Assembly agreed to enter into full communion, though there are no plans for organic unity.

Methodist-Reformed Dialogue

Theological differences between Wesley and Calvin concerning the nature of freedom and grace led to serious controversy. In Calvin’s understanding, it is the elect who come to faith and thus receive saving grace, whereas in Wesley’s evangelical Arminianism saving grace is accorded to those who in freedom will to be saved. While Methodists remain strongly attached to their Arminian theology, since the majority of Reformed Christians do not adhere to a doctrine of double predestination the historical controversies have mostly subsided, though differences remain in understanding the nature of divine election.

Methodist-Reformed dialogue produced a short statement, Together in God’s Grace (Methodist-Reformed Dialogue 1987), that seeks to overcome theological differences. According to its conclusions, ‘that Wesley and Calvin advocated conflicting ways of holding together what they affirm in common should not constitute a barrier between our traditions’ (GA II: 272). In general, ‘the classical doctrinal issues…ought not to be seen as obstacles to unity between Methodists and Reformed’ (GA II: 274). The question remains, however, whether soteriological differences between Methodists and Reformed constitute an obstacle to developing a common theology of mission and the Christian life. Unlike the Reformed tradition, the Wesleyan theological tradition maintains that prevenient grace makes it possible and necessary to cooperate with the divine work of salvation. Moreover, Methodists emphasize the transformative power of sanctifying grace at work in the lives of individuals—a theological position closer to Orthodox and Roman Catholics than to Reformed or Lutheran.

Orthodox and Salvation Army

The breadth and ambition of Methodism’s ecumenical horizons is nowhere better illustrated than in the simultaneous WMC overtures towards Eastern Orthodox and the Salvation Army. Since Methodists and Orthodox inhabit very different historical, theological, and liturgical spheres, an ecumenical methodology is required that can bridge the gap between their respective universes of discourse. Recognizing the challenges that would inevitably be involved, a preparatory commission established in the early 1990s recommended the inauguration of a Methodist-Orthodox dialogue. The commission’s 1995 report, Orthodox and Methodists (Orthodox-World Methodist Council Dialogue Commission 1996), contains a self-description by both traditions, an appreciation of each other’s principal features, and suggested topics for future dialogue. However, Methodist-Orthodox dialogue is unlikely to begin in the foreseeable future because of Orthodox concerns about theological diversity and attitudes to human sexuality within global Methodism. In the United States, a series of informal conversations between Methodist and Orthodox theologians has addressed spirituality and ecclesiology (see Kimbrough 2002; 2007).

Since the origins of the Salvation Army lie in Methodism, the two communions share an overlapping spirituality and history of ideas thus making them natural dialogue partners, though relations have sometimes suffered as a result of competing missionary endeavour. Formal conversations between the WMC and the Salvation Army began as recently as 2003, the intention being ‘to explore our common heritage as Wesleyan Christians, examining the historical/doctrinal moorings of the Salvation Army and “Methodist essentials”’ (World Methodist Council 2006: 206). The final report, Working Together in Mission: Witness, Education and Service (Salvation Army-World Methodist Council Bilateral Dialogue, 2011), makes a number of recommendations in order to promote cooperation in each of these fields. The theological basis for collaboration between Methodists and the Salvation Army is a shared ‘lineage of Wesleyan faith and practice’ and a common legacy of Christian renewal, holiness, and evangelism. For internal reasons, in 2011 the Salvation Army decided not to renew its bilateral dialogue with the WMC.

The Ecumenical Moment

Surveying the contemporary state of ecumenism immediately following the publication of BEM, Geoffrey Wainwright concluded that the church was living at a time of critical opportunity for ecumenism: what he termed ‘the ecumenical moment’ had arrived (Wainwright 1983). Whether, thirty years on, Methodists regard the ecumenical moment as having passed into history or yet to begin in earnest depends on several interlocking factors—perspective, expectations, benchmarks, methods, and goals.

Ecumenism, probably more than any other sphere of Christian activity, has suffered from a combination of narrow perspective, unrealistic expectations, inappropriate benchmarks, vaguely stated methods, and ill-defined objectives. Whether the goal of ecumenism is conceived in terms of full communion, full visible unity, organic unity, unity-in-diversity or unity-in-mission has a bearing on ecumenical method and theological dialogue (Chapman 2015). As a result of their mixed experience, Methodists are committed to ecumenism as a long-term project requiring patience and stamina in which progress is to be measured in small steps that extend and secure the foundations for future dialogue. Such an approach eases pressure on the neuralgic points in ecumenical relations and gradually erodes theological obstacles to unity.

So far as Methodism is concerned, the pace of ecumenical progress has slowed in recent years as theological dialogue has begun to address the most serious obstacles to unity. Even so, by any objective standard, Methodism’s ecumenical relations have improved dramatically in the past fifty years. Methodists have seized the ecumenical moment with imagination and skill in order to develop a range of ecumenical partnerships. In so doing, Methodists have made a solid contribution to theological dialogue in the West (Kasper 2009).

If the fruits of theological dialogue have yet to be fully harvested within Methodism, this can be attributed to various factors, including the consultative nature of decision-making processes in Methodist Conferences and universal problems relating to the reception of ecumenical texts at all levels of the separated churches. At the same time, natural instincts incline Methodists to accept missionary cooperation as a satisfactory goal of ecumenism, thereby neutralizing the reception of theological dialogue and undermining the classical ecumenical objective of full visible unity. Since the WMC can do no more than encourage Methodists to study its dialogue reports, member churches are free to determine their ecumenical agenda according to national and regional priorities. Such an uncoordinated approach allows Methodists to exploit opportunities as they arise but puts them in the awkward position of trying to look simultaneously in several directions with the attendant risk of sending mixed messages to ecumenical partners.

Taking stock of the present ecumenical moment, it is fair to say that Methodists continue assiduously to devote their energies to classical ecumenism apparently undeterred by the scale of the task that still lies ahead. All the same, it would be prudent to trim the sails in order to catch the winds most propitious for ecumenism. There are certain aspects of Methodist ecumenical method that stand to benefit from refinement. The chapter concludes by briefly considering two of these.

The Nature and Possibility of Ecumenical Agreement

Despite fifty years of theological dialogue among the major world communions, the nature of ecumenical agreement remains elusive and in need of further investigation (Chapman 2012). Christian communities express and hand on their faith by means of a complex set of related symbols involving language, sacred signs and actions, normative way of life, and inherited patterns of behaviour. In Methodism, belief is transmitted through authorized hymnody and liturgy, connexional structures and polity, and expectations of holy living, as well as doctrine, though none of these can be said to articulate the full content of the Christian faith as Methodists have received it. The implications for ecumenical method in Methodism and beyond have yet to be systematized, though it suggests that ‘agreement’ cannot be thought of simply as the joint acceptance of doctrinal propositions that suppose a common vocabulary and interpretive framework. To be meaningful, ecumenical agreement may require a correlation of symbols between respective domains, taking account of differences in vocabulary and interpretive framework and the fact that there is no neutral point of view from which to adjudicate differences.

A related issue concerns the way in which official Methodist doctrinal standards actually function in the transmission of the faith in contemporary Methodism. In theory, doctrinal standards exercise a regulatory role by appealing to Scripture, the historic creeds, Reformation principles, and the corpus of Wesleyan writings as the yardstick of Methodist preaching and teaching. But how these components interact to create theological method is open to interpretation. Furthermore, the extent to which the Wesleyan sermons and hymnody remain functionally authoritative among Methodists varies considerably. The actual status and application of official Methodist doctrinal standards has implications for ecumenical method, since dialogue partners will want to be confident that they are in conversation with those who truly represent the faith of the Methodist people.

Towards a Global Methodist Ecumenical Perspective

The varied Methodist experience of ecumenism worldwide suggests the need for a more integrated ecumenical perspective within the WMC, where voices from the global South are under-represented in theological dialogue. The growing Methodist theological tradition in Asia has much to contribute to ecumenism; likewise, the Pentecostal flavour of Methodism in South America introduces another set of issues and emphases into the ecumenical equation.

Regrettably, the experience of those Methodists who have formed united churches with other traditions has mostly been lost from Methodism’s ecumenical perspective. The imaginative way in which, for instance, the Uniting Church in Australia has brought together the polities of Methodists, Presbyterians, and Congregationalists has had little impact on Methodist ecumenism despite its obvious application to other contexts. Equally, the experience of united churches that have adopted the historic episcopate has largely been lost to Methodism, even though it is relevant to Methodist relations with Anglicans elsewhere. Recovering the voices of united and uniting churches will enhance and reinvigorate Methodism’s ecumenical outlook.
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Chapter 9

Catholic


William Henn




At the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church committed herself irrevocably to following the path of the ecumenical venture, thus heeding the Spirit of the Lord, who teaches people to interpret carefully the ‘signs of the times’.

(Pope John Paul II 1995: 3)




Introduction

This chapter will seek to explore how the Catholic Church has viewed and responded to ecumenism, and what it has contributed. It will generally avoid giving dates and accounts of particular moments in Catholic ecumenical involvement, analysing the Catholic approach to specific issues, such as apostolic succession, describing instruments such as the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity, explaining Catholic involvement in ecumenism in various parts of the world, or offering proposals for the future from a Catholic perspective. Such matters are treated elsewhere in this volume. It might well be asked: but what remains to be treated? What remains is perhaps the most important issue of all: the Catholic Church’s broad overriding vision of the movement toward Christian unity.

The goal here is to uncover as much as possible the specific ecumenical ‘spirit’ that inspires and guides the endeavours of the Catholic Church on behalf of Christian unity. Of course, this cannot be done without having recourse to some data about events and some citation of texts, but the aim is not to focus on such details. Complicating the task is the fact that the ecumenical vision, response, and contribution of any particular Christian community are works in progress. There are developments and changes. This is particularly so in the case of the Catholic Church: as its estimation of ecumenism changed, so too did its response and contribution to the movement. The deeply felt commitment to the pursuit of Christian unity evident in the quotation at the head of this chapter, from Pope John Paul II’s encyclical letter on ecumenism, Ut Unum Sint (1995), represents a significant change of attitude.

The following pages will be devoted principally to describing and explaining that transformation. They will present the official ecumenical doctrine found in the documents of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) and in Pope John Paul II’s encyclical letter. The Catholic response to the ecumenical movement is determined by the vision expressed there. Some of the contributions to ecumenism made by the Catholic Church will then be indicated. All churches involved in the search for unity make contributions to that effort and many of the contributions of the Catholic Church cannot be considered as exclusively Catholic. For example, there has been considerable Catholic involvement in bilateral theological dialogues. Obviously all of the other churches engaged in such dialogues are also contributing. Nevertheless, it would be a serious omission not to underscore a substantial commitment to theological dialogue as a Catholic contribution. Consideration will also be given to what might be called the gifts that the Catholic Church has received and offered in the course of its ecumenical involvement. The identification of what can be considered a ‘gift’ entails a delicate process of discernment. One may with some confidence identify a gift received from another community, although there might not be universal agreement. Discernment becomes more tenuous when seeking to identify as a ‘gift’ some aspect of one’s own ecclesial life offered to another community. The proposed receiving community may not feel particularly inclined to consider what is offered as a gift and may prefer to respond: ‘No, thank you’. What follows, then, will mainly consider the evolving Catholic vision of the ecumenical movement and the consequently changing response to that movement. It will then identify some Catholic contributions and suggest some gifts received and offered.

The Evolving Catholic Vision of the Ecumenical Movement and the Consequent Response

Although both divisive tendencies and efforts to maintain unity characterized the Christian community right from its very beginning, as evidenced already in the New Testament and in various ways throughout its subsequent history, most commentators would concur that the World Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910 can conveniently and with justification be seen as the origin of the contemporary ecumenical movement (Desseaux 1984). The Edinburgh conference provides a reasonable starting point for assessing the Catholic vision of the ecumenical movement, a vision that underwent a gradual but eventually very substantial transformation in the fifty years that followed.

Only Protestants and Anglicans were invited to the Edinburgh conference, but shortly after the First World War attempts to engage the Catholic Church in a conference to promote peace were courteously received and encouraged by the Vatican, but without any commitment to participate (Tomkins 1986: 680–681). Later invitations to participate in the first World Conferences on Life and Work in Stockholm (1925) and on Faith and Order in Lausanne (1927) were declined (Tomkins 1986: 681–682; Gros et al. 1998: 28–29; Ernesti 2010: 44). The reason for such refusal was the conviction that Catholic ecclesiology would not allow such participation. Pope Pius XI’s encyclical letter, Mortalium Animos (1928), published only months after the Lausanne conference, stated that the nascent ecumenical movement was founded on erroneous opinions, such as thinking that unity in faith could be established on the basis of a select list of the most central Christian doctrines instead of acknowledging that all official teachings are ultimately grounded in the authority of the revelation of God and therefore need to be accepted in their entirety. Although the instruction Ecclesia Catholica (1949) from the Holy Office in the Vatican, just a year after the founding assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC), recognized the desire among those engaged in the ecumenical movement as a result of the action of the Holy Spirit, it still pointed out that a search for unity was not necessary since the unity Christ wills for his church already exists under the leadership of the chair of Peter which Christ established precisely to preserve that unity. The following year, Pope Pius XII’s encyclical letter Humani Generis (1950) warned against false irenicism, which sought peace and unity at the expense of truth. All of these interventions derived from the particular way in which Catholic thought at the time interpreted the fact that Christ founded the church and has always remained with her, maintaining her continuity by means of the college of the apostles under the guidance of the successor of Peter, the bishop of Rome. Division was seen as a departure from the church which Christ so established. The only way of healing the wound of division was for those who had departed to return.

This official ecclesiological understanding is well presented in a book published shortly before the Second Vatican Council by Gregory Baum, That They May Be One: A Study of Papal Doctrine (Leo XIII–Pius XII), which makes use of two biblical images—the people of God and the body of Christ—to describe the Catholic view of ecclesial unity. Regarding the first, Baum writes: ‘The People of God is one; it is one in the sense that there is and can be only a single Church, and one in the sense that the faithful constitute a united human family of which God is the Father’ (Baum 1958: 2). This unity is intended by God and requires as one of its most necessary components unity in faith. Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical letter Satis Cognitum (1896) had explained how Christ intended to maintain the unity of so many believers in the same faith, arguing that Jesus chose the apostles, specially designating Peter as the rock on which he would found the church, precisely to provide a living teaching office capable of maintaining the apostolic faith throughout history.

Regarding the second image, Baum recalled Pius XII’s teaching in his encyclical letter Mystici Corporis (1943) that the one body of Christ is the whole Christ (totus Christus) and its life flows from Christ’s death on the cross. These ways of looking at the unity of the Church led popes to judge Catholic involvement in ecumenical initiatives as a kind of betrayal of official doctrine. Baum summarizes: ‘The Catholic position is well known; the papal documents merely confirm the common doctrine. The People of God are ruled by the apostles and their appointed successors…This is dogma. The Church teaches that the episcopal constitution was given to her by Christ; accepting it, the Catholic accepts Christ’ (Baum 1958: 12). This view of unity obviously relies heavily on institutional and hierarchical structures.

It is not surprising that, in an essay describing the ecumenical movement during the period 1910 to 1948, Stephen Charles Neill wrote:

All the recent pronouncements of the Catholic Church make it quite clear that possible terms of union would involve for all other Christian communities the repudiation of their own past history, and total acceptance in every detail of Roman Catholic dogma, as it now is, or as it may come in any future age to be determined…No single Christian communion has ever been prepared to purchase unity at this price and there seems no likelihood that the Roman Catholic Church, now or in the future, will consider the modification of the terms of union that it offers.

(Neill 1986: 490)

It seems that Neill thought that the healing of Christian divisions had something of the flavour of a negotiation, involving ‘terms’ and a ‘price’. This may well help to explain, at least in part, the official Catholic reluctance to enter the ecumenical movement. Such a notion of unity would have suggested an ecclesiology quite at odds with the understanding expressed by the popes, for whom unity had been given to the church by Jesus Christ, who established ministries to ensure that it would not be lost. Nevertheless, the language used in the papal interventions, influenced by the Counter-Reformation apologetics which predominated in the Catholic Church at that time, is often quite harsh and could understandably be considered as arrogant by other Christians. Thus, the official Catholic vision of the ecumenical movement was initially quite negative, and the response to the movement was to point out its supposed errors, to reaffirm a certain exclusive claim to being the only true church of Christ, and to refrain from ecumenical participation.

But the sharp opposition just expressed does not tell the whole story of the Catholic view of and response to the ecumenical movement before Vatican II (Fouilloux 1982; Stransky 2002; Ernesti and Thönissen 2008). Although official Catholic teaching invariably characterized as deficient the ecclesial situation of those who needed to return to the Catholic Church, one can find, even in papal statements, a muted recognition and appreciation of the faith of the ‘separated brethren’ in Jesus Christ (Baum 1958: 45–60). These Christians love and worship Christ, seek to follow him by living virtuous lives, and are incorporated into him through baptism. Those born into the community of another Christian church cannot be considered guilty of the sin of division, and indeed one must admit that some of that guilt can be attributed to Catholics. But these modest acknowledgements were not sufficient to bring about a significant development in the Catholic view of the ecumenical movement. A number of other factors gradually worked together to bring about a transformation.

Probably the most significant of those factors was the progress in Catholic scholarship, and especially in ecclesiology, during the first sixty years of the twentieth century. Catholic biblical exegetes were gradually able to explore the Scriptures with the use of modern hermeneutical methods, mining the wealth of New Testament insights about the church. While the role of leaders within the primitive Christian community was important, the New Testament also showed the abundance of charisms bestowed on believers and the rich texture of the life of grace. Both biblical and patristic studies served to free theologians from thinking of the church simply in the institutional and hierarchical terms inherited mainly from the Counter-Reformation. Ludwig von Hertling’s short but emblematic publication, Communio und Primat (1943), showed how biblical and patristic studies led to an enrichment of Catholic thought regarding the nature of the church. Hertling reaffirms the significance of bishops and of the bishop of Rome for maintaining unity within the first centuries of Christianity, but does so within the framework of understanding the church as a communion (Hertling 1943). Twenty years later, on the very eve of Vatican II, Jérôme Hamer published L’Eglise est une communion (1962), the third and final part of which begins with a chapter entitled ‘Does the Term “Communion” Apply to the Church?’ (Hamer 1964: 159–176). So completely was communion ecclesiology embraced by the Catholic bishops at Vatican II that the extraordinary assembly of the Synod of Bishops which assessed the fruits of the council twenty years after its close identified the ecclesiology of communion as ‘the central and fundamental idea of the Council’s documents’ (Synod of Bishops 1985, II, C, 1; Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 1992). This ecclesiological theme is at the very heart of the contemporary Catholic understanding and exercise of ecumenism.

Several other ecclesiological developments also paved the way for progress in the Catholic understanding of the ecumenical movement. While the papal treatment of the images of the church as people of God and body of Christ emphasized the role of the hierarchy in maintaining the church’s unity, both of these images were being developed by theologians in ways that emphasized additional dimensions of the Christian community. The theme of the people of God invited scholars to be more sensitive to the historical and dynamic dimensions of the church—an overly hierarchical conception would not adequately recognize the role of the entire Christian community, the gifts that all have received, and the responsibility that all members have to contribute to ecclesial life. The theme of the body of Christ invites one to think of the life of grace shared by the entire body and to recall the Pauline doctrine that every baptized person is incorporated into Christ. These ecclesiological developments, rooted especially in renewed study of Scripture and Tradition, opened the way for a new Catholic assessment of Christians and communities not in full communion with the Catholic Church. Many years later, after quoting the teaching of Vatican II on the many elements of sanctification and truth existing in communities beyond the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church (Second Vatican Council 1964a, 8) and on the fact that the celebration of the Eucharist in each of the Orthodox churches builds up the church of God (Second Vatican Council 1964b, 15), Pope John Paul II concluded: ‘Truth demands that all this be recognized’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 12).

One begins to see how exegetical and theological developments opened the eyes of Catholic scholars and leaders to recognize the many elements of the life of faith which are present within Christian communities not in full communion with Rome. The richer and more traditional ecclesiology that emerged from this return to the sources made possible what one commentator has called the difficult transition from ‘unionism’ to ‘ecumenism’ (Velati 1996) and others have labelled a transition from the ecumenism of return to an ecumenism of renewal and communion (Gros et al. 1998: 28–32, 53–54).

As these ecclesiological developments were unfolding, various Catholic authors began to develop a specifically ecumenical theology, for example Arnold Rademacher (1873–1939), Max Pribilla (1874–1956), Karl Adam (1876–1966), Paul Simon (1882–1946), Charles Boyer (1884–1980), Romano Guardini (1885–1968), Erich Przywara (1889–1972), and Christophe-Jean Dumont (1897–1991). Several academic journals dedicated to ecumenical themes appeared, such as Irénikon (1926) and Catholica (1932). The Malines Conversations between the Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion (1921–1926), seen by some as a precursor of later international bilateral dialogues, were sponsored by Cardinal Mercier and received input from Lambert Beauduin (1873–1960), who coined the phrase ‘L’Église anglicane unie, non absorbée’ (Denaux 1997). Beauduin was also instrumental in the establishment of a monastery at Amay-sur-Meuse (1925; subsequently relocated to Chevetogne, 1939) which served as a meeting point between Eastern and Western Christianity.

Various ecumenical initiatives saw significant Catholic participation. A pioneer of spiritual ecumenism, Paul Couturier (1881–1953), reformulated the aim of the Octave of Prayer for Christian Unity, such that prayer was offered not for a ‘return to Rome’ but rather for ‘the unity Christ wishes by the means which he desires’, thus rendering participation in the octave comfortable for all Christians (Villain 1959). In Germany, Catholics and Christians of other churches considered their response to National Socialism in the Berlin-Hermsdorf meeting of 1934, while Catholic and Protestant clergy and laity participated in the Una Sancta movement, spearheaded by Max Josef Metzger (1887–1944). The Lutheran Bishop Wilhelm Stählin (1883–1975) and the Catholic archbishop of Paderborn, Lorenz Jaeger (1892–1975), established the Jaeger-Stählin Circle for ecumenical theological dialogue (Schwahn 1996). After the instruction Ecclesia Catholica (1949) which permitted Catholic theologians, with the approval of their bishops, to participate in ecumenical conversations, two Dutchmen, Johannes Willebrands (1909–2006) and Frans Thijssen (1904–1990), established in 1952 the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Questions (CCEQ), with a fluctuating list of seventy to eighty scholars. The CCEQ held various study meetings throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, and coordinated relations between the WCC and the Vatican.

In these various activities one discerns at least two growing convictions which would be of decisive importance for the irrevocable commitment made at Vatican II: first, that the divisions among Christian communities were contrary to the will of Christ, and, second, that the Christian churches and communities not in communion with Rome contained a wealth of grace and truth which must be acknowledged. To give but one example of a Catholic ecumenist demonstrating these sentiments, one can look to Yves Congar (1904–1995). His first major publication, Chrétiens désunis: Principes d’un ‘oecuménisme’ catholique (1937), described the truly ‘catholic’ Christian as ‘one in whom the sense of unity is strong enough to enable him to respect in others, under a variety of temperaments, experience, and expression, the same life of Christ in whom we are universally [catholiquement] brethren’ (Congar 1937: 146–147).

Two recent presentations of Congar’s thought highlight this ability to appreciate the good in others. Frère Émile of Taizé highlights Congar’s distaste for forcing one’s conception of the church into a ‘system’, such as what he called ‘Tridentism’, while neglecting the reality of a lived Christian life, such as could be recognized also in communities divided from Rome (Frère Émile 2011). Daniel Blaj demonstrates that, from his earliest writings, Congar adopted what Blaj calls the ‘ecclesiological principle of ecumenism’ and integrated it into his theology (Blaj 2015). Embedded in ecumenical activity is a certain way of understanding the church; ecumenism affects one’s ecclesiology. From an early stage, Congar sought to look beyond the inherited doctrinal positions which were the point of controversy in the past and to recognize the presence of an authentic life of grace in other Christian communities.

One can verify the interpretations of Frère Émile and of Blaj by considering some of Congar’s important pre-Vatican II publications. Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Église (1950) argued that the church is always in a process of reform, and provided criteria for a valid reform; Jalons pour une théologie du laîcat (1953) was one of the first major Catholic works that appreciated the baptismal vocation of the laity, something valued in many of the churches not in communion with Rome; and Neuf cent ans après: notes sur le ‘Schisme Oriental’ (1954) proposed that the East–West division of Christians was the result of a long process of estrangement, caused by numerous factors, many of which were not of a theological nature.

Congar’s account of the second session of Vatican II, published at the time for a popular audience, recorded his joy at what he called the rather sudden ecumenical conversion of the Catholic Church during discussion of the draft of the decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, late in 1963 (Congar 1964: 168–169). The opening paragraph of the decree clearly expresses the motives that inspired that conversion.

The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council. Christ the Lord founded one Church and one Church only. However, many Christian communions present themselves to men as the true inheritors of Jesus Christ; all indeed profess to be followers of the Lord but differ in mind and go their different ways, as if Christ Himself were divided [cf. 1Cor 1:13]. Such division openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature.

(Second Vatican Council 1964b, 1)

That division openly contradicts the will of Christ and damages the work of evangelization may be understood as the fundamental reason for the Catholic commitment to the movement seeking Christian unity. To this must be added the recognition of the ecclesial elements present within other Christian communities, as expressed in one of the most celebrated passages of the council’s dogmatic constitution on the church, Lumen Gentium:

This is the one Church of Christ which in the Creed is professed as one, holy, catholic and apostolic, which our Saviour, after His Resurrection, commissioned Peter to shepherd [John 21:17], and him and the other apostles to extend and direct with authority [cf. Matt. 28:18, etc.], which He erected for all ages as ‘the pillar and mainstay of the truth’ [1Tim. 3:15]. This Church constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion with him, although many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure. These elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity.

(Second Vatican Council 1964a, 8)

These elements of sanctification and truth establish a real, if imperfect, communion between the Catholic Church and other Christian communities, and enable the following very positive affirmation:

It follows that the separated Churches and Communities as such, though we believe them to be deficient in some respects, have been by no means deprived of significance and importance in the mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the [Catholic] Church.

(Second Vatican Council, 1964b, 3)

The language of ‘means of salvation’ is instrumental language, and recalls the opening paragraph of Lumen Gentium, which states that ‘the Church is in Christ like a sacrament [veluti sacramentum]…a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human race’ (Second Vatican Council 1964a, 1). The council is thus recognizing the ‘sacramental’ nature of those Christian communities: they are efficacious signs or instruments of salvation for their members. This coheres very well with Vatican II’s vision of the church as a communion. Clearly there is a real, even if not full, communion between the Catholic Church and other Christian communities on the basis of the various elements of sanctification and of truth that they share in common. For the council, ecumenism means a wide variety of activities which serve to assist the Catholic Church and other Christian communities in making progress from the state of real, but imperfect, communion to that degree of communion which is sufficiently extensive that it can be joyously celebrated in the Eucharist.

All of this represents a rather dramatic step beyond the cautious and largely negative position taken by the Catholic Church during the first decades of the ecumenical movement. The council teaches: ‘Today, in many parts of the world, under the inspiring grace of the Holy Spirit, many efforts are being made in prayer, word and action to attain that fullness of unity which Jesus Christ desires. The Sacred Council exhorts all the Catholic faithful to recognize the signs of the times and to take an active and intelligent part in the work of ecumenism’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b, 4). Thirty years after Vatican II, Pope John Paul II recalled the experience of the intervening years and reaffirmed the basic ecumenical vision of the council, centred on the will of Christ and his mission to bring reconciliation to the world. He wrote: ‘To believe in Christ means to desire unity; to desire unity means to desire the Church; to desire the Church means to desire the communion of grace which corresponds to the Father’s plan from all eternity. Such is the meaning of Christ’s prayer: “Ut unum sint”’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 9). John Paul placed ecumenical activity within the framework of the ecclesiological doctrine of communion: ‘Indeed, the elements of sanctification and truth present in the other Christian Communities, in a degree which varies from one to the other, constitute the objective basis of the communion, albeit imperfect, which exists between them and the Catholic Church’ (11). ‘It is not that beyond the boundaries of the Catholic community there is an ecclesial vacuum. Many elements of great value (eximia) which in the Catholic Church are part of the fullness of the means of salvation and of the gifts of grace which make up the Church, are also found in the other Christian Communities’ (13). Indeed, ‘Ecumenism is directed precisely to making the partial communion existing between Christians grow towards full communion in truth and charity’ (14).

If this is now the Catholic Church’s view of ecumenism, its overall response, as urged by the council and by Pope John Paul’s encyclical, is to be wholehearted. Perhaps the best programmatic statement of that response is to be found in the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism, published by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (Pontifical Council 1993). The first chapter of the Directory presents what might be called the basic Catholic theology of ecumenism, situating it within the divine plan of unity and within the theology of communion. The subsequent chapters describe how ecumenism must be present at every structural level of the Catholic Church (chapter two) and part of every level of formation in the Catholic faith (chapter three). Ecumenical principles concerning spiritual activity and sacramental life are then treated (chapter four), and the Directory concludes with suggestions for ecumenical cooperation through theological dialogue, biblical translation, catechesis, scholarly research, missionary activity, and social assistance (chapter five). The Catholic response here described vigorously manifests and encourages the irrevocable commitment that flows from the ecumenical vision proposed by Vatican II and reaffirmed by Pope John Paul II. The response has not been lessened by subsequent interventions such as the declaration Dominus Iesus of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) in the jubilee year 2000. That text in no way intended to alter the teaching of the council or the guidelines of the Directory, but only to clarify that such teaching and practice would not be accurately understood if they were taken to suggest that all churches are completely equal (see CDF 2000: 16–17).

More recently, Pope Francis has given new emphasis to several aspects of the Catholic view of and response to ecumenism. First of all, he has forcefully situated ecumenical activity within the context of evangelization and mission: ‘The immense numbers of people who have not received the Gospel of Jesus Christ cannot leave us indifferent. Consequently, commitment to a unity which helps them to accept Jesus Christ can no longer be a matter of mere diplomacy or forced compliance, but rather an indispensable path to evangelization’ (Pope Francis 2013: 246). Francis has emphasized in a special way the ecumenism of the martyrs, the ‘ecumenism of blood’, especially in light of the persecution of Christians from all the various churches in recent times (Pope Francis 2014; also Second Vatican Council 1964b, 4). He also advises against rushing to quick solutions; Christians should find ways of living together and collaborating that are already possible even in a state of division: ‘We must never forget that we are pilgrims journeying alongside one another. This means that we must have sincere trust in our fellow pilgrims, putting aside all suspicion or mistrust, and turn our gaze to what we are all seeking: the radiant peace of God’s face’ (Pope Francis 2013: 244).

Catholic Contributions, Gifts Received and Offered

What has been presented so far can be documented by accounts of events and citations of texts. When turning to describe contributions or gifts received and offered, the task is more subjective, involving personal interpretations with which other observers may or may not agree. With that proviso, the following are offered for consideration.

One way in which the Catholic contribution to ecumenism since Vatican II may be observed is by leafing through the thousands of pages that make up the 150 or so issues of the official publication of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, entitled Information Service and published in English and French. This bulletin, published continuously since 1967, and renamed Acta Œcumenica in 2019 (see Pontifical Council 1967–present), reports a remarkable number of addresses by the Pope and other Christian leaders, meetings and visits between Catholics and Christians from other communities, news of ecumenical events and developments throughout the world, documentation about and reports from bilateral and multilateral dialogues, and suggestions and formats for ecumenical prayer services, along with much other material pertinent to Christian unity. It would be next to impossible to summarize all of this activity even in a very extensive exposition, much less in a short chapter. Moreover, the Information Service is concerned principally with the ecumenical activity of the Catholic Church at the international level. A complete picture would also have to take into account many regional, national, and local efforts.

One of the more important contributions that the Catholic Church brings to the ecumenical movement is its extensive ecclesiological reflection. Conflicting views of the church are at the heart of most divisions. Already in the nineteenth century, with thinkers such as Johann Adam Möhler (1796–1838) and Matthias Scheeben (1835–1888) and the ecclesiological doctrines of the First Vatican Council (1869–1870), the nature and mission of the church had received substantial theological reflection. This intensified in the period leading up to the Second Vatican Council and afterwards. The reflection has not been monolithic; it has included a variety of emphases and models. The themes of communion and of mission/evangelization have taken on a particular prominence in the period since Vatican II and have become important in many of the bilateral and multilateral dialogues in which the Catholic Church has participated. They are inextricably interwoven in the Catholic vision of ecumenism. Both are linked to the Catholic vision of church unity as comprised of three essential bonds: of faith, worship, and fraternal communion under the guidance of pastors in succession to the apostles. As what is perhaps Vatican II’s best account of ecclesial unity states,

Jesus Christ…willed that the apostles and their successors—the bishops with Peter’s successor at their head—should preach the Gospel faithfully, administer the sacraments, and rule the Church in love. It is thus, under the action of the Holy Spirit, that Christ wills His people to increase, and He perfects His people’s fellowship in unity: in their confessing the one faith, celebrating divine worship in common, and keeping the fraternal harmony of the family of God.

(Second Vatican Council 1964b: 2)

The triad of faith, sacraments, and ministry has been acknowledged by many partners of the Catholic Church in theological dialogue as comprising the essential elements of unity, and it was adopted by the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC as the structure for the third chapter of the important convergence statement on The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order Commission 2013: 37). This diversified ecclesiological reflection, with powerful implications for a theology of ecumenism, can be considered a valuable Catholic contribution to the movement.

Another contribution is captured in the following words: ‘change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and merits the name, “spiritual ecumenism”’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: 8; Pope John Paul II 1995: 21–27; Kasper 2007). Spiritual ecumenism includes a call for repentance and conversion. Vatican II taught that the primary ecumenical duty of Catholics ‘is to make a careful and honest appraisal of whatever needs to be done or renewed in the Catholic household itself, in order that its life may bear witness more clearly and faithfully to the teachings and institutions which have come to it from Christ through the Apostles’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: 4). This call for conversion is also directed to Peter and his successors (Pope John Paul II 1995: 4; Pope Francis 2013: 32).

An insistence on the importance of doctrinal unity has been a constant feature of Catholic engagement in ecumenism (Pope John Paul II 1995: 18–20, 77–81). The impact has been acknowledged by Lukas Vischer, who points out that Catholic involvement changed the ecumenical movement, giving new prominence to bilateral dialogue between confessional families, and Harding Meyer sees this as creating a completely new ecumenical situation (Vischer 1986: 344–349; Meyer 2004: 108). There are many collections, in various languages, of the results of ecumenical dialogues in which the Catholic Church has played a major role. A fine synthesis of the achievements of the four longest-running bilateral dialogues in which Catholics have been involved (with Lutherans, Reformed, Anglicans, and Methodists, respectively) has been produced by Cardinal Kasper under the title Harvesting the Fruits (Kasper 2009).

Other Catholic contributions include taking the initiative in organizing ecumenical and inter-religious events, such as the commemoration of the Christian martyrs from all of the churches during the jubilee year of 2000 or the days of prayer for peace organized at Assisi by Pope John Paul II in 1986 and 2002, by Pope Benedict XVI in 2011, and by Pope Francis in 2016. Apostolic journeys undertaken by the bishop of Rome to so many different lands invariably include ecumenical meetings. Meetings with Christian leaders from Eastern churches have made important contributions to the ‘dialogue of love’, and produced significant agreements on Christological and Trinitarian questions that have separated the churches for many centuries (Stransky and Sheerin 1982). Catholics have worked together with other Christians throughout the world in response to human suffering, and the well-developed social doctrine of the Catholic Church has been appreciated by many ecumenical partners.

The final chapter of Ut Unum Sint includes a section entitled ‘Contribution of the Catholic Church to the Quest for Christian Unity’, which affirms that Vatican II’s teaching that the one church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church means that the fullness of the means of salvation can be found in her. Pope John Paul comments: ‘Full unity will come about when all share in the fullness of the means of salvation entrusted by Christ to his Church’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 86; see Second Vatican Council 1964a: 8 and 1964b: 3). He immediately adds that the Catholic Church is aware of having ‘received much from the witness borne by other Churches and Ecclesial Communities to certain common Christian values’, and calls for further ‘reciprocal fraternal influence’ and ‘mutual enrichment’. ‘We must take every care to meet the legitimate desires and expectations of our Christian brethren, coming to know their way of thinking and their sensibilities’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 87). These words recall an earlier paragraph of the encyclical, which affirms that ‘Dialogue is not simply an exchange of ideas. In some way it is always an “exchange of gifts”’ (28).

Since then, a further development of the notion of ecumenism as an ‘exchange of gifts’ has emerged in the form of the ‘receptive ecumenism’ conceived and promoted by Paul Murray of the University of Durham in England (Murray 2008). It has been given a succinct description by Myriam Wijlens, who dates its origin to 2006. She writes:

What is Receptive Ecumenism? Receptive Ecumenism is about showing ‘wounded hands’, recognizing deficiencies and acknowledging areas for growth within one’s own tradition leading to a willingness to ask what can and must be learned, with dynamic integrity, from the dialogue partner. It is a receptive ecclesial learning and receiving in humility in order to grow and be enriched oneself. It is an ecumenical learning that implies enrichment rather than diminishment of identity. Engaging in Receptive Ecumenism thus requires a programmatic shift from asking: What do our dialogue partners need to learn from us?, to asking: What do we need to learn and what can we learn from our dialogue partners?  (Wijlens 2014: 30)

This latest approach to ecumenism has also been embraced by Pope Francis: ‘If we really believe in the abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn so much from one another! It is not just about being better informed about others, but rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which is also meant to be a gift for us…Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit can lead us ever more fully into truth and goodness’ (Pope Francis 2013: 246).

The gifts that Catholics have received from other Christians include a recognition of the centrality of the word of God; an awareness that some traditions may need to be criticized and changed, and of the need for ongoing reform; an appreciation for the common priesthood which is conferred on all the baptized, with its implications for the enhanced participation of the laity and women in the life of the church; elements of liturgical renewal such as the use of the vernacular and holy communion under both kinds; and the synodal and collegial exercise of authority. Some of the gifts that Catholics have offered to other Christians are: a richer understanding of tradition that sees interpretation within the ongoing life of the church as the only way of gaining access to an authentic understanding of Scripture; a sensibility for the catholic unity of the entire, universal church while respecting legitimate diversity; a developed reflection on the need for official teaching (magisterium) and on ways of interpreting it; and, perhaps most of all, the preservation of an office in service to the universal unity of the whole Christian community (see Pope John Paul II 1995: 89).

Admittedly, that last feature will not be considered as a gift by all Christians (see Faith and Order Commission 2013: 55–57), yet Catholics are convinced that ‘the communion of the particular Churches with the Church of Rome, and their bishops with the Bishop of Rome, is—in God’s plan—an essential requisite of full visible communion’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 97). The Pope’s offer to undertake dialogue with leaders and theologians of other Christian communities about the exercise of his ministry, in keeping with the new ecumenical relations among the churches (95–96), presupposes that such exercise can change and that some previous forms of exercise might no longer be appropriate (Joint International Commission 2016; McPartlan 2016). Pope Francis’ way of exercising the primacy seems to have captured the imagination of many dialogue partners of the Catholic Church and been much appreciated.

Conclusion

The Catholic vision of and response to the ecumenical movement underwent a significant transformation in the twentieth century. These pages have tried to give a taste of that transformation and a sense of the Catholic Church’s contribution to ecumenism, highlighting some of the gifts she has received and offered. It seems fitting to conclude with another encouraging passage from the ecumenical encyclical with which this chapter began.

There is no doubt that the Holy Spirit is active in this endeavor and that he is leading the Church to the full realization of the Father’s plan in conformity with the will of Christ. This will was expressed with heartfelt urgency in the prayer which, according to the Fourth Gospel, he uttered at the moment when he entered upon the saving mystery of his Passover. Just as he did then, today too Christ calls everyone to renew their commitment to work for full and visible communion…Indeed all the faithful are asked by the Spirit of God to do everything possible to strengthen the bonds of communion between all Christians and to increase cooperation between Christ’s followers; ‘Concern for restoring unity pertains to the whole Church, faithful and clergy alike. It extends to everyone according to the potential of each’.

(Pope John Paul II 1995: 100–101; final quotation from Second Vatican Council 1964b: 5)
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Chapter 10

Lutheran


William G. Rusch



Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to describe how Lutheranism has viewed, responded to, and contributed to the modern ecumenical movement. This portrayal is achieved by examining how Lutheranism from its inception in the sixteenth century has been attentive to the issues of Christian unity. To pursue this topic, it is necessary initially to specify both ‘Lutheranism’ and the modern ‘ecumenical movement’. In both instances, there is a variety of possible definitions. For this survey, the following definitions and their implications are determinative.

‘Lutheranism is a confessional movement within the church catholic that continues to offer to the whole church that proposal of dogma which received definitive documentary form in the Augsburg Confession and the other writings collected in the Book of Concord’ (Gritsch and Jenson 1976: 6, emphasis in original).1 The Lutheran proposal of dogma has one theme: justification by faith alone, apart from the works of law. This interpretation of Lutheranism has four implications. First, whether Lutheranism is structured as churches is not a primary matter. Second, since the proposal is offered to the whole church, Lutheranism must always be ecumenical in its understanding of itself and its relation to other churches. Third, because the proposal is continuing to be put forth, the future remains open. Fourth, the final response to this proposal is still a matter of expectation (see Gritsch and Jenson 1976: 2–25).

The ‘ecumenical movement’ is a search for unity in truth as it is found in Jesus. It is a search for the will of God in every area of life and work, which seeks to discern, proclaim, and participate in the Triune God’s eternal and constant purpose for humankind and in the mission of God to the world. It is a movement of people, which exists at global, regional, and local levels (see Dictionary: xvi–xvii). This interpretation of the ecumenical movement has four implications. First, the ecumenical movement is precisely that, viz. a movement. It is not an institution, although it may find expression in institutional forms. Second, it is a movement of individuals committed to a vision of the unity of the church. The ecumenical movement may be composed of churches, but in parts of its history churches were not the leading players. Third, like all movements, the ecumenical movement has lived through periods of crisis. Fourth, it is a multidimensional movement. If the visible unity of the church of Jesus Christ is at its centre, it also includes dimensions of education, mission, poverty issues, racism, and concerns for peace (see Kinnamon 2004).

History of Lutheranism’s Relationship to Other Christians

Lutheranism’s characteristic as a confessional movement with implications for the unity of the church had shaped its relationship to other Christians and churches prior to the rise of the ecumenical movement in 1910. Luther and the other Lutheran reformers consistently spoke of the reality of the one church and of their desire to preserve its unity (see Schlink 1961: 194–225; Gritsch and Jenson 1976: 166–178; Rusch 1985: 9–16). They held out hope for a genuine council for the church. Both ecclesial and political events in the sixteenth century denied the realization of that commitment. Also, Lutheranism in the sixteenth century tended to see this commitment in terms of Scripture, the early church, and the creeds, rather than an obligation to relate to other contemporary, emerging churches, not to speak of the Roman Catholic Church. There was also some Lutheran interest in closer relations with Eastern Orthodoxy, although the results of such attention were minimal. The general impression of that century must be one of continuing disunity between Lutherans and other churches. Nevertheless, there were positive developments for unity in the West involving Lutherans, such as the Wittenburg Concord of 1536 and the Peace of Augsburg of 1555 (see McNeill 1986: 42–48, 67–69).

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries experienced shifts in emphases. The seventeenth century was a time of Lutheran Orthodoxy and the question of agreement in doctrine. Lutheran theologians wished to demonstrate that the church of the Lutheran Reformation constituted the true church as against Calvinism and Roman Catholicism (see Preus 1970). The eighteenth century was the period of pietism, a development that can be considered as a reaction to Lutheran Orthodoxy. This movement contributed to Lutheran thinking about unity by stressing a Christian society or fellowship for all Christians (see Schmidt 1986). The nineteenth century saw the geographical expansion of Christianity and a stress on the mission of the Church. These two factors led to a revived interest in ecclesiology and the creation of worldwide fellowships of a number of denominations. Lutherans in the nineteenth century participated in discussion of the nature of the church, though they were not yet at a point to organize a worldwide structure.

An examination of events in the nineteenth century reveals an increase in activity that would later be described as ecumenical. Lutherans were active in, and supportive of, some of these events. With a Lutheran reluctance, Lutherans under government pressure took part in the Prussian Union of 1817 uniting Lutherans and Reformed. Later Lutherans of the Prussian Union joined in the establishment of an Anglican-Prussian bishopric in Jerusalem. By 1891, Lutherans and Reformed in Austria had established the Evangelical Church of the Augsburgian and Helvetic Confessions. During these years the Church of Sweden and the Anglican Communion had friendly relations.

In the United States, cordial contacts occurred between the Protestant Episcopal Church and Lutherans, and a union was proposed between the Episcopal Church and the Augustana Lutheran Church. Although such American efforts did not result in union, they were not merely irresponsible adventures of individuals. Lutherans in the United States also participated in a number of interdenominational societies that encouraged Christian mission and education. At the same time there was a mutual openness between Lutherans and Reformed, which began in the colonial period. In this setting Samuel Simon Schmucker (1799–1873), President and Professor at the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Gettysburg PA, issued a plan for a Christian union of churches which involved a rewriting and simplification of sections of the Augsburg Confession. Schmucker’s suggestions triggered a confessional reaction on the part of Lutherans, who were disunited among themselves, and they came to nothing. In spite of these attempts, the nineteenth century for Lutherans and others was largely a time of ecumenical disappointment. When the twentieth century dawned, Lutherans brought to that time the knowledge and experience of the previous four centuries.

Early Twentieth-Century Developments

The beginning of the modern ecumenical movement is often identified with the World Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910. This connection is accurate, but the conference should also be viewed as a summing of the various developments and events of the previous century. The conference was a consultative gathering of Protestant mission societies, truly representative neither of churches nor of areas of the world. A number of European and Lutheran missionary boards were present in Edinburgh, including four Lutheran mission societies from the United States. There was a Lutheran reaction of caution regarding the Edinburgh Conference and a worry about possible doctrinal compromise. Nevertheless, Edinburgh revealed to Lutherans and others a new sense of fellowship among Christians, trained future ecumenical leaders, and made a major contribution to the future of the ecumenical movement. Edinburgh reminded Lutherans of the scandal of Protestant disunity and of the need to address this situation for the sake of the mission of the church. A significant action of the conference was the creation of a continuation committee (see Stanley 2009).

In 1910, the Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA passed a resolution that a commission be appointed to effect a conference on matters concerning Faith and Order, to address the theological issues that prevented the churches from expressing their unity in Christ. Similar resolutions were passed by other churches. These efforts led to the first World Conference on Faith and Order in 1927 in Lausanne. More than four hundred participants gathered, including seventy Lutherans from sixteen Lutheran churches. However, there was a Lutheran hesitation to become involved in this effort. Lutherans were concerned about placing the ‘faith’ and ‘order’ of the church on the same level. They also insisted that unity be based on agreement in the Gospel (see Bate 1927; Tatlow 1986).

Lutheran participation in Faith and Order was also evident at the Second World Conference convened in Edinburgh in 1937. Among the 344 official delegates from 123 churches, there were 49 Lutherans from 17 churches. Lutherans had played a role in the study commissions before the conference and participated in all the section work at Edinburgh. The Lutheran reaction to this conference was more positive than it had been to Lausanne. Still, the Lutheran concern was expressed to safeguard the authority of scripture and to recognize the confessional principle in any suggestion of Christian unity. Bishop Anders Nygren of Sweden expressed it: truth may not be sacrificed to achieve unity with other churches (see Hodgson 1937; Wentz 1955: 364–365; Tatlow 1986: 425–441).

Following the Edinburgh Conference, another aspect of the ecumenical movement took shape. As early as 1914, the Lutheran, Nathan Söderblom (1866–1931), had urged a project of Peace and Christian Fellowship. In 1920, as the Lutheran primate of Sweden, he proposed a Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work. The first Life and Work conference met in Stockholm in 1925. Fifteen Lutheran churches from Asia, Europe, and North America sent representatives to the Stockholm meeting. These representatives agreed that there should be cooperative work on the part of the churches to address the issues of modern society. But there were Lutheran differences about the nature of this role. Lutherans were concerned not to surrender their identity or dilute their convictions (see Bell 1926; Wentz 1955: 357–359; Ehrenström 1986: 545–560).

The Second Conference on Life and Work met in Oxford in July 1937. In comparison with the Stockholm conference, the number of Lutherans present as delegates was dramatically reduced. Several factors accounted for this diminution, including the specific agenda, the perception that most of the participants in the conference were selected by church leaders and not by the churches, and the political situation in Nazi Germany. Nevertheless, the Oxford meeting was judged as an advance over the first conference in terms of both its concreteness and its relevance in addressing Christian responsibility for societal issues (see Oldham 1937; Ehrenström 1986: 587–592).

The two parallel series of conferences on Faith and Order and Life and Work, respectively, evidenced a growing convergence between the two movements. The second conference on Life and Work almost unanimously approved a proposal for a World Council of Churches that would join the two movements. One month later, the Edinburgh conference of Faith and Order considered this suggestion. Reservations were expressed; there was concern about the ecclesial character of the envisioned World Council. However, the Edinburgh Conference approved the proposal and elected a committee of seven to cooperate with a similar committee selected at Oxford. Thus a new Provisional Committee of the World Council of Churches in Process of Formation was established, with twenty-eight members, including seven Lutherans (see Visser ’t Hooft 1986: 704–708).

As these events of the 1920s and 1930s occurred there was both Lutheran participation and hesitancy. Lutheran involvement was uneven, because of political factors, the nationalities of the early ecumenical leaders, and language (English soon became the language of the modern ecumenical movement). Lutheranism in the United States and Sweden was the initial contact point. At times the relationship was not one of caution but outright disinterest and distrust. The American Lutheran churches remained aloof from the conferences because they saw no need to learn from them. These same churches largely refrained from any formal relation with the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America. Lutherans were suspicious of designs to impose on them the episcopacy and doubtful about plans for a corporate Christian witness to society. Some Lutherans were delighted to observe that these ecumenical conferences did not attain the expectations of their promoters (see Meuser 1975: 441). At the same time there was a Lutheran fear of the political power of the Roman Catholic Church and a Lutheran conviction that the pope and hierarchy continued to suppress the Gospel.

However, Lutherans could not remain oblivious to the developing ecumenical events around them. At the initiative of some American Lutherans with the approval of European counterparts, the Lutheran World Convention was formed in Eisenach in 1923. The Lutheran World Convention held four conventions. Its story is properly not part of the narrative of this chapter, but its existence and history should be noted because the Convention did play a role in the development of Lutheran ecumenical activities. In its early existence the Lutheran World Convention was aloof from ecumenical events. For example, it was not officially represented at the first conference on Life and Work. Yet at its first convention in Eisenach lectures were given by Ludwig Ihmel of Saxony on ‘The Ecumenical Character of the Lutheran Church’ and by Frederick H. Knubel of the United States on ‘That They All May Be One—What Can the Lutheran Church Contribute to This End?’ After the Edinburgh Conference in 1910 and the tragic events of the First World War, Lutheran perception was increasing that Lutherans did not have the luxury of avoiding the ecumenical movement (see Lutheran World Convention 1925; Nelson 1982: 138–180).

This became clear at a meeting of the Executive Committee of the Lutheran World Convention in 1936 in New York. A statement on ecumenical relations, ‘Lutherans and Ecumenical Movements’, was presented at the meeting. The immediate cause for the document was the anticipated actions by the Faith and Order and Life and Work conferences to propose a World Council of Churches. The document, drafted by Abdel Ross Wentz, was adopted by the committee, later edited by Hanns Lilje, and then approved by Scandinavians not present at the New York meeting. It included a preface and three main sections, dealing with ‘Evangelical Consciousness’, ‘Lutheran World Solidarity’, and ‘Ecclesiastical Relations’ (see Lutheran World Almanac 1937: 36–38; Nelson 1982: 290–293).

‘Lutherans and Ecumenical Movements’ set forth principles that have had a lasting influence on Lutheran ecumenical activity. They included the right and opportunity to testify for the faith; disavowal of any coercion on the churches; assemblies of the ecumenical movement to consist of official representatives of the churches; purposes of ecumenical organizations to be proper to the functions of the church; and acceptance of the fundamental doctrines of Christianity. The document closed with a resolution urging Lutheran churches to resist a ‘militant ecclesiasticism’. The ideas of this text influenced the process leading to the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948. The Lutheran World Convention’s Executive Committee meeting in Uppsala in 1938 discussed the text and sent a declaration to its member churches and to the meeting in Utrecht in 1938 of the World Council Provisional Committee which concluded with the statement that the work of the future World Council will only have a ‘permanent and hopeful prospect’ if its basis is a confessional one. To many leaders in the ecumenical movement at that time this Lutheran confessional emphasis was seen as a threat. Their preference was that representation be national or geographic. To others one of the Lutheran contributions to the formation of the WCC was this confessional stress. The debate continued over the next decade with interruptions because of the Second World War. At the adoption of the constitution of the World Council in 1948, it was agreed that seats in the Assembly and the Central Committee should be allocated by taking into consideration both confessional and geographical factors (see Flesner 1981; Nelson 1982: 293–295, 381–384).

In addition to this promotion of the confessional principle, Lutherans were active in other ways between the early conferences on Faith and Order and Life and Work and the establishment of the WCC in Amsterdam in 1948 (see Flesner 1981; Visser ’t Hooft 1982; Visser ’t Hooft 1986). They advocated that the WCC relate primarily to its member churches. They were clear in discussions that the WCC cannot legislate for the churches and saw this safeguarded in the Council’s constitution. They insisted on the representative principle to insure that the WCC was not simply an undertaking of interested or co-opted individuals. They supplied leadership to the process with such individuals as Eivind Berggrav, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Franklin Clark Fry, Frederick H. Knubel, John A. Morrehead, Anders Nygren, Nathan Söderblom, and Abdel Ross Wentz.

Lutheran World Federation

At the same time, the Lutheran World Federation was being formed to replace the Lutheran World Convention. This development lies outside the scope of this chapter, but is germane to the extent that it relates Lutheranism to the ecumenical movement. As indicated already, Lutherans were slower than other groups in forming a worldwide organization. The Lutheran World Convention could make only a modest claim to be such an organization. Plans for a more effective structure were being made when the Second World War broke out. The war revealed to Lutherans the cooperative work they could do together and the need to restore Lutheran fellowship shattered by the conflict.

In 1947 at Lund, Sweden, the Lutheran World Convention was reorganized into the Lutheran World Federation. The change in name was intended to indicate greater efficiency, to suggest permanence, to identify wider areas of cooperation, and to underscore the official participation of the member churches. The adoption at Lund of the constitution of the Federation was viewed as a turning point in the history of world Lutheranism. Since its establishment in 1947, the Lutheran World Federation has been the focus for the international ecumenical activities of its member churches, which represent the majority, but not the totality, of world Lutheranism. Many of these churches are also members of the WCC and of other ecumenical organizations, and see these memberships as mutually re-enforcing their ecumenical commitment rather being in competition (see Schjørring 1997).

When the Lutheran World Federation was established in 1947, its constitution stated that one of its purposes was to ‘foster Lutheran participation in ecumenical movement’ (Meyer 1997). Lutheran unity and the unity of the church catholic were seen as part of a harmonious whole. The language was strengthened in 1990 when ‘efforts towards Christian unity worldwide’ were considered not only among the ‘functions’ of the Federation but as part of its ‘nature’. In the present constitution, the Federation ‘confesses the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church and is resolved to serve Christian unity throughout the world’ (Constitution 2010). The influence and ideas of the 1936 document, ‘The Ecumenical Character of the Lutheran Church’, are clear. This constitutional commitment was soon lived out and grew.

The initial meeting of the Federation’s Commission on Theology in 1953 selected as its first study ‘The Unity of the Church’. It was concerned with this issue until 1957 when it published the results of its work in a volume, The Unity of the Church: Papers Presented to the Commissions on Theology and Liturgy of the Lutheran World Federation (Symposium 1957).2 The volume reflected the Lutheran stance expressed in the Augsburg Confession of 1530 that for the true unity of the church it is enough to agree concerning the teaching of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments (see Kolb and Wengert 2000: 42–43). Whatever internal debates occurred, Lutherans agreed that the unity of the church had to include agreement in the apostolic Gospel and freedom in the area of church order.

The results of this work were twofold. First, the Lutheran conviction that confession and ecumenism were compatible was contrary to a prevailing idea in the ecumenical movement that the unity of the Church could only come by abandoning confessional identity. Second, the concept of confessional fellowship was expanded. This fellowship is expressed in the confession of the apostolic faith. Thus churches may be in fellowship with each other, based on explicit consensus in doctrine, while remaining committed to different confessions. Churches could be in full fellowship/communion without surrendering their special character. These insights influenced the action of the assembly of the Lutheran World Federation in Minneapolis in 1957 and showed the ecumenical will of the Federation (see Lundquist 1957: 89).

With time, this ecumenical commitment on the part of the Federation accelerated. Largely through a German initiative and efforts of the Danish theologian, Kristen E. Skydsgaard, the assembly in Helsinki in 1963 established a Lutheran Foundation for Interconfessional Research. Soon an institution for the Foundation was established and located in Strasbourg, France. Here the ecumenical themes of research and bilateral dialogues were linked. These decisions were timely for within a matter of a few years the Roman Catholic Church entered the ecumenical movement by means of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). The clear preference of this church in its ecumenical work was for relationships of full communion with individual churches by means of theological consensus and overcoming the divisive judgements of the past.

On behalf of its member churches, the Federation entered into several bilateral dialogues in the 1960s and took the initiative in proposing them. A dialogue with the Reformed churches began in 1963/1964. This dialogue, started in the context of the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC, soon became a dialogue between the Lutheran World Federation and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, and led to the Leuenberg Agreement of 1973, an important step toward church fellowship among Lutheran, Reformed, and United churches in Europe and ultimately elsewhere (see Leuenberg Agreement 1973).

In 1965, a Joint Working Group between the Federation and the Roman Catholic Church’s Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity proposed an international Roman Catholic-Lutheran dialogue. The dialogue began in 1967 and issued the Malta Report on The Gospel and the Church in 1972 (L-RC 1972). The clarity, breadth and boldness of this first report from the dialogue are evident. The Malta Report addressed such critical dialogue issues as the relation of the Gospel to Tradition, the world, the office of ministry, and the unity of the Church.

In 1962 a committee was appointed to explore Anglican-Lutheran conversations. By 1968 a working group described the present situation between Lutheran and Anglican churches, listed reasons for a dialogue, and identified themes. The dialogue began in 1970 and issued its final report, the Pullach Report, in 1972 (A-L 1972). The issue of the episcopate remained largely unresolved, but the report revealed substantial agreement between the two traditions in faith and doctrine.

The period from 1963 to 1973 disclosed a Lutheran World Federation active in the ecumenical movement, especially in the area of bilateral dialogue. In all three cases just mentioned foundations were put in place that would lead to further ecumenical relations in the coming years. Also at this time, dialogues with Methodists and Baptists were recommended, and interest was expressed in the Pentecostal movement. At its assembly in 1970, the Federation encouraged its member churches to enter into church unions. If these unions were based on confessional statements of faith in substantial agreement with the doctrinal basis of the Federation, the member churches were encouraged not to break relations with the Federation (see Grosc 1971: 142).

From the mid-1970s until 1980 the Lutheran World Federation created a Standing Committee on Ecumenical Relations and, through the interconfessional desk in Geneva and the Strasbourg Institute, it continued discussions with the WCC and with the Christian World Communions on unity and ecumenical methodology. From these efforts came the document, Ecumenical Methodology, in which the concept of unity in reconciled diversity and fellowship between churches is examined (Højen 1978). The 450th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession occurred in 1980, and the celebration had a highly ecumenical character. Roman Catholics joined with Lutherans to study the Confession, recognized as a document of considerable ecumenical promise (see L-RC 1980).

In the 1980s, the dialogues with the Anglican, Reformed, and Roman Catholic Churches continued. Several ecumenically significant documents came from these dialogues: from the Anglican-Lutheran International Continuation Committee, the Cold Ash Report (A-L 1983) and the Niagara Report (A-L 1987); from the Lutheran-Reformed Joint Commission, Toward Church Fellowship (L-R 1989); and from the Roman Catholic-Lutheran Commission on Unity, The Eucharist (L-RC 1978), The Ministry in the Church (L-RC 1981), and Facing Unity (L-RC 1984).

In the same decade a dialogue started between the Lutheran World Federation and the World Methodist Council, which resulted in a report, The Church: Community of Grace (L-M 1984). These years also saw the beginnings of the work of the Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission, which published three brief texts on Divine Revelation (L-O 1985), Scripture and Tradition (L-O 1987), and The Canon and The Inspiration of the Holy Scripture (L-O 1989). In 1990 the dialogue between the Baptist World Alliance and the Lutheran World Federation published its report, A Message to our Churches (B-L 1990), which addressed the Lutheran condemnations of the sixteenth century against the Anabaptists and sought to improve knowledge and respect between the two churches.

From the 1990s into the new century the dialogue of the Lutheran World Federation with the Roman Catholic Church continued. In 1993 the report, Church and Justification (L-RC 1993), was released. On October 31, 1999, in Augsburg, Germany, representatives of the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church signed the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (L-RC 1999). The text was based on the work of Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue over the years, and its purpose is to demonstrate that the subscribing Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church are able to express a common, not total, understanding of justification by God’s grace through faith in Christ so that the mutual condemnations of the sixteenth century between these churches on this topic no longer apply to the churches in question. The Joint Declaration, with its concept of differentiated consensus, has been seen as an initial step in the reception of this dialogue by the churches.

A further statement from this dialogue appeared in 2006 with the title, The Apostolicity of the Church (L-RC 2006). In 2013, in advance of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, the dialogue published a report, From Conflict to Communion: Lutheran-Catholic Common Commemoration of the Reformation in 2017 (L-RC 2013), which presented new ecumenical perspectives on Martin Luther and the Reformation and encouraged Lutherans and Roman Catholics to consider common commemoration of the anniversary. In the spirit of this document, Pope Francis journeyed to Lund, Sweden, on 31 October 2016 to take part in a joint Catholic-Lutheran prayer service in the cathedral involving members of the Catholic Church in Sweden and Lutherans from the Church of Sweden and the Lutheran World Federation.

In 1995, the Anglican-Lutheran International Continuation Committee issued a document on the diaconate (A-L 1995), and in 2002 the Anglican-Lutheran International Working Group released Growth in Communion (A-L 2002). During the same decades, the Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission issued statements on authority (in three parts; see L-O 1993; L-O 1995; L-O 1998) and on the mystery of the Church (again in three parts; see L-O 2000; L-O 2002; L-O 2004). In 2001, the Joint Working Group between the Lutheran World Federation and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches published Called to Communion and Common Witness (L-R 2001). Between the years 2005 and 2009, a Lutheran-Mennonite Study Commission addressed the issue of Lutheran persecution of the Anabaptists in the sixteenth century, and in 2009 issued Healing of Memories: Reconciling in Christ (L-Menn 2009). This text formed the basis for action by the Eleventh Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation in 2010 to repent of the legacy of Lutheran persecution of Anabaptists.

The history of the Lutheran World Federation is revealing in a number of aspects. It shows, in view of Lutheranism’s own self-understanding, its propensity for bilateral theological dialogue with churches from which it is divided. It is a narrative of intense and often successful efforts to overcome the church-dividing differences of the past, and to seek a unity in reconciled diversity. This activity of the Federation has been paralleled in the life of its member churches; all the churches with which the Federation has international dialogues are in dialogue at national level with various member churches. Dialogues in Germany and the United States have been especially important for Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue, as also dialogue in the Scandinavian countries for Anglican-Lutheran dialogue. Attempts have been made to promote relations between all of these national dialogues and their international counterparts.

The present challenges are also apparent. How is the dialogical momentum of the past to be maintained in the twenty-first century? The ecumenical movement has endured a series of crises. Churches have become preoccupied with internal problems. There is the challenge of reception: how will the results of these dialogues be received into the faith and life of the churches so that their relationship to each other will change (see Rusch 2007)?

Lutheran Participation in the WCC

The Lutheran World Federation has been the major focus of Lutheran involvement in the international ecumenical movement. It has not, however, been the only location of Lutheran global ecumenism. Once concerns were addressed about a confessional basis for the WCC, a significant number of Lutheran churches joined the Council.

The First Assembly of the WCC met in Amsterdam in 1948, and Lutherans were the largest confessional group in attendance. Lutheran delegates, alternates, and official visitors totalled 135 persons. Of the eighty-two places on the Central Committee, seventeen were occupied by Lutherans, and the Council’s six-person presidium included the Archbishop of Uppsala, Erling Eidem. Bishop Eivind Berggrav of the Church of Norway was elected as one of the six presidents of the Council. The new Central Committee elected Dr Franklin Clark Fry of the United Lutheran Church in the United States as its vice-chairperson. Some nineteen Lutheran churches from around the world were present at the assembly (see Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 223–267). After the Amsterdam assembly Lutherans were active in most aspects of the WCC’s work, including the work of Faith and Order under the leadership of Archbishop Yngve Brilioth of the Church of Sweden (see Tomkins 1953). All the activities of Lutherans in the WCC cannot be documented here. The statistics that follow are intended to show the degree of Lutheran involvement.

The Second Assembly of the WCC gathered in Evanston in the United States in 1954. Some thirty-two Lutheran churches as members of the Council were involved in the Assembly. Dr Franklin Clark Fry was elected as chairperson of the Central Committee and the Executive Committee. The new Central Committee included among its ninety members sixteen Lutherans. Dr Fredrick Nolde, Dr Edmund Schlink, and Dr Joseph Sittler played roles on important committees (see Visser ’t Hooft 1955: 259–358). The Third Assembly of the WCC convened in New Delhi, India, in 1961. Some twenty Lutheran churches took part in the Assembly as members. The Central Committee of ninety members included ten Lutherans, and Dr Fry was re-elected as the chairperson of the Central Committee and Executive Committee (see Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 399–402). Between the Third and Fourth Assemblies of the WCC, the Commission on Faith and Order held its Fourth World Conference in 1963. At this conference some forty-five Lutherans were participants. It was a far cry from the early days of Lutheran hesitancy about Faith and Order (see Rodger and Vischer 1964: 91–120). The Fourth Assembly of the WCC was held in Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968. Some 205 Lutherans in various categories participated. Fourteen Lutherans were elected to the Central Committee, and Bishop Hanns Lilje was selected as one of the presidents. Lutherans served on a number of key committees of the assembly. Forty Lutheran churches were members of the WCC (see Goodall 1968: 407–461).

The Fifth Assembly of the WCC gathered in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1975. Archbishop Olaf Sundy was elected one of the presidents. Sixteen Lutherans served on the Central Committee; three on the Executive Committee. There were eighty-two Lutheran delegates, and twenty-six Lutherans in other capacities. Forty-two Lutheran churches were members of the Council (see Paton 1975: 341–379). The Sixth Assembly of the WCC gathered in Vancouver, Canada in 1983. Some 102 Lutherans were variously involved. The new Central Committee included fourteen Lutheran members and one president, Bishop Johannes Hempel. Forty Lutheran churches were members of the Council. Two Lutherans served on the Executive Committee, including a future General Secretary of the Lutheran World Federation (see Gill 1983: 261–324). The Seventh Assembly of the WCC took place in Canberra, Australia, in 1991. Lutherans were on a number of the key committees. Thirty Lutheran churches were members of the WCC. The decline from the previous assembly was caused in part by mergers of Lutheran churches. One Lutheran was elected a president, Professor Anna Marie Aagaard; twelve Lutherans were members of the new Central Committee. Some 120 Lutherans were involved in the Assembly in a number of roles (see Kinnamon 1991: 287–357). In 1993, the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order took place in Santiago de Compostela, Spain. Twenty-five Lutherans were delegates; fifteen Lutherans were present in other capacities. Four major lectures were given by Lutherans (see Best and Gassmann 1994).

The Eighth Assembly of the WCC met in Harare, Zimbabwe, in December, 1998. Lutherans numbered ninety-two delegates, and twenty-one persons in other positions. Again, Lutherans were on a number of key committees. The new Central Committee included eleven Lutherans, and thirty-four member churches were Lutheran (see Kessler 1999: 282–362). The Ninth Assembly of the WCC gathered in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2006. Sixty-three of the member churches were Lutheran. The new Central Committee had fifteen Lutheran members, including Dr Walter Altmann as its moderator, and a Lutheran, Dr Sortua Nababan, was elected one of the presidents. Following the assembly, Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, a Lutheran, became General Secretary of the World Council (see Rivera-Pagán 2008: 391–447). The Tenth Assembly of the WCC took place in Busan, Republic of Korea, in 2013. Forty-two delegates were Lutheran, coming from forty-one Lutheran member churches. The new Central Committee has twelve Lutheran members, and Archbishop Anders Wejryd of the Church of Sweden was elected one of the Council’s presidents (see WCC Report 2013).

Conclusion

This narrative has answered the question of how have Lutherans viewed, responded to, and contributed to the modern ecumenical movement. Many Lutherans initially viewed the movement with caution and even distrust. They saw it as a danger to the Lutheran insistence on agreement in the Gospel for Christian unity. Gradually, significant numbers of Lutherans and Lutheran churches perceived that their confessional commitment not only allowed them but required them to be participants in the ecumenical movement. They placed stress on resolving doctrinal disagreements hindering visible unity. They eventually recognized Faith and Order as a locus for this activity and beginning in the 1960s supported bilateral dialogues as a logical place to pursue the unity of the Church in view of their confessional heritage.

Lutherans developed and promoted the concept of reconciled diversity. This view not merely tolerated diversity within limits, but recognized its positive value as a protection against uniformity. This permitted Lutherans around the globe to enter into closer forms of visible unity with many other churches. Lutheran churches in the ecumenical movement have never considered their commitment to greater Lutheran unity as being in competition with their dedication to the visible unity of Christ’s church.
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Chapter 11

Reformed


Joseph D. Small




Introduction

‘Reformed’ has been used for centuries to designate one of the four major streams of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation: Lutheran, Anabaptist, Anglican, and Reformed. In this narrow sense, Reformed churches are those bodies that emerged from reform movements in Switzerland, following the spiritual and intellectual lead of Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) in Zurich and John Calvin (1509–1564) in Geneva. The Reformed family of churches and their shared tradition are not named after their founder (as in ‘Lutheran’), or after a distinguishing practice (as in ‘Anabaptist’), or after the location of their establishment (as in ‘Anglican’). Perhaps the absence of specificity indicates formlessness, for the Reformed tradition is the most diffuse ecclesial movement emerging from the Reformation. A lack of focus has characterized Reformed churches from the outset: Zurich and Zwingli, Geneva and Calvin, Basel and Johannes Oecolampadius (1482–1531), Strasbourg and Martin Bucer (1491–1551), Edinburgh and John Knox (1513–1572), Heidelberg and Zacharius Ursinus (1534–1583), the Netherlands and Guy de Bray (1522–1567), Hungary and Péter Melius Juhász (1532–1572)—all these and more are related yet distinct origins of the Reformed stream. The Reformed tradition has always been characterized by diversity, finding expression in synodical and congregational forms of governance, liturgical and free-church worship, a high view of Baptism and Eucharist and sacramental minimalism, doctrinal precision and individualistic convictions.

The Reformed Ecumenical Paradox

An ecumenical paradox is deeply embedded within the Reformed tradition. From the beginning, Reformed churches have articulated deep commitment to the unity of the whole church, working for visible forms of unity among separated churches. And yet Reformed churches have always been susceptible to internal partitions, schisms, and ongoing fragmentation. Ecumenical engagement and intramural divisions live side by side as incongruous characteristics of Reformed life.

Reformed churches have been at the forefront of the modern ecumenical movement from its outset. Formal intra-Reformed relationships were inaugurated in 1875 with the founding of ‘The Alliance of Reformed Churches throughout the World holding the Presbyterian System’. However, this Alliance was never understood as an end in itself, but rather as an opening towards a wider fellowship of churches. William Blaikie (1820–1899), first secretary and later president of the Alliance, saw the Alliance of Reformed Churches as ‘a step towards an alliance that one day would have a vastly large constituency, and that would form a more important contribution than we could make toward the swift fulfillment of our Saviour’s prayer—“That they all may be one”’ (Mateus 2010: 33). The commitment to wider church fellowship was evident in the prominence of Reformed churches and leaders in the Edinburgh Missionary Conference of 1910, the subsequent International Missionary Council, the Faith and Order movement, the Life and Work movement, and the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC), as well as in many national ecumenical initiatives. Within Reformed circles it has become common to say: ‘To be Reformed is to be ecumenical’.

Yet it might also be said: ‘To be Reformed is to be vulnerable to internal division’. A recent comprehensive survey of Reformed churches provides details on 746 distinct Reformed churches in nations from Albania to Zimbabwe (Bauswein and Vischer 1999). Most of these countries contain multiple Reformed denominations, some of which were inherited from disconnected Reformed missionary efforts, while others are the result of subsequent schisms. The United States alone is home to forty-five Reformed denominations, twenty of which are Presbyterian. This does not include American-born churches whose Reformed roots have been largely forgotten, such as the American and Southern Baptist Conventions and Christian churches of the Stone-Campbell movement. The Presbyterian Church (USA) has experienced four schisms in the past eighty years, and Korea, pride of Presbyterian missionaries, now houses ninety-six distinct Presbyterian denominations!

The Reformed paradox—ecumenical engagement together with internal fragmentation—grows from roots that run deep in Reformed history and theology. Neither current Reformed ecumenicity nor continuing Reformed divisions can be understood apart from their origins. Both the healing of internal injuries and the strengthening of ecumenical engagement become more likely when their origins are analysed and understood.

Reformed Commitment to Unity

Calvin is remembered as a separatist who rejected the Catholic Church with enflamed rhetoric and bitter invective. There is no doubt that his censure of the late medieval Catholic Church and its practices was pervasive, yet the primary purpose of his critique was reform rather than separation. Even when he engaged in sharp theological and ecclesial disputes, he always understood that the restored unity of the church was an imperative of the gospel. Contemporary Reformed churches live within Calvin’s ecumenical disposition even when they do not recognize its source.

When the Reformation was still in its early stages, Cardinal Jacopo Sadoleto (1477–1547) wrote a letter to the citizens of Geneva, imploring them to return to the Catholic Church. In his letter, Sadoleto contrasted fifteen centuries of Catholic unity with the current division of the church, bemoaning the profusion of differing ‘sects’ spawned by the reformers. A young Calvin replied to Sadoleto by acknowledging that the most serious of Catholic charges against the reformers was ‘that we have attempted to dismember the Spouse of Christ. Were that true’, wrote Calvin, ‘both you and the whole world might regard us as desperate’. While acknowledging the reality of divisions within the church, Calvin denied that sole responsibility lay with the proponents of reformation: ‘I admit that, on the revival of the gospel, great disputes arose where all was quietness before. But that is unjustly imputed to our [reformers], who, during the whole course of their proceedings, desired nothing more than that religion being revived, the Churches, which discord had scattered and dispersed, might be gathered together into true unity’ (Olin 2000: 87).

As the years passed, Calvin became increasingly disturbed by the divisions among the evangelical churches. In a letter to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556), Calvin agonized: ‘This other thing also is to be ranked among the chief evils of our time, viz., that the Churches are so divided, that human fellowship is scarcely now in any repute among us…Thus it is that the members of the Church being severed, the body lies bleeding.’ He went on to say: ‘So much does this concern me, that, could I be of any service, I would not grudge to cross ten seas, if need were, on account of it’ (Bonnet 2009a: 347f.). Calvin’s pledge ‘to cross ten seas’ in pursuit of unity among churches of the Reformation endures as a touchstone of contemporary Reformed ecumenicity. His commitment to Christian unity was not limited to accord among the evangelical churches, however. Towards the end of his life, he wrote to the Reformed churches in France about his conviction that, ‘to put an end to the divisions which exist in Christendom, it is necessary to have a free and universal council’. The hoped-for council should include representatives from the whole church, Calvin wrote, for he assumed the inclusion of Catholic bishops in the council as long as it also incorporated persons who required the reform of the church. He was even open to the possibility that the pope would preside (but not rule) over the council (Bonnet 2009b: 158–161).

Calvin was not a casual ecumenist. He viewed disagreements among the churches over questions of doctrine and morals as matters of grave significance that he was not willing to paper over with easy tolerance or institutional compromise. Nevertheless, he was a realist who understood that standardized uniformity in doctrine was not possible, and that doctrine was not an end in itself, but an aid to the reading of Scripture. His stated purpose in writing the Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536, expanded in 1539 and again in 1559) was to enhance the study of Scripture, but he also declared with supreme confidence that, ‘I have so embraced the sum of religion in all its parts, and have arranged it in such an order, that if anyone grasps it, it will not be difficult for him to determine what he ought especially to seek in Scripture’ (Institutes, Preface; Calvin 1960: 4). Calvin’s dedication to theological precision was thoroughly embraced by Reformed scholasticism and has continued to influence the Reformed tradition’s ethos as well as its theology. Commitment to theological intelligibility and fidelity has enriched both Reformed churches and the ecumenical movement, but it has also given rise to vigorous Reformed disagreements, often leading to discord, conflict, and division.

Calvin’s theological heritage remains a fundamental source of both Reformed ecumenicity and Reformed fragmentation, for his insight into the faith and life of the church continues to exert influence, even when it is not acknowledged. On the one hand, Calvin’s pursuit of the restored unity of divided churches endures in Reformed ecumenicity. On the other hand, his pursuit of theological precision has too often been distorted into church-dividing demands for doctrinal uniformity.

Confessing the Faith

The name ‘Reformed’ for a family of churches derives from a distinctive appreciation of what it means to confess the faith, and a characteristic understanding of the role of confessions in reforming the church. Calvin and his contemporaries believed that the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church finds appropriately diverse expression in local contexts. Churches that followed their lead were characterized by the conviction that all churches are called to confess the faith in tempore and in loco—in their particular time and place. As the influence of the Swiss reformation spread, and churches were established in France, the Netherlands, Hungary, Scotland, Poland, Italy, and beyond, multiple confessions of faith were adopted as expressions of the freedom and obligation to proclaim the gospel in each context. Because of this profusion of personal, local, and national confessions, early Reformed Christians were dismissively called ‘the confessionalists’. In the sixteenth century alone, more than sixty confessions were produced by Reformed churches (Cochrane 2003). This confessional practice has continued to the present; the World Alliance of Reformed Churches has published a representative sample of more than twenty-five Reformed confessions from the twentieth century (Vischer 1982).

Commitment to a living confessional tradition is the reason that sixteenth- and seventeenth-century attempts to join all Reformed churches in one common confession, or to produce a ‘harmony’ of all Reformed confessions, were unsuccessful, and why an early twentieth-century discussion of the desirability and possibility of a universal Reformed confession found few supporters (Barth 1962). With the exception of the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, Reformed churches have rarely identified one historic confession as the authoritative expression of Christian faith for all times and places. The Reformed stance towards confessing the faith is evident in the statement of Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575) at the signing of the First Helvetic Confession in 1536:

We wish in no way to prescribe for all churches through these articles a single rule of faith. For we acknowledge no other rule of faith than Holy Scripture…We grant to everyone the freedom to use his own expressions which are suitable for his church and will make use of this freedom ourselves, at the same time defending the true sense of this Confession against distortions.  (Schaff 1877: 389f.)

There have been times when individual Reformed churches have embraced a particular historic confession to express their faith and guide their action—often the Westminster Confession of Faith in English-speaking churches and the Belgic Confession or the Heidelberg Catechism in churches of European origin—but even then it is understood that confessional practice entails the recognition of confessional mutability. The Westminster Confession expresses this understanding clearly by noting that all councils may err, and have erred, and that therefore creeds and confessions ‘are not to be made the rule of faith or practice, but to be used as a help in both’ (Presbyterian Church USA 1999: 210). The composition of confessions is an element in confessing the faith, and so remains an essential element of Reformed church faith and life. It is through confession of core beliefs that a Reformed church defines for itself and declares to the world who and what it is, what it believes, and what it resolves to do.

However, even as a particular church speaks, it should not imagine that its confession of faith belongs to itself alone, or that its contextual witness takes place in isolation from other churches. Historically, Reformed churches in particular places were bound to churches in other places by patterns of mutual responsibility, and so churches did not make confessions unilaterally. The Scots Confession of 1560 invited critique from other churches, and the Dutch Synod of Dort (1618–1619) included delegates from Reformed churches in other countries. At its best, the Reformed tradition’s deep commitment to the catholicity of the church encourages shared witness, not solitary declaration. Reformed churches are not always at their best, however; Reformed dispersion has led to confessional independence so that more recent confessions have been made in isolation from other churches.

Confessions are understood as a crucial element in the continuing reform of the church. Reformed churches understand themselves as ‘reformed and always to be reformed [ecclesia reformata semper reformanda] in accordance with the Word of God [secundum verbum Dei]’ (Nebelsick 1984). Reform of the church is not mere change, certainly not modernization, and never the church’s own achievement. The church is always to be reformed ‘in accordance with the word of God’, that is, in harmony with the clear witness of Scripture. Because Reformed confessions are subordinate standards, always accountable to Scripture, they are authoritative only to the extent that they are faithful expressions of the primary apostolic witness. The Reformation motto sola scriptura is often misunderstood to mean ‘Scripture alone’; it actually signifies that Scripture is the normative authority against which all other authorities are measured, including the confessions. Karl Barth (1886–1968) goes so far as to identify this scriptural principle as the primary characteristic of Reformed theology. ‘At their very beginnings the Reformed churches saw that truth is contained only in the word of God’, wrote Barth, ‘that the word of God lay only in the Old and New Testaments, and that every doctrine must therefore be measured against an unchangeable and impassible standard discoverable in the Scriptures’ (Barth 1978: 240f.).

The strength of the Reformed approach is the impulse to be a confessing church as well as a confessional church. Confessions—whether historical or contemporary—must be affirmed by the present community as faithful articulations of the scriptural witness, and therefore as living expressions of the church’s faith and life. The weakness of the Reformed approach is evident in both the relationships among Reformed churches and ecumenical engagement with other ecclesial traditions. While virtually all Reformed churches confess the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, there is little commonality beyond those foundational Creeds. Disjointedness among Reformed churches is exacerbated by churches’ differing confessional collections and by the profusion of contemporary confessions that are largely unknown beyond the adopting church. The result is the absence of a coherent Reformed theological and ecclesiological identity.

This deficit diminishes what Reformed churches are able to express in councils of churches and ecumenical dialogues. The absence of confessional cohesion can result in a diffuse ecumenical presence that confronts other ecclesial traditions with difficulty in knowing what their Reformed partners represent and the extent to which they can speak for and to Reformed churches. Some within the Reformed tradition decry the absence of explicit Reformed identity (Clark 2008), while others find the very question of Reformed identity ‘awkward’ and ‘annoying’. Many Reformed churches would agree with Hendrik Vroom: ‘The truly important question is what Christian identity is today’ (Vroom 2000). Nevertheless, whether the indistinct character of Reformed identity is lamented or celebrated, it remains an ecumenical difficulty, weakening the quality of Reformed self-representation and diminishing the possibilities for unequivocal ecumenical accord.

Conciliar Governance

From sixteenth-century Geneva to the present, Reformed church order has been characterized by conciliar forms of governance at every level of church life. As a second-generation reformer, Calvin was attentive to the need for establishing structures of church life that would protect and deepen evangelical faith. On his return to Geneva following a brief exile, he presented ‘Draft Ecclesiastical Ordinances’ (1541) (Calvin 1954), which set forth a church polity built on four orders of ministry: pastors, doctors (a teaching office later folded into the pastoral office), elders, and deacons (the latter two would be considered ‘laity’ by most non-Reformed traditions). However, it would be misleading to think of them as a differentiated quadrilateral, because Calvin understood them as plural offices within two ecclesial functions: ministries of the word performed by presbyters (pastor/teachers and elders) and ministries of service performed by deacons. These presbyterial and diaconal ministries were understood as plural expressions of the church’s one undivided ministry.

The ‘Draft Ecclesiastical Ordinances’ and its refinements established two ecclesial institutions in Geneva: the Venerable Company of Pastors and the Geneva Consistory. The Company of Pastors, consisting of all ministers in Geneva and surrounding villages, met weekly for study of Scripture, theological discussion, examination of candidates for pastoral ministry, and mutual affirmation and admonition. The Consistory, composed of pastors and elders, was responsible for discernment of fidelity to the gospel in the life of the church and for discipline (a combination of polity, pastoral care, and admonition). This church order was adjusted as it moved from Geneva to Scotland, the Netherlands, and beyond: the Company of Pastors and the Consistory were combined, evolving into session/consistory/council at the congregational level, presbytery/classis/conference at the regional level, and general assembly/synod nationally. In various adaptations, these councils preserved the Geneva Consistory’s composition by including both ministers and elders in the bodies charged with responsibility for shaping the church’s faith and life.

Although there are differences between presbyterially and congregationally ordered Reformed churches, all are committed to ordering faith and life through elected councils at every level. Not surprisingly, then, Reformed churches have been proponents of conciliar ecumenism, enthusiastically supporting councils of churches at local, national, and international levels. It could be said that councils of churches embody a typically Reformed expression of ecumenical engagement. The Fifth Assembly of the WCC (Nairobi, 1975) described the unity of the church in a way that matches Reformed church predilections:

The one church is to be envisioned as a conciliar fellowship of local churches which are themselves truly united. In this conciliar fellowship, each local church possesses, in communion with the others, the fullness of catholicity, witness to the same apostolic faith, and therefore recognizes the others as belonging to the same church of Christ and guided by the same Spirit…To this end, each church aims at maintaining sustained and sustaining relationships with her sister churches, expressed in conciliar gatherings whenever required for the fulfillment of their common calling.  (Ecumenical Movement: 110)

Yet, for all of the evident strengths of councils, conciliar polity and ecumenism have drawbacks, not the least of which is the tendency of modern councils to devolve into legislative assemblies. This tendency, evident in the WCC and in national councils of churches, contributes to a growing sense that conciliar ecumenism has reached the limits of its possibilities. Councils of churches nationally and globally are not ecumenical councils in the historic sense of the term. Their multilateral approach to theological, liturgical, and moral issues, and the often incompatible ecclesiologies of their member churches limit what they can accomplish. The WCC’s ‘Toronto Statement’ (1950) is explicit in affirming that the WCC is not ‘the world church’, and that membership in the council does not even imply recognition that other member churches are churches in the true and full sense of the word (Ecumenical Movement: 463–468). The ecumenical significance of councils of churches cannot be discounted, but it has become clear that councils are constrained in what they can achieve. The limitations of conciliar ecumenism are a factor in the turn towards bilateral dialogues as the favoured means of exploring the possibilities of theological and ecclesial concord.

The diminution of ecumenical councils at every level—local, national, and global—presents challenges to Reformed churches. They have had to adjust to the decline of their preferred ecumenical instrument while entering the less agreeable arena of bilateral dialogues. In addition, they have had to acknowledge the difficulty of dialogue between synodically and episcopally ordered churches. Periodically elected councils lack the continuity of bishops’ conferences, presenting challenges to the maintenance of ecumenical continuity and theological expertise. Because elected council membership turns over regularly, corporate memory is short-term; each Reformed ecumenical delegation begins de novo, with inadequate understanding of the ecumenical history they represent.

Distrust of ‘Confessionalism’

Commitment to conciliar forms of church polity and preference for conciliar ecumenism help to explain Reformed distrust of the prominence of denominational world communions in ecumenical life. Although Reformed churches were the earliest to establish a world organization—the Alliance of Reformed Churches throughout the World—the dangers of confessional cohesion were understood from the Alliance’s inception. At the first General Council in 1877, Philip Schaff declared: ‘A confession which would intensify Presbyterianism and loosen the ties which unite us to the other branches of Christ’s kingdom I would regard as a calamity’ (Mateus 2010: 9). The Alliance was intentionally structured to encourage broad inclusion, limited aims, and voluntary participation. Reformed preference for broad councils encompassing multiple confessional families characterized the ecumenical approach of the Alliance and its member churches.

The emergence of strong worldwide confessional bodies in the decades following World War II was met with Reformed wariness, even alarm. The sponsorship of ‘confessional mission work’ in Africa and Asia by the newly formed Lutheran World Federation (LWF) contrasted sharply with Reformed commitment to union churches in traditional mission fields (for instance, the Church of South India in 1947 and the Church of North India in 1975, and the United Church of Zambia in 1965). In the view of John A. Mackay (1889–1983), chairman of the International Missionary Council and later President of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, concentrated confessional efforts threatened the entire ecumenical endeavour. Mackay termed the LWF and other emerging bodies ‘confessional blocks’, regarding them as different from and in competition with the ecumenical movement and its institutions. As early as 1949 the Alliance’s executive committee declared that it was not ready ‘to follow other confessional groups in what we believe to be narrow and dangerous confessionalism’. Instead, it reaffirmed its intent to ‘work for union with other Protestant forces’ and to ‘work together whenever possible’ (Mateus 2010: 43).

Reformed distrust of confessionalism endures. The 2010 name change from the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) to the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) has less to do with deepened relationships of mutual responsibility and accountability than with the merger of two organizations (WARC and the Reformed Ecumenical Council). Wariness of confessionalism extends to Reformed churches’ wariness of the WCRC itself. The churches grant no authority and pay limited attention to WCRC initiatives, programmes, and pronouncements. The WCRC is not an insignificant ecumenical instrument, and its accomplishments have enriched Reformed churches (Sell 1991), but its hesitancy about confessionalism continues to constrain both its intra-Reformed and ecumenical impact.

Bilateral Dialogue

Reformed preference for conciliar forms of ecumenism and misgivings about the emergence of confessional world communions have combined to account for uneven Reformed engagement in bilateral dialogues and for the mixed results of those dialogues. Some WCRC dialogues have followed a consistent, sustained path: formal dialogues with the Catholic Church have been held periodically since 1970, and with the Orthodox Churches since 1988. Ongoing conversations with the LWF have continued since 1968. However, dialogues with other major world communions have been oddly episodic: Baptist (1973–1977), Anglican (1981–1984), Methodist (1985–1987), Disciples of Christ (1987, 1994). On the other hand, the WCRC has developed imaginative dialogues with African Instituted churches and with Pentecostals, as well as initiating the multilateral Prague consultations on ‘First, Radical, and Second Reformation’ churches. Many of these dialogues have dealt with vexing ecclesiological issues or with distinctive elements in the faith and life of the dialogue partners. While these approaches promote mutual understanding, bridge some historical divides, and establish possibilities for cooperation—not small achievements—they take only modest steps towards the fully ecumenical goal of visible modes of unity among the churches. Two of the Reformed dialogues may suggest a more fruitful approach, however: the Orthodox–Reformed dialogue and the Reformed–Pentecostal dialogue. While both are dialogues with more distant ecclesial families, they indicate promising directions for Reformed dialogues with other, more familiar traditions.

Orthodox–Reformed Dialogue

Thomas F. Torrance, long-standing professor of Christian Dogmatics at New College, Edinburgh, proposed ‘consultations’ between the WARC and the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople that would lay the groundwork for an official dialogue. Ecumenical dialogues often assume agreement on fundamental theological matters, focusing instead on neuralgic issues or comparative ecclesiology. But Torrance believed that mutual understanding of the Trinity was the essential prerequisite for the viability of future dialogues on other themes. His proposal was bold: ‘It seemed to me’, he wrote, ‘that an attempt should be made to engage in formal theological consultations with the Ecumenical Patriarchate with a view to clarifying together the classical bases of Orthodox and of Reformed theology, and in the hope of reaching the same kind of profound accord with respect to the “theological axis” of Athanasian/Cyriline theology to which the Reformed Church has looked as having regulative force in its understanding of Christian faith hardly less than the Greek Orthodox Church’ (Torrance 1993: x). Only from the acknowledgement of a shared Trinitarian faith, Torrance believed, could the two church bodies proceed to discuss issues about which there might be less commonality, such as the nature of the church, ministry, and sacraments.

Torrance’s proposal was readily accepted. The outcome of the first dialogue (1988–1992) was the remarkable ‘Agreed Statement on the Holy Trinity’ (R-O 1992). The Agreed Statement is precisely that, a statement that speaks with one voice. Unlike many reports that emerge from ecumenical dialogues, the Agreed Statement does not set out differing emphases or divergent positions. It begins by stating, ‘We confess together the evangelical and ancient faith of the catholic church’, and it is a common confession that is articulated throughout. The Agreed Statement is divided into eight brief, densely packed sections, each one of which contains affirmations that are of enduring importance. It is a singular theological and ecumenical achievement.

Orthodox–Reformed accord on the fundamental doctrine of the Trinity made possible a second dialogue on Christology, resulting in an ‘Agreed Statement on Christology’ (R-O 1994), completed a mere two years after the Trinity statement. Even though the Agreed Statement on Christology affirmed ‘the basic interconnection between the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine of Christ’, explicit contrasts between Orthodox and Reformed theology appear in the text. As early as its second paragraph, the Agreed Statement on Christology notes that ‘Orthodox and Reformed seem to follow two different kinds of approach which, however, are not incompatible’. Later in the text, differences between the Orthodox doctrine of theosis and the Reformed doctrine of sanctification are noted, but quickly glossed over. Even when agreement is articulated, the ‘we confess together’ of the Agreed Statement on the Holy Trinity is replaced by ‘Orthodox and Reformed confess’; ‘is normative for both the Orthodox and Reformed traditions’; and ‘both Orthodox and Reformed recognize’. The difference in tone is striking. Whereas the Trinity statement sought always to resolve distinctive emphases within a shared articulation, the Christology statement was content to set Reformed and Orthodox views side by side.

Perhaps the second dialogue proceeded too rapidly. It might have been preferable to take the text as one step in a longer process, working to produce an Agreed Statement on Christology that bore the marks of a genuinely common testimony. Just as the meticulous preparation—thorough review and revision—and precise articulation of the Trinity statement made the Christology statement possible, similar preparation, review, and articulation might have made the Christology statement a more adequate basis for further dialogues. Subsequent Orthodox–Reformed dialogues have not fulfilled the promise of the Agreed Statement on the Holy Trinity. Common (not Agreed) statements on ‘The Church as the Body of Christ’ (R-O 1998), ‘Membership and Incorporation into the Body of Christ’ (R-O 2000), ‘The Holiness of the Church’ (R-O 2003), and ‘The Catholicity and Mission of the Church’ (R-O 2005) set forth Orthodox and Reformed views in alternating paragraphs, complete with mutual critique as well as common understanding. While this approach has the value of deepening mutual awareness and enrichment, it avoids the more demanding work of struggling to approach, or even achieve the possibility of saying, ‘We confess together the evangelical and ancient faith of the catholic church’.

Reformed–Pentecostal Dialogue

The first international dialogue between the WARC and leaders of some classical Pentecostal churches was held over a span of five years, 1996–2000. The dialogue was exploratory in nature, leading to a concluding report, ‘Word and Spirit, Church and World’ (R-P 2000), that identified areas of agreement as well as differences in history and theological conviction. Although the dialogue proceeded in standard comparative fashion, the methodology was helpful in overcoming stereotypes and correcting mutual misunderstanding. However, the dialogue partners recognized that suspicion and friction between Pentecostal and Reformed communities existed in many parts of the world. They also understood that tensions grew less from intellectually formulated theological differences than from diverse ways of shaping church life and the lives of individual believers, and they concluded that a traditional dialogue approach would not be fully useful to Pentecostal and Reformed churches.

Planning for the second round of dialogue concentrated on ways to move beyond a comparative theological and ecclesiological method towards a focus on the actual life of Reformed and Pentecostal churches. Could the dialogue engage in a common exploration of themes that concern both Reformed and Pentecostal life? Even if areas of common concern continued to be expressed differently, could diversities lead beyond contrasts towards mutual enrichment? ‘Experience in Christian Faith and Life’ was selected as the theme for the dialogue’s second round. The theme highlighted the significance of Christian experience within both Reformed and Pentecostal communities and raised issues concerning diverse evaluations of experience as a source and norm for Christian belief and witness. Most importantly, however, the theme enabled the dialogue to move beyond theoretical or ideal formulations towards an examination of constitutive practices within the churches.

In each year of the dialogue, ‘Experience in Christian Faith and Life’ dealt with a particular area of Christian practice: Worship, Discipleship, Discernment, Community, and Justice. Each of these practices presented questions to both Reformed and Pentecostal communities: What are the key experiences in faith and life? What is the role of experience in shaping faith and life? How are particular aspects of faith and life lived out in specific contexts? These questions provided a consistent framework for the conversations that followed (see R-P 2011).

The change from contrast and comparison to common exploration suggested moving beyond general formulations to serious consideration of the particularities of different contexts. As the dialogue met in various locations—the Netherlands, Puerto Rico, Germany, the United States, South Africa, and Scotland—dialogue participants worshipped in Pentecostal and Reformed congregations, met with pastors and church leaders from both communities, and made efforts to discover how particular Reformed and Pentecostal communities engage aspects of the dialogue theme.

The decision to address specific practical issues that concern both Christian traditions brought a different accent to the dialogue. Whereas the first round paid attention to areas of agreement and differences in history and theological conviction, the second round considered concrete aspects of congregational life that are common to both Pentecostals and Reformed in diverse circumstances throughout the world. Discussions of experience in Christian faith and life began with the Christian identity of Reformed and Pentecostals together, rather than with elements that distinguish and divide them. The dialogue exposed common ground in Pentecostal and Reformed experience of faith and life, opening up the possibility that clear differences in conviction and practice could become occasions for mutual enrichment rather than mutual disparagement.

Visible and Invisible Church

The vitality of Reformed ecumenical commitment and engagement is nourished by an ecclesiology that recognizes actual churches as the human consequence of God’s redemptive act. Yet Reformed ecumenical vitality is weakened by an inconsistent understanding of the church that relativizes actual churches by extolling a transcendent, ideal church. This, in turn, is used to justify both internal schism and the persistence of divisions among the churches by construing the invisible church as the true church while seeing visible churches as mere human constructions. In this view, church divisions and schisms never divide the body of Christ, for the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church is an invisible, indivisible, spiritual reality while the visible church is a dispensable earthly institution.

Distinctions between the visible and invisible church have been made at least since St Augustine, although he did not use the terms. In the classical version of the distinction, the invisible church consists of the communion of saints throughout time and space, while the visible church is the Christian community that is evident at any given time. Calvin noted that Scripture speaks of the church in two ways, sometimes with reference to all who are in the presence of God, the elect in Christ, and sometimes with reference to those who now profess to worship the one true God. Since those who are in God’s presence are known only to God, Calvin immediately turned his attention to the only church that is humanly knowable, the visible church. ‘Just as we must believe, therefore, that the former church, invisible to us, is visible to the eyes of God alone’, he wrote, ‘so we are commanded to revere and keep communion with the latter, which is called “church” in respect to men’ (Institutes, 4, 1, 7; Calvin 1960: 1022). The distinction between the invisible and visible church has to do with more than time and space, however, because, unlike the invisible church, the visible church is a corpus permixtum, a body in which not all who profess Christ are actually in communion with Christ. Calvin insisted that we are called to keep communion with this all-too-visibly mixed body, however, because we are unable to know what God alone knows—who is elect in Christ and who is not. Because of the obvious limitation of human knowledge and judgement, Calvin notes that God has given us a ‘certain charitable judgment’ whereby we recognize as members of the church all who ‘profess the same God and Christ with us’ (Institutes, 4, 1, 8; Calvin 1960: 1022f.).

Calvin’s ‘charitable judgment’ has endured, apart from sporadic outbreaks of Reformed triumphalism, and has developed into the Reformed disposition to acknowledge other Christian churches as true churches, even when doctrinal and ecclesiological differences are apparent. Calvin’s variation on Luther’s definition of the true church is well known: ‘From this the face of the church comes forth and becomes visible to our eyes. Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.’ Calvin considered these two marks so central that he insisted: ‘we may safely embrace as church any society in which both these marks exist’. Embrace of churches that have the marks remains firm even if they ‘otherwise swarm with many faults’, and even if ‘some fault’ may creep into doctrine or sacraments (Institutes, 4, 1, 9–12; Calvin 1960: 1023–1026). Calvin’s openness to other churches did not grow from doctrinal laxity or moral indifference, and he was explicit about the faults of the Catholic Church and of the Anabaptists. Nevertheless, Calvin’s principal legacy of ecclesiological modesty with regard to other churches has made it possible, even necessary, for Reformed churches to recognize other Christian churches as authentic expressions of the one church of Jesus Christ. ‘Charitable judgment’ guides Reformed readiness to participate in councils of churches, to join with others in union churches, to enter into full communion agreements, and to seek other ways in which the unity of churches may become increasingly visible.

Yet this ecumenical legacy is weakened in two ways. First, Reformed churches are too often unwilling to offer the same charitable judgement internally that they extend externally. While Calvin was clear that neither doctrinal nor moral perfection was possible in actual churches, he also understood that shared convictions about the shape of Christian faith and life are essential for the coherence and endurance of any church. When held together, these two principles generate churches that are both modest and disciplined. But when the range of shared conviction narrows and standards for ecclesial communion become inflexible, convictions divide rather than unite. Calvin affirmed that right doctrine is a central aim of the church, but he was also aware that ‘since all men are somewhat beclouded with ignorance, either we should leave no church remaining, or we must condone delusion in those matters which can go unknown without harm to the sum of religion and without loss of salvation’ (Institutes, 4, 1, 12; Calvin 1960: 1026). Similarly, he upheld personal and corporate morality as a principal aspiration of the church, but he warned against becoming like those who, ‘imbued with a false conviction of their own perfect sanctity…spurn association with all men in whom they discern any remnant of human nature’ (Institutes, 4, 1, 13; Calvin 1960: 1027). Reformed churches have always been in danger of losing balance by multiplying the matters of doctrine that must be known and agreed upon, or by tightening the limits of morality, so that ‘charitable judgment’ evaporates. When the need for shared convictions becomes the demand for uniformity in doctrine and conformity in morals, Reformed churches become susceptible to splits that separate the theologically and morally correct from those who are ‘in error’.

Second, the disjunction between Reformed ecumenical generosity and intermittent demands for doctrinal and moral consent within Reformed churches is always susceptible to resolution by indifference or even opposition to ecumenical commitment and action. Of the nearly 750 Reformed churches worldwide, fewer than half are members of the WCRC, and fewer still are members of the WCC. Moreover, bitter mutual antagonism between separated Reformed denominations regularly follows in the wake of schisms.

Susceptibility to popularized versions of the invisible–visible church distinction also weakens the Reformed ecumenical legacy through a reversal of classical Reformed focus by accenting the invisible church at the expense of the visible church. The reversal did not originate outside the Reformed tradition, however—it came from within. Two nineteenth-century Reformed theologians—Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) and the Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920)—are representative, though not always recognized, influences on Reformed ecclesiology. When addressing its ‘cultured despisers’, Schleiermacher identified the church as ‘the congregation of the pious’, ascribing to it qualities of communion, harmony, unity, and love. Since this description did not match any church that a cultured despiser could see, one might think that Schleiermacher was describing what the church ought to be. However, Schleiermacher’s intention was to turn attention away from the church that can be seen towards a deeper reality: ‘I assure you, however, I have not spoken of what should be, but of what is…The true church has, in fact, always been thus, and still is, and if you cannot see it, the blame is your own, and lies in a tolerably palpable misunderstanding’ (Schleiermacher 1958: 156f.). For Schleiermacher, the congregation of the pious that cannot be seen is the true church, while the church that can be seen is merely an ‘institution for pupils in religion’, those who have not yet become part of the sanctified community. Schleiermacher’s conceptual categories in The Christian Faith (Schleiermacher 1999) are more sophisticated, but his understanding of the church remains the same. Whereas Calvin, having made the invisible–visible church distinction, proceeds to discuss the only one of the two that is accessible to human judgement, Schleiermacher makes the distinction in order to direct attention away from shabby all-too-visible churches to the true, pure, sanctified inner fellowship of Christians.

Kuyper also understood the true church as the spiritual community of believers. But in his ecclesiology the actual churches are not even training grounds for the not yet sanctified. The institutional churches are merely human organizations called to do a job, which any particular church may do well or poorly. Thus, in Kuyper’s view, the invisible spiritual community of believers is the true church while the visible church is reduced to a human blend of ecclesiastical institutions and the actions of true Christians in society. Although he wrote eloquently about the unity of the church, he understood unity as a quality of the true, spiritual, invisible church, not of the visible churches, which are only and always ambiguous organizations. For Kuyper, as for Schleiermacher, the church that can be seen is not the real church, and the church that is not observable is the true church.

The enduring legacy of Schleiermacher and Kuyper—found not only in academic circles or among the Dutch Reformed—is oddly mixed. On the one hand, it has contributed to Reformed ecumenicity. Schleiermacher was an important contributor to the Prussian Union (uniting Lutheran and Reformed in Prussia) in 1817, for the practical reason that church institutions can accomplish their mission better together than apart. For Kuyper, the pluriformity of churches is not regrettable, but an expression of the richness of God’s creation. Kuyper opened the ecumenical possibility of exchanging ‘gifts’ among churches, so that the strengths of each might be made available to others. On the other hand, Schleiermacher’s and Kuyper’s legacy robs Reformed ecumenism of urgency. The task of working for the visible unity of the church recedes in importance if spiritual unity is already a reality that only needs to be acknowledged. The damage is even greater within the Reformed family, for the door to schism is opened by making it possible to understand the invisible church as the standard by which to critique the visible church, and then to split visible churches, without touching the spiritual unity of the true church. The popular Reformed appropriation of Schleiermacher, Kuyper, and others departs from recognizing the visible church as God’s chosen witness in the world, expedites schism, and diminishes distress at the visible disunity of the churches.

The Ecumenical Future

Celebration in ‘harvesting the fruits’ (Kasper 2009) and lament for the so-called ‘ecumenical winter’ coexist as perspectives on the current state of the ecumenical movement. Both contain a measure of truth. Reformed churches have made significant contributions to the ecumenical movement through their support of councils of churches and their readiness to enter into union churches. The WCRC and many Reformed denominations have moved into the world of bilateral dialogues with some gratifying results. Observance of the Reformation Jubilee in 2017 included the WCRC’s formal ‘association’ with the Catholic–Lutheran ‘Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’ (JDDJ). The statement of association affirmed doctrinal agreement with JDDJ’s common statements on the doctrine of justification, while also articulating particular Reformed emphases and additional insights (WCRC 2017). Several Reformed churches have entered into full communion agreements that have the potential of becoming significant instances of fuller visible unity. Yet, as councils of churches recede into the ecumenical background and the sun sets on the day of union churches, Reformed commitment to ecumenical engagement also weakens. Bilateral dialogues take place in rarified atmospheres, and face the perennial ecumenical problem of reception. Theological statements and relationships of full communion languish as participating churches continue to go their own way without consultation, much less agreement, with their partners.

The maintenance of strong Reformed ecumenical engagement depends on the awareness and commitments of pastors, elders, and church members—commitment cannot be sustained if it is confined to denominational leadership and expert ecumenists. But ‘grassroots ecumenism’, a reality in many countries as recently as a generation ago, is no longer a force. As persons move easily from denomination to denomination, formal ecumenism is seen as peripheral to lived Christian experience. Reinvigoration of ecumenical engagement at all levels of the churches necessitates the recovery of the Reformed tradition’s commitment to the unity of the visible church. It is not clear what forms such visible unity might take, but if they are to be more than institutional arrangements, they must be grounded in a profoundly theological ressourcement. Calvin does not provide contemporary Reformed churches with a twenty-first-century polity or ecumenical strategy, but his ecclesiology suggests trajectories that could overcome the Reformed ecumenical paradox.

It may be that a modified ‘confessionalism’ offers a way forward. The Reformed proclivity for division and fragmentation might be mitigated through the establishment of intra-Reformed dialogues between and among separated denominations. The purpose of the dialogues would not be organic union, but simply the restoration of relationships and deepening of theological and moral conversation. Something like full communion might eventually ensue. The dialogues could incorporate insights from both the Orthodox–Reformed and the Reformed–Pentecostal dialogues, focusing on what can be said together with regard to foundational convictions of Christian faith and life, and exploring the ways those convictions are actually experienced in the churches. Fragmented Reformed church life has multiple sources—national and cultural as well as theological and moral. Continuing separations are sometimes due to inertia, sometimes to the fear of annexation, sometimes to lingering hostility from schisms. Whatever the cause, the continuing division of Reformed churches ‘is to be ranked among the chief evils of our time, viz., that the Churches are so divided, that human fellowship is scarcely now in any repute among us’ (see Calvin’s letter to Cranmer, cited earlier). No Reformed church can be true to its heritage and remain content with isolated self-sufficiency.

Modified confessionalism should not be seen as a rival to extra-Reformed ecumenism. On the contrary, it would recapture the originating vision of striving to restore the unity of the whole church while strengthening a Reformed identity that can engage other ecclesial traditions in the unity of Christian identity.
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Chapter 12

Baptist


Steven R. Harmon




Introduction

The Baptist tradition has not always been associated with ecumenism in the minds of its observers or of Baptists themselves. While this chapter will offer evidence to the contrary of the perception that the Baptist tradition is inherently anti-ecumenical, there are certain features of the historical development of the tradition that fuel this false stereotype. Baptists have often been quick to declare other traditions to be false churches. John Smyth (1570–1612), co-founder of the earliest identifiable Baptist congregation in Amsterdam in 1609, not only rejected his baptism in the Church of England as a false baptism; having concluded that no communion in Amsterdam, not even the believer-baptizing Mennonites with whom his group of English Separatist exiles had connections, was qualified as a true church to administer a true baptism, Smyth actually proceeded to baptize himself and then the other members of his congregation (Smyth 1915; Coggins 1991: 61–65). Though Smyth soon regretted this action when he came to the conclusion that the Mennonites were indeed a true church and then sought to lead his congregation to be received into the Mennonite fellowship, his self-baptism foreshadowed the refusal of many of his present-day ecclesiastical progeny to embrace ecumenical proposals for the mutual recognition of baptism.

Baptists have also been quick to divide among themselves. This happened in the earliest community of Baptists in Amsterdam, when a small group of its members led by Thomas Helwys (1575–1616) dissented from Smyth’s efforts to lead the congregation to unite with the Mennonites, insisting on the validity of their baptisms as administered by Smyth, and in 1611 or 1612 returned to England to establish Baptist ecclesial life in their homeland (Coggins 1991: 77–81). Baptists ever since, especially in the United States, have tended to follow this fissiparous precedent for intra-Baptist relations in local congregations, associations, national denominational organizations, and international Baptist bodies. In the United States alone, there are at least thirty-one national-level Baptist conventions or denomination-like organizations (Mead et al. 2005: 181–217).

Given their seeming acceptance of the multiplication of intra-Baptist ecclesial divisions, it comes as no surprise that many Baptists have tended to have serious reservations about various institutional expressions of the modern ecumenical movement. Happily, there are numerous exceptions to this generalization, but they are exceptions that prove the rule: the global Baptist community has not been one of the major ecclesial sources of leadership, energy, or funding for the modern ecumenical movement in its heyday, and has tended towards suspicion as its default perspective on the movement. When William Estep (a church historian from the Southern Baptist Convention in the United States) published Baptists and Christian Unity (1966), he cited rationales for Baptist wariness about ecumenism that included fears that visible unity would come at the cost of sacrificing what many Baptists consider non-negotiables: the Baptist witness to believers’ baptism as a disciple-making practice, the Baptist commitment to congregational ecclesiology as the local embodiment of a fully committed fellowship, Baptist objections to sacramental theologies of baptism and the Eucharist, the Baptist aversion to the use of creeds as coercive tests of fellowship or as substitutes for the authority of the Scriptures themselves, and Baptist advocacy for religious liberty safeguarded through the separation of church and state (Estep 1966: 168–188).

Such fears ultimately proved to be unfounded, and there are differently nuanced Baptist expressions of each of these concerns that represent openings for greater degrees of Baptist convergence towards other traditions. Some older approaches to ecumenism, however, did unfortunately give many Baptists the impression that the cost of unity would be the surrender of some of the things held most dear by each church. While this fear was by no means limited to Southern Baptists, this largest of all Baptist unions has steadfastly resisted official participation in institutional expressions of the modern ecumenical movement, such as national and international councils of churches, in ways that have influenced the perspectives of some Baptists elsewhere. Thus when in 1962 Edward Roberts-Thomson, a theological educator among Baptists in New Zealand and Australia, commented on this resistance in his own book on Baptists and the ecumenical movement, he noted that ‘the Baptist world, ecumenically, can be divided into two groups: those who are of the Southern Baptist point of view, or are closely influenced by it, and those who are not’ (Roberts-Thomson 1962: 94).

Ecumenical Dimensions of Baptist Ecclesiology

Ernest Payne, whose leadership roles in the Baptist Union of Great Britain and in the World Council of Churches (WCC) will be noted later in this chapter, introduced an article on Baptists and ecumenism with the observation: ‘Baptists are not all of one mind about the Ecumenical Movement’ (Payne 1960: 258). It must be acknowledged that there are significant trajectories in the Baptist tradition that do not seem aimed at ecumenical convergence, but there is nonetheless an ecumenical orientation to Baptist ecclesiology discernible from the beginnings of the Baptist movement. John Smyth, for example, searched for other ‘true churches’ with which to find fellowship, lest his Amsterdam congregation be devoid of connections with the larger body of Christ. In the first half-century of Baptist existence their communities began to form associations of multiple local congregations, recognizing that a single congregation did not possess in and of itself all the resources it needed to be most fully church and that these resources are found not only among neighbouring Baptist churches but in the whole body of Christ. When seven local Baptist congregations in London together issued the London Confession of 1644, they explained their interdependence in discerning the mind of Christ for their faith and practice as follows:

[B]ecause it may be conceived, that what is here published, may be but the Judgement of some one particular Congregation, more refined than the rest; We do therefore here subscribe it, some of each body in the name, and by the appointment of seven Congregations, who though we be distinct in respect of our particular bodies, for convenience sake, being as many as can well meet together in one place, yet are all one in Communion, holding Jesus Christ to be our head and Lord; under whose government we desire alone to walk, in following the Lamb wheresoever he goeth; and we believe the Lord will daily cause truth more to appear in the hearts of his Saints…that so they may with one shoulder, more study to lift up the Name of the Lord Jesus, and stand for his appointments and Laws; which is the desires and prayers of the condemned Churches of Christ in London for all Saints

(Lumpkin 1969: 155–156).

This early Baptist consciousness of ecclesial interdependence in walking together under the rule of Christ is what would later give rise not only to larger associations of Baptist churches in the form of national Baptist conventions and unions, and in 1905 to the formation of the Baptist World Alliance as a Christian world communion, but also to various forms of Baptist participation in the modern ecumenical movement.

Baptist Participation in the Modern Ecumenical Movement

The potential of a Baptist ecclesiology of ecclesial interdependence for ecumenical engagement is exemplified by the numerous ways in which Baptist history and the history of the modern ecumenical movement are intertwined. Many (though not all) Baptists and their churches and associations have participated actively in the modern ecumenical movement from its beginnings. The 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference that led to the founding in London in 1921 of the International Missionary Council was anticipated a century earlier by a wish expressed in 1806 by William Carey (1761–1834), a Baptist missionary to India, that ‘a general association of all denominations of Christians from the four quarters of the earth’ meet each decade at the Cape of Good Hope (Hinson 1980: 76–77). When Carey’s ‘pleasant dream’ was realized in the gathering in Edinburgh in 1910, Baptists, including members of the Southern Baptist Convention, were among the participants. Baptists were likewise involved, again with some limited Southern Baptist representation, in the foundation and early development of the three institutional predecessors of the WCC: the International Missionary Council and the world conferences on Life and Work (first held in Stockholm, 1925) and Faith and Order (first held in Lausanne, 1927), respectively, all of which eventually merged into the WCC.

When the WCC held its inaugural assembly in Amsterdam in 1948, eight Baptist unions participated as founding members: the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Northern Baptist Convention (now American Baptist Churches USA), the National Baptist Convention (USA), the Seventh Day Baptist General Conference (USA), the Baptist Union of New Zealand, the Union of Baptist Congregations in the Netherlands, the Burma Baptist Missionary Convention, and the China Baptist Council. Though there have been withdrawals from this list as well as additions to it, by 2006 the membership roster of the WCC included twenty-five Baptist unions: American Baptist Churches in the USA, the Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha, the Baptist Association of El Salvador, the Baptist Convention of Haiti, the Baptist Convention of Nicaragua, the Baptist Union of Denmark, the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Baptist Union of Hungary, the Baptist Union of New Zealand, the Bengal-Orissa-Bihar Baptist Convention, the Church of Christ in Congo–Baptist Community of Congo, the Church of Christ in Congo–Protestant Baptist Church in Africa, the Episcopal Baptist Community in Africa, the Convention of Philippine Baptist Churches, the Evangelical Baptist Church in Angola, the Evangelical Baptist Union of Italy, the Jamaica Baptist Union, the Myanmar Baptist Convention, the National Baptist Convention of America, the National Baptist Convention USA, the Native Baptist Convention of Cameroon, the Nigerian Baptist Convention, the Progressive National Baptist Convention, Samavesam of Telugu Baptist Churches, and the Union of Baptist Churches in Cameroon.

Most of these unions are also members of their respective national councils of churches, while there are some Baptist unions that are not members of the WCC but nevertheless belong to a national council. Many Baptists have served as members of the commissions of the WCC, including some Baptists whose own Baptist union is not an official member of the WCC. The most notable Baptist participating in the leadership of the WCC was Ernest Payne, whose period as General Secretary of the Baptist Union of Great Britain from 1951 to 1967 overlapped with his service as Vice Chairman of the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches from 1954 to 1968, the year in which Payne was elected one of six co-presidents at the Fourth Assembly of the WCC in Uppsala.

The formation of the Baptist World Alliance (BWA) as a Christian world communion overlapped with the institutional beginnings of the modern ecumenical movement. It is something of an expression of Baptist ecumenism in its own right, bringing into dialogue with one another the diverse expressions of the global Baptist community. The BWA has also functioned as a means of ecumenical relations at the international level. When on 5 July 1905 the BWA met in London for its first congress, its newly elected president Alexander Maclaren invited congress participants to demonstrate Baptists’ relationship to the larger Christian tradition by reciting together the Apostles’ Creed, ‘not as a piece of coercion or discipline, but as a simple acknowledgment of where we stand and what we believe’. In 1975, at its thirteenth congress in Stockholm, the BWA adopted a new constitution that explicitly identified seeking ‘understanding and unity among Baptists and with fellow Christians’ as one of its purposes (Bryant and Stewart 1976: 292).

Baptist Participation in Formal Ecumenical Dialogue

The BWA has held bilateral conversations at the international level with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 1973–1977 (GA: 131–151); the Lutheran World Federation, 1986–1989 (GA II: 155–175); the World Mennonite Conference, 1989–1992 (GA III: 426–448); the Anglican Communion, 2000–2005 (GA III: 319–374); the Roman Catholic Church, 1984–1988 (GA II: 373–385) and 2006–2010 (Catholic Church and Baptist World Alliance 2012); and the World Methodist Council, 2014–2018. In addition, there have been exploratory ‘pre-conversations’ with representatives of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1994, 1996–1997, and again in 2011, and conversations have been planned with the Pentecostal World Fellowship.

Baptists have made significant contributions to international multilateral dialogue in connection with the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC. The process that led to the Faith and Order convergence text Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM; Faith and Order 1982) was preceded by a consultation with Baptist theologians and representatives of other traditions that practise believer’s baptism at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, 28 March–1 April 1979 (Vischer 2002: 442–443; Faith and Order 1980). Baptists were represented among the membership of the Faith and Order Commission that issued the final text in 1982, and Baptist unions and individuals participated in the process of reception through the submission of responses to BEM. A notable positive Baptist response to BEM came from the then Burma (now Myanmar) Baptist Convention, which not only publicly affirmed the call of BEM to refrain from the rebaptism of those previously baptized as infants but also commended the document to the churches of the Convention to use as a study guide to help Baptists appreciate the theological significance of infant baptism in other communions (Thurian 1987: 184–190; GA III: 347). Baptist members of the Faith and Order Commission likewise contributed to the significant Faith and Order study texts One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition (Faith and Order 2011) and The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order 2013).

Baptists have also participated in numerous national and regional bilateral dialogues. These have included several series of conversations with representatives of the Catholic Church. The American Baptist Churches USA and the Southern Baptist Convention have been in dialogue with the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. Baptists and Catholics in France have held a series of dialogues that have produced notable reports, including a commentary on the report of the first series of dialogues between the BWA and the Roman Catholic Church and reports of subsequent thematic dialogues on baptism, the Eucharist, the church, and Mary (Comité mixte Baptiste-Catholique en France 1992, 2007, 2009). In 2009, Italian Baptists and Catholics issued ‘A Common Document for a Pastoral Approach to Marriages between Catholics and Baptists in Italy’ (Rösler 2009). Substantial national-level dialogue has also taken place with Lutheran churches: the North American Baptist Fellowship (a regional fellowship of the BWA) and the Lutheran Council in the United States of America, the Baptist Union of Norway and the (Lutheran) Church of Norway, and Baptists and Lutherans in Bavaria (Burgess and Igleheart 1982: 103–112; Church of Norway and Baptist Union of Norway 1994; Bavarian Lutheran–Baptist Working Group 2009). The Baptist Union of Australia has engaged in dialogue with the Uniting Church in Australia. In addition, ongoing dialogue between the Baptist Union of Great Britain and the Church of England has yielded a book-length study text (Faith and Unity Executive Committee of the Baptist Union of Great Britain and the Council for Christian Unity of the Church of England 2005).

Some national and regional discussions have been aimed at mutual recognition of baptism and ordained ministry. The American Baptist Churches USA and the Church of the Brethren reached an agreement on the mutual recognition of membership and ministry in 1976. In 1990, Baptists in Italy joined the Waldensian and Methodist churches in that country in a mutual recognition agreement (Nussberger 1992). The European Baptist Federation and the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe (the churches that have fellowship on the basis of the Leuenberg Agreement of 1973) engaged in a dialogue on the doctrine and practice of baptism that, while not reaching agreement on the mutual recognition of baptism, paved the way for a 2010 agreement to become ‘mutually cooperating bodies’ (Hüffmeier and Peck 2005).

Baptists and Church Union Discussions

A few Baptist unions have been party to discussions that look beyond forms of mutual recognition to the possibility of church union, the seeds of which may be seen in John Smyth’s desire to merge the original Baptist congregation in Amsterdam with the Mennonite community there. When some Baptists have discerned that convictions are similar enough to permit life together in ecclesial community, they have on occasion concluded that a continued separate existence is unjustified and pursued mergers with other denominations or have joined united churches.

In 1797, several Baptist and Congregational churches in England formed the Bedfordshire Union of Christians, which in 1910 changed its name to the Bedfordshire Union of Baptist and Congregational Churches. Early in the twentieth century some congregations were planted by the Bedfordshire Union as ‘union churches’. Though the Bedfordshire Union was dissolved in 1968, a number of congregations continue to maintain dual Baptist and Congregational (now United Reformed Church) affiliations.

In the 1920s, Baptist churches in North China affiliated with the Church of Christ in China, a union of non-episcopal churches. The Baptist Churches of Northern India in 1970 joined in the formation of the United Church of North India along with Anglican, Congregational, Disciples of Christ, Methodist, Brethren, and Presbyterian churches; Baptists had been involved in consultations planning for such a united church from the beginning of talks in 1929. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, both the Baptist Community of Congo and the Protestant Baptist Church in Africa belong to the Church of Christ in Congo, a united church formed by sixty-two Protestant denominations.

The American Baptist Churches USA held exploratory conversations about the possibility of union with the Disciples of Christ in the 1940s. While the two communions elected not to pursue formal union, the conversations did have the outcome of cooperation in the publication of jointly sponsored hymnals in 1948, 1953, and 1974. There were parallel conversations between the Baptist Union of Great Britain and the Churches of Christ (Disciples) from 1941 until 1952, with similar results.

In Sweden, a number of congregations have long been aligned with both the Baptist Union of Sweden and the Mission Covenant Church. In 2012, the Baptist Union of Sweden joined a merger of three of the free church denominations in Sweden, along with the Mission Covenant Church and the United Methodist Church. All three denominations, which had intermittent exploratory conversations regarding the possibility of some form of union with one another throughout the twentieth century, already jointly owned and operated the Stockholm School of Theology, and the youth organizations of the three churches merged in 2008.

The congregational ecclesiology of Baptist churches opens up the possibility of forms of church union at the local church level that may not involve the union of national or regional denominational organizations. In the USA, some Baptist churches are affiliated with the United Church of Christ (a 1957 merger of the Evangelical and Reformed Church and the Congregational Christian Churches) as well as with Baptist unions such as the American Baptist Churches USA, the Progressive National Baptist Convention, and the Alliance of Baptists. These relationships and similar relationships between congregations of the United Church of Christ and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) led the Alliance of Baptists (an organization of progressive Baptists in the United States that emerged from conflict within the Southern Baptist Convention during the 1980s and 1990s) to enter into an ‘Ecumenical Agreement’ with the United Church of Christ and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) that does not formalize mutual recognition or full communion, but functions as a collaborative relationship that does include ‘the continuation of theological conversation on matters of ministry, ordinances/sacraments, theology, and polity’ and facilitates joint participation in various expressions of the mission of the church (Alliance of Baptists 2003).

In the UK, numerous churches have been planted as ‘local ecumenical partnerships’ (LEPs) that from the beginning have been in full communion with multiple sponsoring denominations. In principle, nothing prohibits a local Baptist church from initiating affiliation with more than one Christian communion—a form of church union that moves from the grassroots upwards rather than from the merger of denominational structures towards the local churches that belong to them.

Baptists and Receptive Ecumenism

While Baptist participation in the aforementioned expressions of conciliar ecumenism continues to be an important dimension of Baptist ecumenical engagement, a newer ecumenical paradigm called ‘receptive ecumenism’ has the potential to reframe the ecumenical identity of the Baptist tradition and encourage new forms of Baptist contribution to ecumenical convergence. Receptive ecumenism is an approach to ecumenical dialogue according to which the communions, in conversation with one another, seek to identify the distinctive gifts that each tradition has to offer the other and which each could receive from the other with integrity (Murray 2008). Pope John Paul II gave expression to this paradigm for ecumenical engagement in his encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint: ‘Dialogue is not simply an exchange of ideas. In some ways it is always an “exchange of gifts”’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 28). Some bilateral dialogues, such as a recent round of conversations between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council, have worked towards concrete proposals for the exchange of ecclesial gifts (Joint International Commission for Dialogue Between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council 2006).

The exchange of ecclesial gifts in receptive ecumenism is mutual—each tradition has something to offer the others, and each has something it needs to receive. Yet as an international conference on receptive ecumenism held in 2006 defined the enterprise, ‘the primary emphasis is on learning rather than teaching…each tradition takes responsibility for its own potential learning from others and is, in turn, willing to facilitate the learning of others as requested but without dictating terms and without making others’ learning a precondition to attending to one’s own’ (Murray 2008: vii).

In many respects, receptive ecumenism is friendlier to Baptist participation in ecumenical engagement than some earlier models may have been. It assumes that, because Baptists have been entrusted with a unique journey as a particular community within the larger church, they possess distinctive gifts to be offered to the rest of the body of Christ. It also suggests the possibility that Baptists can incorporate the gifts of others into their own faith and practice without abandoning or distorting the gifts that already define the Baptist identity. Receptive ecumenism may also reveal Baptists as being much more receptive ecumenically than one might assume. Throughout their history, and in their ecclesial life today, Baptists have received from other Christians much that forms the core of Baptists’ identity as Christians while also enriching their distinctive identity as Baptists.

The earliest Baptists received gifts from the English Separatists and Continental Anabaptists that helped distinguish these free churches or believers’ churches from other Christian communities. Yet, together with the Separatists and the Anabaptists, the early Baptists received from the pre-Reformation church the canon of Scripture and the core doctrines of orthodox Christianity in light of which they read this canon. These gifts combined with their unique historical experiences as a socially embodied community to form a quintessentially Baptist pattern of faith and practice, at the core of which is ancient catholicity. Early Baptist confessions of faith underscored Baptist indebtedness to these gifts with language and concepts drawn directly from the ecumenical creeds, Anabaptist confessions, the Anglican Thirty-nine Articles, and the Reformed Westminster Confession.

A pair of important seventeenth-century Baptist confessions of faith illustrates this Baptist reception of the creedal and confessional gifts of the rest of the church: the Second London Confession, adopted by English Particular (Calvinistic) Baptists in 1677, and the Orthodox Creed issued by English General (Arminian) Baptists in 1678. In keeping with Baptist confessions that preceded them, these two confessions are replete with echoes of Nicene-Constantinopolitan Trinitarianism and Chalcedonian Christology. In addition, the Second London Confession calls the church ‘Catholick or universal’, and the Orthodox Creed confesses faith in ‘one holy catholick church’, using three of the four marks of the church in the Nicene Creed (Lumpkin 1969: 285 and 318). The most explicit reception of the ancient catholic tradition among Baptist confessions of faith takes place in the Orthodox Creed, which reproduces the text of the Apostles’, Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds and encourages Baptists to receive and believe them. Much of the language of the article on the creeds in that confession is lifted almost verbatim from article 8 of the Anglican Thirty-nine Articles (Lumpkin 1969: 326). Likewise, when the Second London Confession and the Orthodox Creed call the church ‘catholic’, they are indebted to chapter 25 of the Westminster Confession, which served as the model for the articles on the church in both confessions (Lumpkin 1969: 285 and 318). Also derived from the Westminster Confession are the echoes of the Nicene Creed and the Chalcedonian definition in the Trinitarian and Christological portions of the Second London Confession and the Orthodox Creed (Lumpkin 1969: 253 and 260–262).

Baptists have also received patterns and practices of worship from other Christians. With other Christians, Baptists have received the overarching pattern of gathering for worship described by Justin Martyr in his First Apology in the middle of the second century: the act of gathering on Sunday, the reading of Scripture, a sermon, prayers, corporate responses, communion (when celebrated), and an offering. Baptist worship in all its variety and the Mass of the Roman rite alike reflect common reception of the essential elements of this ancient pattern of worship—as do other traditions, from the Orthodox divine liturgy to Pentecostal and charismatic worship.

By the middle of the twentieth century, the singing of hymns had become such a typical feature of Baptist worship that British Baptist Ernest Payne could describe Baptist worship as ‘Scripture, prayer and sermon, interspersed with hymns’ (Payne 1952: 96). With some adjustment for the advent of songs and choruses in ‘contemporary’ worship, that description continues to describe the worship of many Baptist churches throughout the world. However, that was not always the case. The early General Baptists opposed congregational singing of all types on the grounds that such ‘set forms’ hindered Spirit-led spontaneity. The early Particular Baptists followed the practice of other Calvinistic Dissenters in permitting congregational singing only in the form of metrical psalms. The Baptist practice of hymn-singing seems to have been introduced by Benjamin Keach (1640–1704), a former General Baptist who became pastor of a Particular Baptist congregation in Southwark, England, in the 1670s. By 1700, many British Baptist congregations had adopted the practice, which spread rapidly over the next half-century. Baptist hymn-singing soon crossed the Atlantic, and in 1742 the Philadelphia Baptist Association issued a confession that added to the Second London Confession an article commending congregational hymn-singing as a ‘divine institution’.

Baptist hymnals are arguably the most significant ecumenical documents produced by Baptists. They implicitly recognize hymn writers from a wide variety of traditions throughout the history of the church as sisters and brothers in Christ by including their hymns alongside hymns by Baptists. Since many Baptist hymnals are produced by denominational commissions and published by denominational presses, this recognition carries some degree of official Baptist imprimatur. Baptist hymnals functioned as ecumenical documents in this sense from the inception of their use in Baptist churches. As Baptist liturgical theologian Christopher Ellis observes, ‘Despite the existence of Baptist hymn writers, there has never been a corpus of “Baptist hymns” which has expressed or nourished an identity for the denomination in the way that the Wesleys’ hymns have done for Methodists’ (Ellis 2004: 152). The most widely used hymnal among Baptists in Great Britain and North America by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was John Rippon’s 1787 Selection of Hymns. Most hymns in the collection were not by Baptists, and in the preface Rippon wrote:

It has given me no small pleasure, to unite, as far as I could, different Denominations of Ministers, and Christians on Earth, in the same noble Work, which shall for ever employ them above…hence it will be seen, that Churchmen and Dissenters, Watts and Tate, Wesley and Toplady, England and America sing Side by Side, and very often join in the same Triumph, using the same Words.  (Ellis 2004: 152)

Baptist hymnals have functioned as key facilitators of receptive ecumenism. They have helped Baptists to sing and receive the theologies of patristic and medieval Christianity, the Protestant Reformation, and a wide denominational variety of more recent hymn writers including post-Reformation Catholics as well as Protestants of all stripes. One significant counter-intuitive feature of recent Baptist hymnals is their receptive retrieval of patristic hymnody. The Baptist Hymnal published in 1991 by the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), for example, is the hymnal used for the better part of the past two decades not only by most Southern Baptist congregations but also by those that now identify more closely with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF). This hymnal includes seven hymns with texts of patristic composition: ‘Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence’ from the fifth-century Liturgy of St James; ‘All Glory, Laud, and Honor’ by Theodulph of Orleans (750–821); ‘The Day of Resurrection’ by John of Damascus (676–749); ‘Of the Father’s Love Begotten’ by Prudentius (348–413); the fourth-century ‘Gloria Patri’; and the anonymous Latin hymns ‘Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation’ and ‘O Christ, Our Hope, Our Heart’s Desire’ (Forbis 1991). All but two were the gifts of John Mason Neale (1818–1866), an Anglo-Catholic divine whose translations of Greek and Latin patristic and medieval hymns greatly enriched the hymnody of the Church of England en route to their reception by Baptists and other communions.

A new Baptist Hymnal published in 2008 by the SBC retained four of those seven patristic hymns (Harland 2008). The Celebrating Grace Hymnal closely associated with the CBF includes six of the seven patristic hymns in the 1991 Baptist Hymnal and adds three others: the fifth-century Latin hymn, ‘That Easter Day with Joy Was Bright’; ‘Come, Ye Faithful, Raise the Strain’ by John of Damascus; and ‘Christ Be Near at Either Hand’ from the Breastplate attributed to St Patrick (385–461) (Simons 2010). Beyond these patristic hymns, Baptists receive through their hymnals the gifts of Francis of Assisi (1184–1226) and Teresa of Jesus (1515–1582), Martin Luther (1483–1546), the post-Reformation Roman Catholic author of ‘Fairest Lord Jesus’ from the Münster Gesangbuch, the Anglican/Methodist Charles Wesley (1707–1788), and more recently the Pentecostal pastor Jack Hayford (1934–), to name a few hymn writers whose ecclesial gifts Baptists have gladly received with their voices and hearts—even if not always aware of the hymns’ denominational origins.

Baptists have benefited from the trans-denominational liturgical renewal of the late twentieth century, and today a growing number of Baptist congregations have incorporated other liturgical gifts from beyond the Baptist tradition into their worship: the full Christian year and the liturgical colours that accompany its seasons, the lectionary, corporate recitation of the ancient creeds, the imposition of ashes on Ash Wednesday and processions with palm fronds at the start of Holy Week, and even incense and icons here and there. While such forms of liturgical receptive ecumenism are usually initiated at the level of the local congregation, Baptist unions can also mediate ecumenical reception. The Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia, for example, represents a fascinating case study in Baptist receptive ecumenism that includes striking forms of liturgical as well as ecclesiological reception. In a culture that is historically Eastern Orthodox, the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia has maintained ‘belief in believer’s baptism, autonomy of the local church, freedom of conscience and religious liberty’ (Buttry 2005: 9), while adopting an ecclesial structure that is a hybrid of congregational and episcopal governance with a threefold ministry of bishops, presbyters, and deacons. In this structure the local congregations are autonomous in relation to one another and to the structure of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia, but they are presided over by a bishop, whose office is a ‘symbol of unity’ with ‘responsibility…to provide spiritual guidance to the whole church as prophet, preacher, and teacher of the Gospel’ (Boswell 2007: 59). The ministers of the Evangelical Baptist Church wear Orthodox vestments and employ the Orthodox use of the sign of the cross, incense, and icons in their worship services. The Church sponsors monastic orders for men and women and a school of iconography. As their archbishop puts it, they ‘technically should be considered a Reformed Orthodox Church’. ‘On the one hand’, he says, ‘we are committed to the principles of the European Radical Reformation, and on the other hand we hold to our own Orthodox legacy’ (Boswell 2007: 59). In other words, they have received the gifts of the Orthodox tradition and incorporated them into their Baptist pattern of faith and practice.

Much Baptist receptive ecumenism is mediated by Baptist educational institutions. Baptist theological educators have long taught Baptist seminarians that the resources they need for the work of the ministry are not exclusively Baptist in origin. Baptist ministers thus routinely glean the riches of non-Baptist biblical scholarship in their sermon preparation. They learn in church history courses that the four-century-long Baptist tradition can be appreciated only as part of the overall history of the whole church. Significantly, a remarkable number of younger Baptist historians and historical theologians are now making patristics their specialization. Baptist ministers are enriched by the contemplation of systematic theologies written by theologians of other churches. They learn to incorporate practices of pastoral care forged in other traditions into their own approach to the cure of souls. They are shown how to plan worship and craft programmes of Christian education that weave the gifts of other Christians into the fabric of Baptist congregational life.

There is also a Baptist receptive ecumenism that belongs to the sphere of personal piety. Many younger Baptists have a keen interest in spirituality and are drawn to the practice of spiritual disciplines that originated in other communions. These younger Baptists are taking up the practice of meditating on Scripture according to the pattern of lectio divina, walking labyrinths, and even using the sign of the cross as an embodied act of personal devotion and experimenting with praying the rosary and using Orthodox chotkis to pray the ‘Jesus Prayer’.

Baptists have received the gifts of other Christians through an ecumenism of the confession of faith, an ecumenism of the sanctuary and especially of the hymnal taken in hand therein, an ecumenism of the seminary classroom and pastor’s study, and an ecumenism of personal devotion. They have received these gifts from the church in its catholicity along with other Christians and more directly from other Christians in a contemporary convergence towards a common catholicity.

One of the distinctive gifts of the Baptist tradition may be its unique capacity for receptive ecumenism. Lacking a foundational theologian like Luther or John Calvin (1509–1564), a mandated liturgy, or a binding confession, Baptists and their churches are free to incorporate the gifts of others into their own faith and practice without ceasing to be Baptist—but this can and ought to be done more intentionally.

British Baptist theologian Paul Fiddes has identified four specific areas in which Baptists might more intentionally learn something from the wider church: tradition, episcopacy, infant baptism, and the visibility of the church. Beyond a new Baptist appreciation for the coinherence of Scripture and tradition that surfaced in the second series of conversations between the Baptist World Alliance and the Roman Catholic Church (2006–2010), Fiddes suggests that Baptists might intentionally extend the communal interpretation of Scripture that takes place within the local church to the church in its historic and contemporary catholicity. Furthermore, Baptists might incorporate the broad contours of the catholic tradition into their worship through ‘the more regular use of the creeds’ as acts of worship that ‘celebrate God’s drama’ and ‘present the Trinity as the supreme meta-narrative’. Regarding episcopacy, Fiddes sees potential for convergence between Anglican conceptions of the episcopate as a sign of apostolic succession and the Baptist practice of appointing trans-local or regional ministers, who may similarly serve as ‘a focus of unity and continuity’ in the church. Concerning infant baptism, Fiddes proposes that Baptists might learn from this practice the recognition that God’s grace is at work in the lives of very young children, that the faith of the church plays an important role in the formation of Christians, and that infant baptism may be regarded as a legitimate practice within a ‘whole process of initiation’ or ‘journey of beginnings’ (even if Baptists continue to baptize only believing disciples within their own communities). And in dialogue with the Eastern Orthodox tradition, Fiddes suggests that Baptists, who already affirm the visibility of the local church but typically regard the catholic or universal church as the invisible community of all the redeemed of all the ages, might work towards thinking ‘in terms of a constant becoming visible of the whole catholic church’ (Fiddes 2008: 54–73).

Beyond the recommendations of Fiddes, Baptists might practise a more intentional receptive ecumenism in two additional ways. First, Baptists might take the reports and agreed statements from bilateral ecumenical dialogues in which Baptists have been involved as the basis of congregational study and local ecumenical encounter with neighbouring churches from the traditions with which Baptists have been in dialogue. The reports of these conversations recount the stories of the two communions in relation to one another, explain the things the two traditions can affirm together, and name the ongoing matters of disagreement that merit further conversation. Sometimes they propose practical steps that can be taken at the local level to enhance unity between the two communions. Bilateral dialogues accomplish little if they are not received at the local level, and local reception must begin with reading and discussing the reports within Baptist congregations and together with their local ecclesial neighbours. Such discussions can foster receptive ecumenism at the grassroots as the basis for acting locally on the ‘Lund Principle’ (1952), according to which churches should ‘act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately’ (Ecumenical Movement: 463).

Second, Baptists might intentionally engage the more communal forms of theological and ethical deliberation exemplified by Catholic magisterial teaching, including the Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992), the documents of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), papal encyclicals, and bishops’ letters. The place to begin encouraging the consideration of these sources of Christian teaching is graduate/professional theological education. Baptist ministers have much to learn from Catholic processes of conciliar theological and ethical deliberation, even if they may not always agree with what these resources propose as Christian teaching. The communal consultation that undergirds these proposals has the capacity to transcend the subjectivity of theological constructions and moral judgements of individual theologians and ethicists, and ought to be weighed accordingly—even if such weighing may result in heavily qualified reception among Baptists.

Conclusion

Baptists need the gifts that Catholics and other Christians have to offer, but the Baptist tradition has been entrusted with gifts that the rest of the church needs in order to become fully catholic as well. These gifts include the Baptist zeal for guarding conscience from coercion by civil or ecclesiastical powers, the insistence that each person must embrace the faith personally and that baptism functions most fully as a disciple-making practice when accompanied by such a commitment, and the emphasis on the mutuality of covenant responsibilities for doing the work of ministry among the members of the church and its leaders. Baptists are able to offer these as ecclesial gifts only because of their relationship to the gifts of catholic Christian identity that Baptists themselves have received from the churches that preceded the 1609 origin of Baptist communities. Baptists have received the gifts of other Christians throughout their history, and they must continue to do so if they are to help the whole church make progress towards the ecumenical future.
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Chapter 13

Pentecostal and Charismatic


Telford Work




Introduction

Recalling the revival meeting that began in California in 1906 and is regarded as inaugurating the modern Pentecostal movement, the charismatic Catholic Peter Hocken comments: ‘The movement of Azusa Street that united black and white so remarkably in Christ was meant to do more than create a cluster of dynamic new denominations.’ And it has. The Pentecostal and charismatic movements, which William F. Abraham calls ‘surely the biggest surprise in the twentieth century’ (Abraham 2003: 158), have shaped the world in ways that go beyond merely extending the range of Christian diversity. However, many see these groups as engines of innovation and division rather than of unity. Likewise, many Pentecostals and charismatics are equally suspicious of professional ecumenists, seeing them as agents of compromise and heresy, and obstacles to the true unity among believers that only the Holy Spirit brings. What significance do these movements hold for Christian ecumenism?

Two Accounts of Pentecostal Ecumenism

Common accounts of Pentecostal ecumenism tend to affirm one of two basic views. In the first, Pentecostal and charismatic ecumenism is subsumed into the wider course of twentieth-century ecumenism. The ecumenical movement arose when the frustrations of domestic coexistence and of parallel, even competing, global missions exposed the absurdities of Christian divisions and made disunity more and more intolerable. That increasingly drove denominations to dialogues and organizations for renewing their faith, life, and mission through stronger unity. The Pentecostal movement was rising at roughly the same time as the 1910 Edinburgh Missionary Conference—as a renewal movement, birthed from within Wesleyan Holiness circles late in the nineteenth century, that saw its experience as a new work of God to empower and unify the world’s Christians. While these two movements were born at a distance and for decades largely kept their distance, efforts by ecumenically minded Pentecostals such as Donald Gee (1891–1966), David du Plessis (1905–1987), and Walter J. Hollenweger (1927–2016) led to modest participation in multilateral associations such as the National Association of Evangelicals and the World Council of Churches (WCC). In this account, Pentecostal and charismatic movements are treated as one of many potential feeder streams trickling into the river of establishment ecumenism.

The second account regards Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity as an ecumenical movement in its own right. ‘Though converts never used the word ecumenism’, says Grant Wacker, ‘that is exactly what they believed the full gospel message offered: a new dispensation in which the old divisions would be erased’ (Wacker 2001: 178). The first volume of the Azusa Street Mission’s periodical The Apostolic Faith (September, 1906) claimed that the movement ‘stands for the restoration of the faith once delivered unto the saints—the old time religion, camp meetings, revivals, missions, street and prison work and Christian Unity everywhere’ (Seymour 2013: 11; emphasis added). It saw revival as brought about not by human designs or efforts but by the Holy Spirit’s response to churches’ prayers, and therefore as an undenominational and unsectarian divine alternative to all such doomed human efforts, compromises, and counterfeits (Seymour 2013: 9). Pentecostal pioneer Charles Fox Parham (1873–1929) contrasted unity through Spirit-baptism with the many failed efforts at unity through both organization and non-organization (Hollenweger 2015: 348). Already in 1908, Pentecostals saw the movement not as flowing from one beginning at Azusa Street but as one outpouring whose many tongues were springing up simultaneously in the Middle East, China, India, northern Europe, Russia, Australia, Africa, North America, Cuba, and Japan. In this second account, the broader Pentecostal–charismatic movement is considered the true river into which mainstream ecumenism needs to flow.

These two popular visions often keep Pentecostals, charismatics, and mainstream ecumenists talking past one another, when they bother to talk at all. Hence, this dilemma may not be the best framework for analysing Pentecostal contributions to ecumenism. An analysis in terms of gifts—gifts offered, gifts received, and gifts withheld or rejected among these parties in twentieth- and twenty-first-century ecumenism—is more fruitful for understanding their interrelationship.

Lesslie Newbigin seems to have sensed as much when in The Household of God he described ‘a third stream’ of Christianity alongside the ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’ (which for his purposes could very roughly include the Eastern Orthodox), namely a ‘Pentecostal’ stream, that ‘at present runs more outside of, than inside of, the ecumenical movement, and has so far taken an inadequate part in the theological encounter’. ‘Its contribution is needed’, Newbigin maintained, ‘if the ecumenical conversation is to bear its proper fruit’ (Newbigin 1954: 94–95, 120). He went on to sketch some of the most defensible features of a Pentecostal ecclesiology that Protestant and Catholic ecclesiologies had neglected or subordinated, some Pentecostal aporias and weaknesses that Catholic and Protestant theologies could help remedy, and a list of legitimate and illegitimate Pentecostal concerns with ecumenism, and assigned blame to all parties for dismissing one another. Hence the value of identifying gifts offered, gifts received, and gifts withheld or rejected.

Newbigin wrote before both the breakthrough between Catholics and Protestants that centred on the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) and the charismatic renewal, and before the beginning of the Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue that Hollenweger considers ‘one of the most important events in the religious scene of our century’ (Hollenweger 2015: 165). Pentecostals and charismatics are now materially present in multilateral and bilateral ecumenical efforts, if still under-represented. Several Pentecostal denominations entered the WCC in 1961. A formal Pentecostal dialogue with Catholics began in 1972, another with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches in 1996, and one is in the beginning stages with the Lutheran World Federation. The Joint Consultative Group between the WCC and Pentecostals was formed in 2000. Moreover, many of the bilateral dialogues are enriched and complicated by the presence of considerable charismatic movements within the Pentecostals’ dialogue partners, especially in the global South.

After decades of these dialogues, Pentecostals and their fellow Christians have come to an increasingly refined understanding of where they agree and disagree. Both groups affirm the Spirit’s leadership in church structures, but in different ways. Both affirm the Spirit’s agency in worship, yet with different sacramental theologies. Both affirm the Spirit’s initiative in mission, yet with different appraisals of non-Christian religious traditions. Both affirm the Spirit as source of the church’s unity, yet differently value denominations as such. Both affirm the Spirit as having repeatedly brought renewal to the church, yet with different opinions about whether the true church has a basically continuous or discontinuous history. Both hope the Spirit’s provision will answer Christ’s prayer ‘that they may all be one’ (John 17:21), yet have very different expectations about what that might mean for all parties. Both groups appreciate the authenticity of the Spirit’s work in so-called ‘Spirit-baptism’ and its analogues in earlier Christian history, but disagree theologically on Spirit-baptism itself (Wainwright 2003). The report from the fifth round of dialogue between Pentecostals and Catholics concludes: ‘Although we have significant differences still on some questions, we are able because of our study in this dialogue, to call one another brothers and sisters in Christ’ (Catholic–Pentecostal 2006: 469; §284), and the sixth round on charisms continued the pattern of finding both unity and differences that might enrich each tradition and bring them closer together (Catholic–Pentecostal 2015).

Despite all these discoveries and developments, sixty years later Newbigin’s characterization still basically applies. Pentecostal and charismatic participation in conventional ecumenism has been limited, and for all the promising language there has not been the breakthrough he suggested. Nevertheless, the following inventory shows that more has happened than this appraisal might suggest.

Gifts Offered

Invitations to be ‘Baptized in the Holy Spirit’

Pentecostals were hardly the first party to offer its own vision as the solution to Christian confusion, compromise, and disunity. Yet they did offer something distinctive: an invitation to ‘Spirit-baptism’. This complements Christians’ abiding in Christ, appropriately arrives in the last days, displays evidence that includes ‘speaking in tongues’, and seals a believer’s otherwise incomplete relationship with God and readiness for Christ’s mission. Pentecostalism presupposed Protestant justification by faith and a sanctifying Wesleyan ‘second blessing’, while maintaining that God desires also to ‘seal’ the saints with ‘the earnest of the Spirit’. As one of Pentecostalism’s founders, William Seymour (1870–1922), is said to have put it:

Dearly beloved, the only people that will meet our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and go with Him into the marriage supper of the Lamb, are the wise virgins—not only saved and sanctified, with pure and clean hearts, but having the baptism with the Holy Ghost. The others we find will not be prepared. They have some oil in their lamps but they have not the double portion of the Holy Spirit.

Before Pentecost, the disciples were filled with the unction of the Holy Spirit that sustained them until they received the Holy Ghost baptism. Many people today are filled with joy and gladness, but they are far from the enduement of power.

(Seymour 1999: 50)

Pentecostalism’s fundamental offering to fellow Christian traditions, then, is this theological proposal: that justification and sanctification, while necessary, are inadequate to the character of the church, its mission, and the lives and destinies of its members.

Pentecostalism’s gift is not the fire and water itself—only Jesus supplies the Holy Spirit—but the news of its potential absence and its new eschatological availability across borders (cf. Acts 19:1–7). The gift is distinguishable from particular forms and interpretations it has taken over the course of Pentecostal history (for instance, in Pentecostal liturgical exuberance, its often borrowed theological and cultural stances, the classical Pentecostal insistence on glossolalia as the ‘necessary evidence’ of Spirit-baptism, or early Pentecostals’ common sequencing of justification, then sanctification, then Spirit-baptism).

Jean-Jacques Suurmond calls the Spirit’s outpouring ‘a decisive new change in the relationship between God and the world and thus also in relationship between human beings’ (Yong 2005: 195). It comes to light through the Pentecostal and charismatic reliance on testimony, which Hocken calls ‘a distinctively Pentecostal-charismatic literary form’ (Hocken 1997: 96). ‘No amount of scholarly studies’ on the Spirit’s outpouring, he says, ‘can replace the basic witness of those who have seen, who have looked upon and who have touched in some way the reality of the risen Lord’ (Hocken 1987: 3). Witnesses testify to a more vivid personal knowledge of Jesus and the Trinity and longing for Christ’s coming, to the reality and even commonality of divine words of knowledge and other supernatural gifts, to deeper fellowship with the Spirit-baptized of all ethnicities, sexes, and social locations, to greater love of Scripture, to new internal freedom of expression in gathered and solitary praise of God and deeper freedom from sin, illness, and poverty, and to enhanced conviction and power in evangelism (Hocken 1987: 25–32).

None of these are exclusive to Pentecostals! They come to many other Christians as neglected elements of their own, apparently common, heritage. And yet they are new in a sense, surprising those who receive them (and those who await them yet do not), confounding those (even Pentecostals themselves) who would formularize revival or Spirit-baptism, and making Catholics and Orthodox and Protestants not simply more Catholic or Orthodox or Protestant but newly aware of a breadth and depth of the Spirit’s presence and work beyond the familiar. If justification has been a central Protestant concern, and holiness (in sacramental ecclesiology and attention to the saints’ virtues and affections) a distinctive Catholic focus, then Pentecostalism simultaneously poses to both an affirmation, a supplemental corrective, a challenge, and a threat. Speaking in a Catholic context, Kilian McDonnell claims that ‘the charismatic renewal includes the whole spectrum of Catholic life, lay and clerical’ (McDonnell 1978: 2).

Spiritual Unity

Pentecostals have interpreted the famous prayer for unity in John 17 (‘that they may all be one’) as answered in the giving of the Spirit, whose baptism confers spiritual rather than visible unity—it might be said that Pentecostals and charismatics rely on the divinity of unity, but are impatient with its human aspect, whereas conventional ecumenists tend to exhibit the opposite tendency. The spiritual elements of prayer, common worship, repentance, and pneumatic activity were highlighted in Pope John Paul II’s encyclical letter on ecumenism Ut Unum Sint (1995), recalling what Vatican II called ‘spiritual ecumenism’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: 8). Yet of course this spiritual unity takes distinctively Pentecostal forms. In his sermon ‘The Holy Spirit Bishop of the Church’, Seymour crafts a pneumatic ecclesiology that draws on the pneumatology of John 14–17 to seek leadership from the Spirit, who is bishop of the Church as Jesus Christ is its archbishop:

We wonder why…the church is always making improvements and failing to do the work that Christ called her to do. It is because men have taken the place of Christ and the Holy Spirit. The church had the right idea that we need bishops and elders, but they must be given authority by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and their qualifications for these offices must be the enduement of the power of the Holy Ghost.  (Seymour 1999: 69)

A realistic assessment of Pentecostal polity might fairly ask how well it has worked to let the Spirit alone be bishop. A fair answer might be that it has worked surprisingly well in forging a common experience and unity across the intimidating variety of churches’ divided human structures. Pentecostal unity is such that no one group ‘owns’ the movement, even Pentecostals. No one form even characterizes it normatively, though its various forms have unmistakable family resemblances. ‘Only a movement sent straight from heaven without obvious human founders could belong equally to every Christian church and tradition’, claims Hocken. ‘Only then could we know that being baptized in the Spirit is not turning Catholics into Protestants or Protestants into Pentecostals’ (Hocken 1987: 39). Conventional ecumenists have proposed a considerable range of institutional forms of unity—conformity, federal unity, organic unity, institutional merger, communion of communions, perhaps under limited papal oversight, conciliar fellowship, and reconciled diversity—and lately have grown fatigued with models and readier to consider alternatives. The distinctive fellowship of the Spirit-baptized across traditions might turn out after all to be the most widely shared, and widely appreciated, sign of ecumenical unity since the schism of the church East and West posed the question of how the world would ever know of Christ’s mission and the Father’s love (John 17:23).

Spiritual Authority

Spirit-baptism is (among other things) a form of ordination, so Pentecostal ecclesiology involves a distinct theology of ordination and a greatly widened circle of candidates for it. Ordination’s fruitfulness depends on the Spirit’s presence (John 15) to empower Christ’s commission. ‘The main credential is to be baptized with the Holy Ghost’, says Seymour. ‘Instead of new preachers from the theological schools and academies, the same old preachers, baptized with the Holy Ghost and fire, the same old deacons, the same old plain church buildings will do’ (Seymour 1999: 70).

This is not a separatist, factional, or sectarian vision, but one of renewal. It is not Donatist, which subordinated authority to sanctification. Yet it does carry a tinge of Donatism. Seymour says:

When [leaders] commence sinning, the Holy Ghost, the chairman and bishop, the presiding elder, turns them out, and they know when they are turned out of this church. They don’t have to go and ask their pastor or their preacher, for they feel within their own soul that the glory has left them—the joy, the peace, the rest and comfort. Then when they feel the lack in their souls, if they will confess their sins God, the Holy Ghost, will accept them back into the church.

(Seymour 1999: 71)

One can imagine the political chaos that results when the Spirit’s judgements are misinterpreted or resisted. But is that not the likely consequence of Jesus’ words: ‘if you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place’ (Rev. 2:5)? Sinning overseers do not necessarily cause a church to forfeit its status, as Jesus’ letters to the churches of Asia Minor show (Rev. 2–3). Christ and the Spirit remain a sinning church’s leaders, turning out wayward pastors, elders, and deacons in order to cleanse the bride. Yet they do not issue empty threats. The Spirit can leave a church whose pastor or congregation grieves him. Thus the bride’s authority does not reside in a formal office, nor in a formal officeholder per se, but only in Christ’s ‘Holy Ghost ministers’, who are the ‘seven stars’ Jesus holds in his hand. Christ is active to discipline and restore his church, ‘walking among the golden candlesticks’ to fill, heal, save, and sanctify, and rebuke wrongs and impure doctrines (Seymour 1999: 89–93).

Spiritual Receptivity

What Christ’s activity could yield was described in a 1936 prophecy that Smith Wigglesworth (1859–1947) delivered to a young David du Plessis, whom he had pinned against a wall:

It will eclipse anything that has been known in history. Empty churches, empty cathedrals, will be packed again with worshippers. Buildings will not be able to accommodate the multitudes. Then you will see fields of people worshipping and praising together.

Du Plessis did not receive this word as a call to grow or found one pure denomination. Instead, he became ‘Mr Pentecost’ to the non-Pentecostal world. He visited the WCC’s offices and attended two general assemblies, addressed the International Missionary Council, represented Pentecostals at Vatican II, and attended denominational and interdenominational church gatherings (Hocken 1987: 18–19). At the dawn of the charismatic renewal, du Plessis gathered forty Spirit-baptized ministers from across Protestant denominations in Ohio in 1962 and in Britain in 1964.

Pentecostals have generated a spirituality constructed around the reception of the Spirit in intimacy, fruitfulness, freedom, and power (Hocken 1987: 98). The style has spread to a variety of other churches through the direct influence of the charismatic renewal and through more diffuse forms of influence such as borrowed hymnody, seminal liturgical forms, and inculturation in non-Western settings.

Spirit-baptism’s ecumenical import extends beyond present churches to invite those who otherwise would remain estranged to be included. Missiologists regularly note the resonances between non-Western cultures and Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity, which go some way towards explaining the phenomenal success of both charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity in the global South as well as in the West. In fact, if this movement really offers the goods of intimacy, fruitfulness, freedom, and power that Hocken describes—‘restoring to the whole church that means and level of knowledge of [Jesus] that characterized the Christians of the apostolic age’—without the strings attached of a necessary church affiliation or accommodation to a foreign culture (Hocken 1987: 49, 53), then it becomes possible to imagine real fellowship with a charismatic Messianic Judaism.

Gifts Withheld or Rejected

The Right Hand of Fellowship

Pentecostals were only briefly interdenominational and unity-minded in their relationships. The Pentecostal message implied that host congregations needed revival and had strayed fundamentally from the full apostolic faith. Many Pentecostals went further, minimizing the positive legacies they had inherited from their parent traditions, and the parent traditions naturally rejected such characterizations. Holiness churches and other evangelicals had almost completely disowned Pentecostals by 1912, and Pentecostals’ relationships with them were ‘perennially strained’ (Wacker 2001: 179). In many places, they suffered active persecution from Catholics, Orthodox, and others. Newer Pentecostal movements later faced additional hostility from fellow Pentecostals as well as all the others. Pentecostals quickly absorbed separatism if not sectarianism from the fundamentalists with whom they increasingly identified, regarding denominationalism as ‘Babylonian’, repeating myths and stereotypes, and forgetting that their special awareness of the Spirit’s presence could still use enrichment and correction from others. This attitude did not incline them towards WCC-style ecumenism as they gradually became aware of it. Indeed, some Pentecostals rejected the WCC on eschatological grounds as being the Whore of Babylon (Anderson 1979: 214). By 1965, the largest international Pentecostal fellowship, the Assemblies of God, had yielded to external as well as internal pressure and sided with evangelicals and fundamentalists in cutting off their earlier ecumenical relations completely.

Other traditions and Christian institutions have continued to view Pentecostals and charismatics with similar dismissal, suspicion, and hostility. Among the disappointments expressed by long-standing evangelical and Pentecostal ecumenists in response to the proceedings of the 1991 General Assembly of the WCC in Canberra was ‘the failure of the assembly to highlight the significant contribution of pentecostal and charismatic Christians to the renewal of the church in its life and worship’. They called for ‘greater respect, harmony and cooperation with pentecostal and charismatic Christians’ (Kinnamon 1991: 284).

Fruitful Traditions

However, greater respect from older traditions may not be reciprocated by Pentecostals, confident that they have retrieved a restored gospel that centuries of ‘human traditions’ had only obscured, and too dismissive of fundamental insights that have been hard won over those centuries. The United Pentecostal Church is among a number of ‘oneness’ denominations that interpret their experience of the Spirit by privileging the baptismal formula in Acts 2:38 over that in Matthew’s gospel (Matt. 28:19), and reject the doctrine of the Trinity. Oneness Pentecostalism represents an extreme form of what Hocken calls the ‘non-denominational’ impulse to reject the old forms that have not mediated one’s new relationships with God and to start afresh, ‘setting immediate emotions above objective issues of doctrine and the wisdom of centuries’ (Hocken 1987: 62).

However, the portrayal of Pentecostals as implacably opposed to ecumenism is often overdone. From the 1940s onwards, Pentecostals were most accepted among evangelicals, and the Assemblies of God entered the National Association of Evangelicals at its inauguration in 1942. Pentecostal churches and ministries enjoy similar informal alliances with evangelicals at the local level. Given their pneumatological and eschatological convictions, this is a limited but genuine ecumenism on the part of Pentecostals (as it is also on the part of the fundamentalists who welcomed Pentecostals and evangelicals, often despite fellow fundamentalists’ disapproval). Moreover, the Assemblies had already established relationships with groupings such as the mainline-dominated Foreign Missions Conference of North America, and later quietly worked with the WCC and with the National Council of Churches in the 1950s (Robeck 1997: 109–110). The Assemblies unevenly but truly appreciated these relationships and tried to maintain them for decades, participating in meetings and benefiting from their networks and scholarly and political resources. For instance, du Plessis served as a WCC staff person at the personal invitation of W. A. Visser ’t Hooft (1900–1985), and J. R. Flower (1888–1970), the first general secretary of the Assemblies of God, was an official observer at the Second Assembly of the WCC in Evanston, Illinois, in 1954, and reported positively on the experience (Robeck 1997: 129–130). And the Assemblies of God pattern is not unique in Pentecostal circles. The International Church of the Foursquare Gospel absorbed the more ecumenical and cooperative spirit of its Canadian founder, Aimee Semple McPherson (1890–1944), who dedicated her headquarters, Angelus Temple, to the cause of interdenominational and worldwide evangelism.

Openness to Change

These coalitions demonstrate Mel Robeck’s contention that most Pentecostal ‘ecumenism’ has involved groups seeking ‘to preserve rather than to give something away’, and often established in opposition to some other group (Robeck 1991: 54). Pentecostalism’s earliest neighbour tradition and coalition partner was evangelicalism, whose history Hocken calls ‘in some ways the struggle—the Divine struggle—for Pentecost to break out’, specifically from its modern rationalism and individualism. Similarly frustrating accounts could be given of other traditions that made ‘an absolute of present church patterns and divisions’ (Hocken 1997: 105). Charismatic movements did eventually find ways to honour both the new and the old by reconciling Pentecostal practice and sensibility with their own traditions’ heritages. These are instances of gifts being received. Yet charismatic fusions could yield to what Hocken calls the ‘denominational’ impulse (Hocken 1987: 61), a stubborn insistence on storing new wine in old wineskins and a partial refusal of the Spirit’s will to create these traditions anew.

Pentecostals could share the same attitude. American Pentecostals only organized themselves into churches after their own churches turned them out or opposed their racial inclusivity, and took on denominational trappings for ‘fringe benefits’ such as lower rail fares for ordained clergy. As they did so, they ‘imported’ institutional structures, formal doctrines, cultural practices (sadly, including racial segregation in America, South Africa, and elsewhere), and ecumenical sensibilities from neighbours such as Baptists, evangelicals, and mainline Protestant churches (or perhaps they generated them themselves through similar internal dynamics). The results were mature institutional forms that moderated the wearying anarchy, chaos, personal instabilities, and theological turbulence of the early movement. However, as time went on, each increasingly looked like just another Protestant denomination, even a particularly flawed one. A typical Pentecostal denomination’s formal theology was an incoherent patchwork of other traditions’ teachings. Its sociology increasingly reflected the failings of its cultural surroundings. It took on an alien fundamentalist separatism and a spirit even more fractious than its non-Pentecostal counterparts. Its own spirituality, once so central, was less and less prominent in its own worship and community, to the consternation of many insiders as well as outsiders. And its willingness to engage in ecumenical exchange depended upon what it feared it might lose in the process (Robeck 1991: 54–55).

Gifts Received

Yet this is too narrow and cynical a reading. Pentecostals have sometimes shown a healthier receptivity to the presence and gifts of others, and contributed their own gifts more successfully in turn. Pentecostalism descends from an astonishing variety of Christian traditions, so elements of its consciousness resonate with practically every other tradition. No wonder that Pentecostalism, rather than some other rival tradition, kindled a global interdenominational convergence like the charismatic renewal.

Hospitality

Early European Pentecostalism, born at a distance from the dynamics of America, was far more ecumenical in tone: more like the 1960s charismatic renewal than American denominational Pentecostalism. A South African Pentecostal, Frank Chikane (born 1951), oversaw the drafting of The Kairos Document, a globally influential anti-apartheid statement originally signed by 150 Soweto pastors in 1985. In Latin America, there is great distance between (mainly Catholic) charismatic Christians and Pentecostals that is not found in other regions, where the two cooperate. Yet Latin American Pentecostals, acutely conscious of North American evangelicals’ dominance and unhappy with it, have led the way in their participation in conventional ecumenical efforts, despite ‘much evidence that the historic churches and the ecumenical movement, including…the WCC, care little about them’ (Robeck 1991: 32).

After the Pentecostal movement hardened into institutional separatism, a more flexible ‘independent Pentecostalism’ arose in a number of influential para-church ministries such as ‘full gospel’ fellowships. By forging fruitful relationships that crossed Pentecostal boundaries and included ‘full gospel’ believers in mainline churches, these groups prepared the way for the charismatic renewal.

Confirmation and Challenge

Hollenweger sketches ‘four phases of ecumenical development’ in Pentecostalism that comprise an arc from a barrier-breaking ecumenical revival to locally organized, more evangelical congregations to separate denominations and finally to dialogue with Catholics and ecumenicals. He considers the original Pentecostal denominations to be at phases 3 and 4, while charismatics in the mainline traditions are at phases 1 and 2 (Hollenweger 2015: 355). Though Wacker’s historiography shows that Hollenweger’s schema is oversimplified, it still confirms the dynamic complexity of Pentecostal ecumenism and separation (Wacker 2001).

The previous section described both the denominational and non-denominational impulses in Pentecostalism. Both have their reasons. Hocken argues that the dilemma will be overcome only when it is recognized that this renewal’s unprecedented character involves both the challenging and the confirming work of the Holy Spirit (Hocken 1987: 85). The Spirit will not be subordinated to any one church’s prior forms, as merely confirmatory. Nor will the Spirit merely challenge and reject those forms which honour past works of God (Hocken 1987: 70). While the Spirit confirms the core of the churches’ cherished traditions, the Spirit simultaneously challenges the rigid and divisive ways in which they have been held. ‘The grace given is not different from one church to another’, Hocken claims. ‘What is different are the varied traditions into which this grace is being received’ (Hocken 1987: 87). What the Spirit says to each of the churches (Rev. 2–3) is said for all to hear.

The complicated history demonstrates Hocken’s point. Evangelicalism needed Pentecostal gifts, and in the charismatic renewal it managed, to an extent, to incorporate them. Likewise, Pentecostalism found resources it needed from other traditions; yet those resources—for instance, evangelical theologies of scripture, Baptistic free-church (often labelled ‘non-denominational’) ecclesiology, and apocalyptic eschatology—failed to follow the charismatic revival itself into mainline traditions. It is as if God providentially withheld a compelling and normative Pentecostal systematic theology, and even just a normative theology of Spirit-baptism, so that the Pentecost experience could be received across traditions, unsettle them, and drive them together rather than simply spawning a new separated institution. ‘Only a grace transcending the present endowments of the churches could be a grace for all equally, and only such a transcendent ecumenical grace could summon and bring the divided churches into unity’ (Hocken 1987: 87). To Hocken, then, Pentecostals’ absorption of evangelical traits represents ‘on the one hand, the acceptance of fundamental biblical principles that are essential for authentic spiritual growth, and on the other hand, yet another attempt to curb and constrain the divine largesse into restricted theological categories’ (Hocken 1997: 105). Similar opportunities and pitfalls face charismatic renewals in other, non-evangelical traditions.

Renewal

Charismatics in mainline denominations faced the same initial scepticism as their Pentecostal antecedents, both from fellow members and from Pentecostals, though as the years passed assessments grew more critically and cautiously positive. Among the charismatic renewal’s contributions to ecumenism were a greater attention to prayer and worship together, a deeper appreciation for scripture as God’s living word, and an awareness of repentance as integral to dialogue. Before long, the renewal had gathered Christians across traditions, cultures, and walks of life in unprecedented ways for worship, prayer for one another and for their societies, and for service.

The charismatic renewal looks divisive from any standpoint that seeks to conserve a specific tradition’s status quo. It seems to be yet another force that threatens to shatter each denomination’s already fragile unity. However, from a typical charismatic standpoint that is not the case. Because Spirit-baptism has come integrally into nearly every Christian tradition, when we speak of our local denomination’s charismatic renewal ‘we are not talking about a separate movement in our own church [tradition]’, claims Hocken, ‘but only of that segment of one ecumenical move of the Spirit that is found in our own tradition’ (Hocken 1987: 39). Though incompletely and imperfectly, this is how charismatics have come to understand it. In fact, some traditions have so assimilated the Pentecostal spirit that R. G. Robins speaks, for instance, of the Pentecostalization of the Black Church in America (Robins 2010: 134).

Seymour notes that Spirit-baptism came upon the apostles when ‘all were in one accord, in one place [Acts 2:1]’. ‘If God can get a people anywhere in one accord and in one place, of one heart mind and soul, believing for this great power, it will fall and Pentecostal results will follow’ (Seymour 1999: 107). This implies a willingness to submit to the Lord’s discipline. Robeck notes:

while Pentecostals do not fully understand their place in the ecumenical world, it is clear from their repeated return to the prayer of Jesus in John 17:21 that they have a deeply rooted sense that they, too, must respond to that prayer. They do not always understand how to do so, and they are often fearful of what might result, but they appear to believe that the prayer can be or is in some way to be answered and that they, too, should participate in that call for Christian unity.

(Robeck 1991: 54)

As they learn truly to submit, they can offer and receive gifts without strings attached. ‘Through the baptism of the Holy Spirit the Lord is not only confirming the heart of each Christian tradition, but he is restoring the fulness of our Christian heritage’, Hocken (1987: 88) concludes. ‘He is reversing the narrowing process involved in the schisms and divisions of the centuries. In other words, the ecumenical grace of the renewal invites each tradition, not only to rediscover its own core or center, but also to open itself to things that have been lost or ignored down the ages’ (Hocken 1987: 88). Similarly, a number of sombre prophecies delivered over the years regarding the future of the charismatic Catholic communities announced that Christ’s disciples will face a time of trial and loss and must be content to remain faithful (Crowe 1993: 192). ‘The churches do not know how to receive a fully ecumenical work of the Spirit’, Hocken realizes. ‘But the Spirit will teach those who humbly seek to know’ (Hocken 1987: 70).

An Ocean, Not a River

The fifth round of Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue noted that ‘Pentecostals report that on January 1, 1901, baptism in the Holy Spirit and praying in tongues broke through in Topeka, Kansas, and spread in increasing measure. In Rome, on that same day, Pope Leo XIII entrusted the new century to the Holy Spirit (Veni Sancte Spiritus)’ (Catholic–Pentecostal 2006: 466; §271). A coincidence like that sounds as if it came right out of the Acts of the Apostles. What do these two invocations of the Spirit have to do with one another? Our inventory of gifts offered, gifts received, and gifts withheld and rejected suggests neither a Pentecostal stream feeding into the river of mainstream ecumenism nor the converse. What then?

The international Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue called its sixth round ‘itself a kind of “charismatic” experience, filled with gifts from the Holy Spirit’ (Catholic–Pentecostal 2015: n.108). Philip Potter believes that the charismatic renewal ‘confirms the goal of the ecumenical movement’, providing the link among divided traditions, and he calls the ecumenical movement itself ‘in fact a Charismatic Renewal’ (Potter 1981: 73–87). That is a defensible suggestion, honouring the possible agency of the Holy Spirit in both movements, but it begs the question of how they cohere when they have so often clashed.

Dennis Bennet’s testimony in 1960 to having received Spirit-baptism is often regarded as the starting point of the charismatic renewal. Abraham approvingly treats it as demonstrating that ‘the foundation of the church’s life is to be found by exploring to the full the riches of God made incarnate in Jesus Christ through the agency of the Holy Spirit here and now. The canons of the church in Scripture, creed, liturgy, and the like provide the context for such an exploration…What is essential is a sense of need, a deep humility, and a radical openness to meet and receive from the living God’ (Abraham 2003: 21). Likewise, for Hocken, the twentieth century shows that ‘all church traditions need this Holy Spirit renewal’, and that ‘this Holy Spirit renewal needs all the church traditions’, in a mutual submission that surrenders all fully to God (Hocken 1987: 95). ‘The reception and understanding of this ecumenical grace has to be done by all together’, he believes (Hocken 1987: 99), as representatives of all traditions bring their different inherited insights and rigidities to the Lord’s remaking. For Abraham, while ‘Spirit-baptism’ names the goal of Christ’s mission, that begs the question of ‘how this is to be integrated into the great themes of Christian theology’—and Pentecostal and charismatic traditions have not answered that convincingly (Abraham 2003: 21–22). It makes sense that doing so will require the judgement of all the Lord’s gifted ones. The ecumene, then, is not simply a potential recipient of the renewal offered by the Pentecostal–charismatic tradition. As the indispensable trustee of ‘the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints’ (Jude 3), the ecumene is the ocean in which every renewal, including Pentecostal and charismatic renewal, is a powerful tide.

Yet it is not the only tide in an ocean that has been otherwise placid, as some Pentecostals have made it out to be. The happenings at the Azusa Street Mission may have been a new Pentecost, but it was hubris to interpret them as the new Pentecost. The Spirit’s tides regularly trouble the church’s waters. The Spirit heals sufferers, raises apostles and prophets, inspires their writings, provokes worshippers and liturgists, gathers councils, illumines scholars’ and mystics’ imaginations, anoints and ordains varieties of leaders, drives missionaries, leads reformers, and opens eyes and ears. All this is the work of the Spirit dwelling in Christ’s temple, giving Christ’s gifts, sharing Christ’s mind, producing Christ’s fruit, and passing along Christ’s vast inheritance (see Abraham 2003: 159–161). The Holy Spirit, as every Christian knows, is the engine of all holy Tradition (1 Cor. 12:3), the one moon behind all tides.

Abraham complains of the ‘willful or unintended narrowing of the working of the Holy Spirit in the history of the church’ that has hampered every renewal movement, and now plagues the charismatic movement. ‘A one-sided emphasis on this or that aspect of the working of God at the expense of all that God has done and promises to do for his people’ narrows our grasp of God’s extraordinary generosity, and we stagnate and decline when we ‘try and freeze the work of the Spirit into the channels and forms with which that work was initially associated’ (Abraham 2003: 162–163). This suggests that what limits the two opening accounts of Pentecostal contributions to ecumenism is their incapacity to respect how the encounter of these two movements should change both of them.

If both the Pentecostal–charismatic tide and the mainstream ecumenical tide answer old frustrations, yet in still frustrating ways, how might Christians avoid the narrowing and freezing to which Abraham refers? ‘It is better to relax and be open to the fullness, ingenuity, and complexity of the life of the Holy Spirit in the church’, Abraham advises (Abraham 2003: 163). Surely both tides harmonize, in principle. Do Pentecostals and charismatics have anything to offer their fellow Christians in the task of ecumenism? Two recent ecumenical developments, the WCC’s Consultation on the Significance of the Charismatic Renewal for the Churches at Bossey, Switzerland, in 1980, and the Global Christian Forum (GCF) birthed in 1999, demonstrate that they do.

Ecumenism, Charismatic-Style

The WCC General Secretary Philip Potter’s 1979 invitation for member churches to help identify ecumenical issues regarding the charismatic renewal provoked an unprecedented outpouring of responses and led to the Bossey consultation. The unusual diversity of its participants also called for a new working style at the consultation: ‘By personalizing his theological analysis, [Potter] made it possible for everybody—the academics and the “worker pastors”—to follow his critical analysis’, Hollenweger says. ‘The consultation became itself not only an observation and study of the charismatic renewal, but a cognitive charismatic/Pentecostal process. That this transformation did not militate against critical thinking is seen from the “Report of the Consultation”.’ However, ‘hardly anybody in Geneva has noticed the report and its accompanying papers’, says Hollenweger. The WCC went into ‘hibernation’ on the issue (Hollenweger 2015: 380–381). The consultation was a sign of something potentially new, but one that went basically unheeded.

By 2000, Pentecostal and evangelical churches constituted around one quarter of the world’s Christians, and Roman Catholics about one half. That left only about one quarter with full representation in the WCC. Moreover, a number of these (Eastern Orthodox, participating evangelicals, and some mainline traditionalists) were frustrated by the WCC’s condition and loss of momentum. Instigated in response, at the suggestion of WCC General Secretary Konrad Raiser, the GCF aimed to create a space where all of these traditions could come together confidently and respectfully. With half of its participants from evangelical, holiness, Pentecostal, and independent traditions, and a majority of these from the global South, no other effort has addressed Pentecostals’ and evangelicals’ concerns over ecumenism as successfully. And no earlier initiative had the inviting capacity to bring together leaders from such a wide variety of traditions—the very traditions whose growth over the twentieth century made them necessary participants in any truly global ecumenical effort. In the opinion of Robeck, one of its organizers, the GCF is ‘currently the most hopeful ecumenical initiative around’ (Rowland Jones 2013: 233).

If testimony, free expression in worship, and discernment are distinctly Pentecostal gifts to the churches, then the GCF is a distinctly Pentecostal form of ecumenism. For instance, instead of the usual ecumenical practice of hearing and responding to scholarly papers, participants begin meetings by sharing their testimonies. Much meeting time is devoted to discerning what God is doing in their various churches and organizations. Meetings feature worship in accord with local culture, prayer led by representatives of different traditions, and small group Bible studies. Small groups are free to choose issues to discuss. Rules and structures are kept to a minimum.

Participating ecumenists tend to see the GCF as something of a canal allowing the Pentecostal and evangelical streams to find a way into the already running ecumenical river. However, among the keys to the GCF’s appeal to outsiders, and to its success, are its independence from mainstream ecumenical institutions, its stress on participation rather than formal membership, the centrality of worship, prayer, testimony, and group Bible study, and its intentional flexibility. These are not gateways for reassuring timid conventional-ecumenists-in-the-making, but elements of an alternative approach that ecumenical outsiders have found far more helpful. As one of the Pentecostal architects of the project said:

In designing this methodology, we were looking at something that did not privilege ecumenical insiders over ecumenical outsiders. Thus, we decided not to begin with sophisticated theological papers, but rather, with personal experience…Evangelicals and Pentecostals hear in these stories something of their own story, and as a result, their defenses come down very quickly. I know that some of the ecumenical insiders feel that it is a waste of time. I believe that without it, there would be no meeting at all.

(Van Beek 2007: 249)

‘This is the basis for realizing our oneness’, said a representative evangelical voice (Van Beek 2007: 249). The GCF, then, is structured precisely to resist the narrowing and freezing tendencies that Abraham complains about, and it relies specifically on charismatic gifts of worship, witness, ordination, discernment, inclusive relationship, and reception of canonical apostolic teaching to do so. It is not just an ecumenism that includes Pentecostals and others, nor is it Pentecostalism as authentic ecumenism; it is Pentecostalized ecumenism—ecumenized Pentecostalism.

Conclusion

McDonnell describes two great and necessary strategies for healing division. The first involves formal dialogues in which trained theologians try to overcome doctrinal differences that prevent full communion. The second begins from the communion that divided Christians already share to build fellowships of commitment and sacrificial love that are deep enough to place the differences in a new perspective. The first kind of dialogue begins with doctrine and aims at agreement. The second kind, represented by the charismatic renewal but by other groups as well, begins instead with sharing and aims at reorientation (McDonnell 1978: 112–113). McDonnell thus makes the charismatic renewal a kind of ‘life and work’ effort that needs to happen alongside the ‘faith and order’ work of doctrinal ecumenism. Here again charismatic ecumenism is construed in the ready categories of mainstream ecumenism.

The reality is messier, as Abraham’s and Hocken’s more radical analyses recognize. Charismatic ecumenism reflects the same wildness that the Holy Spirit showed in driving Peter into Cornelius’ house and swamping Cornelius and his family before there was a chance for baptism (Acts 10), in sending Paul to the nations with a gospel that was a little too radical for the Jerusalem church (Acts 15), and in suddenly pouring testimony upon pilgrims outside the official channels and institutions they had come to Jerusalem to visit (Acts 2).

When the results are in and a full accounting can be made of Pentecostal and charismatic contributions to the unity of the church, it may well be that their most significant contribution to ecumenism was their own spirit, and vice versa. These are contributions that are only beginning; time has yet to tell what they will yield. As the lay Dominican David Roth puts it:

Letting the Spirit blow as the Spirit wills…creates a confusion of the Spirit which is not anarchy, certainly is not reductionism or indifferentism, but absolutely calls for a stretching of our nicely packaged concepts of how we might have the Spirit work…But from the chaos over which the Spirit of God broods, the same Spirit is forming the richness of a new creation made richer by the multiple experiences, traditions and spiritualities which reflect its touch.  (Roth 1986: 218)
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Introduction

With a few very significant exceptions, Christology has not been the subject of any formal ecumenical dialogues. The presupposition of many dialogue documents has been the confession of faith in Christ, but the particulars of Christology have rarely been addressed. A glance at the faith affirmations of the leading ecumenical organizations reveals a minimal declaration intended to be as inclusive as possible. For example, the World Council of Churches (WCC) states the following in its Basis of fellowship: ‘The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures and therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit’ (WCC 2013, Constitution, I). The National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC) is even more minimal in its statement of faith: ‘The National Council of Churches is a community of Christian communions, which, in response to the gospel as revealed in the Scriptures, confess Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word of God, as Savior and Lord’ (National Council of Churches n.d.).

The question arises as to whether these statements intend in any way to depart from or reduce adherence to Nicene-Chalcedonian orthodoxy. Two issues, in particular, deserve comment. First, relationships with and between the Oriental Orthodox Churches (which did not recognize the Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD, and represent the so-called monophysite Christological tradition) and the Church of the East, most notably the Assyrian Church of the East (which recognized neither Chalcedon nor the prior Council of Ephesus in 431 AD, and represents the so-called Nestorian tradition in Christology) must be treated separately. Second, since some Protestant bodies consider themselves non-creedal, the short formula offers the opportunity of membership to communions that basically adhere to an orthodox Christology without a formal doctrinal or liturgical confession of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed or of the Chalcedonian definition. Nevertheless, the presupposition of the ecumenical movement has been the quest for unity under the lordship of Christ, a confession that presupposes Christological orthodoxy in the broadest sense.

The Christological Basis of the Ecumenical Movement

A report from the Second World Conference on Faith and Order (Edinburgh, 1937) entitled The Grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ clearly recognizes the efficacy of Christ’s lordship in the economy of grace and redemption. It states:

When we speak of God’s grace, we think of God himself revealed in His Son Jesus Christ.…His grace is manifested in our creation, preservation and all the blessings of this life, but above all in our redemption through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, in the sending of the holy and life-giving Spirit, in the fellowship of the Church and in the gift of the Word and Sacraments

(Faith and Order 1937, in Ecumenical Movement: 133).

Although this may appear to be a rather standard account of the Christian economy of salvation, one should not underestimate the implicit Trinitarian and Christological presuppositions. When the World Council of Churches was formed in 1948, the Message from the First Assembly stated in doxological fashion the high Christology presupposed by Faith and Order in 1937. ‘We bless God our Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ Who gathers together in one the children of God that are scattered abroad.…We are one in acknowledging Him as our God and Saviour’ (WCC 1948).

Such language continues to appear in ecumenical documents from various conciliar organizations and in bilateral and multilateral dialogues as well. One further example can suffice, especially since it pertains explicitly to the unity of the Church, the purported goal of the ecumenical movement. It comes from the Porvoo Common Statement, the 1992 agreement of communion between Northern European Anglican and Lutheran Churches:

The Scriptures portray the unity of the Church as a joyful communion with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ (cf. 1 John 1: 1–10), as well as communion among its members. Jesus prays that the disciples may be one as the Father is in him and he is in the Father, so that the world may believe (John 17: 21). Because the unity of the Church is grounded in the mysterious relationship of the persons of the Trinity, this unity belongs by necessity to its nature. The unity of the Body of Christ is spoken of in relation to the ‘one Spirit…, one hope…, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all’ (Eph. 4: 4–6). Communion between Christians and churches should not be regarded as a product of human achievement. It is already given in Christ as a gift to be received, and ‘like every good gift, unity also comes from the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit’.

(Porvoo Communion 1992: n. 21)

This Trinitarian framework provides the deep theological grammar for an orthodox Christology and is characteristic of most ecumenical agreements and documents. An important fruit of this perspective has been the dominance of a communio/koinonia ecclesiology as the regnant model for ecumenical relations. Confirmed in a Roman Catholic context by the 1985 Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in Rome as ‘the central and fundamental idea of the [Second Vatican] Council’s documents’ (Synod of Bishops 1985, Final Relatio, II, C, 1), it also appears in the 2013 Faith and Order convergence statement, The Church: Towards a Common Vision. Both underscore the Trinitarian dimension of an ecclesiology of communion. Thus the Synod states:

The message of Vatican II proposes to us for our time ‘the inexhaustible riches of the mystery of Christ’. Through the Church which is his Body, Christ is ever present in the midst of humanity. We are all called, through faith and the sacraments, fully to live communion with God. Inasmuch as she is communion with the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the Church is, in Christ, the ‘mystery’ of the love of God present in the mystery of mankind. The Council has powerfully recalled this and we adhere to it in faith.

(Synod of Bishops 1985, Message to the People of God, II)

Likewise, The Church: Towards a Common Vision says the following:

[T]he Church is not merely the sum of individual believers among themselves. The Church is fundamentally a communion in the Triune God and, at the same time, a communion whose members partake together in the life and mission of God (cf. 2 Pet 1: 4), who, as Trinity, is the source and focus of all communion. Thus the Church is both a divine and a human reality.

(Faith and Order Commission 2013: n. 23)

In sum, the ecclesiology of communion requires Nicene and Chalcedonian foundations for its understanding of the communication of the divine life by the risen Lord in the power of the Spirit that gathers those called as the church to be the people of God, the body of Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit. These implicit affirmations of Trinitarian and Christological orthodoxies have also led to more explicit consideration of the Chalcedonian dogma in several instances, especially where it has been a point of contention between Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches.

The Challenge of the Non-Chalcedonian Churches

In 1971, the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC produced a document entitled The Council of Chalcedon and its Significance for the Ecumenical Movement. After acknowledging the importance of the council—‘Whether one accepts this Council or not, one is compelled to place oneself in relation to it in one way or another’ (Faith and Order 1971, Introduction)—the document examined the council’s historical context, and particularly noted the influence of the Byzantine Emperor on the definition of the council. Since the division between Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches was marked by significant political, cultural, and ethnic factors (with the non-Chalcedonians living on the borders of or outside the Byzantine Empire), the question was posed as to whether or not imperial influence at the council went beyond the Emperor’s convocation of the council and the setting of its agenda. In other words, did it affect the substance of the definition both in terms of the need for requiring a definition and with regard to its content as well, all in the interest of imperial unity? When the influence of the patriarchal sees, especially of the delegates from Rome, is taken into account, the complexity of the event becomes clear.

Nevertheless, significant theological factors clearly informed the definition, e.g. soteriological (the motive for affirmation of Christ’s full humanity and full divinity), doxological (the worship of Christ in his proper divinity inseparable from his humanity), Christological (the identification of the historical Christ with the Son of God and the necessity of the communicatio idiomatum), and anthropological (the distinction between the two natures of Christ thereby displacing a Neoplatonic rendition of the divine-human relation—in other words, the transcendence of divinity is not compromised). An awareness of the mingling of factors political and theological informs contemporary understandings of the reception and possible re-reception of the council’s definition.

Ecumenically, the churches presented at least three postures relative to the council, namely, there were those ‘who positively affirm Chalcedon,…those who positively deny Chalcedon and…those who are indifferent to Chalcedon (whatever the formal doctrinal position)’ (Faith and Order 1971, section V). Reception or re-reception of the council’s teaching requires an evaluation of the authority of Chalcedon relative to the earlier conciliar tradition, an issue especially important for non-Chalcedonian churches. One possibility considered was whether the content and intention of the council could be received without reception of the council itself. Perhaps most telling are the following two questions that the document posed: ‘Is the intention of Chalcedon to unveil something about God and the Incarnation or rather to protect the mystery of God? Does Chalcedon by the ambiguity of its formula bind theology or does it open new theological questions?’ (Faith and Order 1971, section III)

Neither of these questions is new in modern and contemporary theology. However, the particular ecumenical slant must be appreciated: ‘how the Councils now contribute to the understanding of Faith (the question of Truth)’ and ‘how acceptance of Councils is related to common membership of one Church (the question of Unity)’ are questions that cannot be separated (Faith and Order 1971, section V). Non-Chalcedonian participation in the ecumenical movement inevitably poses this issue. Implicit in the answer given is whether the Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches share a common faith. In fact, significant progress has been made in a series of Christological statements between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches and their non-Chalcedonian counterparts.

Paulos Mar Gregorios, Metropolitan of Delhi for the Orthodox Syrian Church of the East (an Oriental Orthodox church), in an article entitled ‘Human Unity for the Glory of God’ (1985) argues for the non-Chalcedonian position within the context of the World Council of Churches. He articulates the basis for a common faith and enumerates the challenges that must be negotiated. His concern is with the necessary link between the doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity—‘to deny the divine Person of Christ is to deny the Incarnation and therefore the heart of the faith of the Church’. Particular to his tradition is the focus on the one person of Christ relative to his becoming flesh, hence the so-called monophysite heresy wherein one divine person means one divine nature incarnate rather than the predication of two natures in the person of Christ as articulated in the Chalcedonian definition. Gregorios’s concerns are clear. He levels a charge against elements within the World Council of Churches that for all intents and purposes deny the necessary basis of this ecumenical fellowship. ‘They begin with a discussion of the human Christ, ostensibly as a starting point, since the humanity of Christ is evident and accessible to study and observation; while the divine Person in Christ remains, for many people, a matter of speculation, which is what some take faith to be. Christology ends up being a mere discussion of Christ as a human person through whom God becomes transparent to us. Christ as a divine person is not so much denied as ignored’. He argues that this compromise of Christ’s divinity is a consequence of an inadequate doctrine of the Trinity, and notes that, for the Eastern Orthodox, the ‘twin doctrine’ of the Trinity and the Incarnation ‘constitutes a test of any authentic Christian faith’ (Gregorios 1985, in Ecumenical Movement: 62).

At the very least, Gregorios’s comments suggest that some ecumenical participants from the Western church undermine the common Trinitarian and Christological faith that unites the Christian East with the Christian West. His words are rather sharp: ‘it is a matter for reflection in ecumenical circles whether, by ignoring the doctrine of the Trinity, we slip into an unwitting heretical Christology. The Basis of the WCC was devised to avoid this trap, but when this part of the Basis is taken to be a mere liturgical formula, serious theological consequences follow, and unbelief can thrive at the heart of the church and in the bosom of the WCC’ (Gregorios 1985, in Ecumenical Movement: 62). We need not delay over the specifics of his accusations. Our interest is in the possibility of Christological reconciliation between Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches, this division being the first major schism in Christian antiquity. In that regard, it is quite significant that a series of agreements have been promulgated between the Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches and the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the Assyrian Church of the East.

Conversations began in the Christian East between Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox theologians in four unofficial consultations from 1964 to 1971. In a common study of the Council of Chalcedon (451) the centre of conversation was St Cyril of Alexandria’s formula ‘mia physis (or mia hypostatis) tou Theou logou sesarkomene (the one physis or hypostasis of God’s Word Incarnate)’ (Gregorios et al. 1981: 3). The key statement with the proper nuances from each tradition follows an affirmation of their common soteriological consensus concerning theosis: ‘He who is consubstantial with the Father became by the Incarnation consubstantial also with us. By His infinite grace God has called us to attain His uncreated glory. God became by nature man that man may become by grace God’ (Gregorios et al. 1981: 5). The statement is worth quoting in full:

Ever since the fifth century, we have used different formulae to confess our common faith in the One Lord Jesus Christ, perfect God and perfect Man. Some of us affirm two natures, wills and energies hypostatically united in the One Lord Jesus Christ. Some of us affirm one united divine-human nature, will and energy in the same Christ. But both sides speak of a union without confusion, without change, without division, without separation. The four adverbs belong to our common tradition. Both affirm the dynamic permanence of the Godhead and Manhood, with all their natural properties and faculties, in the one Christ. Those who speak in terms of ‘two’ do not thereby divide or separate. Those who speak in terms of ‘one’ do not thereby commingle or confuse. The ‘without division, without separation’ of those who say ‘two’, and the ‘without change, without confusion’ of those who say ‘one’ need to be specially underlined, in order that we may understand each other

(Gregorios et al. 1981: 5–6).

This is quite a remarkable statement; one that seeks to preserve the integrity of both traditions while utilising Chalcedon as the basis for agreement on the substance of the issues, the proper union of humanity and divinity in the one divine person of the Word Incarnate. The same can be said for Catholic agreements with the Oriental Orthodox, conversations between the two sides having begun under the auspices of the Pro Oriente foundation established in 1964. A 1976 Christological Declaration with the Coptic Orthodox Church followed upon a 1973 Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and of the Pope of Alexandria Shenouda III. The two popes agreed on Christological terms nearly identical with Chalcedon: ‘In Him [Christ] His divinity is united with His humanity in a real, perfect union without mingling, without commixtion, without confusion, without alteration, without division, without separation’ (Common Declaration 1973). The 1976 Declaration, while repeating the language of the two popes, is more specific about the different theological terminology employed by each tradition, which in its judgement no longer hinders the common Christological faith that is shared. ‘When the Orthodox confess that Divinity and Humanity of Our Lord are united in one nature, they take “nature”, not as a pure and simple nature, but rather as one composite nature, wherein the Divinity and Humanity are united inseparatedly and unconfusedly. And when Catholics confess Jesus Christ as one in two natures, they do not separate the Divinity from the Humanity, not even for the twinkling of an eye, but they rather try to avoid mingling, commixtion, confusion or alteration’ (Common Declaration 1976).

The key is that each church respectively parses the terminology of Chalcedon in affirmation of a Christological orthodoxy that the other is able to recognise. Notably the statement condemns the classical Christological heresies, e.g. Arianism, Apollinarism, Nestorianism, Eutychianism, while confirming the Nicene-Constantinopolitan symbol. Similarly, the 1990 Doctrinal Agreement on Christology approved by Pope John Paul II and Catholicos Mar Baselios Marthoma Mathews I of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church declared that: ‘His humanity is one with his divinity—without change, without commingling, without division and without separation. In the Person of the Eternal Logos Incarnate are united and active in a real and perfect way the divine and human natures, with all their properties, faculties and operations’ (Common Declaration 1990: n. 5). Clearly, the intent (and some of the wording) of Chalcedon is preserved without either side compromising their respective understanding of nature/natures.

This pattern is followed in more recent agreements between the Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches as well. The 1989 Communique of the joint commission for theological dialogue between the Orthodox Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches describes the ‘two families of Orthodox churches’ as being on the way to restoring communion and states that the dialogue found common ground ‘in the formula of our common father, St Cyril of Alexandria: mia physis (hypostasis) tou Theou Logou sesarkomené’ (O-OO 1989, in GA II: 192)—one nature of the Word of God incarnate. As in the statements involving the Catholic Church, the commission negotiates the use of patristic terminology, but in more detail and with the recognition that the speculative moment (theoria) in Christology is necessary in order to account for the integrity of Jesus Christ as the divine-human being. Thus ‘the one composite (synthetos) hypostasis of our Lord Jesus Christ’ does not entail a coming together of divine and human hypostases. Rather in order to preserve the dogmatic truth of each tradition the following precise explanation is offered:

The hypostasis of the Logos before the incarnation, even with his divine nature, is of course not composite. The same hypostasis, as distinct from nature, of the incarnate Logos, is not composite either. The unique theandric person (prosopon) of Jesus Christ is one eternal hypostasis who has assumed human nature by the incarnation. So we call that hypostasis composite, on account of the natures which are united to form one composite unity. It is not the case that our fathers used physis and hypostasis always interchangeably and confused the one with the other. The term hypostasis can be used to denote both the person as distinct from nature, and also the person with the nature, for a hypostasis never in fact exists without a nature

(O-OO 1989, in GA II: 192).

It is interesting to compare the respective explanations: ‘Those among us who speak of two natures in Christ [i.e. Eastern Orthodox] do not thereby deny their inseparable, indivisible union’; ‘those among us who speak of one united divine-human nature in Christ [i.e. Oriental Orthodox] do not thereby deny the continuing dynamic presence in Christ of the divine and the human, without change, without confusion’ (O-OO 1989, in GA II: 193).

This represents a major development in ecumenical relations and in the overcoming of what hitherto had been considered a division between orthodox and heterodox Christologies. By relying on a shared Cyrillian heritage, Chalcedonian and so-called monophysite churches have been able to recognise a common faith and its attendant Christological confession.

Other communions have also engaged in bilateral conversations with the Oriental Orthodox, notably the Anglican and Reformed. A 1987 Common Declaration between Pope Shenouda III (Coptic Orthodox) and Archbishop Robert Runcie of Canterbury professed a common faith ‘[i]n spite of past misunderstandings’ on Christological matters (Common Declaration 1987). In 2002, the Anglican-Oriental Orthodox International Commission published an Agreed Statement on Christology. It uses language similar to that of the Orthodox-Catholic bilateral statements. Both sides reject both the Nestorian and Eutychian heresies and appeal to St Cyril of Alexandria as ‘our common father’. Interestingly, the statement expresses concerns on the part of the Oriental Orthodox Churches about the Christology of the Assyrian Church of the East (A-OO 2002, in GA III: 36–37).

An Agreed Statement on Christology approved by the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches in 1994 was taken up in 2001 by the International Theological Dialogue between the Oriental Orthodox Family of Churches and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. Again, it is very much in concert with the other agreed statements. It uses the phrase ‘unconfused union’ to characterize the union of the two natures in Christ, intending to capture the respective emphases of the two traditions (OO-R 1994, in GA II: 292; also OO-R 2001, in GA III: 41).

In 1994, Pope John Paul II and His Holiness Mar Dinkha IV, Catholicos-Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, promulgated a Common Christological Declaration between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East in a meeting intended ‘as a basic step on the way towards the full communion to be restored between their churches’. Together they affirmed that they could ‘indeed, from now on, proclaim together before the world their common faith in the mystery of the incarnation’, and that, because of the commonality of faith and sacraments between their churches, ‘the particular Catholic churches and the particular Assyrian churches can recognize each other as sister churches’ (Common Declaration 1994).

The Declaration reiterates the affirmations and distinctions of Chalcedon in order to conclude that ‘the divinity and humanity are united in the person of the same and unique Son of God and Lord Jesus Christ, who is the object of a single adoration’ (Common Declaration 1994), an affirmation easily endorsed by Catholic, Orthodox, and Oriental Orthodox Christians. However, for a church that does not acknowledge the councils of Chalcedon (451) or Ephesus (431), the next paragraph is decisive:

Christ therefore is not an ‘ordinary man’ whom God adopted in order to reside in him and inspire him, as in the righteous ones and the prophets. But the same God the Word, begotten of his Father before all worlds without beginning according to his divinity, was born of a mother without a father in the last times according to his humanity. The humanity to which the Blessed Virgin Mary gave birth always was that of the Son of God himself. That is why the Assyrian Church of the East is praying to the Virgin Mary as ‘the Mother of Christ our God and Saviour’. In the light of this same faith the Catholic tradition addresses the Virgin Mary as ‘the Mother of God’ and also as ‘the Mother of Christ’. We both recognize the legitimacy and rightness of these expressions of the same faith and we both respect the preference of each church in her liturgical life and piety. (Common Declaration 1994)

The Declaration offers a paradigm of ecumenism that allows for and promotes a legitimate diversity within a common faith. No essentials are compromised—hence, the language of Chalcedon while simultaneously affirming the incarnation as that of the ‘Word of God, second Person of the Holy Trinity’ (Common Declaration 1994). Diversity is also affirmed by the Declaration’s recognition of the distinct liturgical practices of each tradition—as in the respective doxological titles for the Virgin Mary: ‘the Mother of Christ our God and Saviour’ (Assyrian) and ‘the Mother of God [Theotokos]’ (Catholic), no small area of disagreement at the Council of Ephesus.

Discussions among the Chalcedonian Churches

While it is clear that the most dramatic conversations that portend breakthroughs in ecumenical dialogue with respect to Christology have been between the Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches, the conversations that have taken place among the Chalcedonian churches should not be ignored. As is the case with the ecumenical movement as a whole, these tend to reinforce the classical Christology of the church catholic while taking into consideration various contemporary developments. One very insightful document proceeding from contemporary Christological conversation is the 1988 document, Implications of the Gospel (L-E 1988), from the US Lutheran-Episcopal dialogue. The document begins under the rubric of ‘The Eschatological Grounding of the Gospel’. Consistent with much biblical scholarship, it says that ‘[w]hat identifies the proclamation of the cross as good news is the “eschatological” way of thinking in the New Testament’ (L-E 1988: n. 8). In mind is Jesus’s proclamation of the kingdom, with the reign of God breaking in through the cross (as per the Gospel of Mark), and proleptically disclosed through the resurrection of Jesus and in the Risen Lord’s appearances. Christians enter into the eschatological community of the Church by baptism, proclaim it as the way of the cross, and enact the way of the cross in discipleship. It is within this context that the history of Jesus is examined relative to classical Christological dogma.

The section entitled ‘The History of Jesus and the Christological Dogma’ assumes the salvation history evident in the biblical narrative. ‘The church’s path to its confession of God was historical in content: the history of Israel and the history of Jesus.…Jesus of Nazareth appears in Israel’s history as eschatological prophet with both implicit and explicit messianic claims’ (L-E 1988: nn. 19–20). Because of the resurrection, the community moved ‘beyond the recognition that he was inaugurating the reign of God to the confession that he and his history are to be regarded as one with God’. ‘The history of Jesus…transforms Israel’s experience and confession’, and is ‘the basis for the church’s trinitarian and christological dogmas’ (L-E 1988: n. 21). The transition from Jesus the proclaimer to the early church’s proclamation of Jesus as the Christ is eloquently put:

What the church means evangelically by confessing that Jesus has a divine nature is not that assumptions from philosophy about the qualities of deity (e.g., that the divine is ‘infinite’ or ‘immortal’ or ‘omnipotent’) are applied to the historical Jesus. Rather, the evangelical meaning is that the historical person, Jesus, weak and crucified, is what we mean when we speak of God as redeemer (Col. 1: 15–20).

(L-E 1988: n. 21)

The importance of this statement is that in taking account of contemporary scholarship the Lutheran-Episcopal dialogue was able to provide an evangelical rendering of the movement to Christological dogma in the early church without compromising either history—the signature of modern biblical scholarship—or the church’s faith.

If more contemporary concerns, such as the theological import of historical-critical scholarship, have influenced ecumenical dialogues as well as the controversies that led to the first schisms in the ancient church, so too have other confessional issues that accompanied the divisions of the Western church at the time of the Reformation. Although there were no direct disputes over Chalcedon—the Reformers largely held to Christological orthodoxy—one of the most interesting theological controversies that prevented unity between the Lutheran and Reformed communions was over the nature and modality of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

The difference between the two magisterial confessional churches had much to do with their respective understandings of the hypostatic union. Specifically, the communication of idioms or properties (communicatio idiomatum) between the two natures of Christ and his person was parsed differently by each of the communions. Lutherans have traditionally argued for what is called the genus maiestaticum, according to which the human nature of Christ by virtue of its union with the divine nature in the divine person of Christ participates in the properties of the divine nature. Without losing the properties of the human nature or transferring human properties to the divine nature, the human nature participates in the attributes of the divine nature. Specifically, the human nature shares in the ubiquity of the divine nature such that the human nature can be present in the bread and wine of the Eucharist on the altar, since the incarnate and glorified Son of God is present there in the inseparability of the two natures in the hypostatic union.

Reformed theology has been stalwart in its rejection of the Lutheran position. It is a generalization not without some truth that Lutherans have tended in the direction of the early Christologies of Alexandria while the Reformed bent has been more Antiochene. In the eucharistic controversy, the latter envisions no communication of attributes between the natures, but only to the person of the eternal Son incarnate. Therefore, the human nature of Christ is not ubiquitous but is locally at the right hand of the Father. The real or true presence of Christ in the Eucharist is communicated by the power of the Holy Spirit elevating the communicant in faith to partake spiritually of the body and blood of Christ whose glorified humanity resides in heaven.

The intricacies of these disagreements between the Lutheran and Reformed communions, which prompted mutual condemnations during the Reformation period, are not specifically addressed in the ecumenical forum. However, in the interest of convergence and church unity, a broad representation of the Christological foundation of the real presence has been the subject of ecumenical agreements. One of the earliest and most significant was the 1973 Leuenberg Agreement between continental European Lutheran, Reformed, and Union Churches (also including the ‘pre-Reformation’ Waldensian Church and the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren). Three doctrinal areas disputed during the Reformation—the Lord’s Supper, Christology, and Predestination—were reconciled in general statements of convergence. After affirming that in ‘the Lord’s Supper the risen Jesus Christ imparts himself in his body and blood’ (Leuenberg 1973: n. 15), the Agreement confesses that ‘[i]n the true man Jesus Christ, the eternal Son, and so God himself, has bestowed himself upon lost mankind for its salvation’ (Leuenberg 1973: n. 21). Its explicit Christological agreement is illuminating in its attempt to underscore the truth of both the Lutheran and the Reformed traditions:

Believing in this self-bestowal of God in his Son, the task facing us, in view of the historically conditioned character of traditional thought forms, is to give renewed and effective expression to the special insights of the Reformed tradition, with its concern to maintain unimpaired the divinity and humanity of Jesus, and to those of the Lutheran tradition, with its concern to maintain the unity of Jesus as a person

(Leuenberg 1973: n. 22).

For both traditions, the condemnations of the Reformation era are considered inapplicable and need no longer be reaffirmed.

In 1966, the US Lutheran-Reformed Consultation already broached the same subject, though only in the most general terms. After mutually affirming the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, in accordance with ‘the self-witness of Christ in the instituting rite’, it stated that ‘[t]he realisation of his presence in the sacrament is effected by the Holy Spirit through the word’ (L-R 1966: n. 6), and summarized the Christological aspect as follows: ‘The significance of christology for the Lord’s Supper is that it provides assurance that it is the total Christ, the divine-human person, who is present in the sacrament, but it does not explain how he is present’ (L-R 1966: n. 9). Because the summary does not specify the modality of presence, there is no need for more detail regarding the traditional Lutheran-Reformed differences regarding the communicatio idiomatum. The same general position on Christology and Eucharist was adopted in the Lutheran-Reformed Dialogue (Series III) in 1981–1983 (see Andrews and Burgess 1984).

Prescinding from the eucharistic context—the flashpoint for the magisterial Reformers and their respective communions—it can be noted that similar Christological issues arise in other bilateral dialogues. A particularly detailed exposition of the relationship between the person and natures of Christ is given in the 1994 Agreed Statement on Christology from the international Orthodox-Reformed dialogue (O-R 1994). The statement emphasizes the interconnection between the doctrines of the Trinity and of Christ, a staple in ecumenical theological discussions, as already seen. The differences occur with regard to emphasis. The Orthodox understand ‘the whole saving economy’ from its beginning in the incarnation, as proclaimed in the Bible, confessed by the Fathers, and experienced in the Liturgy, whereas the Reformed focus on ‘the scriptural witness to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth’ (O-R 1994: n. 1). Nevertheless, each witnesses to the assumption of human nature in Christ such that they can affirm together that ‘[t]he incarnate Son as a concrete historical person demonstrates that human nature is not fundamentally foreign to God’ (O-R 1994: n. 2). ‘Speaking of the union of natures in the person of Jesus Christ is normative for both the Orthodox and Reformed traditions.’ Consistent with the dynamic interconnection between the Trinitarian economy and Christology, ‘the term “nature” should not be understood statically, or abstractly, nor as if the human and divine natures were two individual instances of a generic concept of “nature”’. The language of ‘the union of natures in the person of Jesus Christ’ directs us towards the ‘movement of God to humanity and humanity to God in the unity of his person and history’ (O-R 1994: n. 4).

Within this theological context that is both classical and historical in its sensibilities, the Agreed Statement examines the subject of the ‘communication of attributes’ in the person of Christ. The Orthodox and Reformed traditions appear closer than the Orthodox and Lutheran, and the commonalities, as detailed, are quite substantial:

In the language of the fathers and the councils of the early church, Jesus Christ as the incarnate Son of God unites human and divine natures in his own single person (hypostasis). The properties of each nature belong to the whole person in whom both natures are united without being confused or separated. So Jesus Christ acts both as divine and as human, exercising both kinds of properties as appropriate in communion with each other. In this sense there is a ‘communication of attributes’ within the hypostatic union as the divine nature acts through the human and the human under the guidance of the divine. Strictly speaking, however, it is to the person of Jesus Christ as the incarnate Word that the properties of both natures are correctly ascribed. The distinct properties of the one nature are not transferred to the other nature: the divine nature does not acquire human characteristics nor the human nature divine attributes. What can be said is that through the perichoresis or interpenetration of the two natures in the unity of Christ’s person the human nature is restored, sustained and glorified as the new and perfect humanity of the last Adam, recapitulating the history of the first Adam. In the Orthodox tradition this is called theosis (commonly rendered as ‘deification’), but this does not imply that Christ’s humanity ceases to be creaturely or becomes divine in essence. Reformed theology shares this understanding but avoids the language of theosis. It treats the theme more in terms of the sanctification of human nature in Christ. (O-R 1994: n. 4)

This is an intriguing statement considering the Lutheran-Reformed controversy already noted and the desire to affirm common ground between those two traditions on the Christological presuppositions for the eucharistic real presence despite their longstanding doctrinal disagreement.

Among the Reformation communions, it has been Lutherans in particular who have broached the subject of the compatibility between the Protestant understanding of justification and the Eastern Christian concept of theosis. The second round of the North American Lutheran-Orthodox Dialogue (1983–1989) produced a Common Statement: Christ ‘In Us’ and Christ ‘For Us’ in Lutheran and Orthodox Theology. In it, mention was made of the Lutheran-Orthodox dialogues in Finland, wherein Finnish Lutherans have taken the lead in arguing for similarity between the two traditions, characterizing the Lutheran position on justification on the basis of the notion in ipsa fide Christus adest (in faith itself Christ is present). Although that is contested by various interpreters of Luther, the Common Statement does link the relationship between Christ and the Christian with the relationship between the two natures of Christ. Hence, from the Lutheran side:

[S]alvation as sharing in the divine nature is…affirmed in the Formula of Concord. The discussion there centers on matters of Christology, specifically the hypostatic union of the divine and human natures in Christ. The authors of the Formula of Concord draw a parallel between the union of Christ and the believer and the union of the two natures in Christ: ‘St Peter testifies with clear words that even we, in whom Christ dwells only by grace, have in Christ, because of this exalted mystery, become “partakers of the divine nature.”’ If this is so, continues the Formula of Concord, how much more intimate must be the union of God and human beings in Christ when the apostle says, ‘in him [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily’ (Col. 2:9).

(L-O 1983–1989, in Meyendorff and Tobias 1992: 22)

Although the Common Statement does not pursue the issue any further, and one would have to consider the relationship between the two unions as analogous—the union of the believer with Christ is not a hypostatic union but one effected through the grace of adoption—it certainly opens the door for further ecumenical discussion, especially in light of the Agreed Statement on Christology between the Orthodox and the Reformed (O-R 1994).

Similar confessional perspectives have emerged in other bilateral dialogues as well. One example suffices. An agreed statement on Christology was the fruit of meetings in 1975 and 1977 of the Joint Orthodox-Old Catholic Theological Commission (O-OC 1975 and 1977). It is one of the most comprehensive Christological statements, and mostly tacks in the direction of Orthodoxy. The Old Catholics have intentionally distinguished themselves from Rome since their beginnings in 1870, with their rejection of papal infallibility as defined at the First Vatican Council (1869–1870), for example by dropping the filioque from the creed, and not accepting the modern Marian dogmatic definitions of the Immaculate Conception (1854) and the Assumption (1950). Their position on all of these points is virtually identical to that of the Orthodox Churches. It is perhaps for this reason that the Christology statement was preceded by one entitled, Doctrine of God (O-OC 1975). The integration of Trinitarian dogma and Christology there is quite remarkable, and represents one of the most theologically insightful statements to have emerged in an ecumenical dialogue. One Trinitarian affirmation in particular is relevant for the Christological issues that surfaced in other dialogues: ‘The three divine persons are united in the one God, bound together yet without confusion, on the one hand because they are of one nature, on the other hand because they interpenetrate each other without confusion’ (O-OC 1975: n. 13). This perichoresis of the persons of the Trinity is similar to the perichoresis of the two natures in Christ that is the foundation for the communicatio idiomatum that informed the Lutheran-Reformed dialogue, along with the Reformed-Orthodox and Lutheran-Orthodox dialogues already mentioned.

The connection between the Trinitarian perichoresis and the Christological one is explicit in the Orthodox-Old Catholic statement. The statement underscores the ‘mutual interpenetration’ or ‘mutual indwelling’ of the two natures in Christ within the unity of his person by quoting John of Damascus, De fide orthodoxa, III, 15 (PG 94, 1060): ‘He does what the human being does not just in a human manner, for he is not only human but also divine; and he does what God does not just in a divine manner, for he is not only divine but also human’ (O-OC 1975 and 1977: n. 3). Then, after saying that ‘[t]he hypostatic union has certain consequences for the dogma of the Holy Trinity’ (O-OC 1975 and 1977: n. 4), the statement advances the following two propositions:

The hypostatic union results in:



a) The exchange or mutual communication of the properties. In the hypostatic union, the two natures, the divine and the human, communicate to each other their properties, by penetrating each other and indwelling in each other.

b) The divinisation (theosis) of the human nature of Christ. It abides, of course, ‘within the limits proper to it and within its kind’ (6th Ecumenical Council). (O-OC 1975 and 1977: n. 5; compare nn. 7–10)





Conclusion

Christology has certainly been a significant factor in ecumenical dialogues. The breakthroughs between the Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches are perhaps of greatest moment for healing the wounds of doctrinal division. Since those were the first divisions, and over core doctrines, in the ancient church, the import of those agreements for ecumenism cannot be over-estimated, particularly as they model the recognition of diversity within a common faith. Both sides were able to affirm the intent of Chalcedon, even if the dogmatic language differs.

Among the Western churches, a similar approach has been pursued to resolve the Christological disputes that emerged during the Reformation. Classical themes in Christology are complemented by engagement with contemporary issues, such as those that have emerged in historical-critical scholarship. Although not the subject of this chapter, such an examination of the person of Christ is linked with the soteriological dimension of the work of Christ. Christ’s mediation of God’s saving economy, in the power of the Holy Spirit, has been taken up in ecumenical dialogues and is fertile ground for the work of Christian unity. Long-standing disagreements on the modality of how Christ is truly human and truly divine have been broached and creatively resolved.
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Chapter 15

Church


Adam DeVille




Introduction

It is now a commonplace that ecclesiology, of all the theological sciences, only began to come of age in the twentieth century, often referred to as ‘the century of the Church’. Prior to that, there are very few sustained, systematic treatments of the church as such in either patristic or medieval literature, East or West. With a few exceptions, as Avery Dulles and Patrick Granfield acknowledged in their book-length bibliography, The Church (Dulles and Granfield 1985), it is only in the twentieth century that we begin to find Christians of all traditions reflecting on the nature of the church in a more comprehensive manner. This was prompted by a number of factors, three of which are important for our purposes here: the aftermath of the First Vatican Council (1869–70) and its many unresolved ecclesiological issues; the ecumenical movement, conventionally dated to have begun in 1910 in Edinburgh at the World Mission Conference; and then the point of convergence of the two, viz. the Second Vatican Council (1962–5), which was enormously influential not just on the Catholic Church, but also on virtually every other Christian tradition in various ways, and on the ecumenical movement itself.

The twentieth century was the birthplace of the ecumenical movement, and one of the benefits of ecclesiological and ecumenical developments taking place more or less simultaneously is that scholarship on ecclesiological questions has been forced to move from its previous apologetic and defensive postures to a much more open and engaging mode of inquiry. Christians have come to realize that they can no longer grapple with such questions alone; ecclesiological questions are also ipso facto ecumenical questions: to ask about the nature of the church is inexorably also to ask about who is part of the church and how to understand the manifest divisions in the church. Today, then, ecclesiologists and ecumenists—Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox—necessarily work together in overlapping fields, learning much from each other’s traditions, strengthening the internal life of their own tradition, and of course continuing the search for Christian unity. In what follows, we briefly review the achievements and major developments of contemporary ecumenical ecclesiology before examining some outstanding issues requiring resolution in the years ahead.

Ecumenical Ecclesiology: A Brief History

If there had been no other development in the last century than an abandonment of previously triumphalistic and apologetical approaches to ecclesiology, that would have been no small thing. Gone from almost all Christians today is the previous posture described by the Polish ecclesiologist Wacław Hryniewicz as ‘soteriological exclusivism’ (Hryniewicz 2007: 225). That view—examples of which may be seen in the 1848 encyclical of the Eastern Orthodox patriarchs (Eastern Patriarchs 1848) responding to Pope Pius IX’s inaugural encyclical letter, in the encyclical of Pope Pius XI, Mortalium Animos (Pope Pius XI 1928), and in the encyclical of Pope Pius XII, Mystici Corporis (Pope Pius XII 1943)—posited that one’s own church or ecclesial communion was the ‘one true church’ and that it, alone, was the ‘one, holy, catholic, and apostolic’ church of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan symbol of faith. All other Christian bodies, according to this position, were counterfeits which must be abandoned, for salvation could be found only in the ‘one true church’. Thus, well into the twentieth century—until Vatican II for Catholics—it was common to speak of an ‘ecumenism of return’. However, that model has now been widely rejected by most Christians, notably, for Catholics, by Cardinal Edward Idris Cassidy as president of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (Cassidy 2005), and even more forcefully by Pope Benedict XVI when he said that ‘unity does not mean what could be called ecumenism of the return: that is, to deny and to reject one’s own faith history. Absolutely not!’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2005).

The posture of exclusivism and return began to change under the influence of the landmark ecumenical-ecclesiological event of the twentieth century, the Second Vatican Council, convoked, as Pope John XXIII made clear, largely to deal with the problem of Christian division, which he began to address even before the council by the creation in 1960 of a curial body known then as the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity. As Vatican II was getting under way, the Orthodox historian John Meyendorff rightly observed that ‘the issue of ecclesiology, and not minor liturgical and administrative adjustments, or even ecumenical statements, will finally solve the problem of Christian unity’ (Meyendorff 1963: 166). Widely regarded as marking the official entry of the Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement, the council proved to be profoundly influential on Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox.

The centrepiece of Vatican II was its dogmatic constitution on the church, Lumen Gentium (Second Vatican Council 1964a; hereafter LG), which provides an abundance of images for the church: inter alia a sheepfold, vineyard, mother, temple of the Spirit, the body of Christ, and people of God (LG, nn. 4, 6, 7, 9). This cornucopia of images should not obscure the three central components of the council’s ecclesiological vision. First (and it occurs first in the text) is an extended reflection on the church as born in the world with the incarnation of Christ who, in the power of the Holy Spirit, came to fulfil the Father’s desire to draw all people to himself. The church is thus Trinitarian (LG, 2–4). Second, the church is sacramental, functioning as ‘a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human race’ (LG, 1). The church fulfils this role precisely in and through the sacraments, above all the Eucharist, which LG famously called ‘the fount and apex of the whole Christian life’ (LG, 11). Third, the church is the people of God, made holy in baptism as a chosen race and royal priesthood (LG, 9–17), themes that are developed in the document significantly before its treatment of episcopal and papal power (LG, 18–29). The latter doctrine on the episcopacy and its relationship to the papacy was an attempt to complete what was left unfinished in the dogmatic constitution, Pastor Aeternus (1870), of Vatican I, which was suspended sine die at the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870.

Lumen Gentium was promulgated on the same day as two other equally important documents of Vatican II: Orientalium Ecclesiarum (Second Vatican Council 1964b; hereafter OE) and Unitatis Redintegratio (Second Vatican Council 1964c; hereafter UR) (DeVille 2017). The first treats the Catholic Eastern Churches and their relations with the church of Rome and the second deals broadly with ecumenism. All three conciliar documents thus treat ecclesiological questions, and they must be interpreted together.

UR began in a confessional mode by acknowledging the scandal of division, and noting that one of the prime concerns of the council was the restoration of Christian unity (UR, n. 1). It treated the history of Christian divisions, acknowledging for the first time in a significant way that ‘often enough, men of both sides were to blame’ (UR, 3). Division was thus not caused simply by contumacious ‘schismatics’ and ‘heretics’ departing from Roman obedience. Such language was thereafter abandoned by the Catholic Church, which adopted a new tone, saying of non-Catholics that ‘the Catholic Church embraces…them as brothers, with respect and affection’ (UR, 3). The council used language that has remained influential and prominent down to the present day: all ‘who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect’ (UR, 3). Rather than condemning other Christians for whatever they may lack, UR noted that Catholics should more profitably spend their time praying ‘for the grace to be genuinely self-denying, humble, gentle in the service of others’ (UR, 7), and should recognize that ‘their primary duty is to make a careful and honest appraisal of whatever needs to be done or renewed in the Catholic household itself, in order that its life may bear witness more clearly and faithfully to the teachings and institutions which have come to it from Christ through the Apostles’ (UR, 4). This ongoing process of conversion was called ‘spiritual ecumenism’ (UR, 8), and UR thus noted the importance of prayer, not excluding the previously reprobated practice of prayer in common. At the same time, it issued a caution, saying that ‘worship in common (communicatio in sacris) is not to be considered as a means to be used indiscriminately for the restoration of Christian unity’ (UR, 8). In addition to prayer, UR referred briefly to matters psychological (UR, 9), saying that Christians must learn to understand each other’s mindsets; to matters historical (UR, 10), saying that one must not engage in what the great Byzantine liturgical historian Robert Taft has called ‘confessional propaganda’ masquerading as church history (Taft 1996: 202); and finally it noted that ‘in Catholic doctrine there exists a “hierarchy” of truths, since they vary in their relation to the fundamental Christian faith’ (UR, 11)—a very significant phrase still debated today.

For its part, Orientalium Ecclesiarum treated the Catholic Eastern Churches, but through them and beyond them was also concerned with relations with the Eastern Orthodox Churches. Eastern Catholics were exhorted (OE, n. 6) to strive to overcome whatever Latinization of their traditions may have occurred for whatever reason, thereby demonstrating to the Orthodox that being in communion with Rome does not entail abandoning Eastern traditions under the presumed superiority of Latin liturgical usages, an idea which was famously formulated as the praestantia ritus latini in Pope Benedict XIV’s bull Etsi pastoralis (1742).

Beyond liturgical renewal—which included restoration of the proper order of the three sacraments of initiation (OE, 12–14) and seeking a common date for the celebration of Easter (OE, 20)—OE was especially concerned with the ‘rights and privileges’ of the office of patriarch (OE, 9), even though it ended up in OE 9 and 11 interpreting (and so distorting) the patriarchal office through a papal lens (Schmemann 1966). After this concern with Eastern Catholic ecclesial realities, the document ended by noting that it is permissible to practise sacramental sharing in some circumstances: penance, the Eucharist, and anointing are to be made available by Catholic ministers to Orthodox who request them, and Catholics are permitted to ask the same of Orthodox clergy in certain circumstances (OE, 27). Wider application of communicatio in sacris was not ruled out (OE, 29).

These three documents—together with the others of the council—had a profound impact on all Christians and on their relationships to one another, leading, inter alia, to: regular prayer in common and also a common lectionary for many Western Christians whose liturgical rites were reformed following the pattern of reforms to the Roman Missal in 1970; regular cooperation and work on social and moral issues; regular membership in national, regional, and international ecumenical bodies, including the World Council of Churches (WCC); and regular bilateral and multilateral dialogues, resulting in many agreed statements. Of those various dialogues, the one that has had pride of place for the Catholic Church is the dialogue with the Eastern Orthodox Churches. That dialogue, which began at the international level in 1979, issued several statements on ecclesiology in the 1980s (RC-O 1982, 1987, 1988), and then in 2007 the Ravenna document (RC-O 2007), followed in 2016 by the Chieti document (RC-O 2016).

The Catholic orientation towards Orthodoxy was not, however, at the expense of relations with the Western traditions, above all with the Anglican Communion. The Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) has produced a number of landmark documents on ecclesiological themes, not least its 1991 statement on The Church as Communion (A-RC 1991), and perhaps even more so the surprisingly forthright 1999 statement on The Gift of Authority, which inched beyond the general nature of many ecumenical statements towards an initial grappling with some of the practical implications of living with papal authority (A-RC 1999: nn. 60–62).

More recently, the international Catholic–Oriental Orthodox dialogue has produced a noteworthy statement entitled Nature, Constitution, and Mission of the Church (C-OO 2009). Both Catholics and Eastern Orthodox have continued their respective dialogues with Oriental Orthodoxy on the Christological questions which occasioned the first major division among Christians in the aftermath of the Council of Chalcedon in 451. Today there is clear if limited consensus that the Assyrian and Oriental Orthodox Churches hold to a Christology compatible with Chalcedon, even though there is, sadly, no move towards restoring full communion (Yossa 2009).

On a wider scale, multilateral dialogues on ecclesiological questions began almost immediately after the founding of the WCC in 1948. In the well-known Toronto Statement on ‘The Church, the Churches and the World Council of Churches’ (WCC 1950), the WCC grappled not only with the nature of the church as a whole but with the nature of the WCC, and with what responsibility the WCC had in bringing about the unity of the church without supplanting the church’s authority. The Toronto Statement was marked by what could perhaps be called a certain apophatic approach, a reluctance to state ecclesiological principles too forcefully or rigorously; but the WCC has been unable to avoid revisiting these questions over the years, issuing statements on ecclesiology at most of its major assemblies. The most recent and significant WCC statement on ecclesiology was the 2013 ‘convergence document’ produced by the WCC’s Faith and Order Commission, entitled The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order 2013; hereafter CTCV).

That document was useful in two ways: first, it went as far as possible in showing (without overlooking or overstating divisions) where all traditions agree on ecclesiological questions. At the same time, it posed a series of questions to those same traditions, challenging them to think further about issues which still prove divisive, including perhaps the biggest: the possibility of a universal ministry of unity (CTCV, nn. 55–57). While reading the document may give one a sense of how much work remains to be done, it also provides a helpful historical timeline, indicating the progress made on ecclesiological questions from early meetings and tentative statements beginning in 1927 and continuing through the decades to the 1990s and many meetings between 2006 and 2012. The document is also noteworthy insofar as it had extensive participation by representatives of the Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant traditions. Worthy of particular mention is the fact that the very process of working ecumenically on documents devoted to the church occasioned an intense and deepened ecclesiological reflection on the part of Orthodoxy, especially amid the turmoil provoked by the adoption of the text on ‘The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling’ (WCC 1991) by the Seventh Assembly of the WCC in 1991 in Canberra, Australia. That has been both internally useful to Orthodoxy and also helpful to the WCC.

Current Issues and Challenges

Notwithstanding the influence and achievements of Vatican II, new hurdles have arisen, old issues have proved more intractable than many expected in the heady post-conciliar days, and the goal of Christian unity, which some thought achievable by the end of the 1970s, has continued to prove elusive. Indeed, by the 1990s it became common to speak of an ‘ecumenical winter’, especially in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. As one Orthodox put it: ‘when the communists were in control, we had to be ecumenical. Now we can be Orthodox’ (Erickson 2001: 130).

In addition, new challenges have emerged on moral questions, presenting new opportunities for unprecedented division between Christians even within the same church. Many of these problems are not prima facie ‘ecclesiological’—e.g. questions about sexuality and gender—and yet they do often raise very considerable ecclesiological questions, as both the ordination of women and the recognition of same-sex relationships in some churches—perhaps most obviously in the Anglican Communion—make clear.

While on the surface many Christians seem to be moving further apart over these moral issues, the real sources of these fresh divisions are deeper still, involving fundamental questions about divine revelation and the ecclesial authority to interpret and apply it today. Two broad challenges, in particular, continue to present acute problems for Christians of all traditions: the nature of ‘communion’; and the nature, exercise, and geographical scope of authority, especially beyond the old boundaries and sees of the first millennium.

The Nature of ‘Communion’

Today, given the failure of the post-conciliar hope for full structural unity between churches, many instead speak only of deepening degrees of ‘communion’, founded on the widespread recognition of baptism. But of what does communion consist? Can one be in communion with another while disagreeing fundamentally on major moral or theological issues? Can one party unilaterally declare itself out of communion with another party which does not wish to be thus divided? Can one be in a situation of ‘imperfect’ communion, and if so what, sacramentally, does that entail? And what, moreover, is the theological understanding of these various degrees and understandings of communion?

In order to address situations of ‘impaired communion’ within the Anglican Communion, there have been proposals for an Anglican Covenant that would specify who is and is not a member of the Communion, and who does or does not enjoy ‘full’ communion, based on adherence to certain doctrinal standards that historically Anglicanism has left relatively undefined (Anglican Communion 2006). The question of the nature of communion has also arisen, albeit in a different form, in the context of relations between Catholics and Orthodox at least since 1965, when Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras lifted the mutual excommunications pronounced by their predecessors in 1054. As modern historical research has revealed (Chadwick 2005; Louth 2007), those dolorous events did not constitute a complete rupture, either in intention or in consequence. There were, for example, many examples of communicatio in sacris between Catholics and Orthodox down through the ages and well into the twentieth century (Ware 1964: 17–22). De facto, however, it was assumed that Catholics and Orthodox were no longer in full communion with one another, and that is still the official view today. But with the excommunications lifted, how ought one to describe the situation that now obtains between Catholics and Orthodox? In an important essay addressing precisely this question, the Orthodox theologian David Bentley Hart presses further the point:

if communion has never truly wholly ceased, how can we actually identify the moment, the cause, or in fact the possibility of that division?…This is not a moral question—how do we dare to remain disunited?—but a purely canonical one: are we sure that we are? For, if not, then our division is simply sin, a habit of desire and thought that feeds upon nothing but its own perverse passions and immanent logic, a fiction of the will, and obedience to a lie. (Hart 2008: 106)

Communion is not merely a canonical or sacramental issue among Catholics and Orthodox, nor just a practical one among Anglicans and others in North America and elsewhere. It is a deeply theological and anthropological problem, as one of the most influential books of recent decades has made clear. In his landmark study, Being as Communion, the Greek Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas opened a wide-ranging discussion among all Christians, East and West, that is still far from finished. He posed the question of the nature of communion not merely within the church, but also among the persons of the Trinity. Indeed, Zizioulas began to develop what could be called an ecclesial metaphysics: ‘the Church is not simply an institution. She is a “mode of existence”, a way of being’ (Zizioulas 1985: 15; italics in original). This way of being is not ‘a relationship understood for its own sake, an existential structure which supplants “nature” or “substance”…“communion” does not exist by itself: it is the Father who is the “cause” of it’ (Zizioulas 1985: 17; italics in original). Communion is thus the very nature both of God and also of the human person, created in God’s image. Both can only fully, freely, and properly be said to exist in relationship: ‘communion is an ontological category’ (Zizioulas 1985: 17). What brings both divine and human being together in communion with one another is precisely the Eucharist, which itself must be more fully understood to be not simply a sacramental sign or thing, or even simply an event. The Eucharist itself is an ‘ontological category’ calling the church into being and sustaining her (Zizioulas 1985: 17; compare LG 11, already seen).

This ecclesiology of the Eucharist or communion—the phrases are often used interchangeably, though Radu Bordeianu suggests they are not synonymous (Bordeianu 2011)—began to emerge in Roman Catholic circles at Vatican II, thanks in part to the ressourcement pioneered by Jesuits like Henri de Lubac (de Lubac 1999; McPartlan 2006) and Dominicans such as Yves Congar (Koskela 2008; Oelrich 2011), and, later, Jean-Marie Roger Tillard (Tillard 1992, 2001). The council was also aided in its reflections by drawing on the Orthodox pioneer of eucharistic ecclesiology, Nicholas Afanasiev (Afanassieff 1992, Afanasiev 2003, 2007), whose name appears in the notes of the schemata (draft texts) that eventually became Lumen Gentium.

Though hugely influential, Zizioulas’s work (see also Zizioulas 2006) has aroused a good deal of debate about the nature of the human person, about the persons of the Trinity, about relations between the persons, about the notions of freedom and ‘otherness’, and about the influence of modern philosophy—especially existentialism—on Zizioulas’s reading of the Cappadocians in particular (Turcescu 2002; Papanikolaou 2004). One thing is clear from his work, and the ongoing debate it has engendered: questions of ecumenism and ecclesiology today must not only be treated together, but must be treated in an explicitly eucharistic and Trinitarian manner and context, an emphasis already clear in the first agreed statement of the international Roman Catholic–Orthodox dialogue, which nicely links the Triadological, sacramental, and institutional:

the church finds its model, its origin and its purpose in the mystery of God, one in three persons. Further still, the eucharist thus understood in the light of the Trinitarian mystery is the criterion for functioning of the life of the church as a whole. The institutional elements should be nothing but a visible reflection of the reality of the mystery. (RC-O 1982: II.1)

Today, then, the post-conciliar vision of institutional-structural unity, while not abandoned by most, has given way to a richer and more complex reflection on an ontology of communion.

Authority and Territory

Jockeying for position has bedevilled Christians since the time of Christ (Matt. 20: 20–28). St Paul confronts this, insisting that in the church ‘all things should be done decently and in order’ (1 Cor. 14:40). The issue continues today, for example in the context of recent Anglican controversies. Since 2003, Anglican bishops from Africa and Latin America have come to North America to offer the sacraments of confirmation and holy orders even though the Anglican Church of Canada and the Episcopal Church in the United States of America (ECUSA) claim that continent as their own exclusive territory. Neither wishes Anglican hierarchs from elsewhere even to visit, much less confer sacraments, without their prior permission. But those visits continue, notwithstanding that the first seven Ecumenical Councils of the first millennium, recognized by Christians both East and West, insisted inter alia on there being only one bishop to one city; strict respect of rural, urban, diocesan, metropolitical, and provincial (later, patriarchal) boundaries; and no outside interference by a non-residential bishop unless the latter was invited by the local bishop. Additionally, the Councils of Antioch (c.327), Sardica (c.343), and Carthage (419) were all very strict on matters of order: a bishop may not ordain outside his diocese without permission and may not even stay in another’s city for more than three weeks unless he is driven by persecution from his own see or else has the permission of the local bishop.

These canons run counter to the reality of today’s world, where Christians of all traditions, eastern and western, are living in each other’s territories—an inexorable reality that is not going to change. As a result, Catholics, Orthodox, and Anglicans have bishops in and sometimes of territories that historically have been dominated by other traditions: e.g. Anglicans in Paris; Russian Orthodox in Vienna; Greek Orthodox in Oxford; Roman Catholics in Moscow, to say nothing of the so-called New World, where the jurisdictional situation is even more complicated. Thus, for example, Catholics and Orthodox have multiple overlapping bishops in places such as New York. There are at least three Catholic bishops (one Latin, two Eastern) claiming Chicago as their see-city; Catholic and Orthodox bishops in overlapping jurisdictions in Ukraine; five patriarchs (both Catholic and Orthodox) claiming Antioch as part of their title; and many Orthodox bishops in overlapping jurisdictions all over North America.

This issue became acute in the 1990s after the fall of the Soviet Union, and the resurrection of Catholic Eastern Churches in Romania and Ukraine especially. This so-called uniate problem (a term most ecumenists avoid as pejorative) (Taft 2000) has settled somewhat in recent years, and the international Roman Catholic–Orthodox dialogue, which nearly collapsed under the strain of this issue, has been productively meeting again since 2005. Nonetheless, the problems of overlapping jurisdiction (itself a notoriously ambiguous and difficult term) (Alberigo 1976), of how to designate ‘canonical territory’ today (and whether the concept should not be abandoned), and of whether and how to return to the practice of one bishop in one city remain extremely complicated and have not yet been resolved adequately by any church or ecumenical dialogue. Recent attempts (see, for instance, Oeldemann 2008) have helped to describe, in a non-anachronistic way free from the taint of modern nationalism, the problem of ‘canonical territory’, but a satisfactory and widely acceptable way forward through the thicket of issues raised by this notion has not yet been found.

It seems that a renewed application of the ‘principle of accommodation’, famously described by Francis Dvornik, may offer a way forward (Dvornik 1966: 27–39). That principle was used by the early church in establishing structures that more or less conformed to extant imperial structures and urban centres of the Roman Empire. The very language that Christians adopted—diocese, province, metropolitinate, and cognates—was all borrowed from the empire. That Rome ended up as the ‘first see’ was partially a result of the fact that it was, quite simply, the imperial capital as well as the place of the martyrdom of Saints Peter and Paul. A similar political logic eventually dictated that New Rome or Constantinople be given second place in the patriarchal order or ‘taxis’ once the capital was transferred there in May 330; the remaining three centres in the so-called pentarchy (Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem) were so ordered in part because they were large and important cities (Alexandria and Antioch especially, with Jerusalem something of an afterthought). If Christians in the first several centuries of the church’s life could make use of such a practical approach to ecclesial structures and ‘canonical territory’, could not the underlying principle be used again today as Christians accommodate themselves to a world in which the old boundaries are long gone, many ancient centres are virtually extinct (e.g. Antioch, largely due to the consequences of the 2003 Iraq war) or no longer have a substantial Christian population (e.g. Constantinople), and in which Christians of all traditions live side by side, many in massive multicultural, multi-ecclesial metropolises whose magnitude was inconceivable in the antique world?

What would new applications of the principle of accommodation look like today (see DeVille 2011)? Though it is too early to tell whether they will prove to be successful, two recent developments in the Catholic and Orthodox Churches suggest a willingness to grapple anew with these problems, accommodating, at least in part, ecclesial structures to the geopolitical and ecumenical realities of the early twenty-first century. In recent years, both Orthodox and Catholics have taken steps to establish new ecclesial structures that seem to involve a new understanding of territory. On the Catholic side, Rome announced in 2009 the creation of ‘ordinariates’ for communities of Anglicans who have approached the Catholic Church asking for means to enter into full communion while also retaining aspects—chiefly liturgical—of what Pope Paul VI in 1970 called ‘the worthy patrimony of piety and usage proper to the Anglican Church’ (quoted in A-RC 1981: n. 22). These structures are very similar to the ‘personal prelature’ of Opus Dei, and even more so to the military ordinariates of the Catholic Church established in 1986 (Huels 2010). While having many similarities to traditional geographical-residential dioceses, ordinariates are composed of ‘members’ who may in fact be spread over many dioceses across a given country. The head or ‘ordinary’ has quasi-episcopal authority, but it is clearly limited, not least by being vicarious and entirely delegated from the pope. The ordinariates also have other restrictions and anomalies, suggesting that they are a first attempt, subject to future modification, to deal with a new ecumenical and ecclesiological situation.

Among the Orthodox, there has been the start of what is collectively referred to as the Chambésy process, whose goal is to find ‘a solution to the problem of the canonical organization of the Orthodox Diaspora, in accordance with the ecclesiology, canonical tradition and practice of the Orthodox Church’ (Chambésy 2009). The Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church that took place in Crete in June 2016, after many years of waiting (Arjakovsky 2011), duly endorsed a document on ‘The Orthodox Diaspora’ proposing the creation of ‘episcopal assemblies’ in thirteen regions around the world as a transitional measure to aid in ‘manifesting the unity of Orthodoxy, the development of common action…to address the pastoral needs of Orthodox living in the region, a common representation of all Orthodox vis-à-vis other faiths and the wider society in the region, [and] the cultivation of theological scholarship and ecclesiastical education’ (Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016, 2c). The process is complicated by the fact that several Orthodox Churches (including the largest of them, the Russian) did not attend the council. Ultimately, however, it seems clear that neither the Catholic Church nor the Orthodox Church will be able to resolve these issues without full unity between them and fresh discussion at a council of union where new lines of jurisdiction can be drawn up by all and for all.

Central to both of the foregoing issues is the problem of authority, a problem that has afflicted Christianity from the beginning, and become more acute in the last two centuries. This, broadly understood, was the central problem that drove East and West apart in the eleventh century, further divided the western church in the sixteenth century, and became more acute in the nineteenth century with the decrees of Vatican I on papal primacy and infallibility. The twentieth century brought a growing awareness that the problem of authority, particularly papal authority, was a central issue. In an address to the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity on 28 April 1967, Pope Paul VI frankly acknowledged that the papacy was ‘undoubtedly the gravest obstacle on the path of ecumenism’ (Pope Paul VI 1967). In his 1995 encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint, Pope John Paul II went so far as to request that other Christians help him reconceive the exercise of papal authority:

as Bishop of Rome I am…convinced that I have a particular responsibility in…acknowledging the ecumenical aspirations of the majority of the Christian Communities and in heeding the request made of me to find a way of exercising the primacy which, while in no way renouncing what is essential to its mission, is nonetheless open to a new situation…

This is an immense task, which we cannot refuse and which I cannot carry out by myself. Could not the real but imperfect communion existing between us persuade Church leaders and their theologians to engage with me in a patient and fraternal dialogue on this subject, a dialogue in which, leaving useless controversies behind, we could listen to one another, keeping before us only the will of Christ for his Church and allowing ourselves to be deeply moved by his plea ‘that they may all be one…so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ (Jn 17:21)?

(Pope John Paul II 1995: nn. 95–96)

This wholly unprecedented request (DeVille 2011) generated an enormous number of responses from western Christians, and a considerable number from Orthodox theologians as well. The encyclical was followed four years later by a fulsome appreciation of authority in the ARCIC agreed statement on The Gift of Authority (A-RC 1999), the third document on this topic issued by ARCIC over a twenty-year period. As already mentioned, that document came to the clear consensus that some primatial leadership exercised by the bishop of Rome not only was an undeniable historical fact in the western church before the sixteenth century but remains a necessary and desirable goal for a united church in which Anglicans and Roman Catholics are again in full communion. But the precise nature of that primacy remains to be articulated, and agreement on the mechanics of primacy is likely to be difficult.

The agreed statements produced by the international Roman Catholic–Orthodox dialogue during the same period were leading towards a treatment of papal authority, a topic finally broached in the landmark Ravenna document of 2007. That statement was a significant milestone on the long road of Catholic–Orthodox dialogue, marking considerable progress but also prompting objections, especially from the Russian Orthodox Church. The discussion since Ravenna has been amplified and aided by the 2016 Chieti document from the same dialogue. The document is particularly important for a claim made in the final clause of the ante-penultimate paragraph. The brevity of this claim perhaps hides its potentially far-reaching implications, which remain to be worked out, namely that in the first millennium ‘the bishop of Rome did not exercise canonical authority over the churches of the East’ (RC-O 2016: n. 19). If that claim is sustained in further dialogue and officially agreed by both sides, it may well offer a way to move beyond the stumbling block set up by Vatican I’s claim that the pope has universal jurisdiction.

The decade from Ravenna to Chieti also opened up an intra-Orthodox discussion and disagreement regarding understandings of regional authority, especially that exercised by the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in the so-called new lands of North America and Australasia (DeVille 2008). The Russian Orthodox Church argues for a very tightly circumscribed role on the part of Constantinople, while the latter, perhaps not surprisingly, takes a much more expansive view of its own powers and has tried to assert them wherever possible, for example taking the lead in creating the Orthodox episcopal assemblies already mentioned.

Any discussion of authority will have to grapple with very practical issues that no official dialogue has yet begun to address. Here all traditions have ‘gifts’ to offer each other (O’Gara 1998) and much to learn from each other (Murray 2008). Almost all Anglicans and Orthodox, for example, have traditions of regional and dispersed authority exercised in a strongly synodical fashion, while Catholics, at least in the latter half of the second millennium, have instead had an increasingly strongly centralized and universal authority in the papacy. Most Anglicans and Orthodox, in official dialogue with the Catholic Church at least, have admitted their need for some form of the central primacy that the papacy exercises, while for their part many Catholics, beginning in 1965 with Pope Paul VI, have confessed an awareness of the importance of more synodal institutions and practices in the Catholic Church (Pope Paul VI 1965; Pope Francis 2015). Is a synthesis possible between a strong regional synodality and a strong central-universal primacy? That remains a very great ecumenical desideratum (DeVille 2011).

Many practical concerns centre on the powers of the papacy and of the institutions connected to it, including the Roman curia, whose various bodies exercise a delegated authority that many other Christians (and not a few Catholics: see Lacey and Oakley 2011) find problematic, not least because it sometimes seems to conflict with regional-episcopal authority. The issue of synodality will have to be tackled along with questions of regional and international structures. Perhaps no issue is as central as the appointment of hierarchs and their authority vis-à-vis each other and especially the bishop of Rome. The current Roman monopoly on appointing all the Latin bishops in the world, and many Eastern Catholic bishops, is an extremely novel and recent practice, dating only to the end of the nineteenth century and lacking serious theological, let alone historical, justification (DeVille 2007). Anglicans and especially Orthodox have a long history of involving other bishops in electoral synods, and to some degree both churches have lay involvement in electing bishops and patriarchs (see DeVille 2011 for Orthodox structures and electoral practices). Roman Catholic practice since the start of the second millennium has increasingly tried to eliminate local, and especially lay, involvement in appointments to ecclesial office, often for very good reason (e.g. the Investiture Crisis). However there is an earlier history of local and lay involvement, perhaps best encapsulated by Pope Celestine I (422–32): ‘The one who is to be head over all should be elected by all. No one should be made a bishop over the unwilling’ (O’Callahan 2007: 27). The Orthodox are clear that a precondition for unity would be an ending of the Roman monopoly on appointments, and indisputable evidence that Rome does indeed consider herself bound by what Vatican II said: ‘To remove, then, all shadow of doubt, this holy Council solemnly declares that the Churches of the East, while remembering the necessary unity of the whole Church, have the power to govern themselves’ (UR, n. 16).

Beyond these practical issues, there remains the overarching cultural problematic of authority in general, and ecclesial authority in particular. Various crises—chiefly sexual and financial—in Orthodox and Catholic circles in recent decades have seriously eroded claims to authority on the part of bishops, especially in the western world. It remains for them, and for the institutions of which they are a part, to begin the painstaking process of re-establishing credibility, so that it can again be believably said of them as Jesus said of the Apostles: ‘He who hears you hears me’ (Luke 10:16; see LG, n. 20).

Where Do We Go from Here?

In addition to the above challenges facing all Christians, there are other issues still in need of greater elaboration and resolution. These include, at a more theoretical level, the challenge (see Haight and Nieman 2009) of understanding the relationship between ecclesiology and congregational life—or, put more simply, the challenge, first articulated in the late 1950s by the Orthodox theologian Alexander Schmemann (Schmemann n.d.), posed by the advent of the parish, which marks a departure from the earliest understandings and practices of ecclesial community in both East and West. Finally, at a denominational level, there remain several more particular challenges: for Eastern Christians, the ongoing challenge of nationalism and ethnicity (Buciora 2001; Galadza 2008); for some Protestants, especially Pentecostals and evangelicals (Bolt 2004), the challenge of actually conceiving a coherent theology of the church, and the challenge, seen particularly in the United States, posed by so-called mega-churches (Doerksen 2010; Mims 2010; Wilson 2010). For all the extraordinary progress in the ecumenical movement in the twentieth century, and for all the developments in ecclesiology at the same time, great challenges lie ahead in our own time, and much work remains to be done so that the splendour of the church can indeed be seen not only in her unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity, but also in her universal sacramentality ‘simultaneously manifesting and exercising the mystery of God’s love’ (Second Vatican Council 1965: n. 45).
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Chapter 16

Baptism


Susan K. Wood




Introduction

Although substantial convergences on the theology and practice of baptism exist among various Christian traditions, not a single point remains uncontested by one group or another. While most share substantial agreement on the manner and once-for-all character of baptism, disagreement exists on whether baptism in certain traditions is truly baptism. Most Baptists do not regard infant baptism as being baptism at all, and so do not regard later adult baptism of those baptized in infancy as a repetition of baptism. From an entirely different perspective, some Orthodox have baptized Catholic converts to Orthodoxy, believing that sacraments can only be validly administered by the true church—that is, the Orthodox Church.

Most traditions agree that baptism is administered with water and the words ‘I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit’, although this does not exclude a variation of words in the Eastern liturgies where the catechumen turns towards the East and the priest says: ‘The servant of God, N., is baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’ Even the traditional invocation of the Trinity as Father, Son, and Spirit is contested today when some ministers change it to gender-neutral language such as ‘creator, redeemer, sanctifier’. In 2008, the Catholic Church’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), with the approval of Pope Benedict XVI, declared the formulas, ‘I baptize you in the name of the Creator, and of the Redeemer, and of the Sanctifier’ and ‘in the name of the Creator, and of the Liberator, and of the Sustainer’ to be invalid, and required persons baptized with those formulas to be baptized ‘in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the the Holy Spirit’ in forma absoluta, that is, with no conditional acknowledgement of the previous ceremony (CDF 2008).

Most traditions practise water baptism either by immersion or by effusion (pouring water so that it flows over the candidate’s head). However, Quakers emphasize the activity of the Holy Spirit and reject water baptism (Scott 2008: 81–88). The Salvation Army considers its ‘enrolment’ or ‘swearing-in’ procedure for Salvation Army membership as equivalent to water baptism (Robinson 2008: 173–180). Many traditions agree that immersion in water is the mode that is most expressive of the meaning of baptism, signifying participation in the death and resurrection of Christ, even if they do not require it. Baptism by effusion was practised by General Baptists from 1609 until approximately 1630, and even today many Baptists, while regarding immersion as the normative practice, still recognize the baptism by effusion of a believing disciple.

The major ecumenical convergence document on baptism is Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), published by the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1982. The text presents a theology of baptism in ten paragraphs under three headings: ‘The Institution of Baptism’; ‘The Meaning of Baptism’; and ‘Baptism and Faith’. ‘The Meaning of Baptism’ includes paragraphs on participation in Christ’s death and resurrection; conversion, pardoning, and cleansing; the gift of the Spirit; incorporation into the body of Christ; and the sign of the kingdom. Convergence is principally achieved through reference to biblical texts citing the origin of baptism in the dominical command (Matt. 28:18–20) and its meaning as ‘participation in Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:12); a washing away of sin (1 Cor. 6:11); a new birth (John 3:5); an enlightenment by Christ (Eph. 5:14); a re-clothing in Christ (Gal. 3:27); a renewal by the Spirit (Titus 3:5); the experience of salvation from the flood (1 Pet. 3:20–21); an exodus from bondage (1 Cor. 10:1–2) and a liberation into a new humanity in which barriers of division whether of sex or race or social status are transcended (Gal. 3:27–28; 1 Cor. 12:13)’ (Faith and Order 1982, Baptism, n. 2).

Faith is required for the reception of the salvation embodied in baptism (Faith and Order 1982, Baptism, n. 8) and baptism ‘implies confession of sin and conversion of heart’ (n. 4). Baptism brings Christians ‘into union with Christ, with each other and with the Church of every time and place’ (n. 6) and ‘gives participation in the community of the Holy Spirit’ (n. 7), who is ‘at work in the lives of people before, in and after their baptism’ (n. 5). The baptized receive a new ethical orientation (n. 4), and responsible membership in the body of Christ requires personal commitment (n. 8). The eschatological orientation of baptism is evident in the hope that in being buried with Christ and raised to a new life the baptized will ‘ultimately be one with him in a resurrection like his’ (n. 3), and in baptism’s anticipation of ‘the day when every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father’ (n. 7).

The union with Christ forged in baptism has important implications for Christian unity since there is ‘“one baptism, one God and Father of us all” (Eph. 4:4–6)’ (Faith and Order 1982, n. 6). Baptismal unity within the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church witnesses to the healing and reconciling love of God and calls the churches ‘to overcome their divisions and visibly manifest their fellowship’ (n. 6). As noted in the accompanying commentary to paragraph 6 of the text, ‘The inability of the churches mutually to recognize their various practices of baptism as sharing in the one baptism, and their actual dividedness in spite of mutual baptismal recognition, have given dramatic visibility to the broken witness of the Church.’ Thus, the need to recover baptismal unity is identified as being at the heart of the ecumenical task.

Attending to what is said and to what is left unsaid, a certain ambiguity can be discerned in the text with respect to the effect of baptism, on account of the text’s incorporation both of the language of sign and of verbs indicative of baptism effecting change in the baptized. The effects of baptism are described as ‘images’ rather than as realities occurring in baptism. For instance, the first sentence of the section on ‘The Meaning of Baptism’ says: ‘Baptism is the sign of new life through Jesus Christ’ (Faith and Order 1982, Baptism, n. 2). It refrains from saying something stronger, such as that baptism creates new life through Jesus Christ. Baptism is also ‘a sign of the Kingdom of God and of the life of the world to come’ (n. 7) and ‘a sign and seal of our common discipleship’ (n. 6). However, the document does speak of ‘participating in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ’ and of Christians being ‘immersed in the liberating death of Christ where their sins are buried, where the “old Adam” is crucified with Christ, and where the power of sin is broken’ (n. 3). It specifically calls baptism ‘an act of justification (Heb. 10:22; 1 Pet. 3:21; Acts 22:16; 1 Cor. 6:11)’ such that ‘those baptized are pardoned, cleansed and sanctified by Christ’ (n. 4).

While the text asserts that ‘Christians are brought into union with…the Church of every time and place’ through baptism (Faith and Order 1982, Baptism, n. 6), it says nothing about the relationship between actual church membership and baptism. It remains silent concerning the manner of baptism, the formula for baptism, and the age at which one should be baptized, although it speaks of the need for personal commitment for ‘responsible membership in the body of Christ’ (n. 8). The methodology of achieving convergence through the citation of biblical texts raises the possibility that divisions among Christians regarding baptism result not only from differing traditions of baptismal practice but also from differing interpretations of the Scriptures.

Baptism, Faith, and Justification

Major differences in the theology of baptism centre on the effect of baptism, specifically whether justification occurs through baptism, and if so how this is related to justification by faith. This includes the issue of whether or not conscious, adult faith is required for baptism, and thus whether the baptism of infants is truly baptism. Although the issues of disciple baptism and whether justification occurs within the baptismal event are interrelated, they do not exactly coincide, for some confessional groups would deny a justifying effect to baptism regardless of the faith which accompanies it, while other groups would attribute justification to baptism without explicit, adult faith.

Faith

All Christian traditions consider faith to be necessary for baptism. They disagree as to whether the faith of a disciple making a conscious and mature commitment, ready to share God’s mission in the world, is necessary, or whether the community can profess faith on behalf of an infant. For example, Baptists require that every baptism include a personal profession of faith by those being baptized and that the baptized be believing disciples, of an age to assume responsibility for bearing witness to the faith.

In the conversations between the Baptist World Alliance and Lutherans (1986–1989), Baptists declined ‘to regard the baptism of infants and baptism of adults as two forms of the same baptism’ (B-L 1990: n. 90). While the Lutherans claimed that ‘God’s gracious action in baptism remains valid even without faith’, Baptists asserted that they could not recognize a biblical foundation for ‘such an interpretation of baptism as a visible word of prevenient grace’ (nn. 39–40). Many Baptists understand baptism to be a sign of the benefits of salvation that have already been received. For them, baptism is an opportunity to profess faith in response to the gift of salvation that God has already given. While baptism may be a moment for receiving God’s blessing and for renewing faith, such Baptists do not understand this divine act as possessing any saving effect. Other Baptists, however, emphasize the extended nature of the process of initiation and of ‘being saved’ (see 1 Cor. 1:18) and so believe that Christians are drawn further into God through baptism, as part of a whole process of being transformed by the saving grace of God. Initiated by the grace of God, this process continues in conversion, profession of faith, and baptism. Although considering baptism to be part of a salvific process, these Baptists also hold baptism, as an isolated event, to be insufficient in and of itself for salvation (C-B 2010: n. 95).

The various Baptist views on the effects of baptism relate to how Baptists envisage the relationship between baptism and the work of the Spirit. Those for whom baptism is only a sign of a previous salvific event and who identify ‘baptism in the Spirit’ with that earlier moment of regeneration believe that Spirit-baptism must always precede the sign of water-baptism. Those Baptists who envisage baptism as part of a whole process of being saved think that baptism in water usually coincides with baptism in the Spirit. They understand ‘baptism in the Spirit’ to occur at the time of water-baptism and to be a deeper reception of the Spirit who has already been given at the moment of conversion.

Martin Luther (1483–1546), John Calvin (1509–1564), and Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) defended the practice of baptizing infants and engaged in polemics against the Anabaptists (who rejected it) with the argument that just as infants were not excluded from the covenant sign of circumcision, neither should they be excluded from baptism since they are already part of the covenant. At times, Luther argued that an infant can be capable of receiving faith as a gift from God (Huovinen 1997). As indicated by his 1528 sermon ‘On Baptism’, Luther also thought that Christians baptize on the basis of God’s command with the intent, hope, and prayer that the infant may believe (Luther 1959: 187). Calvin held that baptism is administered to infants not that they might become heirs of God, but because they are already reckoned as such by God. Infants are baptized because they are included in God’s covenant (Institutes of the Christian Religion IV, xvi, 5; Calvin 1960: 1327–1328).

Catholics, along with many traditions issuing from the Reformation, also believe that faith is necessary for baptism, but allow the community to profess faith for an infant if the parents indicate that it is their will that the child be baptized and if they have the intent to raise the child in the faith of the church. By its very nature, infant baptism requires a post-baptismal catechesis of instruction and growth in faith. The whole ecclesial community bears a responsibility for the nurturing of baptismal faith (Catholic Church 2000: nn. 1253–1255).

Christians generally agree that the act of baptism is an affirmation of faith in the triune God in whose name Christians are baptized. The rite of baptism includes a profession of faith in the triune God either by the person being baptized or by the parents and godparents. Baptism involves the faith of the community into whose faith a person is baptized—the community that directly supports the faith of its members. The act of being baptized in the midst of the public prayer of the church is a powerful sign that the baptized live out their faith in the context of the faith community that receives them. Regardless of the age at which one is baptized, the faith that one brings to baptism is not a mature one, but a faith that needs to grow and to develop. Even for traditions that baptize infants, baptism most fully expresses its meaning in the profession of faith by a believing disciple. The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, restored in the Catholic Church after the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) and subsequently also implemented in a number of Protestant traditions, witnesses to the normativity of adult faith for baptism, even though statistically more infants than adults may be baptized in those traditions (Catholic Church 1988).

Justification

Although baptismal practices have varied among ecclesial traditions, a major obstacle to the mutual recognition of baptism being the recognition of infant baptism by some traditions, the major divisive issue of the Protestant Reformation was the doctrine of justification. The relationship of baptism to justification received surprisingly little attention, perhaps due to the different historical contexts of the discussion of the respective issues. The sixteenth-century material on baptism refuted the Anabaptists, and resulted in an emphasis on the connection between word and water in the Lutheran documents, which assert, ‘Baptism is nothing other than God’s Word in the water, commanded by God’s institution, or, as Paul says, “washing by the Word”. Moreover, Augustine says, “Let the Word be added to the element, and a sacrament results”’ (Smalkald Articles, III, V; Kolb and Wengert 2000: 319–320). This material also supported infant baptism. Lutheran texts on justification engaged the polemic regarding faith and works rather the relationship between baptism and justification.

Two principal ecumenical issues remain: whether baptism justifies, and the relationship between the salvific character of baptism and justification by faith. Some traditions clearly teach that baptism is a justifying sacrament. Baptismal texts incorporate the language of ‘rebirth’, ‘new creation’, ‘rising’, or ‘resurrection’. The transformational language of regeneration and new birth was retained in the Lutheran baptismal liturgy in its initial form in 1523, in the more radical revision of it in 1526, and in the 2006 rite in Evangelical Lutheran Worship. However, in most cases the transformational language with respect to baptism has not transferred over to transformational language with respect to justification.

Baptism and justification are rarely associated with each other in Lutheran confessional documents. The word ‘justification’ does not occur in the texts dealing with baptism in either Luther’s Small Catechism or his Large Catechism, both published in 1529 (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 345–375, 377–480). Conversely, texts in the confessional writings on justification, such as ‘How a Person Is Justified and Concerning Good Works’, Article XIII of the Third Part of the Smalcald Articles (1537), contain no reference to baptism (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 325). Texts on baptism do not mention the words ‘righteous’ or ‘justification’, even though Article IX of the Augsburg Confession (1530), ‘Concerning Baptism’, affirms the necessity of baptism for salvation (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 43). One exception occurs in Article IV of Philip Melanchthon’s 1531 Apology of the Augsburg Confession, which states, ‘But those who are righteous have it as a gift, because after the washing [of baptism] they were justified’ (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 138). Within a discussion of intrinsic righteousness in his ‘Sermon on Threefold Righteousness’ (1518), Martin Luther identified baptism as conferring the righteousness of grace (Luther 1518). This position may have been modified in the more Reformed theology of justification of his 1519 sermon, ‘On Twofold Righteousness’, where first righteousness is the alien righteousness of Christ that is infused from outside, and the second, the Christian’s own righteousness, is the fruit of that first righteousness (Luther 1957). The third article of the Formula of Concord (1577) incorporates the teaching on twofold righteousness (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 494–497).

Reformed baptismal theology tends towards either a more Zwinglian or a more Calvinistic interpretation. Zwingli’s sacramental theology was formulated in opposition to Catholics, Luther and his followers, and the Anabaptists. He denied that sacraments are ‘signs of such a kind that, when they are applied to a man, the thing signified by the sacraments at once takes place within him’ (On True and False Religion, XV; Zwingli 1981: 183). For Zwingli, the Creator and the Spirit are not bound by the material agency of the sacraments: ‘What men can give is only outward baptism, either by external teaching or pouring or dipping in water.’ ‘[O]nly God can give the baptism of the Spirit…and he himself chooses how and when and to whom that baptism will be administered’ (Zwingli 1953: 133). For Zwingli, external baptism does not confer salvation, justify, wash away sin, or confirm faith.

Calvin upheld the objectivity of God’s promise, but did not want to detach it from faith. Thus he tried to steer a middle course between Catholics, who in his view conflated the reality and the sign, and Zwingli, who separated the sign from the reality it signified. For Calvin, baptism is a sign of the covenant and a seal of God’s promise to strengthen Christians’ faith and convey Christ to the believer. It is not a seal of one’s personal faith. Baptism is efficacious insofar as believers encounter Christ and his benefits in the sacrament. The effect consists in truly conveying the promise, that is, the Word, through the materiality of the sign: ‘any man is deceived who thinks anything more is conferred upon him through the sacraments than what is offered by God’s Word and received by him in true faith’ (Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV, xiv, 14; Calvin 1960: 1290). This effect, however, depends on the faith with which baptism is received and whether the person baptized is numbered among the elect. Sacraments do not bestow any grace of themselves, but their efficacy lies in God truly executing whatever he promises and represents in signs and in believers receiving the promise—offered through the material instrumentality of a sacramental sign—with faith (Institutes, IV, xiv, 17; Calvin 1960: 1292–1294). The cause of justification and the power of the Spirit are not enclosed within the elements of the sacrament, but the elements as sign and seal attest to the work of God as promised, a work only truly perceived and received in faith.

Baptism is mentioned in the third, fourth, and seventh of the sixteen chapters in the Decree on Justification (1547) of the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Baptism and justification effect an interior transformation in Christ. Christians are made righteous and interiorly healed of the wounds of sin. The Council speaks of being justified by being ‘reborn in Christ’ (chap. 3; Denzinger 2012: n. 1523). The transition from the state of the first Adam to adoption in grace through the Second Adam, Jesus Christ, is effected through the laver of regeneration or desire for it. The Council identifies baptism as the instrumental cause of justification and names it as ‘the “sacrament of faith”, without which [faith] no one has ever been justified’ (chap. 7; Denzinger 2012: n. 1529).

In Catholic doctrine, baptism is the instrumental cause of justification, the tool used by God for the work of justification. It would be false to say that ‘salvation is in the water’ or that baptism justifies apart from Christ, or that justification is the result of a human act. An instrumental cause cannot function apart from the justice of God by which believers are healed, the glory of God for which they are baptized, the merciful God who washes and sanctifies, or Jesus Christ who ‘merited for us justification by his most holy Passion on the wood of the cross and made satisfaction for us to God the Father’ (Denzinger 2012: n. 1529). The Catholic Church teaches that Christ is the principal actor in the sacraments and the one who baptizes through the ministrations of the church (Catholic Church 2000: n. 1127).

Protestant sacramental theology was generally directed against the scholastic teaching that the sacraments confer grace ex opere operato (literally, by the work done). Contrary to their suspicions, the concept of ex opere operato in no way intends a magical or mechanistic interpretation of sacramental efficacy apart from faith, but rather protects the objectivity and primacy of God’s own action in the sacrament with respect to the minister’s action, by assuring Christians of God’s sovereign and gratuitous intervention in the sacraments. The principle expresses that ‘the sacrament is not wrought by the righteousness of either the celebrant or the recipient, but by the power of God’ (Catholic Church 2000: n. 1128, quoting St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae III, 68, 8). In Catholic teaching, the reception of the grace of the sacrament depends on the disposition of the one receiving it, on the absence of obstacles to God’s grace, on the presence of faith, and on the minister’s intention to ‘do what the Church does’ (Catholic Church 2000: n. 1256) and to fulfil what is essential to each sacrament. God grants the gift, and human freedom accepts it by cooperating with God. The final effect of the sacraments in each person is always the result of a union between the objective and the subjective, the gift of God and the personal disposition of the receiver of the gift. The sacramental objectivity or sacramental efficacy ex opere operato does not cancel human freedom, but neither does the human response give objective validity to the sacraments, which would limit God’s freedom to act in the sacraments.

Ecumenical Achievements

The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ), signed on 31 October 1999 by representatives of the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church, and subsequently affirmed also by the World Methodist Council on 23 July 2006 and by the World Communion of Reformed Churches on 5 July 2017, represents a major ecumenical achievement and a basis for reconciling teaching on baptism with the doctrine of justification. The section on the biblical message of justification states that justification ‘occurs in the reception of the Holy Spirit in baptism and incorporation into the one body (Rom. 8:1f, 9f; 1 Cor. 12:12f)’ (L-C 1999: n. 11). A common confession asserts: ‘By the action of the Holy Spirit in baptism, [sinners] are granted the gift of salvation, which lays the basis for the whole Christian life’ (n. 25). A further significant passage occurs in the section on the justified as sinner: ‘Despite sin, the Christian is no longer separated from God, because in the daily return to baptism, the person who has been born anew by baptism and the Holy Spirit has this sin forgiven’ (n. 29). These texts reinforce the theology that baptism and justification are God’s action rather than being a human work of the church or a form of self-justification. The JDDJ connects the idea of justification as transformation with teaching on being justified and yet a sinner, the traditional Catholic claim of being ‘made’ righteous with the traditional Lutheran claim of being ‘declared’ righteous (L-C 1999, Appendix, ‘For 4.2’). It circumvents the traditional obstacles to agreement on the doctrine of justification by situating justification within the context of an interpersonal relationship with Christ established in baptism (L-C 1999: nn. 27, 38, and Appendix, ‘For 4.7’). The interior transformation in the justified person occurs as a result of their new identity as a Christian. The change in state of being is ultimately relational as the baptized person participates in a new communion of interrelationships with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

While the JDDJ represents a certain synthesis of the doctrine of baptism and the doctrine of justification, only Catholics, Lutherans, Methodists, and Reformed have ratified this document. Furthermore, the agreement is still only in the early stages of reception in terms of being included in catechetical materials, preaching, and the general life of the churches. Not much explicit attention has been given to the relationship between baptism and justification in the document. Thus it would be an exaggeration to say that it resolves the issue of the relationship between baptism and justification.

Baptism and Patterns of Initiation

Traditions differ not only regarding baptismal doctrine but also in their manner of baptizing, even though at the most fundamental level they all intend to do what Jesus commanded. There was actually a great diversity among early initiation rites, with no one standard or normative pattern (Bradshaw 2002: 169). The major differences concern the formula of baptism, whether baptism is by immersion or effusion, whether baptism occurs within a more comprehensive catechumenal process, and whether elements of a catechumenal process are incorporated in shorter rites for infants or adults, e.g. in a compressed Lenten catechumenate, or simply in the baptismal ceremony itself.

Some Christians, such as Baptists, practise baptism by immersion in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In some Baptist churches this may be followed by a laying on of hands, reception to membership, and admission to communion. However, this pattern is very fluid, the diversity reflecting the autonomous and independent character of each local church, which allows the minister liberty in the administration and interpretation of Christ’s command. Other evangelical churches, the Orthodox, and some Catholic and Protestant congregations also practise baptism by immersion. Other Catholic and Protestant congregations baptize by effusion, pouring water over the head of the person to be baptized so that it flows, while pronouncing the baptismal formula.

Some traditions limit the rite to immersion or effusion and the recitation of the baptismal formula. For example, beginning with Luther’s revised Order of Baptism in 1526, in contrast to his Little Book of Baptism of 1523, Protestant services eliminated the accompanying explanatory rites, in an effort to keep the purity and literalism of the dominical command. Other traditions, on the basis of a more typological reading of Scripture, add explanatory rites such as clothing with a white garment representing new life (Rev. 3:5) and presenting a candle representing the light of Christ (John 8:12). The Orthodox practise a unified rite of baptism, chrismation, and the Eucharist regardless of the age of the initiate. Catholics separate the baptism of infants from the other sacraments of initiation, but have a unified rite of baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist for adults who participate in the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults.

When agreement on the doctrine of baptism proved difficult to achieve, the ecumenical movement turned to the idea of there being a common process or pattern of initiation, in which baptism is one moment. A consultation on the role of worship in the search for Christian unity held in Ditchingham, England, in 1994 emphasized the ecumenical significance of the basic pattern of eucharistic celebration that ‘has come to all the churches as a common and shared inheritance’, and suggested that baptism also has an order and pattern that is increasingly recognized among the churches (Faith and Order 1995: nn. 4, 11). A subsequent consultation on baptism in Faverges, France, in 1997 developed the Ditchingham emphasis on order and pattern with reference to baptism. Such an approach compares the deeper structures of initiation rather than simply the liturgical rites of baptism taken in isolation. These deeper structures include elements within the process of making Christian disciples such as proclamation/evangelization, conversion, professions of faith, the water bath, the meal, and Christian formation and life in community (Faith and Order 1999: nn. 4, 19–20).

The ordo or pattern identified by the Faverges consultation is discernible in Acts 2, where as a result of Peter’s preaching those who believe are baptized and henceforth live in community where they devote themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers (Acts 2:42), and to the distribution of goods to those in need (Acts 2:45). Similarly, in the First Letter of Peter, the proclamation of the resurrection and teaching about new life (1 Pet. 1:2–2:2) lead to purification and new birth, eating and drinking God’s food (1 Pet. 2:2–3), and participation in community as the royal priesthood, the new temple, and the people of God (Acts 2:4–10) (Faith and Order 1999: n. 20). Thus baptism is embedded within an expanded rite of initiation, which in turn lies within a still larger pattern of Christian living.

Unfortunately, as the Faverges report notes, these elements have become separated. Baptism in most traditions has become separated from the Eucharist as well as from perceived responsibility for an ethical life. Different traditions stress different aspects of the ordo, some focusing on teaching and making disciples, others embodying a rich tradition of liturgical symbolism, and still others stressing the growth of a Christian post-baptismal life. The report suggests that a renewed appreciation of this ordo of Christian initiation can serve as a source for the interpretation and renewal of the practices of the churches and an aid for the recognition of the baptismal practices of other churches (Faith and Order 1999: nn. 66–67).

One example of an expanded ordo is the first full direct description of initiation given in Justin’s First Apology (c. 150–155). The pattern of initiation in this account includes teaching the faith and enquiry about the conduct, prayer, and fasting of the candidates and the community; procession to the water; washing in the name of God, the Father and Lord of all, and of our Saviour, Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit; procession to the place of community prayer; Eucharist; and sending food and support to the poor (First Apology, chaps. 61–67; Justin 1948: 99–107). The catechumenate is such a process of initiation in stages that forms Christians for discipleship and, in doing that, also forms the Christian community that receives the newly initiated. This pattern is also evident in the Didache, generally considered to be a Syrian document of the late first to the early second century (Didache 7.1–7.4; Milavec 2003: 62–64, 108–109; Johnson 2007: 45), as well as in the West (Tertullian, On Baptism, c.198–200), with possible evidence from third-century Rome (Apostolic Tradition, chaps. 17–27, attributed to Hippolytus, though that attribution is now contested; Johnson 2007: 103ff.). A turning point occurred in the fourth century with the Peace of Constantine (313). During the fourth century the catechumenate received its most definitive form, but it eventually disappeared due to the great increase in infant baptisms (Johnson 2007: 119) and was no longer in use during the Middle Ages (Johnson 2007: 246, 267).

Elements of the Catechumenal Tradition in Contemporary Rites

Today the Catholic and Orthodox Churches use rites based on the ancient catechumenate and many Protestant churches are retrieving elements of it in their own processes of initiation. The Second Vatican Council instructed that the catechumenate was to be renewed so that initiation would be broken up into several stages, each celebrated by liturgical rites throughout the time of preparation for baptism (Second Vatican Council 1963: n. 64). Subsequently, the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA) was published in 1972 (Catholic Church 1988). The National Conference of Catholic Bishops approved national statutes for the catechumenate in the USA in 1986, and in 1988 mandated its use whenever an adult or anyone of catechetical age is prepared for baptism in the USA. The RCIA, a process of conversion involving the participation of a faith community, culminates in a unified rite of initiation including baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist at the Easter Vigil. The rite is now normative for a Catholic understanding of baptism, even though most Catholics continue to be baptized as infants. The full, conscious, faithful participation in the baptismal rite by an adult constitutes the fullest expression of the meaning of baptism for Catholics.

The various stages include inquiry and initial conversion leading to the desire to become a Christian, culminating with the rite of acceptance into the order of catechumens; the catechumenate proper, a period of catechesis which is both doctrinal formation and formation in a Christian way of life, culminating in the rite of election; a time of enlightenment and purification, ordinarily coinciding with Lent; and the celebration of the sacraments of baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist at the Easter Vigil, the joyful commemoration of Christ’s paschal victory over sin and death. The baptismal liturgy begins after the homily with the presentation of the elect, the litany of the saints, and the blessing of the water. The elect renounce sin, profess their faith, and are baptized. The baptized are then clothed with a white garment and given a lighted candle. The sacrament of confirmation by prayer to the Holy Spirit, the imposition of hands, and anointing with the oil of chrism follows. At the conclusion of the rite the celebrant offers the greeting of peace as a sign of welcome into the church. The eucharistic liturgy continues and the neophytes duly receive the Eucharist for the first time together with the congregation. The RCIA concludes with a period of post-baptismal catechesis called ‘mystagogia’ as the neophytes take their place in the Christian assembly and live out their commitment in the life and mission of the church.

Ritual elements in some Protestant celebrations of baptism reflect the ancient catechumenal tradition, particularly with respect to prayer over the water, but also including explanatory symbols such as a baptismal garment and candle. The prayer over the water frequently incorporates biblical typology and references to creation; some prayers include an epiclesis invoking the Holy Spirit to bless the baptismal water.

Baptism: Transformational, Eucharistic, Eschatological, and Ecclesial

Within the expansive theology of baptism represented in the catechumenal tradition, baptism is transformative and regenerative, eucharistic in orientation and meaning, eschatological in orientation, and ecclesial in context (Wood 2009: 115–120). Language of a new creation and new birth generally points to a transformative theology of baptism as a sacrament that regenerates, renews, purifies, justifies, and sanctifies. Ultimately, this is a relational transformation resulting from being grafted into Christ. The baptized literally ‘put on Christ’ (Gal. 3:27). The language of the liturgy, more biblical and existential than ontological, reflects the theology of Titus 3:5 (‘[God] saved us…through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit’) and John 3:5 (‘no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit’). The emphasis on birth imagery was the dominant interpretation and paradigm of initiation prior to the fourth century, after which an emphasis on baptism as death and resurrection in Christ (see Rom. 6) became prominent (Johnson 1997: 42).

Within the catechumenal tradition, baptism is orientated to the Eucharist. In the early church, the sequence of initiatory events included proclamation of the Gospel, profession of faith, baptism, life in community, and participation in the Eucharist. For example, in Acts 2:16–42, in response to Peter’s proclamation that God had made the Jesus who had been crucified both Lord and Messiah, the people ask: ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ (v. 37). Peter replies: ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ (v. 38). Those who welcomed his message were baptized (v. 41) and ‘devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship [koinonia], to the breaking of the bread and the prayers’ (v. 42). Baptism leads directly to life in community and to participation in the Eucharist.

The Orthodox, as already mentioned, have a unified rite of initiation including baptism, chrismation, and the Eucharist. The Catholic RCIA culminates in the neophytes communing along with the congregation. As early as the Didache, the requirement of being baptized in order to receive the Eucharist was clear (chap. 9.5; Milavec 2003: 33). Theologically, baptism and the Eucharist are intrinsically related because both sacramentalize an individual’s incorporation into the body of Christ and into the church. Both bear a markedly paschal character since baptism is the first sacramental immersion in Christ’s dying and rising (Rom. 6) and the Eucharist is the anamnesis (memorial) of Christ’s death and resurrection (1 Cor. 11:23–26). In the Eucharist, Christians are incorporated into the body of Christ in union with all those who also commune (1 Cor. 10:16–17).

Baptism is also eschatological in its orientation since those who have been buried with Christ through baptism into his death will also be united with Christ in a resurrection like his (Rom. 6:3–11). As the Eucharist anticipates the messianic banquet (Luke 22:15–16), so too does baptism anticipate the final resurrection of those who die in Christ. Thus baptism is a powerful sign of Christian hope.

Finally, baptism is ecclesial in context. It is ordinarily celebrated by an ordained minister in the midst of the faith community, which shares the responsibility for receiving and nurturing the newly baptized. As just seen, beyond simply belonging to the church as an organization, the baptized are literally incorporated, that is ‘embodied’, into the church, identified as the ecclesial body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–13). They have membership in the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church of Christ through incorporation into a visible local community of Christians. Not all traditions agree, however. In the Baptist tradition, for example, the relationship between baptism, church membership, and admission to communion is not fixed, resulting in a variety of practices and sequences. For Baptists, church membership generally requires an action distinct from baptism.

Protestant Critiques of Catechumenal Elements in the Baptismal Rite

Some Protestant traditions incorporate elements of the ancient catechumenate in their baptismal rites, but the incorporation of explanatory symbols is interpreted by some as introducing human elements that detract from baptism being entirely God’s action. Writing from within the Reformed tradition, John W. Riggs cites discrepancies between the RCIA and Reformation principles, such as the contrast between the Catholic emphasis on liturgy as constitutive of the church and Calvin’s emphasis on God’s election as constitutive of the church, as well as the contrast between the Catholic view of the visible, historical church as the body of Christ engrafted into the paschal mystery and the Reformation emphasis on an invisible church as the body of Christ (Riggs 2002: 11–15). Riggs critiques the Lutheran Book of Worship for departing from the emphasis on fiduciary faith—a trusting faith that ‘lays hold of and accepts the merit of Christ in the promise of the holy gospel’ (Kolb and Wengert 2000: 564)—that he finds dominant in Luther’s baptismal rites of 1523 and 1526. He considers that the language of the Thanksgiving Prayer ‘diffuses the personal divine address and human response by referring to divine activity with matter (water), which we must then interpret’ (Riggs 2002: 111). He observes the rare occurrence of covenant language in the rite and notes that it is not clear whether baptism effects one’s entrance into the covenant or whether baptism is the seal of the covenant already established, as Reformed theology holds.

Similarly, James F. Kay (Presbyterian) criticizes the renunciations of evil in the Reformed liturgy, on the basis that children of a believer are not ‘unclean’—as children of believing parents they are included in the covenant and therefore are holy (Kay 1999: 205). He rejects the introduction of signing with oil into a Reformed liturgy on the basis that no promise is attached to this sign and the Lord himself was not anointed with oil but with the Holy Spirit at his baptism (Kay 1999: 211). Parents do not take vicarious vows as proxies for their children in the baptismal promises, but ‘confess with the congregation the apostolic faith of the Church catholic into which the children are being baptized’ (Kay 1999: 204). Finally, he considers the renunciation of ‘the ways of sin that separate you from the love of God’ in the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship (1993) as heretical, since nothing can separate us from God’s love (Rom. 8:39). In his view, the adoption by Protestants of the fruits of the post-Vatican II ecumenical liturgical renewal represents ‘a wholesale repeal of the Reformation’ (Kay 1999: 212).

These criticisms of the inclusion of catechumenal elements in Protestant rites of initiation highlight the inherent link between liturgical prayer and doctrine. While ecclesial traditions may be experiencing an ecumenical convergence with respect to baptism on the basis of liturgical convergence, if the liturgical adaptations are not considered to be faithful to Reformation principles then this indicates that ecumenical dialogue must once again take up the doctrinal issues, despite the difficulties this poses. However, the deeper question is not whether the ancient form of initiation from which many of these liturgical elements derive is compatible or not with Reformation principles, but whether these liturgical forms are compatible with Scripture, taken as a whole, and with the tradition of the apostolic church. The Reformation movement itself was driven by a desire for biblical and apostolic authenticity.

Achievements and Remaining Issues

More than three decades after BEM, many of the ecumenical issues regarding baptism largely remain the same, although there have also been advances. Traditions can agree on the biblical witness concerning baptism, but differences persist as to how strongly some of those texts are to be interpreted regarding the change effected in the baptized. Perhaps the greatest breakthrough on the meaning of baptism is indirectly present in the JDDJ on the part of Catholics, Lutherans, Methodists, and Reformed. However, the relationship of justification to the doctrine of baptism is generally far from the consciousness of the members of those churches.

Significant ecumenical progress has been made in terms of situating baptism within a larger pattern or ordo of initiation, leading to deeper agreement on the process of initiation, although the Pentecostal-Catholic document, On Becoming Christian (2007), for instance, qualifies this consensus, saying: ‘The present phase of dialogue has recorded some degree of convergence about the need for water baptism and for participation in the Lord’s Supper as part of the full meaning of becoming a Christian’ (P-C 2007: n. 281). Within a broader process of initiation, traditions still differ on the doctrine and manner of baptism itself. The doctrinal division centres on whether baptism effects a change in the baptized and mediates justification or whether it is a sign of a prior justifying event. Disagreements over the manner of baptism include whether effusion is an acceptable method of baptism and, increasingly, whether gender-neutral baptismal formulae invalidate a sacramental baptism. Finally, while all traditions affirm the necessity of faith for baptism, they differ on whether this must be a profession of faith by the person being baptized or whether the parents and godparents can profess faith on behalf of an infant with the understanding that the infant will be raised in the faith and receive post-baptismal catechesis.
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Chapter 17

Eucharist


Paul McPartlan




Introduction

The Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order (held in Montreal in 1963) felt able to announce, with regard to Christian worship, ‘a remarkable consensus’ among those attending (Rodger and Vischer 1964, Section Reports IV, n. 105). Though the conference predated the full Catholic participation in Faith and Order which began in 1968, that consensus resonates in many respects with the teaching of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) in its Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium (SC) (Second Vatican Council 1963), its Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (LG) (Second Vatican Council 1964), and its Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (GS) (Second Vatican Council 1965). Giving particular credit to the insights gained from the liturgical movement (Rodger and Vischer 1964, Section Reports, IV, nn. 106, 119), the conference stated that worship or leitourgia is ‘the central and determinative act of the Church’s life’ (n. 106; compare SC, n. 10: ‘the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time it is the font from which all her power flows’). Christian worship is ‘formative of Christian community’ (n. 108b; compare LG 7: ‘Really partaking of the body of the Lord in the breaking of the Eucharistic bread, we are taken up into communion with Him and with one another’).

Moreover, Christian worship is properly understood as participation in the worship offered by Christ himself. ‘In worship, we come to God in Christ, the True Worshipper, who by his incarnation, servanthood, obedience unto death, resurrection and ascension, has made us participants in the worship which he offers’ (n. 108a; compare SC 5–7: Christ ‘achieved His task principally by the paschal mystery of His blessed passion, resurrection from the dead, and the glorious ascension.…[T]he Church has never failed to come together to celebrate the paschal mystery.…Christ indeed always associates the Church with Himself in this great work.…The Church…through Him offers worship to the Eternal Father’). The conference duly recommended ‘the more active participation of the laity in the liturgy’ (n. 119b; compare SC 14: ‘In the restoration and promotion of the sacred liturgy, full and active participation by all the people is the aim to be considered before all else’).

Acknowledging baptism and Eucharist as ‘the two great acts of sacramental worship’ (n. 110), the conference gave the following striking statement of the sacramental and sacrificial aspects of the latter:

Despite many disagreements regarding Holy Communion…we are drawn at least to agree that the Lord’s Supper, a gift of God to his Church, is a sacrament of the presence of the crucified and glorified Christ until he come, and a means whereby the sacrifice of the cross, which we proclaim, is operative within the Church [compare SC 47]. In the Lord’s Supper the members of the body of Christ are sustained in their unity with their Head and Saviour who offered himself on the cross: by him, with him and in him who is our great High Priest and Intercessor we offer to the Father, in the power of the Holy Spirit, our praise, thanksgiving and intercession [compare SC 6, 7]. With contrite hearts we offer ourselves as a living and holy sacrifice, a sacrifice which must be expressed in the whole of our daily lives [compare SC 48]. Thus united to our Lord, and to the Church triumphant, and in fellowship with the whole Church on earth, we are renewed in the covenant sealed by the blood of Christ [compare SC 10]. In the Supper we also anticipate the marriage-supper of the Lamb in the Kingdom of God [compare SC 8] (n. 117).

The Montreal conference particularly linked the church’s worship to its mission in the world: ‘mission is integral to worship’ (n. 126; compare n. 106). However, the various liturgical traditions were ‘inadequate for the current mission of the Church’ (n. 105) and the churches’ worship therefore needed ‘examination’ to see whether ‘liturgical language, images and symbols’ and indeed ‘the language of the preached word’ were ‘adequately intelligible to the modern mind’ (n. 123). Vatican II likewise stated that one of its reasons for undertaking ‘the reform and promotion of the liturgy’ was ‘to strengthen whatever can help to call the whole of mankind into the household of the Church’ (SC 1; compare 9, 10). Both Montreal and Vatican II wrestled with how the church, which was in the world but not of the world (Rodger and Vischer 1964, Section Reports IV, n. 121; compare SC 2, 9; GS 40, 43), might more effectively bear witness to Christ and, especially in its liturgy, promote the transformation of human culture and of the whole created order in him (n. 128; compare GS 39, 58). Hinted at here is an ecological emphasis, increasingly important today, to which we shall return below.

The extent of the agreement outlined above regarding the Eucharist, both among the participants in the Faith and Order conference, drawn ‘from virtually all the prominent traditions of the Church’ (Rodger and Vischer, Section Reports IV, n. 105), and also between them and the Catholic bishops at Vatican II, is indeed remarkable. Nevertheless, as just seen, the Montreal conference frankly acknowledged the existence of ‘many disagreements regarding Holy Communion’ (n. 117). Though the disagreements were not specified, it may safely be assumed that these concerned the sacramental, sacrificial, and ministerial aspects of the Eucharist. How is Christ really present? What happens to the bread and wine used for the celebration? In what sense is the Eucharist a sacrifice, and who offers the sacrifice? Who may preside at the liturgy? (see Hunsinger 2008, pts I–III).

In assessing the achievements of the modern ecumenical movement with regard to the Eucharist, it is important to do justice both to the high measure of consensus between the various Christian traditions, and also to the significant degree of divergence that persists between them. However, the latter must be seen against the background of the former, and the best way to address the divergence is by strengthening the consensus. In fact, in various ways, the fuller understanding of the Eucharist developed in recent ecumenical dialogue offers fresh perspectives on familiar points of difficulty and opens up the prospect of possible progress. In this assessment of achievements and remaining difficulties, if the principal difficulties continue to centre on issues such as those mentioned above, that shared fuller understanding, especially in terms of the ecclesiological, pneumatological, and eschatological dimensions of the Eucharist, is one of the main achievements to note.

Dialogue on the Eucharist

This chapter indicates, first, the fuller understanding of the Eucharist that has been gained in ecumenical dialogue. It then turns to the outstanding difficulties and considers ways in which these may be seen afresh in light of the progress made. It reflects briefly on the tension between baptismal and eucharistic ecclesiologies, and finally notes ecumenical recognition of ecological aspects of the Eucharist. From the many bilateral and multilateral ecumenical statements on the Eucharist in the last fifty years, it mainly concentrates its attention on those at the international level that have involved the participation of the Catholic Church. However, statements from the international Anglican-Orthodox and Lutheran-Orthodox dialogues are also referenced. Consideration of these statements in conjunction with statements agreed in Catholic dialogue with Anglicans, Orthodox, and Lutherans, respectively, provides a valuable opportunity to ‘triangulate’ the results of various bilateral dialogues, always an important and sometimes a perplexing exercise. In roughly chronological order, the statements may be set out as follows:



1. The first agreed statement of the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) was on Eucharistic Doctrine (1971). This concise report was followed by Eucharistic Doctrine: Elucidation (1979), and then by further Clarifications of Certain Aspects of the Agreed Statements on Eucharist and Ministry (1993). In 2007, the International Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission on Unity and Mission (IARCCUM), summarized key points of ARCIC’s eucharistic and other deliberations in Growing Together in Unity and Mission: Building on 40 years of Anglican-Roman Catholic Dialogue (nn. 39–49).

2. The Dublin Report (1976), of the International Commission for Dialogue Between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council (RC-M) included a significant joint statement on the Eucharist (nn. 47–74). There were further mentions of the Eucharist in the dialogue’s first ecclesiological statement, Towards a Statement on the Church (1986), and subsequently in The Grace Given You in Christ: Catholics and Methodists Reflect Further on the Church (2006); and the following statement, Encountering Christ the Saviour: Church and Sacraments (2011), contains a substantial chapter on the Eucharist (nn. 73–134).

3. The Moscow Statement (1976) of the International Commission for Anglican-Orthodox Theological Dialogue (A-O) included consideration of ‘The Church as the Eucharistic Community’ (nn. 22–28) and ‘The Invocation of the Holy Spirit in the Eucharist’ (nn. 29–32). The Dublin Agreed Statement (1984) made a number of comments on the Eucharist, particularly in the final section (‘Faith and Worship, Church and Eucharist’, especially nn. 108–111) of the Epilogue. Although the comprehensive third agreed statement, The Church of the Triune God (2006), has no section specifically on the Eucharist, there are comments on the Eucharist throughout.

4. The first phase (1970–77), of the dialogue between the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the Catholic Church resulted in a statement from the Roman Catholic/Reformed Joint Study Commission (RC-R) entitled, The Presence of Christ in Church and World (1977). The fourth of its five main topics was the Eucharist (nn. 67–92). The report on the second phase (1984–90) of the dialogue, entitled, Towards a Common Understanding of the Church (1990) reaffirmed the progress made earlier on the Eucharist (n. 152b).

5. After the Joint Lutheran-Roman Catholic Study Commission’s initial report on The Gospel and the Church (the Malta report, 1972), the first agreed statement of the Lutheran/Roman Catholic Joint Commission (L-RC) was on The Eucharist (1978). A section of the major document, From Conflict to Communion (2013), produced by the Lutheran-Roman Catholic Commission on Unity in preparation for the commemoration of the Reformation in 2017, assessed progress on eucharistic doctrine (nn. 153–161).
 6. The Plan to Set Underway the Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church produced by the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church (RC-O) in 1980 declared that the purpose of the dialogue was ‘the re-establishment of full communion between these two churches’, a communion which ‘will find its expression in the common celebration of the holy eucharist’ (RC-O 1980, I). The whole of the subsequent dialogue between Catholics and Orthodox has been built upon the foundations laid in the programmatic first statement: The Mystery of the Church and the Eucharist in the Light of the Mystery of the Holy Trinity (1982).

7. The same year, 1982, saw the most remarkable achievement yet in dialogue regarding the Eucharist, namely the Lima report of the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches, entitled Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM). The preface highlights the importance of ‘the large measure of agreement registered here’, especially since the commission embraces ‘virtually all the confessional traditions’. Faith and Order then worked to develop and refine an agreed statement on the Church. The resulting text, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (2013), treats the Eucharist as integral to the Church’s life of communion (nn. 16, 21, 34, 42, 43, 67).

8. Since 2000, the international Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission (L-O) has published a series of agreed statements on the Church, the fourth being The Mystery of the Church: The Holy Eucharist in the Life of the Church (2006), and the fifth bearing the same title with the further specification, Preparation, Ecological and Social Implications (2008).





Many of the statements on the Eucharist indicated here date from the early years of the respective bilateral and multilateral dialogues, particularly the 1970s and early 1980s. This clearly reflects the priority that was attached to discussion of the Eucharist, given its importance for the church and the many controversies of the past in its regard. In theological circles, the eagerness for ecumenical discussion regarding the Eucharist in those early days can be seen from various significant publications (e.g. Hurley 1966; Swidler 1976; and the notable Orthodox/Catholic/Reformed collaboration of Zizioulas, Tillard, and von Allmen 1970).

Renewed Perspectives

Joseph Ratzinger once commented that ‘the separation of the doctrine of the Eucharist and ecclesiology, which can be noted from the eleventh and twelfth centuries onwards, represents one of the most unfortunate pages of medieval theology’ (Ratzinger 1965, 28). The fact that this development in the Christian West occurred at the very time of the schism between West and East suggests that a restoration of the link between the Eucharist and the church might be essential for the reconciliation of Christian East and West. Henri de Lubac summarized that link in the principle: ‘the Eucharist makes the Church’ (de Lubac 2006, 88). Eventually, eucharistic controversy cast doubt on the nature of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist and the transformation of the bread and wine, uncontested by the Fathers of the early church, with the result that medieval theology focused strongly on that presence and transformation, developed the idea of transubstantiation to explain it, and neglected what the Fathers principally dwelt upon, namely the subsequent step of how reception of the Eucharist transforms humanity and builds the church (see de Lubac 1988, 88–111; 2006, 245–262). Restoration of the link between the Eucharist and the church was one of the prime results of scriptural, patristic, and liturgical renewal in the twentieth century.

Ratzinger also notes that, again in medieval times, the Eucharist began to be listed simply as one of the seven sacraments, ‘one liturgical act among others, no longer the encompassing orbit and dynamic centre of ecclesial existence per se’. He hints at some of the Reformation disputes that would follow: ‘In consequence, the Eucharist itself was fragmented into a variety of loosely related rites: sacrifice, worship, cultic meal.…The pneumatic character of the remembrance that produced presence was dimmed; the linking of the whole sacramental event to the oneness of the crucified and risen Lord was overshadowed by the emergence of a plurality of separate sacrificial rites’ (Ratzinger 1987, 255). His highlighting of the pneumatological emphasis that is needed in order properly to understand the eucharistic memorial, such that the Eucharist can be appreciated as a sacramental sacrifice, i.e. a sacrament of the one redeeming sacrifice of the Lord, is valuable for our analysis. In John’s gospel, it was significantly at the Last Supper that Jesus taught that the Holy Spirit would enable the remembrance of him (see John 14:26).

In the same eucharistic context, Jesus also indicated the eschatological role of the Spirit: the Spirit ‘will guide you into all the truth’ and will ‘declare to you the things that are to come’ (John 16:13). A deficient understanding of the role of the Spirit in the Eucharist thus damages a proper appreciation not only of the eucharistic memorial or anamnesis but also of the eschatological nature of the celebration as an anticipation of the kingdom of God. When it is recalled that it is also the Spirit who gives the gift of communion or koinonia to the church (see 2 Cor. 13:13) and that in the kingdom of God a great multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and language with be gathered in communion (see Rev. 7:9), it becomes clear that the communional/ecclesiological and the pneumatological and eschatological aspects of the Eucharist are all intimately interconnected. Drawing deeply on the Scriptures and benefiting from the liturgical and patristic movements of renewal, the ecumenical agreed statements of recent decades have all drawn attention to the links of the Eucharist with the church, the Spirit, and the future, respectively, complementing in a threefold way the Western tendency to regard the Eucharist as a celebration in which each individual encounters Christ in a re-enactment of the past event of the Last Supper. The statements have all agreed: (1) that the Eucharist is for the church, not just individuals; (2) that not only is Christ present and active but the Spirit also; and (3) that as well as being a memorial of the past event of Christ’s death and resurrection the Eucharist is also a foretaste of the future kingdom of God, where the victory of Christ will be celebrated for evermore (see Rev. 5:6–14).

Occasionally, all three of these renewed eucharistic emphases are found in one sentence. ‘The Holy Spirit through the eucharist gives a foretaste of the Kingdom of God: the Church receives the life of the new creation and the assurance of the Lord’s return’ (Faith and Order 1982, Eucharist, 18). ‘[The] Lord himself comes to us in his Spirit (compare Rom. 8:9; John 7:38f.) through his word, attests himself in the holy signs and, giving his Church spiritual food and drink, accompanies it towards the future of the Kingdom in which the counsel of God finds its fulfilment’ (RC-R 1977: 76). More generally, however, each of the aspects is highlighted either on its own or in connection with one or other of the remaining two.

Eucharist and Church

Regarding the link between the Eucharist and the church, there are affirmations such as the following: the purpose of the eucharistic gift is ‘to transmit the life of the crucified and risen Christ to his body, the Church, so that its members may be more fully united with Christ and with one another’ (ARCIC 1971: 6). ‘[The] Church takes its shape from the Incarnation from which it originated and the eucharistic action by which its life is constantly being renewed’ (RC-M 1986: 10). Quoting St Leo the Great and Luther, respectively, the Lutheran-Catholic dialogue states ‘Nought else follows the partaking in the body and blood of Christ than that we become what we receive’, and ‘truly, we too are drawn and transformed into that spiritual body which is the communion of Christ and all the Saints’, and it concludes: ‘The Eucharist is thus at once the source and climax of the church’s life. Without the eucharistic community there is no full church community, and without the church community there is no real eucharistic community’ (L-RC 1978: 26).

The same statement also stresses that ‘the mystery of the Eucharist unites us to the primordial mystery,…the mystery of the triune God’. ‘Our heavenly Father is the first source and final goal of the eucharistic event. The Son of God made man is the living center of the eucharistic event, through, with and in whom it unfolds. The Holy Spirit is the immeasurable power of love which gives it life and lasting effect’ (L-RC 1978: 11). It then offers its reflections under three headings in a Trinitarian framework: ‘Through, with and in Christ’; ‘In the Unity of the Holy Spirit’; and ‘Glorification of the Father’. BEM does likewise with its headings: ‘The Eucharist as Thanksgiving to the Father’; ‘The Eucharist as Anamnesis or Memorial of Christ’; and ‘The Eucharist as Invocation of the Spirit’. This Trinitarian and thus implicitly communional plan serves to reinforce the ecclesial aspect of the Eucharist. The Catholic-Orthodox dialogue gives the memorable summary: ‘Taken as a whole, the eucharistic celebration makes present the Trinitarian mystery of the Church’ (RC-O 1982: I, 6). Likewise, the Anglican-Orthodox Cyprus statement: ‘The Eucharist builds up the body of Christ as one single body which transcends the racial, social and cultural diversity of its members, and reveals and realises the gift of trinitarian communion given to the Church by the Holy Spirit’ (A-O 2006: I, 12).

Eucharist and Holy Spirit

In the West, ‘thanksgiving to the Father’ and ‘memorial of Christ’ are familiar aspects of the Eucharist. Less familiar is the invocation of the Spirit, particularly identified with the liturgical epiclesis. Agreed statements involving the Orthodox Church emphasize the latter aspect. ‘Being assured by Jesus’ promise in the words of institution that it will be answered, the Church prays to the Father for the gift of the Holy Spirit in order that the eucharistic event may be a reality: the real presence of the crucified and risen Christ giving his life for all humanity’ (Faith and Order 1982, Eucharist, 14). ‘The Spirit transforms the sacred gifts into the Body and Blood of Christ (metabole) in order to bring about the growth of the Body which is the Church. In this sense, the entire celebration is an epiclesis, which becomes more explicit at certain moments. The Church is continually in a state of epiclesis’ (RC-O 1982: I, 5c; italics in original). ‘Although Epiclesis has a special meaning in the Eucharist, we must not restrict the concept to the Eucharist alone. In every sacrament, prayer and blessing the Church invokes the Holy Spirit and in all these various ways calls upon him to sanctify the whole creation. The Church is that Community which lives by continually invoking the Holy Spirit’ (A-O 1976: 32).

The Holy Spirit is nevertheless also highlighted in statements not involving the Orthodox. ‘It is…through the Holy Spirit that Christ is at work in the Eucharist. All that the Lord gives us and all that enables us to make it our own is given to us through the Holy Spirit. In the liturgy this becomes particularly clear in the invocation of the Holy Spirit (epiklesis)’ (L-RC 1978: 21). ‘Through the prayer of thanksgiving, a word of faith addressed to the Father, the bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ by the action of the Holy Spirit, so that in communion we eat the flesh of Christ and drink his blood’ (ARCIC 1971: 10).

Eucharist and the Future

ARCIC continues with a fine statement of the eschatological effect of the action of the Holy Spirit. ‘The Lord who thus comes to his people in the power of the Holy Spirit is the Lord of glory. In the eucharistic celebration we anticipate the joys of the age to come. By the transforming power of the Spirit of God, earthly bread and wine become the heavenly manna and the new wine, the eschatological banquet for the new man: elements of the first creation become pledges and first fruits of the new heaven and the new earth’ (ARCIC 1971: 11). Other dialogues are eloquent on this point also. ‘The Eucharist is “the foretaste of eternal life, the medicine of immortality, the sign of the Kingdom to come”’ (RC-O 1982: I, 2, quoting St Ignatius of Antioch). ‘In the eucharist we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. We bring closer the day when God will be “all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28). The eucharist makes God’s kingdom to come in the world, in our churches, in ourselves’ (RC-M 1976: 73). ‘In the eucharistic celebration the Church is a confessing community which witnesses to the cosmic transfiguration. Thus God enters into a personal historic situation as the Lord of creation and of history. In the Eucharist the End breaks into our midst, bringing the judgement and hope of the New Age’ (A-O 1976: 28).

Continuing Issues

Despite the progress made ecumenically in developing a bigger picture of the Eucharist, thanks especially to the three complementary perspectives just presented, certain well-known problems remain. Pope John Paul II identified the following as a general area ‘in need of fuller study before a true consensus of faith can be found’: ‘the Eucharist, as the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ, an offering of praise to the Father, the sacrificial memorial and Real Presence of Christ and the sanctifying outpouring of the Holy Spirit’ (Pope John Paul 1995: n. 79).

Sacrament and Sacrifice

In its Observations on the Final Report of ARCIC (1982), the Catholic Church’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), praised the dialogue as ‘exemplary on several counts’, but did not accept ARCIC’s claim to have reached ‘substantial agreement on the doctrine of the Eucharist’ (ARCIC 1971: 12). Three points on which ARCIC’s formulations were not considered to be sufficiently clear were highlighted: (1) Eucharist as sacrifice, particularly with regard to the statement (much appreciated in other circles) that, in the eucharistic prayer, ‘the Church enters into the movement of [Christ’s] self-offering’ (see ARCIC 1971: 5; also ARCIC 1979: 5)—it needed to be clarified that the ‘real presence of the sacrifice of Christ…includes a participation of the Church, the Body of Christ, in the sacrificial act of her Lord, so that she offers sacramentally in him and with him his sacrifice’; (2) real presence—ARCIC’s formulations could be read as meaning that ‘after the eucharistic prayer, the bread and wine remain such in their ontological substance, even while becoming the sacramental mediation of the body and blood of Christ’; and (3) reservation and adoration of the Eucharist—ARCIC was ambiguous about the theological legitimacy of those practices (CDF 1982, B, I). The Catholic Church’s Response to the Final Report of ARCIC I (1991), prepared by the CDF and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU), expressed the desire for a more explicit affirmation of three points of eucharistic doctrine: first, that in the Eucharist the church ‘makes present the sacrifice of Calvary’; second, ‘the propitiatory nature of the eucharistic sacrifice’, in other words that Christ’s sacrifice is present ‘with all its effects’; and third, that Christ is really present because of a ‘substantial change in the elements’ of bread and wine (CDF/PCPCU 1991).

The Catholic Church’s official response to BEM, prepared by the then-Secretariat (later, Pontifical Council) for Promoting Christian Unity (SPCU) in collaboration with the CDF, was very positive, ‘[there] is a great deal that we affirm in the text’ (CDF/SPCU 1988: 9). However, here, too, concern was expressed about certain formulations expressing the sacramental and sacrificial aspects of the Eucharist. BEM stated: ‘In thanksgiving and intercession, the Church is united with the Son, its great High Priest and Intercessor (Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25). The eucharist is the sacrament of the unique sacrifice of Christ, who ever lives to make intercession for us’ (Faith and Order 1982, Eucharist, 8). The response queried whether ‘intercession’ was an adequate notion to describe the propitiatory nature of Christ’s sacrifice, and found it generally ‘insufficient to explain the sacrificial nature of the eucharist in the Catholic sense’, and ‘the self-offering of the participants of the eucharist, made in union with the eternal “self-offering” of Christ’ (CDF/SPCU 1988: 20). BEM ‘does not say unambiguously that the eucharist is in itself a real sacrifice’ (p. 22). The ‘conversion’ or ‘intrinsic change’ in the elements, expressed in Catholic teaching by the term ‘transubstantiation’, also needed to be ‘expressed without ambiguity’ (p. 22).

Thus, with regard to both ARCIC and BEM, the Catholic critique was not that the texts concerned were radically deficient or silent on essential aspects of the Eucharist, rather those texts were simply not sufficiently clear and unambiguous in their statements. In fact, as already seen above in the Faith and Order statements from Montreal in 1963, ecumenical statements on the Eucharist have regularly contained significant affirmations of the real presence of Christ and of the sacramental and sacrificial nature of the Eucharist. Specific points of difficulty seem to be: whether the church can actually be said to offer the sacrifice of Christ, and whether the bread and wine are truly and lastingly changed in the eucharistic celebration. The striking statements by the Catholic-Lutheran dialogue that ‘[the] more powerless we are to offer God a true sacrifice, so much more shall we be taken up by the power of Christ into his sacrifice’, and that ‘united to our Lord, who offers himself to his Father, and in communion with the universal Church in heaven and on earth, we are renewed in the covenant sealed with the blood of Christ and we offer ourselves as a living and holy sacrifice which must be expressed in the whole of our daily life’ (L-RC 1978: 18), while strongly sacrificial, are nevertheless silent on the specific point as to whether the church actually offers the sacrifice of Christ (the first statement might even be interpreted as a denial of that possibility). The Anglican-Orthodox dialogue is likewise silent on this precise point, saying only: ‘The Church derives from Christ’s unique self-offering, and is associated with it as she offers herself in response to his redeeming act of divine love’ (A-O 2006, VI, 6).

Again, the statements of the Lutheran-Catholic dialogue that Christ ‘gives himself sacramentally in the body and blood of his paschal sacrifice’, and that ‘[in] the sacrament of the Lord’s supper Jesus Christ, true God and true man, is present wholly and entirely, in his body and blood, under the signs of bread and wine’ clearly prescind from any assertion regarding a change in the elements. The text simply asserts that Christ is ‘really, truly and substantially present in this sacrament’, in a way that is ‘sacramental, supernatural and spiritual’ (L-RC 1978: 16).

The Catholic-Methodist dialogue has notably returned to these and other eucharistic issues in recent times, and made a concerted effort to advance ecumenical convergence within the framework of the Church’s participation in the paschal mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection. The 2011 statement affirms that ‘the bread and wine…sacramentally become through Christ’s words and the Holy Spirit’s power the body and blood of Christ’ (RC-M 2011: 82), and says frankly that, while Catholics speak of transubstantiation, Methodists ‘seek not to define the mystery of the transformation of the bread and wine’ (n. 84). Nevertheless, both agree that ‘[as] believers eat and drink what the Lord gives, they continue to be transformed more fully into the likeness of Christ and are thus sustained on their journey into his life, death and resurrection’ (n. 85). The recognition by both sides of a transformation both in the bread and wine and correspondingly in those who receive them is plain here. As will be suggested below, the latter transformation can itself be seen as an argument in favour of the former (see de Lubac 2006: 251–252).

With abundant reference to the Scriptures and many quotations from the Wesleys’ Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, the text painstakingly develops its account of the Eucharist as ‘God’s gift to the Church for its sustained participation in the death and resurrection of Christ’ (RC-M 2011: 92), and of the consequent sacrificial dimension of the Eucharist, frequently evoking, probing, and comparing the Catholic idea that the faithful offer Christ’s sacrifice and the Methodist idea that the faithful plead his sacrifice (see nn. 74, 99, 114, 117, 124, 132). It says: ‘When we ask the question “Who offers the eucharistic sacrifice?”, our answer together as Methodists and Catholics is “Christ our Head united with his Body, the Church”’ (n. 114, compare 116); and it concludes convincingly that the Catholic language of ‘offering’ Christ’s sacrifice and the Methodist language of ‘pleading’ his sacrifice ‘can be reconciled’ (n. 132).

Issues Recontextualized

If the issues of eucharistic change and sacrifice are considered in isolation, there seems little hope of resolving them. Debate leads to the impasses that are all too familiar from church history. If there is to be any real prospect of progress, the issues must be contextualized, for example, within the framework of the church’s participation in the paschal mystery, as just seen. The 2011 Catholic-Methodist report amply displays the renewed appreciation of the ecclesiological, pneumatological, and eschatological aspects of the Eucharist described above, and serves to indicate that this threefold renewal offers an exciting opportunity to contextualize the issues afresh. When the issues are seen in a new light, new lines of enquiry open up, as may now be sketched in general terms. For instance, with regard to the change in the eucharistic elements, if, firstly, the Eucharist makes the church, and if God’s purpose is to transform the members of the church, and indeed to make them ‘participants of the divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4), one may perhaps more readily incline to the view that the elements of bread and wine that are received as part of that purpose are themselves divinely transformed. Again, if baptism imparts new life in Christ (e.g. Col. 3:1–4), and if the church is the body of Christ so truly that Jesus can say to Saul on the road to Damascus ‘why do you persecute me?’ (Acts 9:4–5), then, perhaps, it may be accepted that the eucharistic food that sustains that new life may itself, just as truly, be the body and blood of Christ. Then also, second, if the Eucharist is celebrated in the power of the Holy Spirit, who is invoked both upon the gifts and upon the assembly, and if the work of the Spirit is to form and transform, to anoint Christ (see Luke 1:35; 3:22) and to enable his followers to participate in his life (see Rom. 8:15–17; Gal. 4:6), then perhaps it may be considered more likely that the elements themselves are transformed into Christ. Third, and finally, if the Eucharist is a foretaste and anticipation of the kingdom of God, and if what Christians await, in accordance with Christ’s promise, is ‘new heavens and a new earth’, where God’s purpose of making ‘all things new’ (Rev. 21:5) is fulfilled, it may seem more likely that in the Eucharist the gifts themselves are already made new.

A question arises, however, as to how exactly the transformation and making new of the eucharistic bread and wine is understood. As noted above, Catholics and Orthodox have agreed that ‘The Spirit transforms the sacred gifts into the Body and Blood of Christ (metabole)’ (RC-O 1982, I,5c; see also I,6). Although the term, ‘transubstantiation’, was not used in the text, Catholics would naturally understand this crucial agreement on the transformation of the gifts in those terms. However, Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue, while affirming that ‘in the Eucharist the bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood to be consumed by the communicants’, and interpreting this in terms of ‘a transformation (mutatio)’ on the Lutheran side and ‘a real change (metabole)’ on the Orthodox side, has firmly stated: ‘[T]he bread and wine do not lose their essence (physis) when becoming sacramentally Christ’s body and blood. The medieval doctrine of transubstantiation is rejected by both Orthodox and Lutherans’ (L-O 2006: 4). This significant issue clearly requires further ecumenical study and clarification.

Turning briefly to the issue of eucharistic sacrifice, it may certainly be said that awareness of the link between the Eucharist and the Holy Spirit has undergirded the renewed understanding of the nature of the eucharistic memorial or anamnesis (see John 14:26, as noted above), which in turn has enabled the Eucharist to be understood as sacrificial in that the very mystery of Christ’s own death and resurrection, once and for all (see Heb. 7:27; 10:10), is sacramentally relived there, rather as the people of Israel sacramentally relived the event of the passover each year. The profoundly biblical notion of anamnesis has been able to inform and advance the ecumenical discussion of eucharistic sacrifice, banishing any idea of a repetition of Christ’s sacrifice on the one hand, and showing the inadequacy of a mere ‘calling to mind’ on the other hand. The Lutheran-Catholic statement, From Conflict to Communion, is eloquent in this regard: ‘The concept of anamnesis has helped to resolve the controversial question of how one sets the once-for-all sufficient sacrifice of Jesus Christ in right relationship to the Lord’s Supper: “Through the remembrance in worship of God’s saving acts, these acts themselves become present in the power of the Spirit, and the celebrating congregation is linked with the men and women who earlier experienced the saving acts themselves”’ (L-RC 2013: n. 158). ‘Not only the effect of the event on the cross but also the event itself is present in the Lord’s Supper without the meal being a repetition or completion of the cross event. The one event is present in a sacramental modality’ (n. 159). The statement rightly hails overcoming the separation between sacrificium and sacramentum as a ‘decisive achievement’ (n. 159). In fact, BEM already signalled that achievement in its remarkable statement (surrounded by references to anamnesis) already quoted: ‘The eucharist is the sacrament of the unique sacrifice of Christ’ (Faith and Order 1982, Eucharist, 8).

Discussion in this section, developed from the Catholic responses to ARCIC and BEM, respectively, has necessarily been selective—as Geoffrey Wainwright points out, ‘almost two hundred official church responses were made to BEM’ (Wainwright 1997, 141, note 2)! Nevertheless, the issues treated are classic and have a wide relevance. Wainwright observes that a number of the responses showed that the contrast between a more Protestant idea of a ‘Church of the Word’ and a Catholic idea of a ‘Church of the Sacrament’ is still to be found. He proposes that Word and Sacrament should be understood as ‘largely overlapping categories’, such that affirmations in terms of one or the other can be considered ‘almost as alternative statements of an identical reality’ (Wainwright 1997: 141–142). Along those very lines, Catholic-Methodist dialogue has sought to transcend the polarization which would once have put Catholics and Methodists, respectively, into the separate categories just indicated: ‘We believe that the incarnate Word is sacramental, the Scriptures are sacramental, and that the sacraments…are all proclamations of the Word (compare 1 Cor. 11:26)’ (RC-M 2011: 20; quoting RC-M 2006: 104). In his 2009 evaluation of the outcome of decades of dialogue in four contexts—Anglican-Catholic, Catholic-Methodist, Lutheran-Catholic and Catholic-Reformed—Cardinal Walter Kasper specifically registered progress on this point: ‘The old stereotype that the Catholic Church is the “Church of the sacraments” as opposed to the Protestant communities as “Churches of the Word” has been overcome. All parties are convinced about the intimate relation between Word and Sacrament’ (Kasper 2009: 190).

Baptismal and Eucharistic Ecclesiologies

It has been suggested above that there has been a growing ecumenical acceptance of the idea that the church is ‘essentially “the eucharistic community”’ (RC-R 1977: 88). Such an idea, however, occasionally prompts a vigorous objection that the church should be understood primarily as a baptismal community, and that, while it may be true that the Eucharist makes the church, it is more fundamentally true that baptism makes the church. Moreover, it is said, it is more helpful ecumenically to stress the latter since while Christian churches generally recognize one another’s baptism, providing it is administered with a properly Trinitarian formula, there is much dispute regarding recognition of one another’s Eucharist; baptismal ecclesiology thus unites, it is claimed, where eucharistic ecclesiology paradoxically and tragically divides (see Johnson, 2000). In response, it must immediately be said that it is theologically impossible to choose between baptism and Eucharist as a basis for ecclesiology since, as all Christian churches accept, both sacraments are clearly instituted and enjoined by the Lord himself (see Matt. 28:19; Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24–25). They go together: ‘Our life in Christ begins sacramentally in Baptism; and the Eucharist…nourishes, strengthens and sustains that life’ (RC-M 2011: 15). ‘There is a dynamic and profound relation between baptism and the eucharist’ (Faith and Order 2013: n. 42).

A significant practical difference between the two types of ecclesiology is that, while a baptismal ecclesiology is of its nature rather neutral with regard to the actual shape of the church, eucharistic ecclesiology has definite structural implications: if the Eucharist makes the church then eucharistic assemblies will be the basic cells of the church, and it is natural then to understand the church as a communion of communities or local churches, whose leaders preside both over the local community and at its eucharistic liturgy (see Legrand 1987).

Eucharistic ecclesiology developed, as an intrinsic aspect of patristic and liturgical renewal, particularly in Catholic and in Orthodox theology in the twentieth century (see McPartlan 2006; for an Anglican perspective, see Avis 2007: 81–108), and it is especially Catholic-Orthodox dialogue that has shown a desire to pursue the structural consequences of such an ecclesiology, most recently with particular regard to the relationship between synodality (or conciliarity) and primacy (see RC-O, 2007, 2016; also McPartlan 2016). The dialogue indicated in its first agreed statement the basic operative principle:

[The] church finds its model, its origin and its purpose in the mystery of God, one in three persons. Further still, the eucharist thus understood in the light of the Trinitarian mystery is the criterion for the functioning of the church as a whole. The institutional elements should be nothing but a visible reflection of the reality of the mystery (RC-O 1982: II, 1; compare III, 2; RC-O 2007: 3; also A-O 2006: I, 12).

As well as this specific role of the Eucharist in determining the institutional shape of the church, there is also a more general sense in which the Eucharist, understood with a strong accent on its eschatological aspect, may be said to regulate the church, namely by regularly putting it into contact with its destiny in the kingdom of God, thereby prompting repentance and conversion. ‘[E]ach eucharistic assembly…is…in communion with the assembly of the saints in heaven, which each celebration brings to mind’ (RC-O 1982: III, 1). ‘The ecclesial community is…called to be the outline of a human community renewed’ (II, 3; compare A-O 2006: V, 16; VII, 35).

The Catholic-Reformed dialogue likewise stated: ‘The Eucharist is a source and criterion for the renewal of the Church’ (RC-R 1977: 88). In a remarkable section on ‘The Eucharist and Church Organization’, it specified: ‘It is the Eucharist which is the source of continuing scrutiny of the organization and life of the Church’.

In particular, the law of the Church should reflect Christ’s law of love and freedom. The Church’s law is not an absolute, but always serves a pilgrim people. One of the functions of that law is to promote the constant renewal of the Church in its preaching of the Gospel and in its service to mankind. The law of the Church must be in harmony with the law of the Kingdom, revealed in the Eucharist. (n. 90)

Conclusion

The eschatological emphasis on the new creation, the new heaven and new earth, anticipated in the Eucharist, naturally flows into an awareness of the ecological implications of the sacrament and of the environmental responsibilities of the participants. Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue has spoken strongly on this theme, not yet much developed in other dialogues, but of ever-increasing urgency in the modern world. The church ‘is sent to serve God’s salvific embrace of the whole cosmos’ (L-O 2008: 10). ‘As partakers of the Eucharist, we are called to rethink our outlooks and practices in fundamental ways, ways that, with respect to the environment, go further than ever before and may extend beyond traditional patterns of Eucharistic thought and practice’ (n. 13). This challenge to Lutherans and Orthodox and the accompanying call, in light of the eucharistic imperative ‘to help establish justice and restore peace’, to repent for failures both environmental and in terms of social action, and to respond to the needs of the world ‘in accordance with our Eucharistic faith’, might aptly be directed to all Christians. The concluding sentence might equally serve as an inspiration to all: ‘Our shared commitment to living out our Eucharistic experience is a most hopeful avenue for growing closer together as churches’ (nn. 16–17).
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Chapter 18

Ministry


James F. Puglisi




Introduction

When the Lima Report of the Faith and Order Commission, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order 1982), was published in 1982, there were great expectations that this text might mark the beginning of the resolution of issues that prevented various churches from recognizing one another as churches. As the churches began to respond to the text, however, the high hopes were tempered with a dose of realism. While reactions to the first two parts of the text were positive, that was not always the case with the section on ‘Ministry’. It appeared that the question of ministry raised more profound issues for most of the churches. Those issues predominantly indicated differences in ecclesiology.

In considering ecumenical dialogue regarding ministry, it is important to bear in mind a number of lessons learned over the years of interconfessional dialogue. The enthusiastic experience of multilateral dialogue, most especially within the ambit of the Faith and Order Commission, has encouraged churches in their own internal processes of reflection to re-examine not only the theological articulation of the essentials of the faith but also the practical ways in which those essentials are enfleshed in the daily life of their communions. In both multilateral and bilateral settings, we have learned that there needs to be a verification of the results of the dialogues in which churches are involved, since those who have been charged to participate and represent their churches naturally present the most theoretically correct articulation of their own ecclesial understanding and practice of the faith, which may not correspond fully to the day-to-day practice of that same faith by members of their own church. This illustrates the complexity of communicating the experience of faith and the ecclesial practice of one’s own communion and of receiving such communication from other churches or ecclesial communions. Churches have begun to move in the direction of what is being called ‘receptive ecumenism’. This has to do with the exchange of gifts that takes place in ecumenical dialogue between churches. Something is received from the other as a gift for the life of one’s own community.

In the following account, the first part will summarize the achievements of dialogue concerning ministry, and the second part will explore the issues that have been overcome and those that remain, with some concluding reflections on the ministry and structure that the church needs if it is to fulfil the task entrusted to it by Jesus of announcing the gift of salvation to all humanity.

Achievements

Almost every international dialogue has treated the issue of ministry and/or ordination in some form in the course of their discussions. While it is not possible to say that a substantial agreement has been reached in all cases, it is important to note that several regional dialogues between Protestant churches have concluded with mutual recognition of one another’s ministry, for example within the terms of the Porvoo Agreement (1993) between the Anglican churches in Great Britain and Ireland and the Scandinavian Lutheran churches, and by means of the agreement ‘Called to Common Mission’ between the Episcopal Church USA (ECUSA) and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) in 1999/2000. There has been a mutual recognition of ministry likewise between the continental European Reformed and Lutheran churches that have signed the Leuenberg Concordat (1973). The ecclesial bodies in these examples of full communion have recognized each other’s ministries fully. While these examples are important and interesting, they have not eliminated all difficulties within the individual churches and between the agreement partners.

More common patterns, however, can be seen in the discussions between Anglican and Protestant churches, respectively, and the Catholic Church. Let us first look at the positive results that have been gained from the dialogues on ministry that mark a definite, positive movement forward towards a common understanding and a mutual recognition of ministries.

Ministry has an Ecclesial Context

It is now a given in any discussion on ministry today that the vocation and ministry of the church is to witness to the kingdom of God and to serve the Gospel. Another way of stating this is to say that Christ continues his mission and ministry through the members of his body who, by baptism, participate collectively in his priesthood and his ministry (1 Pet. 2:5–9). Therefore the whole people of God, as those who have been reconciled to God by Christ and are now his ambassadors of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18–20), shares in Christ’s ministerial and priestly function of bringing the Good News of salvation to all of creation. The ministeriality of the whole body is affirmed by ecumenical dialogues, such that the context for considering particular or special ministries is the ministerial nature of the body of Christ as a whole (Kasper 2009: 99–102). In this context, all are ministers who have confessed Christ and clothed themselves with him; therefore all are responsible for the ministry and mission entrusted to them even though some will have different tasks. Through recognizing the diversity of tasks but the unicity of purpose, dialogues have made a remarkable step forward in understanding the structuring role that the diverse ministries play in the church (see Eph. 4).

How all of this happens is not understood in a purely historical or linear way. Dialogues describe the actualization of Christ’s ministry by the power of the Holy Spirit. The church is founded on the witness and the teaching of the apostles and born of the Holy Spirit to continue the mission, ministry, and witness of Jesus, as is demonstrated by the commission that she received from Christ who was sent by the Father and in turn sends the church into the world in the power of the Spirit (John 20:21–22).

Thanks to the clarifying work of the dialogues and in particular to the Lima Report, the notion of apostolicity may now be articulated with a correct theological equilibrium. Apostolicity needs to be understood first of all with regard to the church, which bears witness to what has been received by the community in the Spirit from the apostles. Their witness is the unique and only foundation and represents what is intransmissible in the ministry of the apostles (ARCIC 1973: 4; A-L 1972: 75). There needs to be concern then for how the church will remain faithful to the witness of the apostles in terms of its mission (GD 1973: 4). The issue of apostolic succession is properly placed in the wider, primary context of the apostolic continuity of the church as a whole, which has various dimensions.

Ministry has a Christological Foundation

It is clear from the dialogues that through baptism all come to share in the priesthood of Christ and in his mission to proclaim the kingdom and witness to the Gospel. For example, the Lutheran-Roman Catholic international dialogue has stated: ‘All the baptized who believe in Christ share in the priesthood of Christ and are thus commissioned to “proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Hence no member lacks a part to play in the mission of the whole body’ (L-RC 2006: 273; also Faith and Order 1982, Ministry, 1; RC-M 2010: 116).

How the ministry of Christ actually relates to all the baptized is not, however, clearly articulated in the dialogues. Some make a link with the unique priesthood of Christ as one who offers his life as ransom for the many and intercedes for us before the Father. Much caution is used in appropriating the notion of priesthood to the community or to those ordained within the community, precisely because the New Testament analogously links the notion of the unique priesthood of Christ to the royal and prophetic priesthood of all the baptized (B-R 1977: 30f.). The Lima Report states that ‘ordained ministers are related, as are all Christians, both to the priesthood of Christ, and to the priesthood of the Church’ (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 17).

Ministry has a Pneumatological and hence Trinitarian and Eschatological Context

Whether the dialogues are talking about the ministry of the whole people of God or speaking about the ministry of the ordained, it is clear that ministry is situated among the gifts of the Spirit. In the dialogues, the general notion of ministry is described most often as diakonia (2 Cor. 3:8, 6:3; 2 Tim. 4:5), but also as charis (Rom. 1:5; 1 Cor. 3:10; Gal. 2:9) and as exousia (Mark 3:15; 2 Cor. 10:8, 13:10). As service in the community, ministry finds in Jesus its reference and its orientation (Luke 22:27; Mark 9:33–37, 10:41; John 13:1–17).

The multiplicity of functions that the members perform is based on the distribution of diverse gifts by the same Spirit (1 Cor. 12:4–11) (R-RC 1977: 96; GD 1986: 15). The dialogues emphasize: 1) that all Christians are first of all members of the one people of God; 2) that each Christian possesses a charism offered by the Spirit in his/her vocation to follow Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–31); and thus 3) that each Christian in his/her own way and those who are ‘ministers’ in the strict sense must be seen essentially in relation to the whole body of Christ; they must be integrated into the service of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12–14), and must not neglect the gift they have been given (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6). In this many-faceted priestly service, the church serves the world and is built up as a living koinonia of salvation (L-RC USA 2005: 21ff.) as she bears witness to the fulfilment of the kingdom. The eschatological task of ministry is to keep the community orientated to the final goal of bringing to completion that which Jesus began.

Consensus on the Ordained or Special Ministry

Because of the very positive and almost universal understanding of the ministerial dimension of the church as a whole, articulated within a more balanced Trinitarian theological context, important points of convergence are found on the topic that one would expect to be more contentious, namely the ordained ministry (Forum 1979: 378–380; USA Report 1979). While in certain cases among Anglicans, Lutherans, and Reformed there has been a change in attitude and the recognition of the validity of one another’s ministries, there has been no such change in the attitudes of the Catholic and Orthodox Churches. Notwithstanding this fact, it would be safe to venture that all of the churches regard each other’s ministries with a positive attitude, considering them as spiritual elements of the respective churches.

Foundational critical biblical, patristic, and liturgical studies carried out by scholars from all of the churches have enabled the dialogues to establish common ground and to have a common point of departure in exploring the issues surrounding ordained ministry, instead of starting from differences. A further general observation is in order: because of the ecclesiological, christological-pneumatological, and Trinitarian matrix that the dialogues have used, the special or ordained ministry is never conceived in isolation from the ministerial context of the whole people of God. The great advantage of this is that it enables the focus to be maintained on the ministry as service rather than on the person of the minister. Historically in the West, there has been a tendency to isolate the ministry from the church by placing the person of the minister above the church. This has been done by giving particular status to the person because of perceived powers that he possesses. In scholastic theology, the idea that the minister received ‘personal’ power through the act of ordination enabled him to perform certain sacred acts even outside of the ecclesial context, and thus rendered him autonomous from the body of the church. The power that one receives is now seen to be ‘ecclesial’ and not personal, since the minister is to exercise it for the building up of the body of the faithful.

The Lima Report plays an important role in expressing in a new and fresh way what the churches can affirm about the ordained ministry. The following detailed consideration of the points made in ecumenical dialogue regarding ordained ministry uses the headings of the sections of that report: the church and the ordained ministry; the forms of the ordained ministry; succession in the apostolic tradition; ordination; and towards the mutual recognition of the ordained ministries.

The Church and the Ordained Ministry

The distinctive character of the ordained ministry needs to be seen in the context of what the church itself is, namely the koinonia of salvation (L-RC USA 2005: 20). The communion of the church derives its identity from Christ who is ‘the source of its mission and the foundation of its unity’ (GD 1986: 20). The Lima Report recognizes the need for persons to aid the church in fulfilling its mission. These persons are public figures and point to the church’s fundamental dependence on Jesus Christ by providing a focus of its unity (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 8). In this sense, the ordained ministry is considered by many of the dialogues as ‘an essential element of the church’ (ARCIC 1993; GD 1986: 11; L-RC 1972: 56), such that ‘churches have no right to abolish it at will’ (RC/P-R USA 1972: 1). The ministry is considered to be of divine institution, having been instituted by Jesus Christ himself (L-RC 1981: 20; L-RC 2006: 201, 254; ARCIC 1973: 6; RC-M 1976: 82). The New Testament witnesses to a plurality of interrelated ministers, the fundamental basis being service (diakonia) modelled on Jesus who came ‘to serve and not to be served’ (Matt. 20:28).

The question of the authority of the ordained ministry is raised in the dialogues. All make clear that that authority is not a personal authority but is rooted in Jesus’ authority which is given by the Father and transmitted by the Holy Spirit (ARCIC 1973: 8; RC/P-R USA 1972, 5; Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 15; L-RC 1981: 21). It is an authority of service according to his word and in communion, focused on others and on the task of the Gospel. While the predominant idea is one of service, sometimes this authority is articulated by the concept of ‘representation’. According to the Reformation, the ministry is situated vis-à-vis or facing the church, preaching the Gospel and celebrating the sacraments—by these means God gives the Holy Spirit and faith (Augsburg Confession, V). Hence the minister represents Christ to the community and represents the community before Christ (RC-M 1976: 79; L-RC 1981: 50).

Within Catholic theology there is sometimes the danger of an immediate identification of the person of the minister with Christ, as seen, for example, in the description occasionally found of the minister as an alter Christus. The ordained minister is not an alter Christus, because the church is not a prolongation of Christ on earth and in history, and its sacraments and ministries are not the continuation of his sensible and corporeal presence under other appearances. The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) described the church as ‘the universal sacrament of salvation’ (Second Vatican Council 1964a, 48). We are therefore in the context of mediation, and as Hans Urs von Balthasar has written about mediation: ‘what is manifested in a given manifestation is always, at the same time, the non-manifest’ (von Balthasar 1983: 442). Thus the church is a complex network of words, gestures, and roles that, together, mediate the figure and presence of the Risen Lord. Christ is present in the witness of the church under a triple form: the word proclaimed (in the reading of the Scriptures); the word celebrated (in the sacraments); and the word lived (in concrete charity and fraternal communion).

Forms of the Ordained Ministry

The Lima Report refers to the historical evolution of patterns of ministry, since the New Testament does not provide a blueprint for the ministry. Rather, ministry develops, guided by the Spirit and the exigencies of the situations in which the church finds itself. Patterns seem to have been fluid at first, later becoming more precise and concrete as the spreading of the Gospel confronted new challenges in time, space, and cultures (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 19–25). In this development, what seems to have priority is the question of how the church can be most effective as witness and agent in the world today of Jesus’ victory over the spirit of the world in the matter of justice, sin, and judgement (John 16:8). The Spirit of Jesus as exemplified in the spirit of the beatitudes (Matt. 5:1–12) is the spirit of freedom, of justice, and of peace. So that the faithful (the ‘saints’) may be equipped for witnessing to this spirit in the world and may fulfil their service (Eph. 4:12), ministries (understood as charisms) are given to the church which also give it a certain structure. The ministers are to inspire and motivate, to encourage and even correct, if necessary, as part of their task to renew and spiritually edify the faithful by their preaching and administration of the sacraments. There is no opposition between charism and structure since the latter is at the service of the former so that the grace of God may be alive within the body (RC-M 1991: 72).

With the passage of time, however, we see the emergence of the threefold pattern of ministry, the form and content of which has changed over the centuries (L-RC 1981: 49; L-RC 2006: 169; R-RC 1991: 136; RC-M 1991: 61; Second Vatican Council 1964a, 28). No clear consensus has been achieved concerning the binding character of the threefold ministry. There is general recognition that, because the content of the three offices (bishop, presbyter, deacon) has changed, closer attention needs to be paid to the functions that are implied by these ministries. What is distinctive about them is that there is a certain process for their institution within the church, namely a process of election-ordination, whose form we shall see. Attention eventually came to centre on the exercise of oversight (episcope) within each community and among the communities (L-RC 1984: 92–102; GD 1978: 1, 43; RC-M 1991: 8; ARCIC 1973: 9).

The dialogues recognize that local congregations are not self-contained units. The communities of the New Testament sought contact with one another not simply for organizational purposes but in order to realize, in a concrete fashion, what the church is (RC-M 2006: 91). There was a real desire to establish a communion which was concrete and supportive of those communities. As they multiplied and spread into other cultural areas some means was needed to maintain communication. From a Lutheran perspective, this understanding has been expressed as follows: ‘the individual congregation is essentially related to the church as a whole. There is a need beyond the local congregation for leadership services (episcope) with pastoral responsibility for proclamation, sacraments and church unity. Thus in addition to the office of parish pastor, there is a place for supra-congregational ministries in the church’ (L-RC 1980: 23; also L-RC 2006: 279f.).

Some churches such as the Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican churches see the figure of the bishop as embodying the essential features of the ministry of oversight, whereas other churches see scriptural evidence for a more collegial and synodical form of oversight (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 24ff.; Sullivan 2001: 17–125). It is of capital importance to establish first of all the content of the ministry of oversight before determining the way in which it should be exercised. Obviously it is not always easy to separate the two, but dialogues have generally attempted to do this before proceeding to look at structures.

What, then, can be said about this content? There is agreement, first, that the ministry of oversight is meant to serve the building up of the faithful, the oversight of the discipline of the church, the maintenance of unity within the church and between churches, the transmission of the faith through preaching and teaching, and the direction of mission and evangelization (e.g. RC-M 1976: 88; A-L 1972: 79; A-L 1987: 69; Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 29; L-RC 1984: 111; ARCIC 1998: 32–50). As a ministry of fidelity to the apostolic faith both within one’s own church and among the churches, the function of oversight may be seen as a fundamental instrument of unity (ARCIC 1990: 45; R-RC 1991: 135; RC-M 1991: 74).

There is a recognition that the exercise of ministry in the New Testament and early church was collegial. All the dialogues recognize that the basic structure of the church and of all ministry is collegial; no one is ever a minister alone, nor is there ever one Christian alone outside of the communion of the faithful (R-RC 1977: 102; RC-M 2001: 76; Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 26f.). This holds true both within the community and between communities. The ‘personalization’ of the ministry gradually extended during the first and second centuries (ARCIC 1998: 38; GD 1978: 22–25, 46ff.). In spite of the position taken in the dialogues, in practice not all churches see the minister carrying out the duties of oversight as having an actual pastoral charge; rather this ministry is often seen as an administrative and sociological reality. It is interesting to look at the rites and to see whether the newly ordained—or, in many cases of the ministry of episcope, the newly installed—carry out the function of presiding over the Eucharist or the liturgy within which they are installed (see Puglisi 1996–2001 for an analysis of the rites of admission to ordained ministry of the mainline churches). What is ultimately at issue is Jesus Christ’s own episcope over the church historically realized by the ministry of oversight in the power of the Spirit. Some dialogues affirm that episcope ‘is a divinely given function’ (RC-M 1986: 34; ARCIC 1993; GD 1978: 31, 41, 56). Even with this recognition, however, there is still great diversity in the understanding of how this oversight is exercised. While some churches hold to a personal expression localized in one person (the bishop or equivalent), others have a more collegial form (for example, the presbytery or the synod).

Finally, the various ecumenical dialogues find greater convergence around the figure of the presbyter (pastor, priest, or elder) than around the deacon. In the case of the former, emphasis usually falls on being ministers of the word and sacraments as well as teachers of the faith. Other duties attributed to presbyters include responsibility for the discipline and governance of the community as well as pastoral care for the members of the local congregation. With regard to the ministry of the deacon, not all churches have this ministry exercised by an ordained person. In many churches, such as the Orthodox, Anglican, and Catholic churches, their role is mainly but not exclusively liturgical. In some of the Free churches they exercise a responsibility of administration and sometimes even governance for the local congregation. The Lima Report describes the diaconal ministry as exemplifying ‘the interdependence of worship and service in the Church’s life’ (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 31).

Succession in the Apostolic Tradition

Many of the bilateral dialogues take their lead from the Lima Report, which describes the apostolic continuity of the church together with apostolic succession (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 34–38). ‘Apostolic tradition in the Church means continuity in the permanent characteristics of the Church of the apostles’ (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 34). Those include witness to the faith, proclamation of the Gospel, celebration of the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist, a life of prayer and virtue, care of the sick and poor, transmission of ministerial responsibilities, and care for unity. As the USA Lutheran-Catholic dialogue has said, continuity is ‘succession in apostolic mission, ministry and message’ (L-RC USA 2005: 75–77; also A-L 1972: 74; RC-M 1986: 34; RC-M 2010: 130f.; ARCIC 1973: 4; R-RC 1977: 94; GD 1986: 12).

An accomplishment of the dialogues is the realization that the apostolicity of the church is historically founded, rooted in the original witness of the apostles which ultimately points to the ministry of Jesus Christ, the one originally sent by God. However, that witness was not intended to remain fallow or static. Rather it was destined to expand, looking beyond history to God’s purpose in the fulfilment of the kingdom. It thus has an eschatological thrust, ushering in the end times. This double dimension of apostolicity is very important and needs to be articulated by means of diverse elements, symbols, and activities of the church.

In the dialogues two positions arise: one which is held by non-episcopally ordered churches maintains that an unbroken chain of episcopal transmission that may be traced back to the apostles is not a guarantee for the apostolicity of a particular church (R-RC 1977: 100; RC-M 1976: 87). Such churches place emphasis more on the succession in doctrine of the whole church. The other position, held by episcopal churches, wishes to see a link between the apostolicity of a church and the episcopal succession being traceable, without interruption, to the apostles (see ARCIC 1973: 14; L-RC 1981: 59). There are positions in between these two poles, but there is general agreement that the two aspects of apostolicity are linked, namely that the ordained or pastoral ministry is at the service of the apostolic faith and mission of the church in each age (GD 1986: 12; R-RC 1977: 95). The establishment of an ecclesiological context for considering ministry, grounded methodologically in a balanced Trinitarian theology, gives the question of apostolicity a less linear/historical aspect, and enables it to be seen eschatologically as a giftedness and a task entrusted to the church.

In almost all of the dialogue statements on ministry there is a reference to the ministry of oversight or episcope and to the apostolicity of the church. While there is not a universal consensus on the nature of the relationship between the two, there is some convergence. The Joint Working Group (JWG) between the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the Catholic Church’s then-Secretariat for the Promotion of Christian Unity established a commission to make a preliminary study of the subject in 1967. The study affirmed the necessity of the apostolic ministry for the apostolicity of the church: ‘in the life of the church, the apostolic preaching transmitted by Scripture and Tradition, the apostolic ministry, and life in accordance with the Gospel are inseparable. All three are essential to its apostolicity’ (Joint Working Group 1970: 460).

From a Catholic perspective, the question of the extent to which other churches possess ‘true sacraments’ is related to the question of ministerial succession. Walter Kasper holds an interesting view. Building on Vatican II’s recognition of elements of sanctification outside the Catholic Church (Second Vatican Council 1964a, 8, 15; Second Vatican Council 1964b, 3), and with particular attention to the sacraments celebrated in other churches and ecclesial bodies, Kasper says:

In the same way that we find vestigia ecclesiae beyond the visible limits of the Church, we also find vestigia successionis et ministerii beyond succession in its visible and verifiable form. With reference to the Churches of the Reformation, Vatican II merely talks about a defectus with regard to the full form of ministry, a lack, but not a complete absence. Thus a certain degree of recognition has been conceded.

(Kasper 1992: 12)

A few years earlier, the Catholic Church’s International Theological Commission (ITC) took more or less the same stance (ITC 1973: 105–106). One could say that within the Catholic theological community, while there is not recognition of a ministerial succession such as in the Catholic Church, there is nevertheless not a complete lack thereof. With the help of progress in the theological dialogues, questions of apostolicity and succession are now treated primarily from a theological rather than a historical perspective. The apostolicity of the church may be described with reference to the eschatological dimension of ecclesiology, namely the church’s task to announce the gift of salvation constituted by the saving act of God in Christ’s death and resurrection, and to live as a community of reconciliation in the world (see L-RC 1972: 24).

While an episcopal succession is not present in all churches, this does not mean that there is a total lack of apostolicity since the latter is comprised of several elements, as has been noted. The Lima Report recognizes that the acceptance of episcopal succession as a sign of apostolicity by churches in union negotiations does not invalidate their previous ministry. The sign may be of value for the unity of the church as long as it is situated within the wider context of the apostolic continuity of the church as a whole (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 38; also GD 1986: 43; RC-M 1976: 87).

The discussion of apostolicity leads us to consider how the churches in dialogue have come to understand ordination.

Ordination

If space were available, it would be fascinating to compare what the churches say or theologize regarding ordained ministry in their official documents and what they actually do in their ordination rites and live in their ministries (Puglisi 1996–2001). This type of reflection on the theory and practice of ordained ministries would show that theory must be verified in practice and that practice needs to inform theory (lex orandi lex credendi). Since the publication of the Lima Report in 1982, almost all of the churches have had a chance to look at their ordination and installation rites and at the processes involved in the calling of people to the ordained ministry. What follows is a summary of the insights that the churches in dialogue have achieved.

The Lima Report has influenced bilateral discussions, as have also the discussions of the Groupe des Dombes. In both of these we can find the basic meaning of ordination identified by four characteristics: ordination is ‘1) an invocation to God to grant the gift of the Spirit for the ministry; 2) a sacramental sign [cf. ARCIC 1973: 15] of the granting of this prayer by the Lord who bestows the necessary charisms; 3) a welcome by the whole church of the new servant and his aggregation to the college of ministers; 4) a commitment of the minister to the ministry that has been conferred’ (GD 1986: 35; Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 41–44; also L-RC 2006: 276; RC-M 2011: 173–179).

What also seems to be emphasized is that, while the ordained ministry is an integral element of the church (ARCIC 1993), the idea of a call or vocation means that no one has a right to this particular task based on personal choice or capacity (L-RC USA 1970: 18; RC-M 1976: 78). The human process of electing and appointing is not seen as sufficient for admission to the special ministry within the church. Liturgical action is an expression and confirmation of being called and sent by the Lord himself. Hence a key issue here is the process of admitting someone to this ministry. There seems to be a wide consensus that prayer in the form of the epiclesis and the ritual gesture of the laying on of hands is the liturgical expression that mediates the Spirit’s bestowal of this particular form of ministry in the church (L-RC 1984: 78; R-RC 1977: 98; RC-M 1976: 78; RC-M 1991: 80; A-L 1972: 78; ARCIC 1973: 14; GD 1986: 34; Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 41–50). While this is the case in theory, the practice of the churches needs to be examined in the light of this affirmation. What is actually the role of the diverse groups of actors in the process of admission to ordained ministry? Do the faithful participate in fact and not just ritually in the choice of ministers in their churches? Many churches have a very high theology of the role of the faithful in the life of the church but is this theology actually realized in practice? While the practice of ordaining women to the special ministry has become more widespread, there are still some questions as to whether or not a church has the wherewithal to make this decision on its own authority independently of other churches. This has caused serious division within some churches and even the disintegration of some communions. Another issue that seems to be dividing churches is the ordination of homosexual persons to the special ministry. No dialogues have dealt specifically with these issues, but it clearly seems that they are church-dividing.

On the whole, when dialogues speak about the special or ordained ministry they refer to the ministries of bishop, pastor/presbyter/priest, and deacon. Sometimes churches apply the term ‘ordination’ in the case of other services in the church. It is important to look at the meaning of the terms that are used in the practice of the churches. Is there a theological justification for the ordaining of everyone from church sacristan or organist to bishop (Iversen 2006)? Dialogue statements do not provide a complete answer to this question, but from their contexts it is fairly clear that when they speak of ordained ministries they are referring to the bishop, presbyter, and deacon.

Mutual Recognition of Ordained Ministries

What seems to affect the question of the mutual recognition of ordained ministries is, at heart, the question of the church. The Lima Report made some very salient points in this regard which, at the time, seemed to carry great hope (Faith and Order 1982: Ministry, 51–55). Ecumenical dialogues during the past half-century have consistently started from topics where there was some degree of agreement and then moved to more troublesome ground as if circling in a spiral and going ever deeper. Today all the Christian churches are challenged by a new awareness of their ecclesial identity, which has grown during these years of walking together and exchanging gifts. In terms of the reception of the dialogues, professional ecumenists are now speaking of ‘receptive ecumenism’. It is a time to step back and evaluate where we have come from and where we are being led by the Spirit. All of the churches have changed to some degree because of the interaction and the exchanges that have taken place. With regard to the mutual reception of ministries, questions have been asked mainly about the function of episcope and the apostolic quality of the life of each church through the ages. In some respects, what the churches have been able to state concerning their mutual acceptance of each other’s baptism (Faith and Order 2011) raises questions for the mutual recognition of each other’s ministries.

Issues

From the many years of rich dialogue between the churches and the myriad agreed statements, declarations, and joint studies during the last century we have noted some of the major points concerning ministry that mark progress in relations between the churches. Nevertheless, there remain some fundamental outstanding issues which discussions around the question of ministry have raised. The issues still pending pre-eminently relate to ecclesiology and anthropology.

Full communion between the churches requires agreement on what is meant by ‘the church’. The dialogues have been gradually focusing in on the question of the nature and essential structure of the church. The aim or goal of many of the dialogues has specifically been declared to be full visible unity. However, we may ask: is there an agreement on what this means or what it will look like? Again, what are the essential and binding elements and requirements for visible unity and full communion, and what kind of legitimate plurality is possible and/or desirable? Pope John Paul II’s encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint, boldly says: ‘[The] journey towards the necessary and sufficient visible unity, in the communion of the one Church willed by Christ, continues to require patient and courageous efforts. In this process, one must not impose any burden beyond that which is strictly necessary (cf. Acts 15:28)’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: 78). The challenge facing the ecumenical movement today is to be able to discern together, as did that first crucial gathering of the apostles in Luke-Acts, what are ‘burdens greater than the Gospel requires’ for the sake of unity. The issue of ministry allows us to begin to identify what are ‘burdens greater than the Gospel requires’.

One of the principal issues arising from the discussion of ministry is whether or not the churches can make certain decisions with regard to the tradition such as admitting women to the ordained ministry (presbyteral or episcopal). Some churches have already proceeded to the ordination of women after long and serious study and discussion of the matter—such is the case for some Anglican churches and many of the Protestant churches. The decision has not always been unanimous within a given denomination (for example, the Anglican Communion) and has even led to further divisions between these churches and those that do not agree (such as the Catholic and Orthodox Churches). Underlying this issue there is clearly a difference of ecclesiologies and a different understanding of hermeneutical principles regarding the reading of Scripture and tradition, the nature of the episcopal office in theory and practice, the principle of koinonia both within and between churches, the place of legitimate diversity, the unity of the episcopate, and synodality in the church, to name but a few.

Another large issue concerns the ministry of unity and the role that the bishop of Rome might play in this regard. Various dialogues which have treated questions of ministry have at least alluded to the need for a ministry of unity. Such a ministry may be exercised at several levels: local, regional, and universal (RC-O 2007: 17–44). These questions are raised in light of the type of episcope that is exercised, whether personally by a single individual or collectively by a ministerial body such as occurs in non-episcopal churches. Additional questions of primacy and teaching authority loom in the background both historically and theologically for the ecumenical movement today. These are complicated issues, needing to be dealt with step by step. Some dialogues have considered these issues extensively while for others they are simply too difficult at the present time.

These questions lead to further reflections on conciliar and/or synodical structures in relation to communion. When is it necessary to decide together, to teach together, and to celebrate together? On the level of receptive ecumenism, churches have much to gain from the experience of one another when it comes to dealing with thorny issues and determining when it is better not to go it alone but rather to act in fellowship with others, as churches which need one another to be most fully themselves. The purpose and efforts of the WCC are to be appreciated here. From the beginning, the WCC wished to offer a forum where a more permanent type of conciliar fellowship could be experienced. Even though not all churches belong to the WCC, structures such as the Global Christian Forum have enabled non-member churches to share their hopes and difficulties as they seek to fulfil their common commitment to confess the Gospel.

Finally, the area of ministry illustrates a major issue that the churches need to face, namely the issue of identity. The Groupe des Dombes has dealt with conversion and noted that confessional identity and ecumenical conversion are not mutually exclusive but complementary. It speaks of three types of conversion which correspond to three identities: Christian, ecclesial, and confessional. Identity is described as ‘a living reality’, ‘a concrete expression of continuity and change’ (GD 1993: 10); ‘conversion is an essential constituent of an identity which seeks to remain alive and…faithful to itself’ (GD 1993: 14; emphasis in original). The document suggests that at the heart of each of the three identities—Christian, ecclesial, and confessional—is a corresponding conversion which gives that identity its foundation and form.

It is the latter conversion that is relevant to our subject of ministry. Confessional identity relates to the particular form and mode in which each church confesses its faith, and conversion at this level is the most difficult. ‘Confessional conversion is first of all conversion to the God of Jesus Christ and consequently a fraternal reconciliation among the churches as they seek full communion and full mutual ecclesial recognition—not to the detriment of confessional identity, but for purification and deepening in line with the gospel’ (GD 1993: 51).

Seeking a strong confessional identity over against the others can lead churches to self-justifying attitudes if pursued without interior conversion. Institutional self-righteousness tends to reject the ecumenical movement as the great threat to a pure and strong denominational identity. Confessional identities are ‘a gracious gift from God for the whole Church’ only when they seek with others the fullness of truth and faithfulness which is greater than all of them. Otherwise, they become a stumbling block (GD 1993: 46). Each confession or denomination must ask itself whether ‘its judgement of the others is really founded on the Gospel’ (GD 1993: 48).

I have highlighted the Groupe des Dombes statement to illustrate that while the dialogue process is important and has produced some significant, clarifying statements and agreements, the words of these agreements alone are insufficient for achieving Christian unity. What is needed is a radical conversion—a change in the way we think and act with regard to ourselves and others. Unless changes are made in our structures and in our ways of thinking and witnessing we will not arrive at our goal of Christian unity!
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Chapter 19

Liturgy


Karen B. Westerfield Tucker




Introduction

The word ‘liturgy’, popularly defined as the ‘work of the people’, derives from the Greek leitourgía constructed from the words for people (laós) and work (érgon). In antiquity, a leitourgía was a public office or service performed to benefit the city or state or the citizenry. The term is used in the New Testament to refer to the ministries rendered by Zechariah (Luke 1:23), Saul/Paul and his co-workers (Acts 13:2; Phil. 2:17, 30), prospective financial donors (2 Cor. 9:12), and Jesus Christ (Heb. 8:6). Paul refers to himself as a ‘liturgist (leitourgòn) of Christ to the Gentiles’ (Rom. 15:16). To perform a liturgy, in its classical sense, is to offer service for the sake of others.

In contemporary parlance, ‘liturgy’ is often used synonymously with ‘worship’ to refer to the public gathering of a Christian community (usually on a Sunday) for prayer, song, the reading and interpretation of biblical texts, and participation in ‘holy things’ (e.g. sacraments, ordinances, blessings, consecrations, healing). Some Eastern Orthodox churches identify their principal eucharistic assembly as the ‘Divine Liturgy’, while others give it the name ‘Holy Offering’. Both titles preserve the intention of the original Greek word, and communicate the several types of service believed to occur at the event: by God for the salvation of the worshipping community; by the faithful with thanksgiving to the glory of God; and by God and God’s priestly people for the sake of the world.

The term ‘liturgy’, used more narrowly, refers to the formal texts, ceremonial, and standardized order (or ordo) employed by a community to do its work of worship. From this limiting categorization arises the descriptive phrase ‘liturgical church’, which is employed to indicate a contrast with those churches whose worship practices tend to be unscripted, flexible, and/or improvised, and which ignores the broader meanings built into the ancient Greek and biblical definitions of leitourgía that give priority to action over a particular or prescribed form. Such a limitation flies in the face of the recovery and application of the biblical (and patristic) definitions relative to Christian worship that were an integral part of the constructive engagements of the liturgical and ecumenical movements in the twentieth century. These movements shaped theological reflection on liturgy and sacraments as well as worship praxis at the time and in subsequent generations.

A Confluence of Two Streams: The Liturgical and Ecumenical Movements

The Liturgical Movement

Scholars frequently date the formal beginning of what is termed the liturgical movement—a movement dedicated to the recovery of the central place of worship in Christian communities—to the first decade of the twentieth century. Yet, precursors to the movement are recognizable during the Enlightenment, and especially during the nineteenth century in the individuals and ecclesial communities that were each independently committed to liturgical renewal and reform based on a retour aux sources, both of the apostolic and/or medieval eras and of earlier periods in the particular community’s own ecclesiastical history. For example, the German Lutheran Wilhelm Löhe (1808–1872) of Neuendettelsau accentuated liturgy, the dialogue or drama facilitated by pulpit and altar, as the chief action of the faithful. A rereading of John Calvin guided the Mercersburg movement in the United States that John Williamson Nevin (1803–1886) inspired (not without controversy) among the German Reformed. The Oxford and Cambridge movements begun in England in 1833, led by John Keble and encouraged by High Church Anglicans, sought recoveries of certain forms of medieval liturgy, ceremonial, and architecture. In the Church of Scotland, the Church Service Society arose in 1865 for the study of ancient and modern liturgical texts, theologies, and practices in order to improve the worship of the Kirk. Prosper Guéranger (1805–1875) refounded the French Benedictine monastery of Solesmes in 1833, which became known as a centre for the study and implementation of the liturgical year and Gregorian chant. Guéranger’s efforts inspired Benedictine monasteries in Germany (Beuron and Maria Laach) and Belgium (Maredsous and Mont César) to undertake their own liturgical study and consider the pastoral dimensions of a renewed liturgy. Thus, the roots of the liturgical movement were both international and ecumenical, though scholars usually assign the start of the movement to the Belgian Benedictine Lambert Beauduin (1873–1960) of Mont César, and to the date of 1909.

At the National Congress of Catholic Works held in September 1909 in Malines, Beauduin delivered an address in which, echoing Pope Pius X’s motu proprio, Tra le sollecitudini (1903; Seasoltz 1966: 3–10), he pressed for the faithful to take a more active part in the holy mysteries and prayer of the church just as he believed they had done in antiquity. Following this key event, Beauduin continued to advocate the preparation and participation of the liturgical assembly, and the growth of a ‘liturgical spirituality’ for clergy and laity alike. He pursued strategies toward those ends, including the development of annual liturgical days and weeks (semaines liturgiques) for learning, conversation, and prayer, and also the dissemination of publications principally intended for the education and renewal of the clergy, who would then lead the improvement of parish life. La píeté de l’Église (1914, ET Liturgy the Life of the Church; Beauduin 1926) was Beauduin’s ‘manifesto’ for Catholic liturgical revitalization, in which he established ideals for a movement that integrated the four foci of liturgical scholarship and education, sacred music and arts, parish work and life, and moral and ethical formation. He envisioned congregations that, through informed and active participation in the liturgy, would live as Christ’s body for the world in fulfilment of their baptismal promises. Beauduin became more aware of the division of Christ’s body, the church, through his study of the Christian East. In response to Pope Pius XI’s apostolic letter, Equidem Verba (1924), to the Benedictines calling for greater attention to Christian unity, Beauduin established a community at Amay-sur-Meuse in 1925 (moved to Chevetogne in 1939) committed to liturgical spirituality and ecumenical conversation in both life and scholarship.

Beauduin’s suppositions and goals found reception among other Catholics, especially those in Benedictine communities (both men’s and women’s). The four foci of La píeté de l’Église were further elaborated in the first four decades of the movement by pastoral leaders and scholars, whose work sometimes took advantage of new methodologies and research directions emerging in biblical and patristic studies, comparative religions, and the social sciences (especially anthropology, ritual studies, sociology, and psychology). A comparative scheme, for example, was employed by the Germans Odo Casel (1886–1948), in Das christliche Kultmysterium (1932, ET The Mystery of Christian Worship; Casel 1962), and Anton Baumstark (1872–1948; Baumstark 1958). Casel’s book developed his Mysterientheologie, by which he explained the divine presence in worship, and his interpretation encouraged other theological explorations of the mystical and sacramental body of Christ. After visiting Beauduin and Benedictine liturgical centres in Europe, the German-American Virgil Michel (1888–1938) of St John’s Abbey in Minnesota undertook a different approach when pioneering the liturgical movement in the United States. While all four of Beauduin’s foci are identifiable in his contributions, Michel emphasized liturgy’s relationship to questions of social economics and social justice: the task of the church, as Christ’s living body, was to promote the common good in a time of increasing individualism. Michel also encouraged a recovery of the liturgical arts among American Catholics, and his views reinforced the musical instruction and formation in Gregorian chant and other sacred song that was already under way in places such as the Pius X School of Liturgical Music in Manhattanville, New York, which was founded in 1916 by Justine Ward (1879–1975) and Georgia Stevens, RSCJ (1870–1946).

Parish life and work were at the forefront of the writings of the Austrian Augustinian canon Pius Parsch (1884–1954), often described as the facilitator of the ‘people’s’ liturgical movement because he supported the laity’s full engagement in worship by providing for their scriptural, doctrinal, and liturgical literacy. His popular multivolume Das Jahr des Heiles (1924, ET The Church’s Year of Grace; Parsch 1953–1959) combined scientific liturgical research with spiritual reflection to invite readers into the mystery of Christ revealed in and through the liturgy. This and others of Parsch’s writings found their way into the hands of non-Catholics already engaged with or considering liturgical renewal. One reader was a monk of the Anglican Society of the Sacred Mission, A. G. Hebert (1886–1963), who drew on the insights of Parsch and other continental Catholic liturgical reformers in his claim that ‘the sacraments and the liturgy exist in order to give to human life its true direction in relation to God, and to bind men in fellowship with one another’ (Hebert 1935: 8). Hebert’s commitment to ‘the Lord’s people around the Lord’s table on the Lord’s day’ was shared with fellow Anglican Henry de Candole (1895–1971); the writings and convictions of these two men laid the foundation for ‘Parish and People’ and the parish communion movement (1949), intended to inspire liturgical renewal in the Church of England (see Parish and People website).

Readership of the growing number of books and learned journals related to liturgical renewal, and participation at pastoral and scholarly conferences, increasingly crossed confessional, geographic, and linguistic lines when shared convictions and concerns were recognized. A group of Methodists in Great Britain, influenced as much by the momentum of the liturgical movement as by a desire to recover both apostolic and early Methodist praxis, established in 1935 the Methodist Sacramental Fellowship committed to enlivening a Methodist eucharistic spirituality and to praying for Christian unity. Members of the Methodist Church in the United States formed the Brotherhood (later, Order) of St Luke in 1946 for a similar purpose, and used their various publications to introduce Methodist clergy and laity to the significant scholarship of the time, such as the influential The Shape of the Liturgy by Anglican Benedictine Dom Gregory Dix (1901–1952; Dix 1945). Also in 1946, certain members of the Episcopal Church in the United States founded the Associated Parishes for Liturgy and Mission, which, with similarities to Parish and People, linked the centrality of worship in parish life to wider societal issues.

Two significant events occurred in 1947 that gave energy and direction to the liturgical movement as an ecumenical and international call to renewal. The first came on 27 September, six weeks after India achieved independence: the founding of the Church of South India (CSI) from a union of Anglican, Congregational, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches. The new church understood itself as a united body and, in searching for a means to express that unity in its worship, incorporated into its developing liturgies the fruits of recent scholarship (particularly the work of Dix) and the liturgical movement’s interest in Eastern Christian traditions by the inclusion of material from the Liturgy of St James and the Mozarabic liturgy. The Indian context was not forgotten as the CSI’s rites were developed and refined from 1950 to 1962 in a series of booklets that coalesced in 1963 in the first Book of Common Worship. Many liturgical scholars admired the CSI’s new texts, with one commenting that it ‘marked a kind of watershed in the history of liturgical revision; it coloured the thinking of would-be revisers; and its influence, whether direct or indirect, was undeniable’ (Jasper 1989: 206). The second event was the promulgation of Pope Pius XII’s encyclical letter, Mediator Dei, on 20 November (Seasoltz 1966: 107–159), which signalled Rome’s appreciation of the scholarship and pastoral contributions of the Catholic movement to date, but also its concern about perceived excesses and suspect innovations. The encyclical reinforced many of the ideals articulated by the reformers relative to the nature of the church’s liturgy, the centrality and mystery of the Eucharist, the formative capacities of the liturgical year and extra-liturgical practices, and the necessary participation of the laity. Significantly, the document conceded the benefit of the use of the vernacular in some circumstances.

The fifteen years following these two watershed events saw the rise of liturgical centres, official denominational liturgical commissions, and coalitions of pastors inspired to rejuvenate worship within their parishes. A new generation of journals for clergy, typically denominationally related, interpreted the latest liturgical scholarship and offered suggestions for renewing congregational worship. Among Protestants and Anglicans, worship books and booklets were published that contained, along with other materials, experimental liturgies, texts in contemporary idioms, new styles of song for worship, and resources for a rediscovered or expanded liturgical year. Catholic experimentation went on in some places, often underground. All of this garnered mixed reactions. While some people welcomed the fresh winds of liturgical innovation, others worried about the loss of traditional liturgical identities. Some Protestants feared that falling in line with a Catholic movement would lead not only to ‘ritualism’ but also to a tacit submission to papal authority.

Pope John XXIII challenged this anti-Catholic sentiment when he summoned the Second Vatican Council and invited the participation of ecumenical observers. The first document of Vatican II, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum Concilium), recognized at the outset the connection between the reform of the liturgy and the fostering of union among Christian believers, the invigoration of Christian life, and the renovation of certain institutions (Second Vatican Council 1963: n. 1). To achieve these goals, the constitution summed up much of what had been the liturgical movement’s ideals, including those of ressourcement (retrieval of the past) and aggiornamento (updating), and emphasized the ‘full, conscious, and active participation’ of the faithful (n. 14; amended trans.), and the liturgy’s place as simultaneously the source and summit of the church’s life (n. 10). Writing two months after the constitution’s release on 4 December 1963, American Methodist and official observer Albert C. Outler (1908–1989) described the Council as a ‘major experiment in ecumenicity’ and remarked: ‘What if the Romans teach the world that the essence of worship is the faithful [human] response to God’s immediate and real presence in a community of men and women who love each other as they have been loved by God in Christ? Our only legitimate reaction would have to be a bold venture in basic liturgical reform ourselves’ (Outler 1967: 64, 66). Outler’s words proved prophetic, as the Council’s liturgical decisions seemed to give other churches the confidence to launch their own ‘bold ventures’ and, in effect, to push the agenda of the liturgical movement forward.

Common interests in ressourcement, aggiornamento, and the inculturation of liturgies encouraged conversation in a climate of ecumenical openness in the first decades after the Council. Catholics, Anglicans, and some Protestants engaged together at times and/or borrowed from each other in their overlapping work to produce or interpret official or authorized texts from the same resources—especially paradigmatic scriptural texts (e.g. Luke 24:27, 35) and the liturgical texts and commentaries of the first four centuries on which the earlier generations of the liturgical movement focused. Thus many Western churches rediscovered and reclaimed the normativity for each Sunday of the pairing of the word of God spoken and sung—with the reading and chanting of scripture, and lively, rich preaching—and the word of God enacted, through the sharing of the holy meal. The shape of the Sunday liturgy and the construction of prayers (e.g. prayers of the faithful/intercessions and eucharistic prayers) began to look similar across the churches. A shared concern for the spiritual preparation of swelling populations of unbaptized adults led to a rereading of early Christian texts, which resulted in a recovery of the vital place of baptism in relation to Christian faith and the development of catechumenal processes with accompanying rites in several denominations. Theologies of baptism as the basis of a Christian understanding of life and death influenced the creation of new rites for marriage, sickness, and funerals. Churches that had laid aside or never known the daily office of prayer at set times or hours of the day produced texts for corporate and private use after studying the historic ‘cathedral’ and ‘monastic’ forms and their different contents, and determining the number of hours (typically two or three) practicable for contemporary laity.

The Orthodox neither participated directly in the liturgical movement—though the eucharistic ecclesiology of Nicholas Afanasiev (1893–1966) and the liturgical theology of Alexander Schmemann (1921–1983) had resonances with it—nor engaged in a similar level of post-conciliar liturgical revisions. Yet broad interest in patristic liturgical recoveries often inspired conversations that included the Orthodox. A national venue for such discussions is the Joint Liturgical Group of Great Britain, begun in 1963. International and ecumenical exchange takes place at the Societas Liturgica founded by the Dutch Reformed pastor Wiebe Vos (1921–2004) in 1967, with members from more than thirty-five countries representing a wide range of ecclesiastical groups, including Baptists and Orthodox.

Did the liturgical movement culminate or even come to an end with the achievements realized among the various churches in the two or three decades after Vatican II? Perhaps it did, if the liturgical movement is measured as a Western and Catholic, Anglican, and main-line Protestant phenomenon. But, when Protestants (including Evangelicals) from Asia, Africa, and South America came to study in Western seminaries and graduate schools in the 1990s and afterwards, they took to their native lands the theological concepts and liturgical texts that were the fruits of the liturgical movement. They, in turn, planted in their churches the ideas of liturgical renewal and of the centrality of worship for Christian life. Many of these churches are revising their liturgical texts or writing liturgical texts for the first time. Another Christian family that has discovered the principles of the liturgical movement is the Pentecostals, with some churches implementing patristic recoveries in their worship. Thus, perhaps, the liturgical movement remains alive, expanding its international and ecumenical reach.

Liturgy and the Ecumenical Movement: The Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches

When Societas Liturgica met for the first time in 1967 in Driebergen, The Netherlands, the stated theme for the gathering was ‘Vatican II and the Work on Worship by Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches’, in recognition of the intertwining of these two strands dedicated to placing worship at the forefront of Christian life. The liturgical movement that preceded Vatican II gave impetus to the discussions on worship in the ecumenical movement and particularly within the ambit of the Faith and Order Commission, and the two movements grew up together, both being seen by many of the churches as evidence of the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit.

The report of the World Conference on Faith and Order held at Lausanne in 1927 pointed to the ‘increasing sense of the significance and value of Sacraments’ already under way across many churches, and urged that this ‘movement’ (perhaps a nod to the liturgical movement) ‘should be fostered and guided as a means of deepening the life and experience of the Churches’ (Vischer 1963: 38). The conference made general observations regarding the nature, validity, and number of sacraments, and the matter of intercommunion—topics that received more attention at the Second World Conference on Faith and Order held ten years later in Edinburgh. The Edinburgh report of 1937, which declared the Eucharist to be the church’s most ‘sacred act of worship’, at the same time recognized that not all self-declared Christian communities (e.g. the Society of Friends and the Salvation Army) practised sacraments in the usual sense, thereby adding an additional layer of complexity to the quest for unity if ‘unity in sacramental worship requires essential unity in sacramental faith and practice’. Potentially less complicated was non-sacramental worship or the service of the word (also identified as ‘evangelical’ worship), since there was already common ground in the reading and liturgical use of scriptures, preaching, acts of confession and absolution, and common prayer ‘expressed in the spoken word, through silence, or by employment of the sacred treasures of Christian literature, art, and music’ (Vischer 1963: 65–66). The report conceded the need for additional study and conversation to provide better acquaintance with the worship practices and theologies of the various churches, but with a comparative methodology attentive to the challenges of unity. To that end a theological commission was charged to prepare the first full statement on liturgy from the ecumenical movement before the Third World Conference on Faith and Order, held at Lund in 1952.

The commission’s report, Ways of Worship (1951), was guided by the principle that ‘in worship we meet the problem, nay rather the sin of the disunion of the Church in its sharpest form’ (Edwall et al. 1951: 23), even while acknowledging the evidence of a liturgical movement participated in globally by churches of very different traditions, and the success of new liturgical texts produced by united churches such as the CSI and the United Church of Canada. Three sets of study papers were included as part of the report: descriptions of the essential and usual elements of worship for representative confessional groups; theological reflections focused on the meanings of word and sacrament for several churches; and essays considering the place of popular devotions, including four written in response to the 1950 papal definition of the dogma of the Assumption of Mary. The commission’s report also included analysis and commentary on what research had revealed. Two general ‘modes’ of worship were identified—‘liturgical’ and ‘free’—along with three general foci: ‘eucharist-centred’, ‘preaching-centred’, and ‘waiting upon the Spirit’. However, regarding the three foci, the commission acknowledged a gradual coalescing of the Eucharist- and preaching-centred types as a result of the liturgical movement. In taking stock of current liturgical developments and tensions, and recognizing the need to distinguish doctrinal from social, cultural, and psychological factors, the commission noted several ongoing issues: the relationship of corporate worship and individual prayer, set forms versus free prayer, understandings of eucharistic presence and sacrifice, and disparities regarding the modes and recipients of baptism.

Building on the commission’s information and advice, the section on ‘Ways of Worship’ in the Lund conference report set forth basic agreements found among the member churches and the Roman Catholic Church regarding worship’s meaning and purpose. Christian worship is directed to the triune God and animated by the Holy Spirit. God’s gifts of faith and encounter, word and sacrament impart grace, salvation, and communion with God, and enable the response of the whole person in worship, mission, and service. In worship, these responses may comprise ‘adoration, confession, hearing the Word of God, intercession, invocation, oblation, praise, supplication and thanksgiving’. Finally, worship always has an ecclesial orientation, for even private prayer and devotion link with the church’s worship on earth and in heaven. The report added to the list of unresolved problems supplied in the commission’s study, and pointed to the need for further discussion regarding such matters as the relation of word and sacrament, definitions of sacraments and sacramentality, prayers to saints and for the dead, and liturgical leadership. Acknowledging the difficulty in speaking of ‘non-liturgical’ and ‘liturgical’ worship given the broader meaning of ‘liturgy’, the report admitted that ‘most forms of worship are in a sense liturgical’. The report in conclusion offered multiple recommendations, both investigatory and practical, with an eye to advancing the goal of unity. Some proposals paralleled the interests of the liturgical movement, and indeed one suggestion was to study the liturgical movements occurring in various places, and to dovetail that work with an examination of the ‘roots of modern antagonism to Christian worship in all its forms’ (Vischer 1963: 107–111, 114–115). Overall, the tone and approach of the Lund report concerning worship differed noticeably from previous Faith and Order documents and even from Ways of Worship: rather than focusing on comparisons and differences, the new agenda was to explore the possibility of producing common, ecumenical statements on liturgical and sacramental topics.

The worship commission charged with preparing reports for the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order at Montreal in 1963 met in three geographic regions, each attentive to its own particular context, and looked to produce synthetic statements. The East Asian group highlighted worship’s relationship to mission and cultural location (indigenization), while the North American group addressed the scriptural and kerygmatic foundations of worship as well as the issue of worship in contemporary life. The Europeans took up biblical, historical, and theological approaches, and considered the connection of worship to creation, redemption, and new creation. All of these reports contributed to the work of the section on ‘Worship and the Oneness of Christ’s Church’ at Montreal, whose membership included sacramental theologians and liturgical scholars, Schmemann among them. Although Sacrosanctum Concilium was not promulgated until later that year, the section report already contained similar language and concepts, because of an awareness of and receptivity to the liturgical movement’s ideals, thanks in part to two papers on the movement presented to the section, one by Max Thurian (1921–1996) of the Taizé community and the Reformed Church of France—an official ‘guest’ at Vatican II.

In its opening commentary, the report accentuated the centrality of worship in church life and its ‘crucial importance’ for ecumenical and theological discourse:

[A]t a time when Christians are perhaps more aware of the tragic estrangement of the world from the Church than ever before, God is so plainly calling us to rediscover together the joy, depth and power of Christian worship.

The time has come to give this rediscovery earnest attention throughout our churches. The study of worship has often been regarded as one of the ‘compartments’ of ecumenical conversation. It has often been controlled by theological assumptions not directly related to the actual worshipping life of the Church. But if theology is to reflect the whole faith of the Church, and if (as we believe) it is in leitourgia that the Church is to find the fulfilment of its life, then it is essential that we let that leitourgia speak for itself. It is of crucial importance that we should investigate its forms and structures, its language and spirit, in the expectation that this process may throw new light upon various theological positions and affirmations, perhaps even lend new meaning to them, and thus open new possibilities in ecumenical dialogue.

(Rodger and Vischer 1964: 70, §§106–107)

Given this and other new insights, such as the linkage between worship and mission (Rodger and Vischer 1964: 75–76, §§125–128), the work of the worship section, it was suggested, ‘had the flavour of a party of pioneers who come suddenly in sight of a rich new land calling out for exploration’ (Rodger and Vischer 1964: 30).

The section report continued with several statements delineating shared convictions on the nature of worship, for example on the purpose of preaching, the eschatological dimension of worship, and worship as christologically grounded and centred. One bold statement spoke to the ecclesiological aspect of worship and declared that ecclesiastical, economic, racial, national, and personal divisions ‘contradict true worship, because they represent a failure fully to carry out the common ministry of reconciliation to which we are all called in Christ’ (Rodger and Vischer 1964: 70–71, §108b). Considerations of baptism and Eucharist followed, each containing a list of elements that ‘should find a place’ in the respective rites—pre-baptismal renunciation and profession, and a eucharistic epiclesis, both reclamations resonant with the findings of the liturgical movement, were mentioned. Two of the final parts of the report signalled concern for the intelligibility and authenticity of worship in the modern world and especially in mission contexts, and a third dealt with the observance of the Lord’s Supper in ecumenical settings (a subject already broached at Lund). Faith and Order has continued to address these topics well into the twenty-first century.

Five years later at the Fourth Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in Uppsala (1968), the subjects of liturgical intelligibility and authenticity were at the forefront of discussion in one of the Assembly’s six main consultation areas initially labelled ‘The Worship of God in a Secular Age’. ‘Secularization’ was a prominent topic among academic theologians in the 1960s, but the choice of the theme as a focus in Uppsala proved to be highly controversial, with objections voiced by some delegates (especially the Orthodox) over what seemed to be a limited, Western, liberal, and Protestant agenda. Tensions were high between those who found meaning in long-standing liturgical traditions and those who questioned all traditions, and in the end the group supplied only a brief report under the title ‘Worship’, which little advanced the work approved at Montreal. Dissatisfaction with Uppsala led to a Faith and Order consultation in 1969 on ‘Worship in a Secular Age’, which published the divergent assessments and conclusions offered there in a report titled Worship Today (Gassmann 1993: 256–268).

The optimism of the Montreal meeting had not been lost, however. It persisted with teams of drafters selected by Faith and Order who, in collaboration with scholars, church leaders, and other specialists, and with input from commission meetings held in 1974 and 1978, strove to produce the text ultimately named Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM; Faith and Order Commission 1982). The document was approved by the Faith and Order Commission at its 1982 meeting in Lima as a ‘sufficiently mature’ text (Wainwright 1997: 65), and the achievement was commemorated by the use of a Western-style eucharistic rite (the ‘Lima Liturgy’) that placed the substance of the agreements and convergences expressed in BEM into euchological language. The ‘Lima Liturgy’ had no official status; nevertheless, the Sixth Assembly of the WCC in Vancouver (1983) drew on the text, as have other ecumenical gatherings.

The advancement of the cause of visible unity thanks to the positive reception of BEM and the ongoing discussions it evoked encouraged the Seventh Assembly of the WCC at Canberra (1991) to issue a statement—‘The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling’—summoning the churches to a koinonia expressed in part by a ‘common sacramental life entered by the one baptism and celebrated together in one eucharistic fellowship’ (Gassmann 1993: 4, §2.1). One sign of this reconciling koinonia would be the mutual recognition of baptism, which the Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi (1961) had already identified as a fundamental yet problematic goal. Appropriately, koinonia became the focus of the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order at Santiago de Compostela (1993), with liturgical and sacramental matters explored under the heading ‘Sharing a Common Life in Christ’. In light of the responses to BEM, the final report urged more conversation on the various remaining sticking points concerning sacraments and sacramentality, baptism and Eucharist, all the while recognizing that worship could, in some sense, already express an existing koinonia even as it supported and sustained the journey towards a fuller koinonia (Best and Gassmann 1994: 245–252).

Since 1993, the liturgical and sacramental explorations of Faith and Order have taken place in conferences, consultations, and drafting groups, which are supplemented and informed by the comparable work undertaken in bilateral and multilateral dialogues, national and regional liturgical working groups, and in intraconfessional symposia and projects. Progress was made at a consultation held in Ditchingham, England (1994), not only on familiar questions pertaining to baptism and Eucharist, but also in the affirmation of a shared pattern (ordo) that reflected the changes in liturgical practice and theological thinking after Vatican II.

This ordo, which is always marked by pairing and by mutually reinterpretive juxtapositions, roots in word and sacrament held together. It is scripture readings and preaching together, yielding intercessions; and, with these, it is eucharistia and eating and drinking together, yielding a collection for the poor and mission in the world. It is formation in faith and baptizing in water together, leading to participation in the life of the community. It is ministers and people, enacting these things, together. It is prayers through the days of the week and the Sunday assembly seen together; it is observances through the year and the annual common celebration of the Pascha together. Such is the inheritance of all the churches, founded in the New Testament, locally practised today, and attested to in the ancient sources of both the Christian East and the Christian West. (Best and Heller 1995: 6–7)

The Ditchingham report, ‘Towards Koinonia in Worship’ (Best and Heller 1995: 4–26), also addressed collective concerns about the inculturation of worship, and under the guidance of Catholic Benedictine Anscar Chupungco (1939–2013) and Lutheran S. Anita Stauffer (1947–2007) introduced methodological principles and also theological and liturgical criteria to guide the churches in the exchange between theology, worship, and culture(s). Stauffer at the time had been heading the Lutheran World Federation’s study team on worship and culture. Subsequently, the Lutheran team drew on and added to Ditchingham’s results to formulate the ‘Nairobi Statement on Worship and Culture’ that explained the relationship between worship and culture as transcultural, contextual, countercultural, and cross-cultural (Stauffer 1996: 23–28). These two documents formed the foundation for later investigations of worship and culture.

The urgency of finding a common date for Easter as an ecumenical theological concern was expressed in the Ditchingham report (Best and Heller 1995: 10), and in 1997 the WCC and the Middle East Council of Churches undertook a consultation on this topic. The gathering recommended further study and, in the interim, the use of the Nicene norms for calculating the date of Pascha/Easter. Consensus on this matter has yet to be achieved.

Several consultations have aimed to move beyond what is stated in the ‘Baptism’ section of BEM and to increase the recognition between churches of one another’s baptism as the one baptism in Christ. The record of this progress is found in a series of reports and studies published by the WCC that build on one another, most notably: Becoming a Christian: The Ecumenical Implications of our Common Baptism (Best and Heller 1999); ‘Ecclesiological and Ecumenical Implications of a Common Baptism: A JWG Study’ in the Eighth Report: 1999–2005 of the Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches (Joint Working Group 2005: 45–72, Appendix C); and One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition (Faith and Order Commission 2011). The latter document, which was in process for over a decade, was sent to the churches as a study text ‘to clarify the meaning of the mutual recognition of baptism; to put the consequences of mutual recognition fully into practice; and to clarify issues which still prevent such recognition’ (Faith and Order Commission 2011: 1). With the subject of baptismal recognition also come questions of eucharistic sharing, which have taken on a new aspect given that eucharistic liturgies post-Vatican II sometimes have a similar shape and use comparable euchological formulations. Thus, the work of the ecumenical movement continues as new generations of pioneers at local, regional, and international levels look toward that longed-for land of visible unity realized in eucharistic fellowship.

Ecumenical Liturgical Sharing

Hymns, Psalms, and Spiritual Songs

The ecumenical exchange of liturgical resources did not begin with the liturgical and ecumenical movements. A long-standing, and often forgotten, practice is the sharing of song texts, which is most obvious from the sixteenth century onward. In many cases, this interchange came as the result of translation, such as the multilingual and multi-ecclesiastical renderings of the original Greek evening hymn Phos hilaron, and the English metrical versifications of the hymns of German pietism (Lutheran and Moravian) by John Wesley (1703–1791) and Catherine Winkworth (1827–1878). Over time, individual hymns and songs have often lost their original ecclesiastical location. More recently, the mediation of song lyrics via electronic and digital means has not fostered attention to the denominational origins of the songwriter(s). Such sharing of lyrics may encourage Christian unity directly or indirectly; yet, different confessional contexts may produce distinctive interpretations of a text. A related matter is whether hymn writers committed to the cause of unity should strive to produce texts that avoid the theological nuances of ecclesiastical particularity.

The production of deliberately ecumenical hymnals coincided with the rise of the ecumenical movement—one such being Cantate Domino, the first edition of which was brought out by the World Student Christian Federation in 1924. As a tangible sign of efforts toward unity (and to save production costs), ecumenical committees in certain nations have worked together on a single hymnal, though there may be ecclesiastically specific sections within the common book. In Australia, for example, Anglican, Congregationalist, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Roman Catholic committee members launched the Australian Hymn Book in 1977; and a revised version, Together in Song: Australian Hymn Book II (1999), was overseen by an editorial committee of Anglican, Churches of Christ, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, and Uniting Church (a 1977 union of Congregationalists, Methodists, and Presbyterians) representatives. Intentional ecumenical communities sometimes produce liturgical and musical resources intended for ecumenical use, among them Taizé (France), the Iona Community (Scotland), and the Monastery of Bose (Italy).

Liturgical Texts in English

Sometimes part of the work of national groups assigned a broad ecumenical agenda is to produce liturgical texts. In the United States, for example, a Committee on Worship appointed in 1935 by the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (later the National Council of Churches) considered introducing the liturgical year to denominations unfamiliar with the calendar in order to facilitate further agreement toward unity—the committee’s efforts resulted in the publication of The Christian Year (1937, revised 1940; Adams 1940). Almost three decades later, the Consultation on Church Union (COCU), founded in 1962 (and reconstituted in 2002 as Churches Uniting in Christ), named a Commission on Worship, which produced orders for word and sacrament (1968, 1982, 1984), baptism (1973), confirmation (1980), and thanksgiving for birth or adoption (1980).

Ecumenical coalitions gathered solely around the subject of liturgy have also been generators of texts intended for common use. Thus, even as the COCU commission did its work, the Consultation on Common Texts (CCT), with a membership of Protestant, Anglican, and Catholic liturgical specialists representing churches in the United States and Canada (some of whom were also participating in the COCU initiative), began in 1965 to discuss formulations for the texts most frequently and jointly used in worship. The ecumenical International Consultation on English Texts (ICET) soon took over this work, but the CCT continued its own endeavours, publishing A Liturgical Psalter for the Eucharist (1976), largely produced by Episcopal scholar Massey Shepherd, Jr. (1913–1990), Ecumenical Services of Prayer (1983), A Christian Celebration of Marriage (1987) for use in mixed marriages, and A Celebration of Baptism (1988).

The Joint Liturgical Group (JLG) of Great Britain, whose birth slightly predated the North American CCT, had a comparable agenda and ecclesiastical representation. Its first liturgical texts were published in 1968—The Daily Office (reprinted 1974) and Holy Week Services (2nd edn 1983)—and both were edited by JLG secretary (and ICET co-chairman) Ronald C. D. Jasper (1917–1990). Its texts Confirmation and Re-Affirmation of Baptismal Faith (1992) and An Order of Marriage: For Christians from Different Churches (1999) were produced to address the realities of life in cooperative parishes comprising more than one denomination and in British society at large. Alongside these liturgical texts, the JLG provided collections of essays to advise and guide the churches on worship matters.

The aforementioned ICET was formed in 1969, largely at the initiative of the Roman Catholic International Commission on English in the Liturgy (ICEL), but also with the participation of the JLG and CCT, recognizing that the recasting of mutually used prayers and formulations into contemporary language might best be done with the involvement of all the English-speaking churches that might use them. ICEL itself came into being after Vatican II by the initiative of the conferences of Catholic bishops in English-speaking areas to oversee the translation of the approved Latin liturgical texts into a common English. ICET published thirteen texts (including the Ordinary of the Mass) in Prayers We Have in Common (1970, 1971, 1975), and these became the versions used in the English translation of the Roman Missal of 1969, and in the liturgies of many English-speaking churches.

In 1985, ICET was succeeded by the English Language Liturgical Consultation (ELLC), whose membership in addition to ICEL, JLG, and CCT included representatives of ecumenical liturgical groups from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa. Together they updated the ICET texts, the fruit of their efforts being the booklet Praying Together (1988)—texts from this version were soon placed into new service books. The official membership of ICEL in ELLC ended following the issuance of the instruction Liturgiam Authenticam (2001) by the Vatican’s Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, which set in motion the process that culminated in a revised English translation of the Roman Missal (2011). ELLC continues to work with (unofficial) Roman Catholic participation, and remains committed to the creation of resources for ecumenical and liturgical formation through praying common texts. However, the reality is that the koinonia obtained from the use of common texts by Catholics, Anglicans, and Protestants has taken a step backward, though Pope Francis’ motu proprio, Magnum Principium (Pope Francis 2017), which gives episcopal conferences a greater role in liturgical translation, may offer new possibilities for the creation of ecumenical texts.

Lectionaries

Vatican II’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy called for the scriptures to be opened ‘more lavishly’ so that the faithful might receive a ‘richer fare’ of instruction by God’s word (Second Vatican Council 1963: n. 51), and that led to the production of a new three-year Sunday lectionary in 1969 (slightly revised in 1981) for use in the Catholic Church. One synoptic Gospel is read each year—the Johannine Gospel makes appearances each year during the seasons of Advent/Christmas and Lent/Easter, and also in the ‘Year of Mark’—with the Gospel lection ‘controlling’ the Old Testament reading. Yet by the time the Ordo lectionum missae (1969) was published, indicating what the contents of the new lectionary would be, the JLG had already introduced (in 1967) their own two-year lectionary, which organized Sunday readings along thematic and trinitarian schemes, with Old Testament, Gospel, and then Epistle readings serving in succession as the ‘controlling’ lection. Some churches unaccustomed to following a table of readings soon adopted or recommended the JLG lectionary.

Non-Catholic scholars served as consultants in the preparation of the Roman lectionary, and as Protestant and Anglican churches engaged in liturgical revisions after Vatican II some of these same scholars considered adaptations of the new lectionary for their own churches. In the United States, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Lutherans published their own reworkings of the Roman lectionary in the early 1970s, which motivated COCU to formulate a consensus version in 1974. The CCT took harmonization a step further by first examining the three-year lectionary variants in use throughout North America, and then releasing in 1983 the Common Lectionary for a three-year trial period. As the CCT looked at revision of the Common Lectionary based on feedback, it also considered the feasibility of an international usage, and so ELLC collaborated in the preparation of a Revised Common Lectionary (1992). Although a quarter-century separates the Revised Common Lectionary from the Ordo lectionum missae, the genetic connection is unmistakable. The Gospel lections correspond closely, as do the ‘Epistle’ readings (from the Epistles, Acts, and Revelation). The main divergence is in the choice of post-Pentecost Old Testament lessons, where the Revised Common Lectionary supplies semi-continuous narratives (Year A: Patriarchs and Moses; Year B: David; Year C: Elijah, Elisha, Minor Prophets) instead of independent selections typologically linked with the Gospel pericopes.

Use of the Revised Common Lectionary has spread around the globe, and beyond English-speaking areas. There had been hope of its adoption by the Roman Catholic Church, but that has yet to be achieved. ELLC remains committed to the realization of a truly international, ecumenical, and common lectionary.

Ecumenical Worship?

The sharing of hymns and songs, liturgical texts, and a common lectionary presses the possibility of ecumenical or common worship. Yet, as discussions in the WCC in the twenty-first century have demonstrated, the phrase ‘ecumenical worship’ may suggest a unity not yet actually achieved. Thus, the WCC has adopted the terms ‘confessional common prayer’ and ‘interconfessional common prayer’ (WCC 2006), with the latter term taking into account a recognized, common ordo and similar patterns of prayer. But even the notion of ‘interconfessional’ worship remains problematic for some groups because of the complexities of presenting ‘non-ecclesial’ worship using rites, language, symbols, images, cultural forms, and leadership that do not cause spiritual, theological, or ecclesiological offence. Even among churches that have established full communion or have statements of agreement, unresolved issues often remain regarding liturgical and sacramental theology and/or worship practices.

Nevertheless, as the liturgical and ecumenical movements have observed and proclaimed, worship is at the centre of Christian life, and prayer (that of Jesus and the churches) is at the heart of the quest for Christian unity. The work of the people that is liturgy is to be undertaken together—carefully, thoughtfully, and respectfully—even as Christians look to that day when divisions cease and, with one voice, they offer praise and thanksgiving to God.
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Chapter 20

Justification


Anthony N. S. Lane




Introduction

The doctrine of justification thrust itself to the forefront of attention in the Reformation debates of the sixteenth century. The Protestant Reformers developed a new understanding of the doctrine, to which the Roman Catholic reaction varied from total hostility to substantial acceptance.1

Many colloquies were convened with the aim of healing the Reformation divide, the most significant being the Regensburg (Ratisbon) Colloquy of 1541, whose greatest achievement was to draw up a statement (‘Article 5’) on justification which was agreed by all the parties. Despite this success, the debates broke down over the issues of the Eucharist and the authority of the church. With the failure of the colloquy conciliation fell out of favour and the initiative passed to those seeking clear lines of demarcation. The Council of Trent (1545–1563) set out to define Catholic dogma in a firmly anti-Protestant manner and this is true in particular of its Decree on Justification (hereafter DoJ; Council of Trent 1547).

Twentieth-Century Dialogue

In the latter half of the twentieth century the doctrine of justification was the subject of many ecumenical dialogues, mostly but by no means exclusively between Lutherans and Catholics. The following survey will consider eight key documents.2

Hans Küng, Justification: The Doctrine of Karl Barth and a Catholic Reflection (1957)

Hans Küng’s doctoral thesis made the remarkable claim that Karl Barth’s theology of justification is compatible with Catholic teaching. Barth responded with the confession that if Catholic teaching is as Küng expounds it then ‘I must certainly admit that my view of justification agrees with the Roman Catholic view; if only for the reason that the Roman Catholic teaching would then be most strikingly in accord with mine!’ (Küng 1964: xvii–xviii).

Many have questioned the historical accuracy of Küng’s thesis. More significant for our present topic, however, is the fact that it was warmly received by Catholic scholars, with favourable reviews from, among others, Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger.

Justification by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII (1985)

Küng launched the dialogue with the Reformed theologian Barth, but before long Lutherans also became involved. In 1972, the Joint Lutheran–Roman Catholic Study Commission’s ‘Malta Report’ noted that ‘today…a far-reaching consensus is developing in the interpretation of justification’ and ‘a far-reaching agreement in the understanding of the doctrine of justification appears possible’ (§26; GA: 174). This challenge has been taken up in a variety of Lutheran–Catholic dialogues. First among these was a dialogue between scholars appointed by the Catholic bishops of the US and Lutheran World Ministries, the US branch of the Lutheran World Federation. The results of the dialogue were published in the volume, Justification by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII (hereafter JbF). JbF contains a Common Statement from the dialogue with three chapters (Anderson et al. 1985: 13–74), the first being a thorough survey of ‘The History of the Question’ from Augustine to today (§§5–93).

The second chapter (§§94–121) focuses on six key issues: forensic (i.e. imputed) righteousness, the sinfulness of the justified, the sufficiency of faith, merit, satisfaction, and criteria for what is ‘authentically Christian’. It is noted that many of the difficulties with this doctrine arise from ‘the contrasting concerns and patterns of thought’ of the two traditions. These used to be seen as contradictory, but the rise of historical research and ecumenical dialogue opens up the possibility that they might rather be seen as complementary patterns and, ‘even if at times in unavoidable tension, not necessarily divisive’ (§94). This second chapter begins, therefore, by describing Catholic and Lutheran ‘concerns and thought patterns’, with their different emphases and ways of speaking (§97). The conclusion of the chapter is that:

Lutherans and Catholics can share in each others’ concerns in regard to justification and can to some degree acknowledge the legitimacy of the contrasting theological perspectives and structures of thought. Yet, on the other hand, some of the consequences of the different outlooks seem irreconcilable. (§121)

The third chapter, ‘Perspectives for Reconstruction’ (§§122–160), surveys the biblical data, shrewdly noting that the biblical witness ‘is richer and more varied than has been encompassed in either traditional Catholic or Lutheran approaches to justification’. This means that ‘both sides need to treat each other’s concerns and ways of interpreting Scripture with greater respect and willingness to learn than has been done in the past’ (§149). The chapter notes growing convergences (relating especially to the six key issues) (§156) and concludes with a common Declaration (§§161–164). There is no pretence that differences do not remain. Some of the historic differences are seen as misunderstandings, some are seen as complementary understandings, but some are acknowledged to be irreconcilable differences. The Common Statement ends as it begins, with an affirmation that both sides are able to accept:

Our entire hope of justification and salvation rests on Christ Jesus and on the gospel whereby the good news of God’s merciful action in Christ is made known; we do not place our ultimate trust in anything other than God’s promise and saving work in Christ. (§§4, 157)

This affirmation does not imply that no differences remain, but need these be ‘church-dividing’ (§4)?

JbF has generally, and rightly, been regarded as the most satisfactory ecumenical document on justification. It skilfully avoids the twin pitfalls of false contrast and false harmonization.

The Condemnations of the Reformation Era: Do They Still Divide? (1990)

In the early 1980s, while the American discussions were under way, there met in Germany a Joint Ecumenical Commission on the Examination of the Sixteenth-Century Condemnations, composed of Catholic and Lutheran theologians (with a few Reformed). Their task was to look specifically at the condemnations issued in the sixteenth century by each side against the teachings of the other on three topics: justification, the sacraments, and the ministry. A final report was published in 1986 in the volume, The Condemnations of the Reformation Era: Do They Still Divide (hereafter CRE; Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990), and led to a lively controversy, especially among German Protestants. The Catholic response was more positive.

The report on justification focuses on seven areas: the depravity of human nature, concupiscence, the complete passivity of human beings towards God, the nature of justifying grace, justification through faith alone, the assurance of salvation, and merit (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990: 30–36). The conclusion reached is that the sixteenth-century condemnations do not apply today (68–69), though the Introduction refers to failure to reach consensus over some condemnations (27). In most instances the case is argued persuasively, but not always. Since there is no claim that convergence has been reached in every area even today, the verdict on the condemnations reduces ultimately to a statement about the goodwill that exists between the parties today.

The report notes that the two traditions have differing concerns and emphases, with their accompanying strengths and weaknesses. Each side can acknowledge the validity of the other’s concerns. Protestants focus attention on ‘the misery of their sins, their resistance against God, and their lack of love for God and their neighbour’ and therefore ‘in faith put their whole trust in the saving God, are sure of his mercy, and try in their lives to match up to this faith’. The danger is that they ‘think too little of God’s regenerative power’. Catholics ‘deeply penetrated by the limitless power of God, stress above all, in the event of justification also, God’s glory and the victory of his gracious acts on behalf of men and women, holding human failure and half-heartedness toward these gracious acts to be, in the strict sense, of secondary importance’. The danger is that they do not take the misery of sin sufficiently seriously (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990: 40).

ARCIC II, ‘Salvation and the Church’ (1987)

In 1986, the Second Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC II) produced an agreed statement on ‘Salvation and the Church’ (hereafter SaC; in GA II: 315–325), which was published the following year and which acknowledged its indebtedness to JbF. Its original contribution was to broaden the scope of the discussion to embrace both the doctrine of salvation as a whole and the corporate dimension of the church and sacraments. The Introduction (ARCIC II 1987: §§1–8) briefly mentions sixteenth-century disputes and highlights four difficulties, which are the subject of the four major sections: ‘Salvation and Faith’ discusses the meaning of faith and its relation to assurance of salvation (§§9–11); ‘Salvation and Justification’ looks at the definition of justification and its relation to sanctification (§§12–18); ‘Salvation and Good Works’ tackles the necessity of works and their merit (§§19–24); and ‘The Church and Salvation’ explores the role of the church in salvation (§§25–31). The Conclusion includes the claim that ‘our two Communions are agreed on the essential aspects of the doctrine of salvation and on the Church’s role within it’ (§32).

This was a useful addition to the debate. Broadening the scope of the discussion to embrace both salvation as a whole and the corporate dimension was certainly helpful, but as the document is only a quarter of the length of the Common Statement in JbF the resulting statement is superficial by comparison. SaC is a valuable document which furthered the move towards convergence, but its success was considerably more modest than its premature claim to have completed the task.

English Roman Catholic–Methodist Committee, ‘Justification—A Consensus Statement’ (1988/1992)

The English Roman Catholic–Methodist Committee discussed the theme of justification at a number of meetings from the autumn of 1983. They found it a difficult topic and in 1988 produced a brief ‘interim statement’ on the subject. The final three paragraphs were considered inadequate, so four years later the Committee agreed to revise and expand them and republished the Statement in its new form (ERCMC 1992). It acknowledges terminological differences (over the definition of justification) but questions whether these imply a real difference in overall belief. There remain a number of problem areas—merit and reward, the timing of perfection, purgatory, and indulgences—but variety can be tolerated where there is agreement on basic principles.

Lutheran–Roman Catholic Joint Commission, ‘Church and Justification’ (1994)

From 1986 to 1993 an international group met to explore the relationship between justification and ecclesiology, producing a lengthy report which in 1994 was published in German and in English translation as ‘Church and Justification’ (GA II: 485–565). The report’s focus is primarily on the implications of justification for ecclesiology and it is interesting as an example of the application of the doctrine, but has little to contribute to the discussion of justification itself.

‘The Gift of Salvation’ (1997)

In the United States, informal discussions took place between Evangelicals and Catholics. As the discussions were between individuals, not institutions, the ensuing open statements have no official status. The first statement, ‘Evangelicals and Catholics Together’ (ECT; E-C 1994), was released on 29 March 1994, with only a very brief statement about justification, for which it was criticized by some Evangelical leaders. As an attempt to rectify the deficiencies of ECT, another group met to draw up a second document, ‘The Gift of Salvation’ (hereafter GoS; also known as ECT II), which was adopted on 7 October 1997. This contains a much fuller common statement on justification, together with a list of questions requiring further exploration, which include:

the meaning of baptismal regeneration, the Eucharist, and sacramental grace; the historic uses of the language of justification as it relates to imputed and transformative righteousness; the normative status of justification in relation to all Christian doctrine; the assertion that while justification is by faith alone, the faith that receives salvation is never alone; diverse understandings of merit, reward, purgatory, and indulgences. (E-C 1998: §17)

There is an element of asymmetry about GoS in that it was drawn up primarily to meet the needs of one party—i.e. to meet the criticisms of ECT and its signatories by other Evangelicals. As a result, GoS looks Evangelical, but is capable of being taken in a Catholic way. Its Evangelical critics object not to what it says but to its silences and ambiguities.

Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (1999)

The climax of our documents comes with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (hereafter JDDJ; LWF-RCC 1999a), the preparation of which took most of the 1990s. It was first published in 1997, but the initial reception was not very encouraging. In January 1998, a group of over 150 German theologians, led by Gerhard Ebeling and Eberhard Jüngel, signed a statement opposing it. In June 1998, however, the Lutheran World Federation published its official response to the declaration, based on the overwhelmingly positive responses received from member churches around the world. The same month the Vatican also published its official response to the declaration, calling for further clarification on a number of issues. Eventually a jointly agreed ‘Annex’ was composed and both sides agreed to sign an ‘Official Common Statement’ (LWF-RCC 1999b) to which was attached an ‘Annex to the Official Common Statement’ (LWF-RCC 1999c). This annex adds significant clarification and the final product is a considerable improvement on the original JDDJ. The JDDJ, together with the Official Common Statement and Annex, was signed by official representatives of the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church at Augsburg on Reformation Day, 31 October 1999.

JDDJ begins with a Preamble (LWF-RCC 1999a, §§1–7) setting the declaration in the context of earlier dialogues. The first section outlines the ‘Biblical Message of Justification’ (§§8–12) and is followed by a very brief section on ‘The Doctrine of Justification as Ecumenical Problem’, where it is affirmed that ‘the corresponding doctrinal condemnations of the sixteenth century do not apply to today’s partner’ (§13). The third section, ‘The Common Understanding of Justification’ (§§14–18), sets out shared convictions:

Together we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works. (§15)

The bulk of the declaration is found in the fourth section, ‘Explicating the Common Understanding of Justification’ (§§19–39), which focuses on seven issues: human powerlessness and sin in relation to justification, justification as forgiveness of sins and making righteous, justification by faith and through grace, the justified as sinner, law and gospel, assurance of salvation, and the good works of the justified. For each of these issues there is a ‘joint confession’ followed by separate statements of the Lutheran and Catholic understandings. There is a brief final section entitled ‘The Significance and Scope of the Consensus Reached’ (§§40–44).

The understanding of the doctrine of justification set forth in this Declaration shows that a consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of justification exists between Lutherans and Catholics. In light of this consensus the remaining differences of language, theological elaboration, and emphasis in the understanding of justification described in [section 4] are acceptable. Therefore the Lutheran and the Catholic explications of justification are in their difference open to one another and do not destroy the consensus regarding the basic truths. (§40)

This has been described as a ‘differentiated consensus’. To borrow a term from Lutheran–Reformed dialogue, JDDJ adopts the approach of ‘mutual affirmation and admonition’. If each side remains within the limits set by the commonly agreed statement, the remaining differences are not great enough to warrant mutual anathema (§§40f.).

Almost as long as the declaration itself is the appended ‘Resources for the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’ (see GA II: 573–579), a collection of material from the earlier dialogues which is offered in support of the claims of the declaration. The ‘Annex to the Official Common Statement’ sets out to elucidate the points that were raised by each side in their official responses to the declaration.

Some have argued that the commonly agreed statements of belief offer no more than a minimal core of basic Christian belief. This is not fair, but there is no pretence that significant differences do not remain between Catholic and Lutheran doctrines of justification, and these are enumerated, focusing especially on ecclesiological issues: ‘ecclesiology, ecclesial authority, church unity, ministry, the sacraments’ (§43).

This document is uniquely significant in that, unlike all the other documents, it has been solemnly ratified by the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation at the highest level. On the other hand, it is not the most satisfactory document from the point of view of teasing out the real points of difference, for which JbF remains unsurpassed.

The Impact of JDDJ

JDDJ claims ‘a consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of justification’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §40). The crucial test of this will be its reception. How has it been received so far and has it actually made any difference?

The World Methodist Council took immediate steps to join in the achievement of JDDJ and after due process in 2006 approved a brief ‘Methodist Statement of Association with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’, leading to an ‘Official Common Affirmation’ together with the signatories of JDDJ in Seoul (Wainwright 2007). In April 2016, the Anglican Consultative Council meeting in Lusaka welcomed and affirmed the substance of JDDJ. In July 2017, during its General Council, the general secretary of the World Communion of Reformed Churches signed a declaration accepting formal association to the Joint Declaration. This took place in the Town Church at Wittenberg, where Luther regularly preached. The agreement between these Western churches may, however, accentuate the gulf between East and West (Rusch 2003: 99–131).

The American series ‘Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue’ has yielded an eleventh volume entitled The Hope of Eternal Life (hereafter HoEL; Almen and Sklba 2011), approved in 2010 after five years of meetings and preparation. This builds on the foundation of JDDJ in two ways, following the same basic method and tackling issues remaining from JDDJ, such as satisfaction, purgatory, prayer for the dead, masses for the dead, and indulgences (HoEL, §§1–8, 156–271).

As with all such ecumenical documents, the big question is whether JDDJ will make any difference to the way in which Lutherans and Catholics teach the doctrine of justification, and for that the training of the next generation of clergy is crucial. JDDJ has achieved a considerable degree of acceptance on both sides and is widely taught in courses on grace and justification in Lutheran and Catholic seminaries and universities. On the other hand, by no means all Lutheran institutions teach it positively and there remains a significant level of opposition on both sides. Christopher Malloy has written a penetrating critique from a Catholic perspective (Malloy 2005).

Issues

Justification as the Chief Article of Faith?

Luther and some Lutherans have at times described justification by faith as the first and chief article by which all others are to be tested. It is hard to see why it should be given this prominence and the Lutheran claim has not generally met with favour from other Protestants. JbF considers this (Common Statement, §§117–120; Anderson et al. 1985: 56–57), noting that Catholics are ‘wary of using any one doctrine as the absolute principle by which to purify…the catholic heritage’ (§118). JDDJ acknowledges the importance of the doctrine of justification for Lutherans (LWF-RCC 1999a, §§1f.) and to some extent concedes this. The doctrine ‘directs us in a special way toward the heart of the New Testament witness to God’s saving action in Christ’ (§17). It ‘stands in an essential relation to all truths of faith’ and ‘is an indispensable criterion that constantly serves to orient all the teaching and practice of our churches to Christ’ (§18). The Vatican Response qualified this and the Annex to the Official Common Statement insists that the doctrine has such a role only ‘within the overall context of the church’s fundamental trinitarian confession of faith’ (LWF-RCC 1999c, §3).

There remains a significant difference between Protestants and Catholics over the importance of the doctrine. The Catholic participants in CRE were willing to concede for the doctrine of justification ‘a special function in the church’ and to call it ‘the touchstone for testing at all times’ both our understanding of our relationship to God and the proclamation and practice of the church (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990: 69). Perhaps a more accurate indicator of Catholic sentiment would be the Catechism of the Catholic Church, where the doctrine is accorded a very modest status (Catholic Church 2000: §§1987–1995).

Human Incapacity

In JDDJ the partners jointly confess that

All persons depend completely on the saving grace of God for their salvation. The freedom they possess in relation to persons and the things of this world is no freedom in relation to salvation, for as sinners they stand under God’s judgment and are incapable of turning by themselves to God to seek deliverance, of meriting their justification before God, or of attaining salvation by their own abilities.

(LWF-RCC 1999a, §19)

It is then clarified that when Catholics talk of cooperation ‘in preparing for and accepting justification by consenting to God’s justifying action’ they see this consent as itself ‘an effect of grace’, not as ‘arising from innate human abilities’ (§20). Strictly speaking this issue is separate from questions of justification, as can be seen by the fact that there can be found among those holding either the traditional Protestant or the traditional Catholic view of justification a wide range of different views on the relation between grace and free will.

The Definition of Justification

The Reformers defined justification as acquittal before God’s judgement seat, described at least in part in legal, forensic terms. They also made an explicit and systematic distinction between justification and sanctification. In Augustine and the subsequent Catholic tradition, by contrast, justification includes not just forgiveness of sins but inner renewal. The Reformers offered a differentiated account of salvation which carefully distinguishes (without separating) justification and sanctification; Trent offered a compact account which views God’s saving work as a whole and refuses to make any clear and consistent distinction between the two. It could be argued that the Protestant understanding of justification relates more to the Catholic understanding of sacramental reconciliation and the Catholic understanding of justification relates more to the Protestant understanding of sanctification. To some extent, therefore, the two parties were talking past one another.

If the Reformers and Trent are talking about different things when they refer to ‘justification’, need their teachings be incompatible? The fact that the word is used differently, far from making their accounts incompatible, opens up the possibility that apparently contradictory statements might in fact be compatible—as with those of Paul and James in the New Testament. If the Reformers and Trent use the term justification with different meanings, the issue is less ‘whose meaning is right?’ than ‘are their different-sounding pronouncements compatible?’

The difference in terminology reflects the different concerns of each side. Underlying the forensic definition of justification and the consequent distinction between justification and sanctification is the Protestant concern that salvation be based on nothing in us. Underlying the ‘undifferentiated’ Catholic definition is the concern to stress the unity of God’s saving work and to avoid the danger of a purely notional righteousness which leaves the sinner unchanged. These two sets of concerns are not necessarily opposed to one another.

Today it is widely acknowledged by Catholic scholars that Paul did indeed understand justification in a forensic sense. Küng correctly notes that the Tridentine decree denied not that justification has a forensic aspect, but only the claim that it is purely forensic (Küng 1964: 208f.). He also argues from Scripture for the distinction (without separation) between justification and sanctification (Küng 1964: 289–299). Despite this, the dialogue documents generally use the Catholic definition of justification. JbF states that ‘by justification we are both declared and made righteous’ (§156.5; Anderson et al. 1985: 71). The title of section 4.2 in JDDJ is ‘Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making Righteous’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §§22–24). SaC, by contrast, having accurately explained the Protestant and Catholic definitions (ARCIC II 1987: §14), thereafter consistently uses the former, distinguishing between justification and sanctification.

JDDJ opts to use the word ‘justification’ in the Catholic sense. The crucial question, therefore, is whether this obscures the distinction between (in Protestant terms) justification and sanctification. JDDJ does make a distinction, but between the forgiveness or non-imputation of sin on the one hand and renewal and freedom from bondage to sin on the other (LWF-RCC 1999a, §22). When Lutherans say Christ’s righteousness is our righteousness, this means that we are righteous through forgiveness and that only through Christ is our life renewed (§23). JbF, by contrast, refers to the Reformation doctrine of the alien righteousness of Christ imputed to us (Common Statement, §§98–101; Anderson et al. 1985: 50–51). This is not mentioned in JDDJ, which does however state that God’s righteousness is reckoned to all who trust in his promise (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:5) (LWF-RCC 1999a, §10).

Why are we Accounted Righteous?

What are the grounds on which we are reckoned or counted righteous? Trent and the Reformers agreed that this ground is Christ’s righteousness given to us and that in conversion we are both inwardly changed by the Holy Spirit and counted righteous by God. So where does the difference lie? For the Reformers we are accounted righteous because Christ’s righteousness is reckoned to our account; Trent has commonly been understood to teach that we are accounted righteous because Christ’s righteousness is poured into us (infused or imparted) by the Holy Spirit. As JbF states, Catholics tend ‘to look on the infusion of grace as a cause of the forgiveness of sins and sanctification’ while Lutherans see ‘God’s justifying act of forgiveness’ as ‘itself the cause or constant power of renewal throughout the life of the believer’ (Common Statement, §101; Anderson et al. 1985: 51). The Reformed prefer to avoid the idea that either causes the other and to see both as flowing from union with Christ, an idea supported by JDDJ, which affirms that forgiveness and renewal ‘are not to be separated, for persons are by faith united with Christ, who in his person is our righteousness (1 Cor 1:30)’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §22).

Behind this difference lie different concerns. Catholics fear that the idea of imputed righteousness will lead to neglect of the transforming work of the Spirit and give rise to people with unchanged lives who have an assurance of salvation. Protestants fear that reliance on imparted righteousness leads to a dependence on one’s own righteousness and a corresponding loss of assurance as well as a weak view of sin. Neither fear is unfounded.

Küng seeks to resolve the conflict. He accepts that justification in the New Testament normally means a legal declaration of righteousness and argues that Catholics can accept this without the fear of lapsing into a purely verbal concept of justification that leaves us unchanged. How? He does this by drawing on an idea which goes back to Bellarmine and Newman, seeing God’s forensic declaration of righteousness as effective, as ‘a declaring of justice which makes just’. God says that we are righteous and, as when he said ‘Let there be light’, his word does what it signifies. God does not merely say that we are righteous, he also makes us righteous (Küng 1964: 199–211).

Küng’s proposal has been widely adopted. JbF affirms that: ‘By justification we are both declared and made righteous. Justification, therefore, is not a legal fiction. God, in justifying, effects what he promises; he forgives sin and makes us truly righteous’ (Common Statement, §156.5; Anderson et al. 1985: 71). SaC affirms that: ‘By pronouncing us righteous, God also makes us righteous’ (ARCIC II 1987: §15, cf. §18). GoS states that: ‘In justification, God, on the basis of Christ’s righteousness alone, declares us to be no longer his rebellious enemies but his forgiven friends, and by virtue of his declaration it is so’ (E-C 1998: §7).

However, there remains a serious problem. On what basis are we accounted righteous after conversion? Küng could easily be taken to imply that initially God declares us righteous, through faith, that God then makes us righteous, and that thereafter it is on that basis that we are accepted as righteous. Catholic theology has never had a problem with the idea that God justifies the ungodly (Rom. 4:5), but understands that only of initial justification. Thereafter we are justified because we are no longer ungodly but righteous. But for the Protestant we are reckoned righteous through faith alone not just at the moment of conversion but throughout the Christian life. Küng in places seems to imply that justification and sanctification are two successive stages, with the latter following the former. The Tridentine decree is amenable to the idea of an effective declaration where God’s initial acceptance of us is concerned, but not where subsequent acceptance is concerned (Lane 2002: 73–75). That the justified sinner is also renewed is agreed by Protestants, but is the ensuing inherent righteousness sufficient to make us acceptable to God or do we need an ongoing imputed righteousness?

JDDJ includes among its Resources the passage just quoted from JbF (Common Statement, §156.5; see LWF-RCC 1999a, For 4.2). But on what basis is the converted Christian accepted by God? This question is not directly answered in the Declaration, but there are two relevant statements. In its section on the common understanding of justification we read: ‘By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §15). While this statement clearly holds together acceptance and renewal, it seems to teach that acceptance is on the basis of faith in Christ’s saving work, not on the basis of renewal—although the statement could be understood as of initial justification rather than our ongoing status. Later we have the Lutheran understanding that righteousness comes through the declaration of forgiveness and that justification is ‘not dependent upon the life-renewing effects of grace in human hearts’ (§23). The ensuing Catholic understanding does not contradict this, insisting only on the inseparability of ‘God’s forgiving grace’ and the ‘gift of new life’ (§24). JDDJ is not very explicit, but it appears to be less amenable to the idea that we are accepted on the basis of imparted righteousness.

Does Sin Remain in the Christian?

The different understandings of the ground of our acceptance by God have immediate implications when we consider whether the justified Christian remains a sinner. This fundamental issue was one of the last to be resolved by JDDJ. Those who approach God on the basis of imparted righteousness, on the basis of the transformation that Christ has achieved in their lives and the righteousness that is within them, will be less eager to acknowledge sin in their lives than those who approach God on the basis that Christ has died for them.

There was no dispute between Trent and the Reformers about the fact that all Christians still suffer from concupiscence, only about whether that constitutes sin. In the Tridentine ‘Decree on Original Sin’ it is seen as a result of sin and as an inclination towards sin, but not itself as sin (Council of Trent 1546: §5). This means that Christians are acceptable to God despite suffering from concupiscence and that even light and daily (venial) sins do not impair their righteousness. It makes sense, therefore, to talk about meriting eternal life. The Reformers, by contrast, saw concupiscence as sin.

What about JDDJ? The Catholic position is reaffirmed that concupiscence or inclination to sin is not strictly sin and ‘does not merit the punishment of eternal death’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §30; see also LWF-RCC 1999c, §2b). The Lutheran view of the Christian as ‘simul iustus et peccator’ (at the same time righteous and a sinner) is also reaffirmed. Looking at ourselves through the law we see that we remain ‘totally sinners’, but the sin that remains in the Christian is ‘ruled’ by Christ rather than ruling the Christian, so in this life ‘Christians can in part lead a just life’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §29). The Vatican Response to JDDJ regarded this Lutheran explanation of the formula as unacceptable and the issue needed to be resolved in the Annex to the Official Common Statement. This affirms the reality of our inward renewal (2 Cor. 5:17) and that ‘in this sense’ the justified do not remain sinners. On the other hand, as Christians we still need to pray ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner’ (Luke 18:13). ‘To this extent, Lutherans and Catholics can together understand the Christian as simul justus et peccator, despite their different approaches to this subject as expressed in [JDDJ, §§29–30]’ (LWF-RCC 1999c, §2a). Although the two sides differ in their understanding of concupiscence, both can agree on holding together ‘the reality of salvation in baptism and the peril from the power of sin’ (Annex, §2B). Here we have a recognition of the different concerns of each side and also an acknowledgement of the New Testament tension between the universality of sin and the call to lead righteous lives.

By Faith Alone?

Justification sola fide was an early slogan of the Reformation and was repeatedly denied at Trent. Underlying the divergence at this point is a difference in understanding of the word ‘faith’. At Trent it was generally understood in the medieval scholastic sense of giving assent to doctrine. Unformed faith (fides informata), faith without love, is insufficient for justification. The unity of faith, hope, and love is emphasized and we are justified not by mere faith on its own but by a faith that is formed by love (fides caritate formata). While DoJ makes love a condition of justification, this love is itself the fruit of grace, the work of the Holy Spirit (Council of Trent 1547: chaps 6–8).

The Reformers for their part saw faith as more than mere mental assent, which on its own is insufficient for salvation. Saving faith involves the heart in a personal trust in Christ. They did not allow that it was possible to be justified without also having hope and love, but insisted that it was only by faith (not by hope or love) that one becomes justified.

As CRE acknowledges, the difference between these two views ‘reflects different concerns and emphases on which practical Christian life and the self-understanding of Protestant and Catholic Christians can depend’ (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990: 52). The Reformers were concerned to safeguard the gratuity of God’s free gift of justification; their opponents were concerned to safeguard the reality of the renewal that grace effects in our lives, but neither side overlooks what is important to the other and neither maintains what the other fears (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990: 53).

In JDDJ, the joint confession regarding ‘Justification by Faith through Grace’ speaks of justification by faith, though it also talks of receiving the gift of salvation ‘by the action of the Holy Spirit in baptism’. Justifying faith includes hope and love and so will lead to works (LWF-RCC 1999a, §25). The accompanying Lutheran statement affirms justification by faith alone, with the observation that Lutherans distinguish, but do not separate, ‘justification itself’ (here presumably according to the Protestant definition) and the renewal of life ‘that necessarily follows from justification and without which faith does not exist’ (§26). The Catholic statement stresses the unity of faith, hope, and love and that these are received in justification (§27). Lutheran critics were dissatisfied that sola fide was missing from the joint confession, but the Annex makes a significant addition. ‘Justification takes place “by grace alone”…, by faith alone, the person is justified “apart from works”’ (LWF-RCC 1999c, §2C). This formal affirmation of sola fide by the Catholic Church is a truly historic step.

Lapse and Restoration

The greatest weakness of Küng’s work is that he focuses on the beginning of justification, which for most Catholics occurs at infant baptism, but largely ignores the question of subsequent lapse and restoration, which is where the greatest divergence between the two sides is to be found. Trent teaches that those guilty of mortal sin need to repent and also to resort to the sacrament of penance, through which justification is restored. Through this sacrament the eternal punishment due to mortal sin is waived, but there remains a temporal punishment to be paid as a satisfaction to God (Council of Trent 1547: chap. 14). This is the basis for purgatory (for those who die without having paid their debt) and indulgences (remitting some of the debt with approved activities).

Protestants have traditionally been concerned that this apparatus of satisfaction detracts from the free mercy of God in Christ. Catholics, on the other hand, have feared that the Protestant approach peddles a cheap grace which underestimates the seriousness of sin in the life of the Christian. Once again, history suggests that neither fear is ungrounded.

JbF notes how both Lutherans and reforming Catholics in the sixteenth century protested against abuses arising from the idea of satisfaction. ‘Many of these abuses were corrected by the reforms of the Council of Trent; others have gradually died out, but some, no doubt, still remain’ (Common Statement, §115; Anderson et al. 1985: 55). Some areas need further study, such as ‘Masses for special intentions, indulgences, and purgatory’ (§116; Anderson et al. 1985: 56). The Lutherans concede the possibility that doctrines like purgatory might be preached and practised ‘in ways consistent with justification by faith’, in which case they need no longer be church-dividing (§153; Anderson et al. 1985: 69).

JDDJ has nothing to say on this matter, except a brief mention in the section on ‘The Justified as Sinner’. The joint confession there says that the justified ‘are ever again called to conversion and penance’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §28). The accompanying Catholic statement affirms that those who ‘voluntarily separate themselves from God…must receive pardon and peace in the sacrament of reconciliation’ (§30). Failure to tackle this important topic is a serious weakness of JDDJ. It is not even mentioned in the list of questions needing further clarification, except in as much as it is included in ‘the sacraments’ (§43). Ironically, the signing of JDDJ was followed weeks later by the beginning of the year 2000 with a Jubilee Indulgence in the Catholic Church. Since then, however, satisfaction, purgatory, and indulgences have received full attention in HoEL, with a significant degree of convergence. Key to this is the recognition that Catholic teaching now interprets purgatory primarily in terms of purification rather than punishment (§193; Almen and Sklba 2011: 83). On the other hand, the issue of satisfaction is recognized as a topic requiring further ecumenical discussion (§§252–258; Almen and Sklba 2011: 107–109).

Merit and Reward

The merit of works was highly contested at the Reformation. DoJ teaches that eternal life is both a grace promised in mercy and a reward for good works and merits. Indeed, ‘nothing more is needed for the justified to be considered to have fully satisfied God’s law, according to this state of life, by the deeds they have wrought in him and to have truly deserved to gain eternal life in their time’ (Council of Trent 1547: chap. 16; Tanner 1990: 678)—probably the most contentious statement of the decree. The Reformers were not keen to call good works meritorious, but did not deny their merit as unequivocally as is sometimes supposed. Calvin and Melanchthon were prepared to describe eternal life as a reward for works, given because of God’s promise.

JbF sets out the concerns of each party. ‘Lutherans are inclined to hold that Catholic ways of thinking and speaking about merit can lead to a legalism that derogates from the unconditional character of God’s justifying word’ (Common Statement, §110; Anderson et al. 1985: 54). Catholics respond by acknowledging that ‘merit has often been preached in a self-righteous way bordering on legalism, but they deny that the abuse of the doctrine invalidates the doctrine itself’. Minimizing God’s gifts does not magnify the giver. Significantly, they note that ‘for any assurance of final perseverance and salvation…one must not trust in one’s own merits but rather hope in God’s continued mercy’ (§111; Anderson et al. 1985: 54).

Various dialogue documents interpret merit in terms of the reward promised to good works, with which the Reformers were comfortable. ‘The good works of the justified, performed in grace, will be recompensed by God, the righteous judge, who, true to his promises, “will render to everyone according to his works”’ (JbF, Common Statement, §156.11; Anderson et al. 1985: 72). Talk of reward can safeguard the concerns of both sides. It safeguards the reality of our inner transformation and the need for incentives to active obedience, without undermining the truths of our total dependence on God’s grace and continuing need for mercy. When they say that the reward is unmerited, most Protestants wish to affirm that the reward given is out of all proportion to the works rewarded, not that the works rewarded are totally without value and indistinguishable from heinous crimes.

JDDJ affirms that initial justification is unmerited, both in one of the joint confessions and in the accompanying Catholic statement (LWF-RCC 1999a, §§25, 27). Once justified, Christians are to bring forth good fruit and ‘the works of love’ (§37). According to the Catholic statement at that point, when Catholics affirm the merit of works they mean that in Scripture a reward is promised to works and their intention is to emphasize our responsibility for our actions, not to deny that these works are gifts nor that justification itself is an unmerited gift of grace (§38). The Lutheran response is that our works are fruits and signs of justification and not our own merits, and that eternal life is an ‘unmerited “reward” in the sense of the fulfilment of God’s promise to the believer’ (§39). This is reaffirmed in HoEL (§108; Almen and Sklba 2011: 53–54).

There appears to be broad agreement except over the question of whether eternal life is a ‘merited’ reward, which need be no more than a linguistic difference. Is eternal life merited in the sense that it has been strictly earned? The Catholic statement says that our works are ‘gifts’ and that justification is always ‘the unmerited gift of grace’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §38). These statements simply reaffirm the Augustinian belief that our merits are God’s gifts and do not address the present issue. More pertinent is the statement in the Annex that ‘any reward is a reward of grace, on which we have no claim’ (LWF-RCC 1999c, §2e). This could (but need not) be taken to exclude the idea of strictly earning the reward. But what of the claim of DoJ that we truly merit eternal life? Despite this, there is a Catholic tradition of casting oneself on God’s mercy at the end, seen in a passage where Thérèse of Lisieux (1873–1897) at the close of her life stated that she would appear before God with empty hands, not asking God to count her works. As all of our righteousness is blemished in God’s eyes, she wished to be clothed in his righteousness. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in its section on Merit (Catholic Church 2000: §§2006–2011) states traditional Tridentine teaching but then significantly qualifies it by quoting this passage from Thérèse.

Assurance of Salvation

The Reformers were agreed about the possibility of assurance, though with significant and important differences concerning the relation between saving faith and assurance. Trent rejected the Reformation claims, and allowed no more than a fallible assurance regarding our present status (Council of Trent 1547: chap. 12). The joint confession in JDDJ is fairly bland, talking of ‘rely[ing] on the mercy and promises of God’ and being sure of ‘the promise of God’s grace in word and sacrament’ (LWF-RCC 1999a, §34). The Lutheran statement distinguishes between being assured of salvation by looking to Christ and trusting only in him and a false security that comes from looking within (§35). The Catholic statement confirms the need to look away from our own experience to Christ’s promise and not to consider that promise untrustworthy. But it also adds that ‘Every person, however, may be concerned about his salvation when he looks upon his own weaknesses and shortcomings. Recognizing his own failures, however, the believer may yet be certain that God intends his salvation’ (§36). A difference is still clearly discernible, even though the gulf may be narrower than in the sixteenth century.

The Way Forward

Considerable progress has been made on the issue of justification by JDDJ and subsequently by HoEL, building on the foundation of various dialogues (especially JbF). Misunderstandings have been cleared up and the two sides have drawn together, each listening to the concerns of the other. How solid the achievement will be depends on two factors: on the ability to persuade the doubters in each camp and on the willingness of each church not just to approve of the agreement but to embrace it in its own teaching of justification.
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1 Hereafter, ‘Catholic’ will for simplicity be used for ‘Roman Catholic’, without implying any exclusive Roman right to the term.

2 This chapter draws heavily on Lane (2002), where more material and fuller documentation will be found.








Chapter 21

Morals


Michael Root




Introduction

Through most of the history of the church, significant differences within the church or between churches over moral teaching were rare. During the patristic and medieval periods, East and West developed differing theologies of marriage, with differing implications for the possibility of divorce and remarriage. In the West, marriage came to be seen as inherently indissoluble as long as both spouses were alive (see Mark 10:11–12; Rousseau 1967: 128–136). In the East, a second marriage of any sort, even after the death of a spouse, required penance, but, appealing to Matt. 5:32 and 19:9, the Orthodox churches permitted divorce and remarriage under certain conditions (Erickson 1991: 45). These East–West differences played a minor role at most, however, in the developing division between Catholic and Orthodox.

As early as 1522, Protestant Reformers advocated allowing divorce on the grounds of adultery, with the possibility of remarriage by the innocent party (Luther 1962: 31f). As with the Orthodox, Jesus’ apparent permission of divorce in Matt. 5:32 was decisive for this argument. Divorce, but only on the grounds of adultery (or desertion), became the common Protestant discipline (Witte 2002: 245–255). Anglicans alone among the mainstream of the Reformation excluded any possibility of divorce and remarriage (Doran and Durston 1991: 180).

Two other ethical issues became important among some Protestant churches. In the sixteenth century, Anabaptist groups came to regard rejection of all use of armed force as essential to Christian discipleship (e.g. the Dordrecht Confession, art. 14, in Pelikan and Hotchkiss 2003: II, 781–782). In the nineteenth century, debates over slavery in the USA led to church divisions among Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians (Schweiger 2012).

Social Ethics in Conciliar Ecumenism

The Early Ecumenical Movement and the Stockholm Conference on Life and Work (1925)

This broad consensus on morals meant that when the early ecumenical movement took up ethical concerns, the focus was on making the common moral commitments of the churches effective in society, rather than on bridging differences among the churches. Pan-Protestant voluntary associations of the nineteenth century often had the moral reform of society as their primary focus (e.g. various temperance unions) or as one element of their programme (e.g. the Evangelical Alliance). By the beginning of the twentieth century, ecumenical organizations for social engagement had come to exist in many North Atlantic countries. These bodies often made position statements along the lines of the progressive politics of the time. For instance, the 1908 ‘Social Creed of the Churches’ adopted by the US Federal Council of Churches called for arbitration of industrial disputes, the abolition of child labour, a shorter work day, and a living minimum wage (Pelikan and Hotchkiss 2003: III, 418).

International tensions in the years prior to World War I led to an intensified concern for peace in the witness of the churches. Visits by over one hundred German church leaders, Catholic and Protestant, to Britain in 1908, and of a similar number of British church leaders to Germany the following year, led to the formation of The Associated Councils of Churches in the British and German Empires for Fostering Friendly Relations between the Two Peoples. This organization became the World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches in 1915.

In the face of war, however, these groups proved ineffective even in preserving a commitment to peace within the churches of the belligerent nations. Leadership in the peace witness passed to church leaders in neutral countries, especially Nathan Söderblom, Archbishop of Uppsala and primate of the (Lutheran) Church of Sweden. His work for a common call for peace and Christian fellowship in late 1914 and for an international church conference on peace in 1917 both failed to find support in the countries at war.

The 1925 Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work, which took place in Stockholm, represented a new stage in ecumenical ethical reflection and witness. Six hundred delegates, most appointed by their churches, came together ‘to secure united practical action in Christian Life and Work’ (Conference Message §2; Ecumenical Movement: 265). The conference goals were modest; preliminary reports and plenary presentations were heard on such topics as the church’s obligation in light of God’s plan for the world, economic and industrial problems, social and moral problems, and international relations, but no official conference reports were adopted on these matters. Only a brief Message was adopted by the conference.

The ethical outlook of the Stockholm Message can be described as a kind of Christian personalism. Its first concrete discussion, concerning economics, opens: ‘[I]n the sphere of economics we have declared that the soul is the supreme value, that it must not be subordinated to the rights of property or to the mechanism of industry, and that it may claim as its first right the right to salvation’ (§5; Ecumenical Movement: 265). The ethics of the text thus focus on ‘the free and full development of the human personality’, which is the touchstone for its views on industry, social morality, and peace. The Message limits itself, however: ‘the mission of the Church is above all to state principles, and to assert the ideal, while leaving to individual consciences and to communities the duty of applying them with charity, wisdom, and courage’ (§§5, 9; Ecumenical Movement: 265–266).

The 1937 Oxford Conference and the 1948 Amsterdam Assembly of the WCC

The ethical outlook of the next world conference on Life and Work, held in Oxford in 1937 on the theme ‘Church, Community and State’, was strikingly different from that of the Stockholm conference, with the shadows of fascism, communism, and impending war looming. In addition, the shift in theology associated with Karl Barth and others like him had penetrated the ecumenical movement. The ethics of the Oxford conference were more sober about this world and more eschatological in their contrast of history and the kingdom of God.

The Message and section reports of the conference sound a constant refrain: ‘The first duty of the church, and its greatest service to the world, is that it be in very deed the church—confessing the true faith, committed to the fulfillment of the will of Christ, its only Lord, and united in him in a fellowship of love and service’ (Oldham 1966: 1). Within the larger society, the church is called ‘to demonstrate within its own fellowship the reality of community as God intends it’ (16) and to reject all claims to an authority above that of God as revealed (4). This calling meant a sharp rejection of any totalitarian elevation of class or ethnic group over the universal sovereignty of God (2).

The slogan associated with the conference—‘Let the Church be the Church!’—might seem to imply a sharp distinction between a holy church and a sinful world. In fact, the conference emphasized both the obligation for the church to engage the world (Oldham 1966: 110) and the ambiguity of all such action. ‘[T]he Christian finds himself called upon at every point to act in relation to systems or frameworks of life which partake of both good and evil; they are of God and yet also of human sin’ (14). Love of neighbour calls the Christian to act, but such action cannot avoid implication in pervasive structural sin (15). The church must never lose sight of this tension and must always itself be ready to repent of its own sin (1). The social engagement of the church will never bring in the kingdom: ‘Aware of the reality of sin, the church knows that no change in the outward ordering of life can of itself eradicate social evil’ (5). The social ethic advocated by the conference was thus a sober, anti-utopian, self-critical one.

The 1937 Oxford conference set the tone and much of the content for ecumenical social ethics until the mid-1960s. At the founding Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948, the phrase ‘the responsible society’ was used to express a social vision in which all understand themselves as responsible to God and in which freedom and order, liberty and justice, would exist in dynamic tension (Duff 1956: 191). While the concept was meant to indicate a third way besides the competing capitalist and communist models of the time, the Second Assembly of the WCC in Evanston (1954) emphasized that it was not ‘an alternative social or political system, but a criterion by which we judge all existing social orders and at the same time a standard to guide us in the specific choices we have to make’ (Visser ’t Hooft 1955: 113).

The 1966 Geneva Conference

After the Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi (1961), leadership in the WCC saw the need for a conference, distinct from the WCC Assembly, that would continue the tradition of Stockholm and Oxford. Unlike the earlier conferences, however, this was to be a ‘study conference’, a more unofficial gathering whose members would not be officially representing their churches. The conference had a mandate to speak to rather than for the churches. In addition, half the participants came from outside the North Atlantic world and half were lay (Abrecht 1986: 251). These changes were connected to shifts in ethical method and content. The Oxford conference’s emphasis on ‘middle axioms’—ethical directions that ‘are more specific than universal Christian principles and less specific than concrete…programmes of action’ (World Council of Churches 1948: 159)—was replaced by a new willingness to engage specific policy suggestions.

Vigorously debated at the World Conference on Church and Society, which was duly held in Geneva in 1966, was the relation of Christian ethical reflection and action to the revolutionary change that seemed afoot in the world. Does the Christian ethicist primarily reflect on enduring principles that guide actions, or engage in a critical discernment of what God is doing in history and then be guided by that discernment (World Conference on Church and Society 1967: 39)? A conference working group on Theological Issues in Social Ethics asserted the latter: ‘Christian theology is prophetic only in so far as it dares, in full reflection, to declare how, at a particular place and time, God is at work, and thus to show the Church where and when to participate in his work’ (World Conference on Church and Society 1967: 201). For many, God was particularly at work in the political and social revolutions of the time (Shaull 1966).

Contextual Liberation Ecumenism

The Geneva conference was a sign of changes to come. After the Fourth Assembly of the WCC in Uppsala (1968), much ecumenical attention was given to the struggle with racism in Southern Africa. Two aspects of this struggle elicited ecumenical reflection. First, within the WCC, the Programme to Combat Racism and its support for the humanitarian work of liberation movements raised the question of the churches’ attitudes to violence in the context of revolution against oppression (see World Council of Churches 1973, 1983, and Mudge 2004: 285f). Second, within the Reformed and Lutheran world communities, the question was raised of ongoing fellowship with churches in Southern Africa judged to have compromised with racism. The Lutheran World Federation and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches both declared ecclesial or theological accommodation to apartheid a potentially communion-hindering action, and both suspended the membership of churches in Southern Africa that were judged to be engaged in such accommodation (Sovik 1977: 179–180; Mau 1985: 179–180; Sell 1991: 18).

More broadly, ecumenical ethical reflection continued to focus on political and economic questions, but with important shifts, as at the Geneva conference, in both the content and method of such reflection. While never uncontested, a ‘contextual liberation ecumenism’ (van der Bent 1995: 49) came to dominate. Crucial to the method of this reflection was the discernment that ‘the Spirit is among struggling people’ (Gill 1983: 85). The ‘Word of God’ is to be found in ‘God’s praxis in history for the salvation of mankind’ (Santa Ana 1979: 140) and that praxis is found in ‘the creative self-expression of the empowered poor realizing their vision of humanity’ (West 1991: 337). The poor themselves, in their struggle for liberation, must decide on the goals of that struggle and the criteria by which it is judged. ‘It is…the social practice of the poor themselves which gives substance to the social involvement of the churches’ (Santa Ana 1979: 181). The immediate context of social engagement rather than universal principles needs to be decisive. Proposals should move beyond the ‘middle axioms’ that had been typical since the Oxford conference and make ‘specific political judgments’ (van der Bent 1995: 48).

The shift in method was accompanied by a shift in content. While the earlier ‘responsible society’ emphasis sought to criticize both unrestrained capitalism and authoritarian socialism, the social–market capitalism that such an approach seemed to favour became less attractive both to Western activists and to leaders from countries emerging from colonialism. Hope came to focus on socialist liberation movements in Asia, Africa, and Latin America (Abrecht 1991: 320). Incremental change was inadequate. As the 1979 report of a WCC working group on ‘The Church and the Poor’ said: ‘What is needed is a total transformation of society, including drastic changes in the political, economic and social structures on national and international levels’ (Santa Ana 1979: xviii). Capitalism was identified as the central problem, and the alternative was some form of participatory socialism. The report listed ‘Aims of the Struggle against Poverty’, and the first item on the list was ‘collective ownership of the means of production, technology and knowledge’ (Santa Ana 1979: 89).

A socialist, broadly Marxist analysis carried with it both a unifying and a dividing tendency. On the one hand, it provided a binding force to counter the centrifugal tendencies of emphases on context and the concrete. What links the contexts of the alienated student in Copenhagen, the imprisoned union organizer in Chile, and the marginalized Dalit in India? An answer was found in a socialist diagnosis of their apparently disparate problems. This unifying tendency, however, was offset by a commitment to conflict as the means of liberation, a tendency reinforced by Marxist analysis. The WCC working group said: ‘Conflict in the liberation process must be accepted and understood as a necessary element’ (Santa Ana 1979: 199), for ‘conflicts bear in themselves the hopes of tomorrow’ (139). Conflict is necessary not only in the larger world, but also in the churches. ‘The need to transform the institutional ecclesiastical bodies into real communities in Christ is urgent’ (16).

The question was raised, however, whether such a conflictual approach was compatible with the reconciling mission of the ecumenical movement or with the World Council of Churches as a fellowship of churches (van der Bent 1995: 54). Paul Abrecht, for many years head of the Church and Society office in the WCC, argued that this approach ‘is prophetic but in the sectarian sense of that word: a movement that is not the united or uniting Christian force that it aspires to be’ (Abrecht 1988: 166). The failure to answer this question proved a continuing problem.

A ‘Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society’ and ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’

This contextual liberation ecumenism was embodied in a series of programmes in the WCC. Following the Fifth Assembly of the WCC in Nairobi (1975), the emphasis was on a ‘Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society’ (van der Bent 1995: 63–67). This programme tried to merge several different concerns—for greater justice, for a larger role for all persons in decisions affecting their lives, for economic and environmental sustainability—all considered from the viewpoint of local struggles for liberation. The 1979 report by the programme’s advisory committee sparked vigorous debate in the Central Committee of the WCC, especially over an alleged ‘tendency at times towards an unexamined messianism’ (Minutes of 1979 Central Committee meeting, quoted in van der Bent 1995: 66), and was rejected by the Central Committee (Itty 2002: 625). In another sign of lack of consensus on these issues, the report from the Issue Group on ‘Struggling for Justice and Human Dignity’ at the Sixth Assembly of the WCC in Vancouver (1983) was not accepted by the Assembly plenary, but ‘referred back to the Issue Group’s officers’ for revision (Gill 1983: 83).

Despite these problems, the Vancouver Assembly called on the churches to ‘enter into a covenant in a conciliar process’ on issues of justice and peace (Gill 1983: 89). This initiative became the ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’ (JPIC) project. Unfortunately, neither the ‘conciliar’ nature of the project nor the status of covenants that might be produced was clarified, producing an ecclesiological confusion which contributed to the decision of the Catholic Church not to co-sponsor the 1990 World Convocation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation in Seoul, which would attempt to produce a major document (Mudge 2004: 300).

Expectations for the Seoul Convocation were high, especially in Europe where a regional convocation in Basel in 1989, involving Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants, had been highly successful (Niles 1992: 10, 17). The Seoul Convocation, however, met few expectations. A draft prepared prior to the conference, trying to pull together the various regional contributions into an analysis of the present global situation, was rejected by the plenary as overly abstract (Mudge 1998: 301). A document then had to be produced during the convocation in the midst of clashing contextualizations (Niles 1992: 30). The final document, consisting of ten affirmations and four acts of covenanting (Niles 1992: 164–190), was widely criticized as too vague in its affirmations and overly specific in many of its recommendations (Mudge 1998: 302).

The Seoul Convocation and the confused action of the Seventh Assembly of the WCC in Canberra (1991) to approve and then subsequently rescind a motion calling on the churches ‘to give up any theological or moral justification of the use of military power’ (Kinnamon 1991: 203f) led in the early 1990s to a robust debate on the state of ecumenical social ethics. A statement by a group led by John Habgood, Archbishop of York (Anglican), argued that the WCC ‘lacks competence and credibility in its social witness, and that it fails to do justice to the diversity of the situations confronting Christians, the different opinions they hold, and the variety of methods they employ in their social thinking’ (quoted in Mudge 2004: 304). In a 1991 symposium on ecumenical social ethics, Paul Abrecht and Charles West both argued that the WCC had failed to address the consequences of the fall of communism and the loss of any plausible alternative to some form of capitalism (Abrecht 1991: 318f; West 1991: 337).

This debate had little discernible impact, however. Following the Canberra Assembly, the WCC took up the themes of the JPIC process in a new programme on ‘Theology of Life’, with a similar emphasis on local context (Robra 1996). Various study documents were produced (e.g Hessel and Rasmussen 2001; Santa Ana et al. 2006), but they did not receive much attention either in the churches or beyond (Jonson 2012: 128), and subsequent WCC assemblies did not produce section reports, which had been one location for the elaboration of ecumenical social ethics. A major study on economic globalization (Justice Peace and Creation Team 2005) met with sharp criticism for ‘one-sidedness and over-simplification’ and was not presented to the Ninth Assembly of the WCC at Porto Alegre (2006) but sent back to the drafters for revision (Jonson 2012: 129).

In 1991, Abrecht stated that ecumenical social ethics was at a ‘dead end’, with little likelihood of renewal in the near future (Abrecht 1991: 325). That renewal has not occurred. The institutions that have directed the discussion have yet to find a new path after the collapse of the socialist vision and the disappointments of the JPIC process.

Morals in Bilateral Dialogues

Particular Ethical Issues in Ecumenical Dialogues

Various dialogues have dealt with particular ethical issues, without exploring more general questions of the nature of ethics or the place of ethics in the life of the church. A full survey cannot be given here (but can be found in Root 2010; 2015). Three topics—divorce and remarriage, war, and homosexuality—may be noted, illustrating how ethics has been handled in the dialogues. The final listing of ecumenical documents explains the abbeviations used in the following analysis.

In the 1970s, Orthodox-Catholic (O-C USA 1978), Anglican-Roman Catholic (A-RC 1975), and Roman Catholic-Lutheran-Reformed (RC-L-R 1976) dialogues all discussed marriage, usually with a pastoral concern for confessionally mixed marriages, but also with some consideration of the ethical issues involved. No disagreement was found on the nature and ends of marriage or its divine institution. None of these dialogues concluded that existing differences over marriage would stand in the way of fuller communion.

In these dialogues, important for the Catholics was the limited character of the acceptance of divorce by other churches: the restricted possibility of the remarriage of divorced persons in the Church of England and the penance required before such remarriage among the Orthodox. Already in the 1975 international Anglican-Roman Catholic dialogue on the matter, however, the Catholics expressed worries about the loosening of restrictions on divorce and remarriage in the Episcopal Church USA, ‘which appear to them to compromise the doctrine of indissolubility’ of marriage, to which Catholics are committed (A-RC 1975: §45). These worries would probably be much greater today.

Issues surrounding war and violence have naturally been an important part of all dialogues that have involved the Mennonites and other peace churches, but have also been taken up by some other dialogues (e.g. RC-R USA 1985). Such dialogues have typically agreed on the call for Christians and churches to be non-violent themselves and to be peacemakers in the world (C-M 2003: §179). Some dialogues were able to reach agreement on the rejection of nuclear war (L-M USA 2004) and even on the rejection of all preparation for nuclear war (RC-R USA 1985), apparently condemning nuclear deterrence.

Whether a faithful Christian can ever participate in war remains, however, an unresolved difference between the historic peace churches and most other churches. The disagreement is both about the moral teaching and about its significance for church relations. In the dialogues, the churches that accept some form of Christian participation in war do not see consistent pacifism as incompatible with the gospel and do not see the position taken by the peace churches as an obstacle to fellowship. For the peace churches, however, ‘differences among the churches on issues of Christian participation in violence and war stand in the way of confessing a common faith’ (Faith and Order USA 1991, section I).

Shifts in the teaching of some churches on homosexuality can be traced in changes in the dialogues. Early dialogues on marriage assumed without elaboration that marriage involved ‘a man and a woman’ (O-C USA 1978: 202; O-OC 1987: 262; RC-M 1971: §71). Two statements involving Anglicans in the late 1980s and 1990s note developing differences on the topic, but do not see the differences as ecumenically problematic (A-L USA 1988: §119; ARCIC 1994: §87). Two North American statements from the 2010s between the Catholic Church and churches that now affirm homosexual relations describe the difference over the morality of homosexual relations as in itself probably unresolvable (A-RC USA 2014: §65) and as indicative of ‘profound differences’ in what and how the churches teach about ethics (RC-UCC 2012, section V; A-RC USA 2014: §4).

Dialogues on Ethics in the Life of the Church

Distinct from the discussion of specific ethical issues has been dialogue on the nature of ethics and its place in the Christian life and the communion of the churches. A series of dialogues have addressed these latter questions.

That communion requires some agreement on ethics is often repeated (e.g. RC-M 1981: §42). The international Lutheran-Reformed dialogue explicitly notes that differences on ethics can block communion. After affirming a legitimate diversity in ethics, it states: ‘But here too diversity can become illegitimate; there are certain ethical beliefs which cease to express the agreement reached on the understanding of the gospel. This obstructs the path leading to the common table of the Lord and thereby breaks church fellowship’ (L-R 1989: §72). In the context of recent arguments over homosexuality, a few authors have suggested that ethical differences should never be church-dividing (e.g. Adams 2005: 74; Nessan 2004: 46), but these arguments have not proved persuasive to most (e.g. O’Donovan 2008: 37; Bauerschmidt 2012; Jenson 2012).

On a few occasions, dialogues have explored questions of ethical method, e.g. natural law or divine command ethics. Most often, the dialogues have used a ‘natural law as illuminated by revelation’ approach. The USA Roman Catholic-Reformed dialogue spoke of ‘a universal and reliable moral law that is known by reason and revelation’ (RC-R USA 1985). Some dialogues have sought to spell out more precisely the ground of ethics: the social character of the Trinity (A-RC USA 1977), the future kingdom of God (A-L USA 1988: §114), or the Bible as ‘a yardstick for Christian faith and life’ (AIC-R 1999: 306).

Three groups of dialogues have explored differences in basic ethical outlook. The international Adventist-Lutheran dialogue discussed differing understandings of the Ten Commandments and law in relation to their differences over the Sabbath. While the more general differences over law and the Commandments were seen as differences in emphasis, the particular difference on the Sabbath was more direct and intractable (Beach and Oppegaard 2000: 10–12). Lutheran-Reformed dialogues in both the USA and Europe discussed perceived differences in social ethics, summed up in the alternative phrases ‘Two Kingdoms’ and ‘Lordship of Christ’. The USA dialogue, working in the mid-1960s, did not claim ‘complete agreement’, but did believe that they had ‘moved together’ (Empie and McCord 1966: 152, 177). Then in 1981 the Leuenberg Church Fellowship (at that time made up of Lutheran, Reformed, and United Churches in Europe) addressed these differences in detail in its Dreibergen Report, finding them ‘critically complementary’—i.e. each guarded against dangers inherent in the other (Birmelé 1982: 40–50).

A Roman Catholic-United Church of Canada dialogue statement of 2012 saw disagreements on marriage and sexuality as rooted in differences in how moral positions relate to Scripture. While Catholic biblical interpretation ‘deliberately places itself within the living tradition of the Church, whose first concern is fidelity to the revelation attested by the Bible’ (RC-UCC 2012: II, 3), the United Church sees Scripture as ‘the living word passed on from generation to generation to guide and inspire, that we might wrestle a holy revelation for our time and place from the human experiences and cultural assumptions of another era’ (II, 3). The dialogue concludes that ‘fundamental differences in theology arise from our distinctive approaches to the interpretation of Scripture. From them have developed our divergent norms for defining the boundaries of Christian marriage’ (II, 4).

Dialogues have also on occasion addressed differences over the authority of church teaching on ethical questions, especially between the Catholic Church and Protestant churches. As the international Roman Catholic-Methodist dialogue described the question: ‘In both our Churches we are under ecclesiastical authority, but we recognize a difference in that some pronouncements of the Catholic Church are seen as requiring a higher degree of conscientious assent from Catholics than the majority of pronouncements of the responsible bodies of Methodism require of Methodists’ (RC-M 1981: §47). Similar comments have been made in Anglican-Roman Catholic (ARCIC 1994: §49) and Roman Catholic-Lutheran-Reformed dialogues (RC-L-R 1976: §81).

Three Comprehensive Dialogues on Ethics

Three dialogues of the 1990s issued comprehensive statements on ethics, each from a different perspective. In 1998, the Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the WCC released a statement entitled: ‘The Ecumenical Dialogue on Moral Issues: Potential Sources of Common Witness or of Divisions’. The statement begins from the shared conviction that ‘religious communities can and should offer moral guidance in the public arena’ (JWG 1998: I, 2). The group was optimistic in assessing ecumenically how the churches frame their general ethical outlook: ‘By emphasizing the “first-order principles” or the “core values”, Christians can discover how much they already share, without reducing moral truth or searching for a least common denominator’ (III, 2). It noted, however, that division has ‘led today to such a pluralism of moral frameworks and positions within and between the ecclesial traditions that some positions appear to be in sharp tension, even in contradiction’ (V, 1).

The statement ends with a series of guidelines for ecumenical dialogue on moral issues. The guidelines point to the importance of comparing ‘ideals with ideals and practice with practice’. The widely shared ‘inheritance of moral unity’ should be used to frame particular differences, so that ‘we can more carefully understand the origin and nature of any present disagreement or division’. Dialogue must also attend to the diverse aspects of how churches teach morally: the use of Scripture and other resources; the interrelation of ‘moral vision, ethical norms, and prudential judgments’; how moral questions are formulated; and the role of the church’s moral guidance (JWG 1998, Guidelines).

The most comprehensive international dialogue document on ethics has been the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) statement, ‘Life in Christ: Morals, Communion and the Church’ (1994). In its first paragraph, the dialogue claims a ‘common perspective’ based on the ‘same underlying values’ (ARCIC 1994: §1). It goes on to elaborate the ‘fundamental questions’ that Christian morality engages, such as: What are persons called to be? What constitutes human dignity? ‘At this fundamental level of inquiry and concern, we believe, our two Communions share a common vision and understanding’ (§11). This shared vision provides a framework for discussing specific differences in moral teaching on divorce and remarriage and on contraception. These differences are real, but not an obstacle to communion, for they are ‘on the level of derived conclusions rather than fundamental values’ (§83). Similarly, differences over abortion and homosexuality (as they existed in the early 1990s) reflected a difference not in ‘fundamental moral values’ but in their ‘implementation’ (§84).

The most comprehensive national dialogue document on ethics is Choix éthiques et communion ecclésiale (Ethical Choices and Ecclesial Communion) from the Catholic-Protestant Mixed Commission in France. The commission found that Catholics and Protestants (in this case, Reformed and Lutheran) alike base their ethics not on abstract reflection on human nature or moral reason, but on the concrete call of the crucified and resurrected Jesus (C-P France 1992: 20–23, 79). At the basis of Christian ethics are not so much ‘basic values’, but rather the event of Jesus. This shared foundation becomes more specific in its applications. The decisive question is how these specifications, a church’s more detailed ethical teachings and practice, relate to that event (81).

The French dialogue is less clear than ARCIC regarding whether it believes that the ‘ample consensus’ (C-P France 1992: 78) it found implies that remaining differences are not church-dividing. Significant differences continue to exist on sexual ethics (84) and on the authority of ethical teaching (85). While the dialogue notes that these differences have lost much of their power to separate (87), it does not state that they have lost all such power.

What Sort of Agreement is Ecumenically Necessary?

What sort of common ethical teaching and practice is needed for church unity? This question is addressed in similar ways by the Joint Working Group and by ARCIC. They both argue that churches need to share general ethical principles, or have shared values or a common vision. What they do not need to share are the more specific norms and judgements that are based on those principles or values.

But is such a privileging of the general over the particular justified? While some approaches in ethics (e.g. those that follow Kant) embody this approach, other approaches more committed to the pursuit of a ‘reflective equilibrium’ among general and more specific commitments would take a different approach. Some people may be more convinced that some specific moral injunction is correct (e.g. ‘do not kill’ or ‘marriage is inherently heterosexual’) than they are convinced about general ethical principles. They would be more inclined to bring their general principles into line with the specific commitments than vice versa.

Concrete moral teachings and practices are important for church life and thus for communion among the churches (as was noted by the Anglican-Roman Catholic dialogue in the USA in its response to the 1994 ARCIC statement; A-RC USA 1995: §4). For some churches, the commitment to certain practices is fundamental and sharing in those practices is a necessary part of communion—such as the Mennonite commitment to peace or the Adventist commitment to a particular understanding and practice of the Sabbath. For other churches, concrete practice may be a test of what is meant by seemingly agreed general principles and of actual commitment to those principles. In understanding a church’s moral teaching, which is more decisive: general statements about the lifelong character of marriage, or practices that manifest a general acceptance of divorce and remarriage?

Ecumenism is not in the end about reconciling theories, but about reconciling churches, concrete communities shaped by both beliefs and practices. A common life in Christ will involve both consensus and diversity. The distinction and interrelation between consensus and diversity will surely be complex and not reducible to consensus in the general and diversity in the particular.

Conclusion

Already in 1973, the Catholic ecumenist George Tavard called attention to the ecumenical challenge of new ethical disputes over abortion and bioethical questions (Tavard 1973). Since then, increasing differences over questions of sexuality have intensified that challenge. Ethics has moved from being an area of assumed consensus to being one of the most aggravated areas of division.

Differences of morals and ethics cannot, however, be ignored. Christians confess Jesus as not only the Truth, but also the Way and the Life (John 14:6). In one of the most profound recent essays on ethics and ecumenism, the Lutheran theologian David Yeago notes that a differentiated consensus on the Truth that Jesus is—a doctrinal agreement—must include a similar differentiated consensus on the Way to which he calls his disciples and the Life he embodies as exemplar—an ethical consensus (Yeago 2012: 89). If ecumenism is about the pursuit of a more united and thus more faithful life in Christ, then it cannot avoid the difficult moral issues that have lately been placed on its agenda.
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Chapter 22

Mission and Evangelism


Dale T. Irvin




Introduction

From its inception, the modern ecumenical movement has revolved around the twin foci of unity and mission (Moses 1953; Oduyoye 1987). The ecumenical movement was in large part an outgrowth of the nineteenth-century missionary movement (Van Dusen 1959, 1961, 1972; Goodall 1972: 21). One has only to point to the role that the 1910 World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh played in ecumenical history to make the case. The connection was famously made by the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, in his enthronement address in 1942. Referring to what he termed ‘the great missionary enterprise of the last hundred and fifty years’, he said:

The aim for nearly the whole period was to preach the gospel to as many individuals as could be reached so that those who were won to discipleship should be put in the way of eternal salvation. Almost incidentally the great world-fellowship has arisen; it is the great new fact of our era. (Temple 1944: 2)

Temple’s statement indicates the manner in which not only mission but also evangelism was central to the ecumenical endeavour. ‘The evangelization of the world in this generation’ was the original ‘watchword’ of the Student Volunteer Movement (SVM), the major training ground for the first generation of ecumenical leadership in the twentieth century (Mott 1900). The World Student Christian Federation (WSCF), which became the umbrella organization for SVMs throughout the world, defined its work as ‘calling students to the Christian faith and the evangelization of the world’ well into the 1920s (World Student Christian Federation 2003). Preaching the Gospel and making disciples have always been strong ecumenical commitments (Bosch 1991: 409–419).

The International Missionary Council

Before leaving Edinburgh in 1910, the delegates voted to form a continuation committee that would seek to keep the momentum of the conference going. The result was the formation in 1921 of the International Missionary Council (IMC). The two other ecumenical bodies that formed in the wake of Edinburgh—Faith and Order, and Life and Work—merged in 1948 to form the World Council of Churches (WCC). The IMC continued as a separate body until 1961, when it merged into the WCC and became the latter’s Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). While mission and evangelism in the ecumenical movement should not be reduced to the work of the IMC and CWME, these bodies were most important in shaping achievements in those areas.

More than 1,200 representatives from Protestant churches, mostly from North America and Western Europe, gathered at Edinburgh in 1910 to explore what the organizers considered to be major problems confronting world mission work. It was intended to be ‘a united effort to subject the plans and methods of the whole missionary enterprise to searching investigation and to coordinate missionary experience from all parts of the world’ (Clements 1999: 77). While no Roman Catholic or Orthodox representatives participated at Edinburgh, the contributions of Anglo-Catholics kept the conference from being an exclusively Protestant affair. Seventeen delegates from Asian churches were also present and participated. Their contributions proved to be quite significant for ecumenical thinking in the decades to come (Stanley 2009).

The IMC was initially composed of Protestant and Anglican mission boards in North America and Western Europe. Its purpose was to study ongoing issues affecting world missions, provide advice and assistance to member organizations, and serve as a forum for interconfessional collaboration. Those involved in the IMC were keenly aware that they were part of a larger ecumenical movement. Many IMC leaders also participated in Faith and Order and Life and Work. The words of Jesus’ prayer in John 17:20–23—‘that they may all be one…so that the world may believe’—were often cited as an indication of the close relationship between unity and mission.

Jerusalem (1928)

The most important contributions of the IMC came through a series of international conferences that it convened, starting in 1928 in Jerusalem. Among the issues that the first conference addressed were the problems that racism posed to missions globally, and problems caused by industrialization. One of the most important issues was the relationship between Western churches, that had historically sent missions, and the churches formed in other parts of the world by such efforts. In his preparatory paper for the conference, Rufus Jones argued that the break-up of the unity of the church in Western Europe several centuries earlier and the growing secularism had combined to seriously damage the ministry of Christianity within the nations that had historically been considered ‘Christian lands’. He concluded that Christians in the West were on an equal footing with Christians in other places and with members of other religions in facing the attacks of secularization (IMC 1928: vol. I, 273).

One of most controversial issues addressed at the conference was the relationship of Christian salvation to other religions. A number of options were recognized, ranging from an ‘exclusivist’ stance that regarded Christianity as offering the only way to salvation, to a ‘fulfilment’ stance that regarded Christianity as realizing what is good and true in all religions. Proponents of the fulfilment thesis did not reject the uniqueness of the message of Christ, but they argued that the goal of Christian mission was to bring other religions to a deeper understanding of their own faith and practice. Particularly important in that regard were the contributions of Zhao Zichen (Chao Tzu-cen) and Wei Zhuomin (Wei Cho Min, also known in the West as Francis Wei) from China, and Justice Pandipeddi Chenchiah from India (IMC 1928: vol. I, 45, 292, 319).

Tambaram (1938)

A decade later, some 470 delegates from seventy nations met on the campus of the Madras Christian College in Tambaram, India, for the second international conference of the IMC. Tambaram marked the first major Protestant world missionary conference in modern times at which delegates from churches in Africa were actively present, and the first at which the majority of delegates were of Asian or African descent. Receiving a report on the decision of Faith and Order and Life and Work to merge, the delegates registered their concern that indigenous leadership from the churches of Asia and Africa be sufficiently represented in the new WCC, and stressed the importance of their own organization remaining independent (IMC 1939: 129).

The positive assessment of other religions that had been voiced at Jerusalem had not gone unchallenged in the wider theological world (Barth 1932; Visser ’t Hooft 1980). The most forceful critic of the notion at Tambaram was Hendrik Kraemer (1888–1965), whose book, The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World, was one of the preparatory texts for the conference. He argued that the church was facing a series of challenges throughout the world. In the West, the primary challenge was posed by relativism and secularism, while in the East the primary challenge was colonialism. As a revealed faith, Christianity stood for absolute truth. He did not deny that the church was an historical entity, but he argued that it was founded on a divine order revealed by Jesus Christ. This divine order, which imparted Christianity’s ‘essential nature’, had been blurred in the past by the church’s collaboration with the empirical and sinful order as it had attempted to create a Christian civilization on earth (Kraemer 1938: 25–27). With their bondage to Christendom broken and their relationship to Western colonialism being called into question, Christians were faced with an opportunity to undergo a fundamental reorientation that would allow for the transcendent dimension of the church and of mission to be seen anew.

The transcendent dimension of Christian faith was the historical revelation of Jesus Christ, witnessed in the Bible. The historical experience of the church, while founded on that revelation, was not to be equated with it. Kraemer argued that the divine action in Jesus Christ stands on its own as the word without any human corroboration. The Christian message cannot be set on a level with other human religions, for Jesus Christ as the divine word brings every form of human religiosity, including that of Christianity, into judgement and crisis. The reign of God is not found in history, but its message has impacted history, giving rise to the history of the church. Thus, while there is no such thing as a Christian culture in the full sense of the term, there is a historical experience in which the encounter with Christ has taken place, and that occurred largely in the West. The history of the West, said Kraemer, was shaped by a dialectical tension between the divine word and its empirical engagement in the church. Eyes of faith were required to see the divine at work, but through faith one could grasp it.

On the other hand, Christians living in what Kraemer called ‘the non-Christian world’ had no such dialectic at work in their history. The only point of contact between the word and their history and culture came through missions, which were historically wedded to Western churches. The historical logic of Christian revelation not only linked the churches founded by missions to Western history in a relationship of children to parents, but imparted to those churches a permanently Western historical and cultural identity. Christians living in nations outside of the West needed to take a critical stance against ‘the whole cultural, social and political structure and heritage of the people of whom they physically and spiritually are a living part’ in a manner that was not true for Christians living in churches ‘at home’, even if that home church was now the post-Christendom world of the West (Kraemer 1938: 105, 334).

Kraemer’s perspective did not go unopposed at Tambaram. The most forceful articulation of an alternative view of the church and of mission in relation to other religions was provided by a group of Indian theologians in a book entitled Rethinking Christianity in India (Job et al. 1938). Responding to Kraemer, Chenchiah agreed that ‘The solidarity of Christendom in the West and the prestige of Western culture in the East are both passing away’ (Job et al. 1938: 5). Kraemer, however, had not properly drawn the implications of this historical fact, at least as far as Christianity in India was concerned. Kraemer argued that Christ alone was binding or obligatory in history. This meant that Western culture was not binding or obligatory. As G. V. Job argued, the ultimate builder of Indian Christianity and the Indian church was God. The resources God used had and would come from both the religious heritage of India and that of the West (Job et al. 1938: 17). The religious and cultural heritage of India provided both critical and constructive resources for the church in India, providing it with a perspective from which to evaluate Christendom and colonialism, and with intellectual and practical insights and models for Christian faith and practice. Rethinking Christianity in India made it clear that theologians in Asia—and one would soon find in Africa as well—did not have to deny their own historical religious and cultural identity in order to be faithful to Christ. It also made it clear that the divide between Christian lands and mission lands that was assumed by Kraemer and many others from the West was no longer viable in Asia and Africa, if it had ever been.

Whitby (1947) and Willingen (1952)

The devastation of the Second World War was on the minds of the IMC delegates who gathered for a smaller conference in Whitby, Canada, in 1947. At Whitby, the language of ‘older churches’ and ‘younger churches’ which had been challenged at Tambaram began to give way to a new formulation that called for churches in different parts of the world to be in ‘partnership’ and ‘solidarity’ with one another in common ‘obedience’ to God (Latourette and Hogg 1948: 105–120). In 1952, delegates gathered in Willingen, Germany, for a larger meeting (IMC 1952). The language of partnership and solidarity was again in the air, but Willingen went further in developing an underlying theology. The key concept that emerged at Willingen in this effort was that of the missio Dei. Mission, the argument went, belongs in the first instance not to the church but to God. God’s work in the world does not depend upon mission, but rather mission depends upon God’s work. The church engages in mission in response to the word of God. Both mission and church derive from ‘God’s redemptive purposes in and for the world’. Mission is ‘the sensitive and total response of the Church to what the triune God has done and is doing in the world’ (Lehmann 1952: 22–23). It entails saving souls and saving society, without reducing the full reconciling action of the triune God in history to either of them. Mission is the outward movement of the church in history, ‘the front-line of the Church in and toward the world. It is, so to say, the global vanguard of the Incarnation’ (Lehmann 1952: 23). In this sense, the church is always apostolic or ‘sent’ (Hoekendijk 1952: 334).

Ecumenical engagement with the world was radicalized in the middle decades of the century, in part by the revolutionary currents that were sweeping the globe. In a paper titled ‘The Christian Mission and the Judgment of History’, J. Russell Chandran of India drew a distinction between Mission and missions, or between Christ’s commission to preach the Gospel in every culture, and the resulting plural responses undertaken by the churches in history. He argued that missions must undergo changes in their structures and strategies to respond to their failures as well as to the challenges of new situations. As an example of betrayal, Chandran pointed to the history of Western missions and their complicity with colonialism. As an example of new challenges, he pointed to the revolutionary message of communism.

We can never forget that the justice for which Communism stands is rooted in Biblical insights. We should also recognize that Communism is a judgment on the Church’s failure to preach liberation to the socially and economically dispossessed peoples. It is a judgment on the Church’s failure to witness to the incarnate Lord by accepting solidarity with the world. (Goodall 1953: 98)

A revolutionary voice of a different kind, in ecumenical conversations regarding mission and evangelism at least, was also heard at Willingen for the first time. David J. du Plessis (1905–1987), a Pentecostal church leader, was invited by the conference chairperson, John Mackay, to attend as an observer and to address the gathering. Du Plessis spoke about the importance of the personal witness of individual believers being grounded in experience, and of the need for the baptism of the Holy Spirit in the church (du Plessis 1961: 13–14). The contacts he made at the conference proved to be significant for building new bridges between Pentecostals and the ecumenical movement over the next several decades.

From the IMC to CWME

By the time delegates gathered for the next IMC conference in Achimota on the outskirts of Accra, Ghana, in 1958, the shift in ecumenical thinking regarding mission was complete. The end of colonialism and the era of nationalism were well under way globally. The corresponding shift in Protestant ecumenical life was the transformation of foreign missions into national churches. Mission boards in the West had for some time been handing their governing authority over to national leadership, or watching national independent churches emerge apart from them. The accompanying rise of national and regional conferences of churches in Asia, Africa, and Latin America left the IMC, a body formed of mission boards, in a state of institutional limbo. At the inaugural assembly of the All Africa Conference of Churches held in Kampala, Uganda, in 1963, Richard Andriamanjato and Ndabaningi Sithole, in particular, raised the banner of a decolonized theology and drew implications for Christian faith in the assembly’s announcement of liberation (All Africa Conference of Churches 1963: 54).

One response was to declare that the missionary movement had now become the ecumenical movement. Mackay followed this path of reasoning. The nineteenth-century missionary movement had helped the church recover the central meaning of mission in its identity. Mission had rightly come to be seen as belonging to the whole church in the whole world. This was what the ecumenical movement was all about. Missions had thus been transformed into ecumenics (Mackay 1964). An even greater reason to abandon the language of mission was the continuing resistance on the part of nationalist and revolutionary forces in various parts of the world that opposed the lingering effects of Western colonialism and imperialism. James Scherer wrote in 1964: ‘The times of political, cultural and ecclesiastical mission are nearly past, and they will never return’ (Scherer 1964: 39). Scherer’s title said it all: Missionary Go Home!

At Achimota, the decision was made to integrate the IMC into the WCC, a move that was accomplished at the Third Assembly of the WCC at New Delhi in 1961. The Assembly also marked the formal entry of several Orthodox churches into the WCC, meaning that the work of CWME going forward would be carried on with Orthodox as well as Protestant participants. CWME held its first gathering in 1963 in Mexico City. The theme of the gathering—‘Mission on Six Continents’—indicated that the WCC was committed to making mission and evangelism, understood to be the work of all churches in all places, a part of its life.

The notion that mission belonged to the whole church had been central to the work of the IMC in the 1950s mostly because the IMC was closely engaged with churches that had grown from mission work. In the 1960s, the divide between mission and church began to reappear in new ways. A statement issued by the East Asian Christian Conference (EACC) cautioned that tending only to matters of a confessional nature in the ecumenical movement ran the risk of diminishing the mission of the church. It noted that the strength of churches in Asia was directly related to their ‘missionary consciousness’ (EACC 1961). What constituted a viable missionary consciousness within the WCC was beginning to change. How it would be rearticulated was not yet clear.

Despite the work of CWME to keep mission alongside unity as the twin focal points of the ecumenical movement, signs began to appear that the mission of the church was in danger of being marginalized within the WCC. Faith and Order had an established position in the WCC that was not matched by CWME. According to its by-laws, the goal of Faith and Order was ‘to proclaim the oneness of the Church of Jesus Christ and to call the churches to the goal of visible unity in one faith and one Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and in common life in Christ, in order that the world may believe’ (Best 2005: 450). The mission of the church was historically understood in Faith and Order to be a function of the goal of visible unity. Reflection on mission tended to be subordinated to reflection on unity as a result.

The historical legacy of Western missions being associated with Western colonialism and imperialism in the modern era added to the reluctance by some in the WCC to support traditional patterns of mission work in the ecumenical arena. John Gatu’s call at the 1974 meeting of the All Africa Conference of Churches in Lusaka, Zambia, for a moratorium on Western missions represented the culmination of these concerns (Castro 1975). At the same time, social concerns were rising to the forefront of the ecumenical agenda in the 1960s, with issues such as global development, national struggles for liberation, the Vietnam War, civil rights, and much more occupying the attention of the WCC. Some argued that mission in the ecumenical movement was being ‘reinterpreted in socio-political terms’ (Stott 1996: xii). Mission of course had always been tied to social, political, and cultural agendas. These dimensions were simply being brought more clearly and critically into view in the ecumenical movement, as was demonstrated by the second gathering of CWME in Bangkok in 1972, whose theme, ‘Salvation Today’, sought to express the more holistic understanding of mission and evangelism that had emerged in the 1960s.

The emergence of liberation theologies at the end of the 1960s helped to accelerate the shift in the focus of mission in ecumenical circles from individual conversion to historical reconstruction. Liberation theologies identified praxis, which they broadly defined as activities geared towards the transformation and liberation of society, as being the starting point for theological reflection. The concept of praxis emphasized the social and political over the personal dimensions of mission and evangelism. After 1976, these currents received fresh ecumenical articulation in the work of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT), which included a number of participants who were also part of the WCC and CWME.

At Mexico City in 1963, CWME had noted that a central aspect of the mission that churches carried on in the world was witnessing to the redeeming work of Jesus Christ. The following year, at its assembly in Bangkok, the EACC issued a brief statement entitled ‘Christian Encounter with Men of Other Beliefs’ in which it interpreted the word ‘witness’ as ‘encounter’ (EACC 1964: 451). In effect, the statement invited Christians in Asia to consider ways of relating to their religious neighbours that did not end in their conversion, and churches to consider ways of relating to other religions that did not end in their extinction. By the end of the 1960s, the dominant terminology was that of ‘dialogue’ with other religions—and later, ideologies. CWME undertook a study project entitled ‘The Word of God and the Living Faiths of Men’. Stanley J. Samartha became part of that project in 1968 and was instrumental in convening a 1970 consultation on interfaith dialogue in Ajaltoun, Lebanon, under the auspices of the WCC but involving representatives of other religions. A year later, the WCC Central Committee appointed Samartha to become the first director of a new sub-unit within the WCC on ‘Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies’ (Ariarajah 2002: 314). Dialogue with other religions was now firmly a part of the ecumenical understanding of mission and evangelism, at least within the WCC and in the deliberations of EATWOT.

Broadening Ecumenical Currents

While these developments were taking place in the WCC, the ecumenical arena was broadening significantly, with a corresponding impact on theologies of mission and evangelism. The most important ecumenical developments in the 1960s outside the WCC and the instruments related to it happened in the Roman Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). Four documents from Vatican II played a major role in reshaping mission and evangelism in Roman Catholic understanding and eventually in the wider ecumenical movement. The most significant of these documents was the Council’s decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, which opened by stating: ‘The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: 1). The mission of the church was largely marginal to Unitatis Redintegratio, but was taken up directly in another document, the decree on the church’s missionary activity, Ad Gentes. ‘The pilgrim Church is missionary by her very nature, since it is from the mission of the Son and the mission of the Holy Spirit that she draws her origin, in accordance with the decree of God the Father’ (Second Vatican Council 1965a, 2). Continuing the work of Christ, mission is what the church does in the world, in order to bring everyone by baptism into the church, which is the body of Christ. Ad Gentes recognized that unity and mission were essential to each other.

Two other documents from Vatican II were significant for the Catholic understanding of mission and evangelism in the contemporary world. The declaration on the relation of the church to non-Christian religions, Nostra Aetate, called for Christians to enter into dialogue and collaboration with members of other religions in order to witness to Christian faith, but also to ‘recognize, preserve and promote the good things, spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-cultural values found among these men’ (Second Vatican Council 1965b, 2). The fourth document from Vatican II that impacted the way that evangelism and mission were understood and practised was the pastoral constitution on the church in the modern world, Gaudium et Spes, which called upon the church to engage in dialogue with the broader human community regarding matters of social and political concern. It analysed the causes of contemporary atheism and the means by which the church should address it. The notion of community or communion that underlay the ecclesiology of Vatican II was extended in Gaudium et Spes to embrace the wider community of humankind, with calls for social justice, wholeness in family life, and international cooperation in economic affairs (Second Vatican Council 1965c, 47–52, 63–72, 85).

Members of Orthodox churches in western Asia, Eastern Europe, and Africa had for several centuries been the target of both Catholic and Protestant missionary efforts to convert them. Proselytism, as distinct from evangelism, was already a concern of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in 1920, when its famous encyclical letter calling for a ‘Koinonia of Churches’ was issued (Patelos 1978: 40–43). It was soon on the agenda of Faith and Order as well. The WCC addressed the issue in 1948, and in 1954 formed a special Commission on Proselytism and Religious Liberty to prepare a study report (WCC 1960). The report was received at the New Delhi assembly in 1961. While the line between evangelism and proselytism continued to be unclear in many ways, an important distinction came to be made. Proselytism was regarded as the practice of targeting members of other Christian communities for conversion using means that were coercive or deceitful, often conducted in situations where members of the Christian communion being targeted were under political or social stress. Evangelism was the authentic communication or witness to the Good News of Jesus Christ, which might or might not result in a member of one Christian communion joining a different communion. The distinction between proselytism and evangelism that is now widely made in various Christian contexts is in no small degree due to Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement.

Those planning the 1910 Edinburgh conference decided in deference to Anglo-Catholic sensibilities not to include Latin America among the mission territories of the world because it was predominantly Roman Catholic and thus already a Christian continent (Stanley 2009: 320–321). The following year, on behalf of the WSCF, John Mott (1865–1955) reached out to Eastern Orthodox leaders in the Middle East. Subsequently the WSCF leadership changed the constitution of the organization to allow students from non-Protestant communions to join. These efforts were interpreted by a number of other leaders in the student world to be dangerously inclusive, abandoning the basic doctrines of evangelical Christian faith (Johnson 1964: 41; Treloar 2017: 34–35). Mott and other ecumenical leaders were charged with being open to ‘Romanism’ and with harbouring ‘High Church’ sympathies (Rowdon 1967: 64; Treloar 2017: 50). Within a decade, the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union began organizing a new fellowship of student groups that would stand against the latitudinarianism of the ecumenical movement. The result was a new organization that came to be known as the Inter-Varsity Fellowship of Evangelical Unions.

By the 1940s, this other student movement had widened to embrace a broader coalition of conservative Protestants and Pentecostals. The new alliance came to be known as ‘neo-evangelicalism’ or simply ‘evangelicalism’. Its leaders were often highly critical of the ecumenical movement, making it appear as if ‘evangelical’ and ‘ecumenical’ were two opposing camps, at least in the North Atlantic world (Carpenter 1999). Evangelicals typically charged the ecumenical movement with having changed or abandoned its commitments to mission and evangelism (Hedlund 2002: 155–168). Evangelicals also repeatedly charged that the ecumenical movement had compromised on essential matters of doctrine, and that the ecumenical desire to embrace all branches of Christendom, be they liberal, Orthodox, or Roman Catholic, came at too high a theological cost. In the early 1960s, those convictions hardened. The fact that ecumenical conversations after 1961 directly involved Russian Orthodox Church leaders, whom many evangelicals in the United States suspected of being agents of the Soviet Union, only intensified evangelical resistance. Among those who embraced the apocalyptic teachings of dispensational theology it was far too easy to see these forces coming together to form the one ‘world church’ under the rule of the anti-Christ that Revelation 15 seemed to foretell (Weber 1979: 129).

Driven by these concerns, evangelicals who were not part of the ecumenical movement began holding conferences of their own intended to promote world evangelism and mission. Those efforts culminated in the International Congress on World Evangelization held in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1974, a watershed event that helped to redefine evangelicalism as a worldwide movement. Under the continuing direction of the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization (LCWE), the Lausanne Movement, as it is generally known, became something of an alternative global ecumenical movement, seeking to put mission and evangelism at the forefront of its agenda. The 1974 congress gave theological priority to evangelism as communicating the message of salvation which results in forgiveness of sins and incorporation into Christ’s body, the church. The message of judgement concerning injustice and oppression flowed from this, it said. Thus, while evangelism and social concern were not synonymous, they were not mutually exclusive, and both were a Christian duty. The Lausanne Covenant affirmed that God’s purpose on earth is the visible unity of the church, but qualified this as being unity ‘in truth’, allowing that ‘organisational unity may take many forms’ (Lausanne Movement 1974: 7).

By the 1980s, the currents of Lausanne and CWME were beginning to blend. Concerns with the mission of the church in relation to injustice and oppression in the world were still dominant at the CWME conferences held in Melbourne, Australia, in 1980, and in San Antonio, Texas, in 1989. Conferences in Salvador da Bahía, Brazil (1996), and in Athens (2005) paid greater attention to issues of cultural diversity in global missions. During this same period, the WCC, which remained the parent body of CWME, increased its efforts to reach out to Pentecostals and evangelical Protestants. While the WCC was not able to bring significant numbers of Pentecostal and evangelical Protestant churches into its fellowship, it did succeed in bringing a number of Pentecostal and evangelical Protestant theologians into its deliberations. Their impact was particularly noticeable at the 2005 conference in Athens.

While CWME was reaching out to include more Pentecostals and evangelical Protestants, the Lausanne World Fellowship was heading in a more traditional ecumenical direction. The final statement, or Commitment, of the third world congress of the Lausanne World Fellowship held in Cape Town, South Africa, in 2010, gave significant attention to the unity of the church, saying that it was grounded in the unity of God as Father, Son, and Spirit. Echoing more than a century of ecumenical statements, it declared: ‘The unity of the people of God is both a fact (“he made the two [Jew and Gentile] one”), and a mandate (“make every effort to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”)’ (Lausanne Movement 2010: II, B, 1). The need for Christians and churches to be involved in the work of liberation and justice in the world was noted several times, and was integral to the document’s overall vision. The Cape Town Commitment drew together mission, evangelism, unity, and liberation as expressions of the Trinitarian love of God.

Theological Achievements

Foremost among the achievements of the ecumenical movement has been the realization that mission and evangelism do not belong to the church but are grounded more deeply in the life of God. The phrase that summarized this conviction, the missio Dei, has continued to reverberate through ecumenical discourse since the 1950s. The work of the church does not carry the missio Dei forward. Rather, the effort of the church in history is carried out in response to the missio Dei. Both the sending and the receiving of missions are responses to the missio Dei, not its cause (Vicedom 1965).

The concept of the missio Dei was part of the wider recovery of the doctrine of the Trinity in the twentieth century (Grenz 2004). The sending of the Son and the sending of the Spirit are both expressions of the Trinitarian life and mission of God. As the final ‘Statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church’, issued by the Willingen conference in 1952, asserted: ‘The missionary movement of which we are a part has its source in the Triune God Himself’ (Goodall 1953: 198).

By the end of the twentieth century, the term ‘communion’ or koinonia had risen to the forefront of the work of Faith and Order on the nature of the church (Fuchs 2008). Unity in the form of koinonia was seen as in accord with the nature of God. Mission, however, was too often relegated in Faith and Order documents to being simply what God does in the world. Ecumenical discussions of mission and evangelism have tried to correct this imbalance, arguing that the Triune God is both sender (the Father) and sent (Son and Spirit). According to classical Trinitarian doctrine, the begetting of the Son and breathing forth of the Spirit happen in eternity and are not just events in time. It follows that both communion and mission are intrinsic to the nature of the church, as Ad Gentes states. Mission is not only what the church does; mission is what the church is.

The theological insight that the church is missionary by its very nature gained a broader hearing in the last decades of the twentieth century in the ‘missional church’ movement (Guder 1998). Proponents usually trace the history of the concept to the 1950s and especially to Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998), one of the leading figures at the Willingen conference (Newbigin 1953). The work of Newbigin, Johannes Christiaan Hoekendijk (1912–1975), and others was continued formally in the 1960s in a WCC study project on ‘The Missionary Structure of the Local Congregation’, the final report of which, The Church for Others, and the Church for the World (WCC 1967), grounded evangelism more deeply in the life of the entire church and saw it especially as the role of the laity to bring the message of the church more effectively to bear upon a rapidly changing world. The era of Western Christendom was over, and forms of mission and evangelism that were structured by the experience of Christendom could therefore only be dysfunctional. Furthermore, as the world was changing, evangelism and mission had to change as well, if the church was not to become irrelevant to the wider society. Linking the church more closely to the world in the economy of salvation, the report argued that the mission of God was primarily directed towards the world at large and not just to the church. As Letty M. Russell, one of the members of the project, said: ‘God’s agenda has to do with a mission of service in the world’ (Russell 1993: 112).

In ecumenical thought, mission and evangelism came to be closely related to service in the world on behalf of justice. But they have also been closely related to the service of God in worship, thanks in particular to the work of Orthodox participants in the ecumenical movement. For the Orthodox tradition, mission, like every other aspect of Christian life, is not the work of individuals, but the work of the church as a whole, and the goal of mission and evangelism cannot therefore be individual conversions, but rather the incorporation of someone into the worshipping church, the body of Christ. Mission and evangelism find their end in worship, in the Holy Liturgy (Fueter 1976), but the Holy Liturgy likewise finds its end in mission, in the sending forth of participants into the world where they carry on their doxological existence. Ion Bria calls this mission in the world ‘the liturgy after the Liturgy’ (Bria 1996).

It is the Spirit who connects mission and communion, for it is the Spirit who unifies the church and sends it out into the world. Communion and being sent forth are both liturgical. The liturgical dimension of work such as feeding the poor is brought clearly into view in Matthew 25:36–42, where Jesus identifies himself with the poor, so that feeding ‘the least of these’ is equated with feeding Christ. Such insights do not reduce mission and evangelism to works of healing, justice, transformation, and liberation in the world; they bring the liturgical dimensions of these works more fully into view.

The phrase, ‘the world sets the agenda for the church’, came to be closely identified with ecumenical understandings of mission and evangelism after 1967 (Bernier 1992). Critics of the phrase argued that the church cannot be conformed to the values of the world around it but must conform to Christ and the values articulated in the Gospel (Guder 1985: 176). Yet when the conversation shifts from social and political contexts to cultural contexts a different argument is heard. Despite Kraemer’s assertions in the 1930s about the necessity of Western cultural forms shaping theology, accommodation in the form of contextualization or enculturation is widely advocated today among theologians of all traditions and confessional commitments as a necessary and positive development. The theology of contextualization had its origins in the ecumenical movement.

A Taiwanese theologian, Shoki Coe (or Chang Hui Hwang), served as director of the Theological Education Fund of the WCC in the early 1970s, and was attentive to the processes of secularization, urbanization, and rapid social change taking place across Asia. Having lived under Japanese occupation and then under the Chinese KMT, he was also familiar with political oppression. Most importantly, he was fully aware of the earlier discussions in the IMC regarding the need to develop indigenous theologies that reflected diverse social, religious, and cultural worlds, and drawing on his experiences and those discussions he argued that the indigenization of theology did not go far enough. Indigenization conceived the theological process as planting the unchanging Gospel in a new location. A more dynamic interaction was called for in locations outside the territories of traditional Western Christendom. Coe called this new process contextualization, which he described as full participation in the social, political, cultural, and religious life of the people (Coe 1973). Roman Catholic theologians might prefer to speak of ‘enculturation’ as the process by which theology becomes localized, but they are making a point similar to that made by Coe regarding contextualization. Growing out of an ecumenical understanding of mission and evangelism, contextualization soon became a major theological theme throughout the world.

Conclusion

The history of contextualization over the past half-century is indicative of the wider influence of the ecumenical movement. The term is used widely and has gained general acceptance by theologians and churches beyond those involved in ecumenical discussions. The ecumenical movement has actually been far more successful in redefining our understanding of mission and evangelism than its critics might wish to admit, and its achievements reach far beyond the historical arenas of its own institutional life.

With regard to mission and evangelism, there is an ecumenical spring blossoming. That blossoming is seen especially among the ‘mission-minded’ churches and fellowships of the world, many of which self-consciously locate themselves outside the ecumenical movement even as they reap the benefits of ecumenical deliberations. It is not unusual to hear in Pentecostal circles talk about the need to establish shalom in the world, a concept that was central to the WCC study project on ‘The Missionary Structure of the Local Congregation’ (WCC 1967: 14–15). Evangelicals write about dialogue with other religions often without acknowledging the genealogy of their discussion. The fundamental theological moves in ecumenical thinking regarding mission and evangelism have made their way into theology more generally in constructive ways. These achievements will no doubt continue to inform the work of churches for generations to come.
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Ecology
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Introduction

This chapter takes a methodological turn from others in this part of the Handbook because we are not dealing with an issue that has separated churches in the past or that continues to separate them. Rather, the issue of ecology is one which churches have begun to address in recent times, both individually and ecumenically, in a variety of ways. Ecology is an issue to which churches can respond through insight from their respective traditions, through dialogue between and among churches themselves, and through calls and invitations to action, with varying degrees of authority. In retrospect we can say that the years 1989–1990 constitute a watershed when the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, the Roman Catholic Church, and the World Council of Churches (WCC) issued significant statements and began to address ecological issues with initiatives which have had long-lasting effects both within communions and ecumenically.

In 1989, with the approval of the Holy Synod of Constantinople, Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios issued the first of what have become annual (fairly brief) encyclical letters which contain the seeds of the theological and spiritual principles which guide the Orthodox ecological vision. In the 1989 message—‘The Church Cannot Remain Idle’ (Patriarch Dimitrios 1989)—Dimitrios declared that the Ecumenical Patriarchate would celebrate a Day of Prayer for the Protection of the Environment on 1 September, the first day of the Orthodox liturgical year. On 1 January 1990, Pope John Paul II issued the customary papal Message for the World Day of Peace, entitled Peace with God the Creator, Peace with All of Creation. The opening paragraph sets up his argument:

[W]orld peace is threatened…by a lack of due respect for nature, by the plundering of natural resources and by a progressive decline in the quality of life. Faced with the widespread destruction of the environment, people everywhere are coming to understand that we cannot continue to use the goods of the earth as we have in the past.

(Pope John Paul II 1990: n. 1; emphasis in original)

Then, in March 1990, the WCC sponsored the World Convocation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation in Seoul, whose ‘Final Document’ contained two important affirmations: of ‘the creation as beloved of God’ and that ‘the earth is the Lord’s’ (WCC 1990: 18–19).

The purpose of this chapter is (1) to indicate briefly what these bodies said and did leading up to these respective statements and actions; (2) to summarize salient statements and actions by and among these bodies about ecology; and (3) to indicate avenues for further ecumenical dialogue and offer suggestions for action, understanding that individual churches will probably continue their own denominational initiatives as well.

The Beginnings of Ecological Awareness: 1960–1990

World Council of Churches

James McPherson describes how the initial work on ecology under the auspices of the WCC was done in the subunit on Church and Society, which was concerned with social ethics (rather than, for instance, systematic theology). Differentiated theological perspectives on the human relationship to the environment were voiced (McPherson 1991). Ecology was a major concern of the Church and Society programme from the 1966 Geneva conference, sponsored by the WCC, on Christians in the Technical and Social Revolutions of our Time (WCC 1967), to the 1987 Amsterdam consultation on Reintegrating God’s Creation (WCC 1987). In the 1970s, the programme on ‘The Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society’ (JPSS) was established to consider environmental issues among other justice concerns. The WCC Sixth Assembly (Vancouver, 1983) changed the programme’s theme from JPSS to ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’ (JPIC) (McPherson 1991: 365). McPherson argues that Amsterdam failed to address several important questions, such as the precise meaning of ‘the integrity of creation’, how humans positively or negatively affect the integrity of creation, and how the integrity of creation relates to God’s actions and human efforts (McPherson 1991: 365).

The work of the 1990 World Convocation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation resulted from the invitation by the Vancouver Assembly to the member churches of the WCC to respond to the growing awareness of the environmental crisis and ‘to engage…in a conciliar process of mutual commitment (covenant) to justice, peace and the integrity of creation’ (WCC 1990: 2). The convocation affirmed the important work of the JPIC programme in the years since its formation, and the ‘Final Document’, reflecting on the work at the convocation, applauded the diverse perspectives that informed the preparations and discussions. It noted especially the participation from numerous faith traditions (beyond simply the membership of the WCC), including the Roman Catholic Church. The document drafters also anticipated that the work of the convocation would be influential for the upcoming Seventh Assembly of the WCC in Canberra (1991). The Final Document, entitled ‘Entering into Covenant Solidarity for Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’, included ten affirmations. Of particular interest for ecology, as already mentioned, are affirmations 7 and 8: of ‘the creation as beloved of God’ and that ‘the earth is the Lord’s’, respectively (WCC 1990: 18–19). In affirmation 7, the document provides explicitly Trinitarian and biblical foundations. It recognizes the failures of humanity regarding creation and the implications of these failures for future generations, and it describes the participants’ commitment to resist ‘the claim that anything in creation is merely a resource for human exploitation’. The participants also commit to living as ‘co-workers with God’ (WCC 1990: 18). In affirmation 8, the document applies these concerns to the specific issues of land and water rights (WCC 1990: 19). Following the affirmations, the Final Document lists and describes urgent and concrete actions that are to be undertaken by churches and organizations (WCC 1990: 24–33).

Ecumenical Patriarchate

The Ecumenical Patriarchate’s contribution to ecology includes statements from the Ecumenical Patriarch, symposia, and prayer initiatives. The Patriarchate has pioneered contemporary ecological initiatives since at least 1981, and John Chryssavgis marks the 1986 Pre-Synodal Pan-Orthodox Conference in Chambésy as a particularly important moment for the Patriarchate’s involvement in environmental issues (Chryssavgis 2012: 4). The 1986 conference emphasized concern for the abuse of the environment by humans and the importance of ecological issues for future generations. After the 1986 conference, and inspired by the activities of the WCC following the 1983 Vancouver Assembly, several inter-Orthodox consultations discussed environmental issues: in Sofia, Bulgaria (1987); Patmos, Greece (1988); and Minsk, Russia (1989). The 1988 consultation on Patmos included a recommendation for the Ecumenical Patriarch to set aside a day of prayer for creation (Chryssavgis 2012: 4–5).

On 1 September 1989, as already mentioned, Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios delivered the first annual patriarchal message addressing concerns about creation and Christian responsibilities towards creation, and declared 1 September to be a day of prayer in the Ecumenical Patriarchate for the protection of the environment. He invited the whole Christian world to join in that prayer each year (Patriarch Dimitrios 1989). This meant that the liturgy of the day was adjusted to reflect and underscore praise, thanks, and intercession for creation and its protection. The service was commissioned from the famous hymnographer Fr Gerasimos Mikrayiannanites, published in Greek in 1991, and translated into English by Ephrem Lash (Chryssavgis 2003: 7). This practice of liturgical prayer for creation highlights an important Orthodox contribution, namely the way liturgy serves as an integrating element of belief and prayer. Patriarch Dimitrios’s 1990 message focused on acquiring an ‘ascetic ethos’ regarding the use of the natural environment (Patriarch Dimitrios 1990).

Around the same time, Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) of Pergamon delivered a series of three lectures in London on ecology (Zizioulas 2011: 143–175). In the lectures he attributed the West’s loss of cosmic awareness largely to the rise of scholasticism (Zizioulas 2011: 149), while the Christian East maintained a cosmic emphasis. A significant implication of that analysis would be that the West’s recent rediscovery of the cosmic aspect of Christianity may be a key to reconciliation between East and West precisely at a time when the world needs a united Christian witness on environmental issues. Zizioulas emphasized the idea of the human being as ‘priest of creation’, standing at the peak of creation and enabling it to survive by relating it to the uncreated God (Zizioulas 2011: 170–175). He later explained his preference for that idea rather than the model of ‘stewardship’ to express humans’ responsibility for creation (Zizioulas 2011: 133–141).

Roman Catholic Church

At about the same time that the WCC started to address ecology, papal teaching in the Catholic Church did the same through encyclicals, addresses, and statements, starting with two documents of Pope Paul VI: his encyclical letter on the development of peoples, Populorum Progressio (Pope Paul VI 1967: nn. 22–28), and his apostolic letter on the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of the encyclical Rerum Novarum (Pope Leo XIII’s groundbreaking 1891 document on social justice), Octogesima Adveniens (Pope Paul VI 1971: n. 21). Additionally, in a message to the United Nations Conference on the Environment (Stockholm, 1972), Paul VI spoke of the ‘interdependence’ of all things on the earth, noting the need for a corresponding ‘solidarity’ between human beings (Pope Paul VI 1972). At the very beginning of his pontificate, Pope John Paul II issued his encyclical letter on the redeemer of the human race, Redemptor Hominis, in which he highlighted ‘the threat of pollution of the natural environment’ and the danger of ‘self-destruction’ by the use of certain weapons (Pope John Paul II 1979: n. 8). In his encyclical letter on the social concerns of the church, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, he addressed contemporary ecological concerns and noted that justice means ‘a fair distribution of the results of true development’ (Pope John Paul II 1987: n. 26), that humans have ‘a certain affinity with other creatures’ (n. 26) which carries with it the ‘duty of cultivating and watching over the garden’ (n. 29), that this dominion ‘imposes limits upon the use and dominion over things’ (n. 29), and that when it comes to the natural world ‘we are subject to biological laws as well as moral laws’ (n. 34).

John Paul II’s most focused treatment of the environment occurs in his 1990 message, Peace with God the Creator, Peace with All of Creation. He asserts that the earth’s resources are for the common good, that ‘a new solidarity’ should be exercised in their use (Pope John Paul II 1990: n. 10), and that the environmental crisis is a moral crisis that requires simplicity, discipline, and self-sacrifice (n. 13). He speaks of the interdependence of all creation (nn. 2, 8) and of the aesthetic value of creation (n. 14).

Developing Ecological Commitment: 1990 to the Present

World Council of Churches

Since the 1990s, the WCC, through its committees, consultations, and organizations, has promoted practical intiatives, developed spiritual events and resources, and published numerous statements and messages on key elements of ecology, especially climate change (e.g. ‘Be Stewards of God’s Creation!’; WCC 2008) and water issues (e.g. Statement on the Right to Water and Sanitation; WCC 2011). These statements and messages consistently root ecological concerns in theological (especially biblical) foundations. They appeal to contemporary research in order to identify the foremost problems, and stress the urgent requirement to translate statements into practical action.

The ecological concerns addressed by the WCC are connected with the WCC’s overall mission to promote church unity. In the Faith and Order Commission’s Canberra Statement, care for creation is integrated within a perspective of communion. The statement highlights God’s plan to bring all of creation into communion with God, and it describes the church’s role in uniting the human race and revealing the ‘fullness of communion with God, humanity, and the whole creation’ (Faith and Order 1991: 1.1). The statement acknowledges that the unity of the church is expressed visibly in various ways, including common mission in service of creation (2.1). In the consultation document, ‘Costly Unity’ (Best and Granberg-Michaelson 1993: 83–104), members working on the Unity and Renewal and JPIC programmes explicated more fully the connection between church unity and the integrity of creation. The document relies on the Final Document from Seoul, 1990, and the Canberra Statement, and it begins with the strong assertion that ‘the ecumenical movement suffers damage so long as it is unable to bring the justice, peace and integrity of creation process and the unity discussion into fruitful interaction’ (Best and Granberg-Michaelson 1993: 83). In its consideration of the church as a moral community, it calls for a sacramental world view. The document then affirms the work performed in the JPIC programme to integrate worship and spirituality in its concerns for justice, peace, and care for creation, thereby uniting ecclesiology, ethics, worship, and spirituality. The document also links a biblical understanding of covenant to the Eucharist, the community of faith, and the transformation of the created order.

One hallmark programme that combines statements, action, and advocacy is the Ecumenical Water Network (EWN; see Ecumenical Water Network website). EWN’s mission is to promote responsible water preservation and management and to advocate for equitable distribution. This is accomplished partly through messages, such as the Statement on Water for Life adopted by the Ninth Assembly of the WCC in Porto Alegre. This statement reflects both theological and pragmatic concerns about water and its distribution; it provides theological (especially biblical) perspectives on the significance of water for human life, an overview of the threats to water and the implications of these threats, an appraisal of positive approaches already taken, and calls for better institutional structures and new lifestyles (WCC 2006). At the same time, EWN’s mission seeks to put these concerns and calls into action through outreach, advocacy, and prayer (such as the ‘Seven Weeks for Water’ Lenten prayer initiative begun in 2008).

Spiritual resources are also a key element of the WCC’s approach to ecology. In response to the Third European Ecumenical Assembly (Sibiu, Romania, 2007) the WCC Central Committee, in 2008, initiated the Time for Creation prayer season (see WCC 2017). This ‘season of creation’ extends from 1 September (in conjunction with the day of prayer for creation begun by Patriarch Dimitrios in 1989) until 4 October (the feast of Saint Francis of Assisi). Prayers and other resources are provided for this period of prayer for creation, as well as for other ‘weeks’, ‘decades’, etc., dedicated to specific issues, such as the United Nation’s Decade for Action Water for Life (2005–2015).

In more recent years, the members of the WCC have striven to situate specific ecological concerns (especially climate change and water issues) within the broader context of justice. Since 2005 the WCC has made a conscious effort to connect climate change with issues such as energy, biodiversity, desertification, and biotechnology (WCC 2005: 77; also Hallman 2005: 38). In continuity with concerns for how environmental destruction impacts the poor and marginalized, discussed at the Second European Ecumenical Assembly (Second European Ecumenical Assembly 1997), one major feature of recent statements on climate justice from diverse WCC bodies is advocacy for the victims of climate change. For example, the Minute on Climate Justice adopted at the Tenth Assembly of the WCC (Busan, 2013) describes victims of climate change as ‘the new face of the poor, widow, and stranger’ (WCC 2013: n. 6). This document identifies climate change as one of the most challenging global threats that affects the most vulnerable, expresses regret that climate change has lost priority in the public sphere and not reached stated goals, and calls for advocacy beyond national interests to promote stewardship of creation and protection of basic human rights. These concerns are reiterated in statements from the WCC Executive Committee, such as the Statement on UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris, December 2015 (WCC 2015) and the Statement on Climate Justice (WCC 2016).

Ecumenical Patriarchate

The initiatives and activities of the Ecumenical Patriarchate from the 1990s onwards build on the foundations set in the preceding decade. Since the early 1990s, the Ecumenical Patriarchate has hosted regular meetings on the environment with international and ecumenical participants (Chryssavgis 2012: 7–15). These meetings have taken two forms. One is a series of seminars held at the seminary on the island of Halki. The topics covered include Living in the Creation of the Lord (1991), Environment and Religious Education (1994), Environment and Ethics (1995), Environment and Communications (1996), Environment and Justice (1997), and Environment and Poverty (1998). The second is a series of international interdisciplinary and interreligious symposia hosted by the Religious and Scientific Committee of the Patriarchate. They study the fate of the rivers and seas (which cover two-thirds of the world’s surface), gathering the participants at and on the bodies of water under discussion. The themes have been: Revelation and the Environment (Aegean Sea, 1995), The Black Sea in Crisis (1997), River of Life (Danube and the Black Sea, 1999), The Adriatic Sea: A Sea at Risk, a Unity of Purpose (2002), The Baltic Sea: A Common Heritage, a Shared Responsibility (2003), The Amazon: Source of Life (2006), The Arctic: Mirror of Life (2007), and Restoring Balance: The Great Mississippi River (2009).

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew has continued the tradition of 1 September messages begun by Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios in connection with the day of prayer for the protection of the environment. The patriarchal encyclicals of Bartholomew emphasize the interrelatedness of all creatures on the earth and the importance of human beings praising God ‘for granting to humanity the gift of nature’: ‘our good relationship with the environment develops parallel to our proper relationship with God’ (Patriarch Bartholomew 2011). The human person is central to creation, but ‘human audacity’ can overturn the natural order. ‘Nature was created by God to serve humankind—on the condition, however, that humanity would respect the laws that pertain to it’ (Patriarch Bartholomew 2001). Created in ‘the image of God’, humanity is not a mere ‘spectator’ or ‘consumer’, but ‘a sharer in the responsibility for everything in the created world’. God wills that ‘by using the world in a pious manner’ humanity will evolve from ‘divine image’ to ‘divine likeness’ and that ‘in similar fashion, every other good element of the universe’ will be ‘transformed, by the grace of God’ (Patriarch Bartholomew 1992). That we are all priests of creation, serving ‘to transform what is corruptible into what is incorruptible’ (Patriarch Bartholomew 1995), is another theme in the Patriarch’s statements, one strongly supported by the work of Zizioulas, as seen earlier. All in all, humanity should feel ‘the deep joy of receiving the gifts of God’ and honour the Creator God by honouring creation (Patriarch Bartholomew 1999).

Since the early 2000s the Ecumenical Patriarch and the Pope have issued several joint statements on creation and ecology. At the Fourth Ecological Symposium (Adriatic Sea, 2002), Patriarch Bartholomew and Pope John Paul II issued their Common Declaration on Environmental Ethics. In it both leaders called on ‘Christians and all other believers’ to repent for ‘decisions,…actions and…values that are leading us away from the world as it should be, away from the design of God for creation’, and to convert by seeking new approaches in thought, action, and prayer that address environmental issues and goals (Pope John Paul II and Patriarch Bartholomew 2002). In 2006, Patriarch Bartholomew and Pope Benedict XVI issued a Common Declaration from the Phanar in Constantinople. The declaration addresses, among other concerns, violations against human dignity (especially the exploitation of the poor, migrants, women, and children) and the natural environment. Regarding the environment, the two primates express ‘concern at the negative consequences for humanity and for the whole of creation which can result from economic and technological progress that does not know its limits’ (Pope Benedict XVI and Patriarch Bartholomew 2006: n. 6; see also Pope Benedict XVI 2007). On 25 May 2014, in Jerusalem, Patriarch Bartholomew and Pope Francis issued a Common Declaration, among whose paragraphs is the following about creation and the environment:

It is our profound conviction that the future of the human family depends…on how we safeguard—both prudently and compassionately, with justice and fairness—the gift of creation that our Creator has entrusted to us. Therefore, we acknowledge in repentance the wrongful mistreatment of our planet, which is tantamount to sin before the eyes of God. We reaffirm our responsibility and obligation to foster a sense of humility and moderation so that all may feel the need to respect creation and to safeguard it with care. Together, we pledge our commitment to raising awareness about the stewardship of creation; we appeal to all people of goodwill to consider ways of living less wastefully and more frugally, manifesting less greed and more generosity for the protection of God’s world and the benefit of His people.

(Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew 2014: n. 6)

In the Orthodox Church more broadly, the encyclical from the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church, held in Crete in 2016, provides important statements on ecology from a pan-Orthodox perspective. In the encyclical, the council fathers address environmental concerns in the context of contemporary challenges faced by Christians. They identify the threats to and the destruction of the natural environment as among the dangers of not confronting the negative consequences of scientific and technological advancement. They assert that ‘scientific knowledge does not motivate man’s moral will’, and observe that ‘the answer to man’s serious existential and moral problems and to the eternal meaning of his life and of the world cannot be given without a spiritual approach’ (Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016: n. 11). The bishops then develop their environmental concerns by identifying the roots of the ecological crisis as spiritual and ethical, calling for repentance, radical change, and asceticism. They also point to how the sacraments affirm creation and encourage humans to act as stewards, protectors, and priests of creation (n. 14).

Roman Catholic Church

Pope John Paul II’s teachings on ecological issues are Christologically and anthropologically focused, though they also highlight the Trinity’s work in creation and redemption. In response to human errors that contribute to environmental crises, the pope calls for a sacramental view and aesthetic appreciation of creation, and for ecological conversion that understands stewardship as a moral obligation towards all of creation. His writings note the interdependence of all creation, at the centre of which is the human person (Irwin 2016: 14–27). John Paul II’s anthropocentric axis is particularly strong in his understanding of ‘human ecology’, as developed in his encyclical letter on the hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II 1991: n. 38), and his encyclical letter on the value and inviolability of human life, Evangelium Vitae (Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 42). In these encyclicals John Paul II explains that ecology is not limited to the preservation of nature, although this rightly deserves attention. It also includes a recognition of the human person as God’s gift and respect for the natural and moral structure of humanity, for basic rights (e.g. water and food), and for the dignity of human labour. Both human ecology and natural ecology are necessary in order to prepare for future generations a world in conformity with God’s plan. In his encyclical letter on the Eucharist in its relationship to the church, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, John Paul II speaks of the relationship between the Eucharist and the cosmos (John Paul II 2003: n. 8).

Often called ‘the green pope’, Pope Benedict XVI engaged the Vatican in preservation initiatives (e.g. installing solar panels) and wrote frequently on the environment, highlighting the bond between creation and redemption. Benedict XVI developed the positive relationship of the Eucharist to the cosmos examined earlier by John Paul II. At the same time he noted that some gifts of creation, like water, have been misused, and that such issues need to be addressed by the international community (Irwin 2016: 27–32). In his encyclical letter on integral human development in charity and truth, Caritas in Veritate, he links natural ecology and human ecology and encourages new lifestyles anchored in human ecology, which requires affirmation of the inviolability of human life, the family, and nature (Pope Benedict XVI 2009: n. 51). In his message for the 2010 World Day of Peace, Benedict explains that nature and society/culture are integrated such that the decline and desertification of one leads to the impoverishment of the other. Therefore, he calls for greater intergenerational solidarity, prudent use of natural resources as a common good, and a lessening of self-interest in policy and aid (Pope Benedict XVI 2010).

At his inauguration on 19 March 2013, the Solemnity of St Joseph, Pope Francis preached to the world for the first time. In that homily he referred to Joseph as the custos (‘protector’) of Jesus, Mary, and the Church, and then he invited all to be ‘protectors’ of creation (Pope Francis 2013). The die was cast, and Francis has made caring for creation a priority of his pontificate. As a priest, Jesuit superior, and finally archbishop in Argentina, Francis experienced first-hand how the degradation of the environment caused suffering for many people. In 2007, he joined his brother bishops of the Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano (CELAM; the Bishops Conference of Latin America and the Caribbean) in Aparecida, Brazil. The meeting resulted in the Aparecida Concluding Document, of which the then Archbishop of Buenos Aires, Jorge Bergoglio, was the final editor. The document addresses ‘the evangelizing action of the Church’ (CELAM 2007: n. 1) in the context of concern about a decreased participation in church life and liturgy. It gives generous attention to care for the environment and considers stewardship (n. 24), the beauty of creation (n. 27), natural resources and global warming (n. 66), biodiversity and natural habitats (nn. 83–87), threats to nature (nn. 66, 113), human ecology and the dignity of the human person and human work (nn. 104–106, 126), the universal destiny of goods (nn. 125–126), and the role of science and technology (nn. 123–124). All of these environmental issues are addressed with a rich theology and spirituality that includes attention to the liturgy (especially the Eucharist; see nn. 25, 250–251), the Trinity (nn. 109, 126), ecclesiology, mission and evangelization (nn. 1, 106, 181), and the saints (especially St Francis of Assisi, n. 125). Since becoming pope, Francis has reiterated this call to care for the earth and decried a ‘throwaway culture’ (Irwin 2016: 32–36).

In May 2015, Pope Francis issued his encyclical letter on care for our common home, Laudato Si’. In it he addresses every person on the planet, and he asserts the need for dialogue about the present ecological crisis, about the individual and communal initiatives that can be undertaken, and, in particular, about the contribution that the Catholic Church can offer. In the encyclical he frequently cites Paul VI, John Paul II, and Benedict XVI, and highlights the relationship between faith and reason (Pope Francis 2015a, nn. 62–64), the interconnectedness of all people and of everything in the world (nn. 16, 48–56, 158), the bond of creation and redemption (n. 73), Trinitarian communion (especially nn. 89–92, 238–240), sacramentality (nn. 233–237), the dignity of the human person and human work (e.g. nn. 43, 65, 119–129), and international cooperation and intergenerational solidarity (chapter V). Francis also looks to the wisdom of his brother bishops, often citing documents from episcopal conferences around the world, and in so doing he notably raises those teachings on the environment to the level of official Catholic social justice teaching. Developing the work of his papal predecessors, he moves from ‘stewardship’ (nn. 116, 236) to ‘care’ for creation (nn. 64, 70, 78–79, 208–213, 220, 228, 231), and from ‘natural’ and ‘human’ ecologies to an ‘integral ecology’ (chapter IV, the heart of the letter). He argues strongly for the ‘precautionary principle’ (nn. 109, 129, 162, 186) and he situates specific issues (e.g. climate change, water rights) within a broad theological and spiritual perspective (chapter V). He also invites ecumenical conversation, appreciatively referring to the work of Patriarch Bartholomew (nn. 7–9). In sum, he calls for conversion of mind and heart, and a turning away from destructive habits in order to see God in all that lives.

Later in 2015, citing Orthodox custom, Pope Francis declared a World Day of Prayer for the Care of Creation to be celebrated annually on 1 September in the Catholic Church (Pope Francis 2015b), and on 1 September 2016 he issued the first of what he intends to be his own annual messages on the day of prayer for creation. The theme of the 2016 message, Show Mercy to Our Common Home, corresponded with the Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy (2015–2016) that was then underway. Importantly, the Pope proposed a new work of mercy in the message: care for our common home (Pope Francis 2016: n. 6).

Future Prospects

That ecology and the environment have been widely discussed with such a rich input from the scriptures, systematic theology, and ethics bodes well for future ecumenical dialogue and action. Such dialogue promises to afford an urgent and important interface with the present global ecological crisis without being concerned only with individual aspects of the crisis (for example, only climate change or water rights), even as specific issues are dealt with directly and in a challenging way. Churches can give great assistance to nations dealing with the crisis by offering a sound theological and ethical perspective to guide steps forward. Looking ahead, what topics might the churches themselves address and what methodology might be ecumenically fruitful? The following suggestions are offered in conclusion.

Theology

One way forward for ecumenical dialogue and action would be to focus on viewing the world as sacramental and to emphasize the principle of sacramentality, namely that the world and all who dwell in it and on it are bearers of God’s presence and action among us. These ‘signs’ abound in all earthly life if we view the world through a sacramental lens. The good earth was made so by God. Our valuing, not to say revering, all creatures reflects a fundamental premise of our creeds, which describe God as ‘maker of heaven and earth’. The God we worship is a God of creation as well as a God of covenant and of redemption. This is a major premise of all worship, the daily Hours (morning and evening), and the Eucharist in which we offer to God what God has first given us from God’s goodness, worked by human hands. This recalls the insight of John Zizioulas that humans are called to be ‘priests of creation’. An ecological ecumenical dialogue would be helpful on a number of other areas of Christian belief, including the ‘priesthood of all believers’, and also on what the notion of ‘ordination’ means with regard to serving the baptized—in Roman Catholic language, the ‘ministerial priesthood’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 10).

Such a sacramental emphasis is also a reminder that our worship of God always involves care for all the inhabitants of ‘our common home’. The presumed relation of the liturgy to life is drawn out more fully when the fruits of creation that we offer to God are also gifts we freely share with those in need on earth. While this consideration is normally focused on food for the poor, it should be extended to how we treat the earth itself and all its resources and natural gifts.

A sacramental emphasis in ecumenical dialogue on ecology would also highlight a principle already present in the church’s practice and theology—lex orandi, lex credendi—what and how we pray is what we believe. The liturgy is then less about taking us out of the world and more about enabling us through rites and prayers to encounter God, the world, and each other on a different and more profound level. We experience the holiest of the Holy through all that inhabits and dwells in the cosmos (on earth and in the heavens).

A sacramental emphasis also invites us to make a major shift in theological vocabulary itself. We often use the terms ‘objects’ and ‘things’ (explicitly or in the way we presume to describe them) in relation to all that dwells on the earth and in the cosmos (for example, water, the sun, etc.) and for what is made from the fruit of the earth (for example, bread, oil, etc.). But in light of recent ecumenical agreement—for instance the urging of Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew to respect creation and protect God’s world (Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew 2014: n. 6)—a shift to phrases such as ‘all living beings’ and those who dwell in ‘our common home’ would reflect a major re-emphasis and reverence for creation in Christian theology.

Methodology

The issue here is the relationship between what international religious bodies, such as the WCC, the Ecumenical Patriarchate, and the Roman Catholic Church, as outlined here, have said and say about ecology. How does that teaching evolve and reach a certain maturity? What is the influence of what local church bodies say (and do) about the environment? As already seen, in Laudato Si’ Pope Francis cited the preceding statements of many national conferences of bishops from around the world as he offered a thorough theology of creation and indicated the urgency of addressing ecological crises today. This referencing of bishops’ conference documents reflects a turn in the style of papal teaching towards collegiality with the world episcopate, using insights from national conference documents in order to strengthen papal teaching.

One example of the way in which national bilateral dialogues have approached ecology is the three-year series of meetings in the USA between the Roman Catholic Church and the United Methodist Church to discuss the relationship between the Eucharist and care for God’s creation (see United States Roman Catholic-United Methodist Dialogue 2012). Local churches are adding valuable theological insights to the developing study of ecology, and greater appreciation for their contribution to the teaching of church bodies at the international level would also exemplify and advance, by word and example, the ecclesiological importance of local churches.
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Introduction

All communities claiming the name and nature of ‘church’ have to deal—already within their own life and borders—with matters of belief and teaching (which may be called matters of faith) as well as matters of organizational structure and discipline (which may be called matters of order). Historically, it is in these related—indeed twin—areas of faith and order that disputes have most often arisen and persisted between churches. It was therefore inevitable that, in seeking to understand and settle such disputes and divisions for the sake of communal resolution and even corporate reconciliation, the modern ecumenical movement should have developed a matching instrumentality. While other names might have been chosen, it is largely under the name of ‘Faith and Order’ that efforts towards resolution and reconciliation in these matters have found organizational forms as commissions, committees, or departments amid and within councils of churches at various geographical levels. Our main concern in this chapter will be with Faith and Order in the context and framework of the World Council of Churches.

Early Ecumenical History

Faith and Order can claim pride of place among the long-term instruments of ecumenism since its concerns address the very substance of Christianity and its institutional forms in the effort to resolve those differences and divergences that have—in various senses and to varying degrees—disrupted the unity of the church. The phrase, ‘Faith and Order’, became the consecrated term thanks in no small measure to its use by Bishop C. H. Brent who, upon his return from the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference in 1910, encouraged the General Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA to convene a conference of ‘Christian Communions throughout the world’ to answer questions touching Faith and Order. Those origins help to account for the fact that the Faith and Order movement has consistently included in its agenda the items of the Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral that were first set by the Episcopalians in their 1886 proposals for ecclesial unity in the United States, and then endorsed by the worldwide Lambeth Conference of Anglican bishops in 1920, according to the following adapted formulation:

We believe that the visible unity of the Church will be found to involve the wholehearted acceptance of:



The Holy Scriptures, as the record of God’s revelation of Himself to man, and as being the rule and ultimate standard of faith; and the Creed commonly called Nicene, as the sufficient statement of the Christian faith, and either it or the Apostles’ Creed as the Baptismal confession of belief;

 The divinely instituted sacraments of Baptism and the Holy Communion, as expressing for all the corporate life of the whole fellowship in and with Christ;

 A ministry acknowledged by every part of the Church as possessing not only the inward call of the Spirit, but also the commission of Christ and the authority of the whole body. (Bell 1955: 1–5)

In 1920, a preparatory conference, attended by 130 delegates from eighty churches and forty countries, met in Geneva and set up a ‘continuation committee’. While continental European Protestants found it sufficient to seek unity in ‘faith’, Anglicans thought it necessary to add ‘order’; the Orthodox meanwhile considered that more was needed in the way of friendship, cooperation, and mutual information before coming to matters of dogma and ecclesial structure. By 1927, a First World Conference on Faith and Order could be held in Lausanne, Switzerland, under the presidency of Bishop Brent. The call to unity as ‘God’s clear call’ was adopted unanimously:

God’s Spirit has been in the midst of us. It was He who called us hither. His presence has been manifest in our worship, our deliberations and our whole fellowship. He has discovered us to one another. He has enlarged our horizons, quickened our understanding, and enlivened our hope. We have dared and God has justified our daring. We can never be the same again.

Many matters of faith and order had been discussed as needing resolution, and now, ‘with faith stimulated by God’s guidance to us here, we move forward’ (Vischer 1963: 28–29).

The Second World Conference on Faith and Order was held in Edinburgh in 1937, under the leading theme of Grace. Several ‘Conceptions of Church Unity’ were reported, ranging from ‘a confederation or alliance of Churches for cooperative action’ through ‘intercommunion or mutual recognition’ to ‘corporate union’ or ‘organic unity’ (Vischer 1963: 61–64). From Edinburgh, a commission was appointed by the Faith and Order movement with a view to joining with the Life and Work movement—whose Second World Conference had just taken place at Oxford—in the formation of a World Council of Churches (WCC). After the Second World War, the founding Assembly of the WCC was held in Amsterdam in 1948.

Faith and Order retained its own clear identity within the WCC. Its aim was classically framed at its plenary meeting in Accra, Ghana, in 1974, as being ‘to proclaim the oneness of the Church of Jesus Christ and to call the churches to the goal of visible unity in one faith and one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and in common life in Christ, in order that the world may believe’ (Faith and Order 1974, 110). Amongst its many activities in accord with that aim, Faith and Order has facilitated, since the late 1960s, regular international consultations of representatives of united and uniting churches. Strikingly, the WCC’s primary purpose has been kept close to that suggested by Faith and Order and affirmed at the WCC Assembly at Nairobi in 1975.

Visions of Unity

At the Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi, India, in 1961, the International Missionary Council was integrated with the WCC. A paragraph from New Delhi that came to be regarded as the classic definition or description of ‘the unity we seek’ had been decisively drafted by Bishop Lesslie Newbigin—of the Church of South India—in the context of Faith and Order’s working committee in 1959:

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptised into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people. (Vischer 1963: 144–145)

At first, ecumenists concentrated their attention locally, on the unity of ‘all in each place’, but later their interest expanded to unity in ‘all places and all ages’, for the purpose of which ecclesial fellowship was detected and promoted in terms of conciliarity. With the Fourth Assembly of the WCC at Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968, the horizon was expanded, at least briefly, to the possible calling of ‘a truly universal council’. By the time of the WCC’s Fifth Assembly at Nairobi, Kenya, in 1975, the chief concern was with the geographically intermediate structures between the local and the universal:

The one Church is to be envisioned as a conciliar fellowship of local churches which are themselves truly united.…Each church aims at maintaining sustained and sustaining relationships with her sister churches, expressed in conciliar gatherings whenever required for the fulfilment of their common calling.

(Gassmann 1993: 1–3)

The WCC’s Seventh Assembly at Canberra, Australia, in 1991, adopted a statement prepared by the Faith and Order Commission under the title, The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling, which included this:

The goal of the search for full communion is realized when all the churches are able to recognize in one another the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church in its fullness. This full communion will be expressed on the local and the universal levels through conciliar forms of life and action. In such communion churches are bound in all aspects of their life together at all levels in confessing the one faith and engaging in worship and witness, deliberation and action.

(Kinnamon 1991: 172–174, 249–250)

Activities of Faith and Order

The constitutional centre of faith and order from the start has been precisely the Commission on Faith and Order. Membership—long numbering 120—is by appointment through the WCC Assembly or its Central Committee. The Commission has typically held plenary meetings every third or fourth year (at least once, sometimes twice, in the intervals between WCC Assemblies), while its smaller standing commission has met on an annual basis. Matters of coordination and stimulus are handled by the latter thirty-member body and a small staff in the Geneva offices of the WCC, led by a director. Detailed work is pursued in thematic studies undertaken by specialist groups. Ongoing connection with the churches and the wider theological public is maintained through personal contacts and official visits as well as literary reports, published by the WCC in a numbered series of Faith and Order papers, through the holding in varying geographical locations of WCC Assemblies every seven or eight years, and through the rare but important World Conferences on Faith and Order (Lund 1952; Montreal 1963; Santiago de Compostela 1993).

Notice must be taken of the shift in range and procedures concerning matters of faith and order brought by the official entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement with the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). By mutual agreement, the Catholic Church has not sought membership in the WCC overall, but collaborates closely with several WCC programmes, notably the Commission on Faith and Order. Since 1968, the WCC Faith and Order Commission has regularly enjoyed the official participation of twelve theologians from the Roman Catholic Church. A notable feature of this relationship has been the annual joint production of texts for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Moreover, matters of faith and order have figured prominently on the agenda of the bilateral dialogues in which Rome has shared with the other Christian world communions. For the sake of mutual awareness, and to help coordinate ecumenical efforts towards unity, WCC Faith and Order has facilitated joint gatherings of representatives from the various bilaterals at fairly regular intervals since 1978.

While the early decades of Faith and Order were largely occupied with the self-presentation of the various confessional traditions and church families, an important shift in perspective and method occurred when the Lund Conference (1952) decided that the time had come to move from mutual comparisons around the circumference of a circle to a common concentration on the Christ who is at the heart of ‘God’s dealings with his whole people’ (Vischer 1963: 85–86, emphasis in original). This move, at a time of particular interest in the history of salvation (Heilsgeschichte), found formal expression in the rapprochement reached at the Montreal Conference (1963) regarding the relations between Scripture, Tradition, and traditions, a theme that was being simultaneously pursued, with much overlap of interests, and some of personnel, in the work of the Second Vatican Council towards its dogmatic constitution on divine revelation, Dei Verbum (1965). The chief concern lay, of course, in ‘the problem of the one Tradition and the many traditions of Christendom as they unfold in the course of the Church’s history’ (Rodger and Vischer 1964: 50). The measure of agreement sketched at Montreal underlay the work of the next two decades that prepared the text on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982).

Meanwhile, at its plenary meeting in Bangalore, India, in 1978, Faith and Order completed a thematic study under the title, A Common Account of Hope, published in Sharing in One Hope (Faith and Order 1978). A remarkable text from that meeting—‘Witness unto Death’—was put to service several decades later in a joint project between Faith and Order and the ecumenical monastic community of Bose in northern Italy: A Cloud of Witnesses: Opportunities for Ecumenical Commemoration (Grdzelidze and Dotti 2009). Already in his encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint (1995), Pope John Paul II had written:

Albeit in an invisible way, the communion between our Communities, even if still incomplete, is truly and solidly grounded in the full communion of the Saints—those who, at the end of a life faithful to grace, are in communion with Christ in glory. Those Saints come from all the Churches and Ecclesial Communities which gave them entrance into the communion of salvation.

(Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 84)

In regaining a calendar of saints for observance in their liturgical worship, several Protestant churches have included figures from the ‘other side’ in cases of confessional schism (see Wainwright 2007a, 222–247).

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982)

The topics of baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and the ordained ministry had figured on the agenda of Faith and Order since Lausanne 1927 and Edinburgh 1937, but it was only in the mid-1960s that the idea of bringing the trio together gained ground. A draft of what was to be the most remarkable and remarked Faith and Order document so far was completed at the Accra meeting of 1974 under the title, One Baptism, One Eucharist, and a Mutually Recognized Ministry (Faith and Order 1975). Several years of input from a large and varied number of theologians made it possible for the final version of the convergence statement to be unanimously approved by the Plenary Commission in Lima, Peru, in January 1982, as ready for respectful submission to the churches, with a request for ‘an official response at the highest appropriate level of authority, whether a council, synod, conference, assembly or other body’ (Faith and Order 1982, Preface).

In fact, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order 1982, quickly nicknamed BEM in practically whatever language!) attracted studious attention at many levels of church life, helped by the fact that it dealt with features encountered Sunday by Sunday in congregational practice. Over the next few years some 180 high-level official responses were received in Geneva from churches of every denominational or confessional hue; these were published in six volumes under the editorship of Frère Max Thurian of the Taizé Community, Churches Respond to BEM (Thurian 1986–88). Some evidence of the continuing reception of BEM may be found in BEM at 25: Critical insights into a continuing legacy (Best and Grdzelidze 2007; see also Wainwright 2007b).

A synthetic reading of the responses to BEM was published as Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 1982–1990: Report on the Process and Responses (Faith and Order 1990a). Highlighted as major topics needing further reflection were ecclesiology, sacramentality, and Scripture and Tradition; and these were considered at the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order at Santiago de Compostela, Spain, in 1993. In line with the Faith and Order statement adopted by the WCC Seventh Assembly at Canberra in 1991, the favoured ecclesiological category became that of a Trinitarianly inspired ‘koinonia’ (fellowship). The Santiago Conference issued a ‘call to move towards koinonia in faith, life and witness’, a call ‘to move towards visible unity in order to proclaim the gospel of hope and reconciliation for all people and to show a credible model of that life which God offers to all’ (Best and Gassmann 1994: 268).

Scripture and Tradition

Running partially alongside the BEM process was another Faith and Order project, ‘Towards the Common Expression of the Apostolic Faith Today’. The Nicene Creed was chosen as its basis. Quite high-powered consultations were devoted to each of the three articles of the Creed. Eventually a substantial text was written, where each creedal clause first received a linguistic and historical explanation, then had its ‘biblical witness’ displayed, and finally (in a riskier move) saw some possible contemporary applications proposed in an ‘explication for today’. Envisaged was an exploration of the relationship between Scripture and Tradition (as embodied in the creed), with the various contemporary confessional ‘traditions’ all invited to participate, as they seek to carry the gospel message yet further forward into the world of today. It was hoped that, following a draft Confessing the Faith (1987), the revised Confessing the One Faith (Faith and Order 1991) would be given the same kind of attention by the churches as BEM had received, but that did not occur. Perhaps the project was not sufficiently promoted from the centre, or it may be that the churches were still tired from their efforts devoted to BEM. The saddest possibility would be a loss of interest in classic questions of faith and order on the part both of the WCC and of the wider ecclesial administrations and populace. More recently, the text of Confessing the One Faith was reprinted, with a fresh introduction by Mary Tanner, former moderator of the Commission (World Council of Churches 2010).

Theological Anthropology and Moral Theology

As successive generations of church leaders, preachers, and teachers take responsibility for maintaining the Gospel Tradition, they must often grapple with shifts and developments in the broader human society and culture. Questions arise, particularly with regard to theological anthropology and moral theology, and the attempt must be made to face and settle these ecumenically (see Best and Robra 1997).

The Eighth Assembly of the WCC at Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1999 prompted Faith and Order to undertake a study of Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology (Faith and Order 2005b). The ‘theological response’ to a number of ‘contemporary challenges’ was framed in terms of human beings as ‘created in the image of God’, with Jesus Christ as ‘the one in whom true humanity is perfectly realized’, and ‘self-emptying (kenotic) love’ is ‘expressed most profoundly’ (Faith and Order 2005b, II. B and III. C), as the churches were called to affirm in their words, actions, and lives. Anthropological and moral interests also figured in Faith and Order’s collaboration with other projects in the WCC: ‘The Program to Combat Racism’ in the 1970s; ‘The Community of Women and Men in the Church’ in the 1980s; ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’ in the 1990s (see Best and Granberg-Michaelson 1993); not forgetting Faith and Order’s own Church and World: The Unity of the Church and the Renewal of Human Community (Faith and Order 1990b).

Tradition and Traditions

The theological and ecclesiological theme of Tradition returned firmly to the agenda of Faith and Order with a proposal from Orthodox quarters at the plenary meeting in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in 2004, for ‘a special study of patristics within the framework of hermeneutics’. Consciously echoing the insights and terminology from Montreal in 1963, this developed into the Faith and Order study on ‘Tradition and traditions: Sources of Authority in the Church’. While honouring the foundational role of the patristic period, its broader goal is a better mutual understanding of the sources and functions of authority within the various churches. A first consultation focused on ‘Teachers and Witnesses of the Early Church: A Common Source of Authority, Variously Received?’ (2006–2008). A later study focused on ‘The Use of the Bible by Teachers of the Early Church’, aiming to introduce those teachers to members of traditions which are not normally accustomed to reading ancient writers, via a guidebook: Reading the Gospels with the Early Church: A Guide (Grdzelidze 2013).

The Church: Towards a Common Vision (2013)

Around the turn of the century, the broadest questions in ecclesiology were treated by Faith and Order in The Nature and Purpose of the Church (Faith and Order 1998), which was transformed after feedback into The Nature and Mission of the Church (Faith and Order 2005a), both texts being sub-titled ‘a stage on the way to a common statement’. The labours of the Ecclesiology Working Group finally found shape in The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order 2013). Approved by the Standing Commission of Faith and Order at its June 2012 meeting in Penang, Malaysia, this document was envisaged as a convergence text that, with the approval of the WCC Central Committee, would be submitted to the churches for their active consideration and responses after the manner of Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Drawing from Scripture and Tradition, the Church is here conceived in its nature and mission as a ‘koinonia’ (‘communion’) that shares in the being and character of the divine Trinity and bears the charge of participation in the Triune God’s gracious design for humankind and the whole created world, which involves the healing of historic brokenness, and creation’s positive transformation towards the kingdom of God (Faith and Order 2013: nn. 1, 13, 58–59). Faced by the divisions among traditions that have occurred in Christian history, the ecclesiological task is to recognize and celebrate legitimate diversities that offer mutual enrichment, while on the other hand analysing and seeking to resolve the contentious differences.

The text acknowledges the success of BEM in promoting significant agreement across a broad range of churches in respect of baptism and Eucharist. The greatest remaining differences and difficulties concern the structures and exercise of ‘ordained ministry’ (Faith and Order 2013: nn. 45–57). These find sharpest expression in the area of authority, though it is agreed that ‘the ministry of oversight…needs to be exercised in personal, collegial and communal ways’ (n. 52; see already BEM, Ministry, nn. 26–27). Drawing encouragement from Santiago de Compostela in 1993 and from Ut Unum Sint, the text is bold enough to present in a moderately positive light the need for a universal ministry of ecclesial unity (nn. 56–57). The final chapter—‘The Church in and for the World’—touches on the emergent differences in moral matters that may be, for the immediate future, the most sensitive questions within and between the churches as they face the perpetual need to evangelize. The document has been ‘sent to the churches as a common point of reference in order to test or discern their own ecclesiological convergences with one another, and so to serve their further pilgrimage toward the manifestation of that unity for which Christ prayed’ (‘Historical Note’, final paragraph).
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Chapter 25

World Council of Churches


Dagmar Heller




Introduction

The World Council of Churches (WCC) understands itself to be ‘a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit’. Such is the description as formulated in the Basis of the Council’s Constitution. As of 2016, this fellowship comprises 348 member churches in more than 110 countries worldwide, belonging to the Orthodox, Anglican, Reformation, Free Church, and Pentecostal traditions. The WCC is thereby the largest global association of Christians and represents about one quarter of world Christianity. The Roman Catholic Church does not belong to the WCC but maintains close working relations with the Council in various areas of interest.

The goal of the WCC is the visible unity recognized from John 17:21 to be the will of Jesus Christ for Christians. Article III of the Council’s Constitution formulates the purpose of the WCC as follows:

The primary purpose of the fellowship of churches in the World Council of Churches is to call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common life in Christ, through witness and service to the world, and to advance towards that unity in order that the world may believe.

(Senturias and Gill 2014: 425)

Thus, the WCC finds its existence in the mutual association and interaction of the churches with a view to unity. The fundamental points at which that unity becomes visible are common worship and common service to the world.

The institution of the WCC is, therefore, not an end in itself but rather one—albeit the most privileged—among several instruments ‘to serve the one ecumenical movement’. As its first general secretary, Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft said, it is ‘an emergency solution—a stage on the road’, which ought as soon as possible to become superfluous (Visser ’t Hooft 1973: 210).

Structure of the WCC

The structure of the WCC is determined by the Assembly as the supreme legislative body, which meets every eight years (Constitution, Art. V). All member churches are represented in the Assembly, in proportion to their numerical strength. The Assembly elects from its own ranks the Central Committee and sets basic guidelines for the work of the WCC. The Central Committee is then responsible for their practical outworking and assumes the functions of the Assembly between its gatherings (except for changes to the constitution). The direct oversight of the activities of the WCC is exercised by the Executive Committee, which meets twice a year. In addition, each region of the world has a president, elected by the Assembly, whose job is to make known and facilitate the work of the WCC in his or her continent. The administrative office in Geneva is headed by the General Secretary.

The working areas, which have varied in organizational structure over the course of time, comprise: the theological study of questions that divide the churches; interventions and statements on international affairs; the treatment of issues in the area of mission as well as migrant churches; the promotion of ecumenical theological formation; networking in such practical matters as concern for the environment and for the handicapped; advocacy for human rights or indigenous peoples; projects for the overcoming of violence or bioethical questions; the treatment of questions of interreligious dialogue; relations with member churches; relations with non-member churches. All that implies not only a multiplicity of themes and issues but also a variety of methods. Many departments act in the manner of non-governmental organizations, others organize conferences, and still others look after maintaining relationships, organize visits by delegations, or manage concrete projects.

Within the WCC, a special place is occupied by the Commission on Faith and Order, which has its own order of business that also allows for non-member churches to be officially represented in the Commission. This is the case for some evangelical and Pentecostal churches and above all—since 1968—the Roman Catholic Church. A special organ of the WCC for ecumenical education and formation is the Ecumenical Institute at the Château de Bossey, where—in collaboration with the University of Geneva—an annual semester on ecumenical studies is offered, as well as a two-semester advanced master’s programme, and various summer seminars on specific ecumenical questions for students from around the world. The idea is to integrate academic education and the vital exchanges within a residential ecumenical community.

From time to time, some of the Council’s departments organize world conferences, such as the World Conferences on Mission organized by the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME)—1963 in Mexico, 1973 in Bangkok, 1980 in Melbourne, 1989 in San Antonio, 1996 in Salvador de Bahia, 2005 in Athens, and 2018 in Tanzania; or the World Conferences on Church and Society—1966 in Geneva, 1979 in Boston, 1990 in Seoul; or the World Conferences of the Commission on Faith and Order—1952 in Lund, 1963 in Montreal, 1993 in Santiago de Compostela.

History of the WCC

The foundation of the WCC has quite a long prehistory containing various strands. On the one hand, beginnings are to be found in the area of missionary work. Already by the end of the nineteenth century there were moves towards closer cooperation leading to the holding of various conferences in that domain. Finally, the first World Missionary Conference was organized in 1910 in Edinburgh, which in the specialist literature is usually regarded as the beginning of the modern ecumenical movement. Among other things, this conference decided on the foundation of the International Missionary Council (IMC), achieved in 1921. Parallel to this, however, the Christian youth movement was setting up international and interconfessional associations which also played an important preparatory role for the ecumenical movement: the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA, 1844), the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA, 1855), and the World Student Christian Federation (1895). Here also must be mentioned the foundation—in London in 1857—of the Association for the Promotion of the Union of Christendom.

The World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in 1910 brought both the missionary bishop, Charles H. Brent, of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA, and the pastor, Peter Ainslie, of the Disciples of Christ (USA), to the conviction that the search for unity must—contrary to the conception of the World Missionary Conference itself—include understanding in theological questions. The Episcopal Church correspondingly adopted the notion of inviting the churches internationally to a world conference on questions of ‘faith and order’. Delayed by the First World War, the first World Conference on Faith and Order only took place in 1927 in Lausanne, Switzerland.

A parallel development was the idea of founding a council of churches which should include the whole of Christendom. The idea stemmed from the Swedish Archbishop Nathan Söderblom and was taken up by the World Alliance for International Friendship through the Churches (founded in 1914), from which developed the movement for Life and Work, which organized a first world conference in Stockholm in 1925. Two further stimuli for an association of churches came from the Orthodox and the Anglican sides, respectively. Already in 1902, the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople had sent an appeal to all Orthodox Churches asking about the possibility of closer collaboration with the non-Orthodox. In 1920, the same patriarchate dispatched an encyclical ‘Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere’, proposing a ‘Koinonia tôn Ekklesiôn’ in analogy to the League of Nations (Limouris 1994: 9–11). In that same year, the Anglican bishops at the Lambeth Conference issued an ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ for ‘The Reunion of Christendom’.

In their continuation conferences, both Life and Work (Oxford, 1937) and Faith and Order (Edinburgh, 1937) adopted the establishment of a ‘Provisional Committee for a World Council of Churches (in process of formation)’, with Archbishop William Temple (of York) as chair and Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft (of the Netherlands) as general secretary. The Second World War prevented a speedy realization of the plans but helped prepare the ground for later success. Interchurch aid, work among refugees, and care for prisoners of war strengthened among Christians their sense of mutual belonging. Thus, immediately after the war the first organ of the WCC was founded in the shape of ‘The Churches’ Commission on International Affairs’ (CCIA).

The founding Assembly of the WCC took place at Amsterdam in 1948, initially with 147 member churches, Protestant and Orthodox. As a Basis, the formula of the YMCA was taken up, having already been adopted by Faith and Order: ‘The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour’. Certain reservations were present from the start, notably the fear that the WCC might become a ‘super-church’. Accordingly, the Central Committee adopted the ‘Toronto Statement’ in 1950, which made clear that the WCC must never become a super-church, but also that it was not required for membership that members must regard other members as ‘churches’ (see Vischer 1963: 167–176). Thus, for the first time in history, the possibility was created for mutually separated churches to meet with a view to searching together for ways toward unity instead of trying to drag the other party to one’s own side.

Work of the WCC

The work of the WCC and its main results can best be presented by way of the history of its Assemblies. At the First Assembly (Amsterdam 1948), at a time when the global significance of Christianity was in decline, it was a matter of improving the common witness and the common service to be rendered. Tensions arose as to the right way to judge and deal with the situation of the Cold War. While representatives of the Western churches, led by John Foster Dulles (US), wanted to recruit the WCC into confrontation with communism, people such as L. Hromadka (Prague) argued that the WCC must look beyond the power blocs and not identify with any single group. What the Assembly agreed on was advocacy for a ‘responsible society’, which became a leading concept for ecumenical social ethics.

By the time of the Second Assembly, held at Evanston (US) in 1954, the phase of the initial structural organization of the WCC was complete. Taking up the so-called ‘Lund principle’ from the Third World Conference on Faith and Order held in Lund (Sweden) in 1952, the attempt was made—on the basis of a ‘Christological concentration’—to bring the theme of common action more to the fore. The question was posed: ‘Should not our Churches ask themselves…whether they should not act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately?’ (Lund, ‘Final Report’, in Vischer 1963: 86).

The Third Assembly, held at New Delhi in 1961, brought an expansion of the WCC in several aspects. Whereas, in 1948, the Orthodox churches in states of the Eastern bloc had not been able to become members on account of the WCC being too strongly understood as a bulwark against communism, the governmental interests had by now changed, allowing those Orthodox churches—led by the Russian Orthodox Church—to join the WCC. Not by chance, this was the first time that an Assembly was taking place in a country of the south, and several ‘younger churches’ were received into membership. Furthermore, the International Missionary Council—to some degree the third ‘pillar’ alongside ‘Life and Work’ and ‘Faith and Order’—became integrated into the WCC. And for the first time, official observers from the Roman Catholic Church took part in an Assembly. In these ways one may say that the WCC first became truly ‘ecumenical’ in New Delhi, both in the literal sense of embracing the whole world and in a narrower sense of including all the families of the church. This also came to expression in the expansion of the WCC Basis—at the instigation of the Orthodox—to include the Trinitarian formula quoted at the beginning of this chapter.

With this broadening of the Council new questions and themes came into view. For one thing, the north–south contrast now played a greater role, and thereby also questions connected with technological growth and social change. Then, too, themes such as the dialogue with world religions were proposed. And for the first time an attempt was made to define more closely the nature of the ecclesial unity that was being sought: it is not a matter of a single uniform structure, rather, unity means that ‘all in each place’ are being led into ‘one fully committed fellowship’ (Third Assembly: Report of the Section on Unity, in Vischer 1963: 144).

The Fourth Assembly, held at Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968, was preceded by a ‘World Conference on Church and Society’ (Geneva, 1966), which brought into discussion a ‘theology of revolution’, which became one of the roots of liberation theology in Latin America. Questions of social justice came to the fore, and this, in turn, led to vigorous disputes, especially with evangelical groups, concerning the WCC’s understanding of mission. The decision of the Fourth Assembly itself to set up a ‘Programme to Combat Racism’ belongs in this context, which likewise led to fierce controversies and even the withdrawal of some churches from membership in the WCC. The Assembly was also affected by the new mood of openness stemming from the Second Vatican Council, and took up the idea of the renewal of human society as a task of the church. This prompted study projects on ‘the unity of the Church and the unity of humankind’. The discussion of ecclesial unity itself was strongly marked by the notion of conciliarity.

Relations with the Roman Catholic Church were confirmed and institutionalized by the establishment of a Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the WCC. Furthermore, since 1968, the Vatican has contributed official representatives to the Commission on Faith and Order. After the Uppsala Assembly, a programme for interreligious dialogue was set up in the WCC, and, in 1971, the World Council for Christian Education (WCCE), originating in 1947 from the World’s Sunday School Association, joined with the WCC, constituting the fourth pillar of the WCC.

The Fifth Assembly of the WCC took place in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1975, and constituted to some extent the climax of the north–south debates and disputes. Criticism of the Programme to Combat Racism turned on the fact that the formation of a special fund favoured liberation movements in South Africa which themselves used violence. On the question of interreligious dialogue, syncretism became a theme. From the Orthodox churches and other voices from central Europe came the criticism of ‘a fatal sell-out of theology’ (Frieling, 1995: 63). The search for ‘a just, participatory and sustainable society’ became a prominent theme (see Paton 1975: 49), as did the question of the role of women in the church.

Subsequently, some important studies were published. In 1982, the Commission on Faith and Order completed its convergence statement on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), which was sent to all the member churches (and to the Roman Catholic Church) with the request for ‘an official response at the highest appropriate level of authority’. For the first time, an ecumenical document was discussed by a great number of churches and across a broad range of issues. In 1976, the CCIA established a Human Rights Advisory Group, and began a project against militarism. The then department on Church and Society provided the framework, in 1979, for a first look at humankind’s ecological problems and the question of a theology of creation.

At the Sixth Assembly (Vancouver, Canada, 1983) the delegates approved a ‘conciliar process’ in favour of ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’, which reached a provisional conclusion at a World Conference in Seoul in 1990. The Vancouver Assembly also marked a new initiative in the practice of common worship. The celebration of the so-called ‘Lima Liturgy’—named after the place where BEM was completed, and where this liturgy, structured and phrased to express the convergence in BEM, was first celebrated—was experienced by many as the high point of the Assembly, although the Orthodox and the Catholics could not fully take part. At the same time, however, tensions emerged between those ecumenists who gave priority to the search for ecclesial unity and those, on the other hand, who placed first the need for justice and peace in human society. Again, there were tensions between representatives of the north and of the south regarding missionary history as well as the evaluation of economic systems in the northern hemisphere.

In 1988, the WCC launched an ‘Ecumenical Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women’ in connection with a broader initiative in favour of the oppressed and marginalized and as a sequel to the ‘United Nations Decade for Women’. The novelty in this campaign was the method of ecumenical team visits to churches in order to discuss and stimulate reflection on various concerns affecting women. Following the ‘conciliar process’ launched at Vancouver, the Seventh Assembly, meeting at Canberra, Australia, in 1991, gave a pre-eminent place to an understanding of ecumenism as something concerned with the entire creation. Questions regarding the relationship between classical theology and contextual theologies came to prominence in the following years and dialogue with other religions also gained greater attention.

From the beginning of the 1990s, relations among the churches were affected both by the end of socialism in Eastern Europe and by the worldwide rise of independent churches distinct from European missions. The WCC felt compelled to reconsider and reformulate its own understanding of itself. Reflection on a ‘Common Understanding and Vision of the WCC’ led, among other things, to a change in Article III of the Council’s Constitution in 1998 (to the form quoted in the second paragraph of this chapter). That process of reflection was influenced by the new importance gained in the ecumenical movement in those years by the Eastern European Orthodox churches, with the Russian Church in the lead. On the basis of the changes in Eastern Europe, whether the rediscovery of religion in general or of the Christian faith in particular, there also arose certain manifestations of fundamentalism and anti-ecumenical tendencies, which in 1997 and 1998 led to the withdrawal of two Orthodox churches (the Churches of Bulgaria and Georgia, respectively) from membership in the WCC. These events strongly determined the Eighth Assembly, held at Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1998, which resolved to establish a ‘Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC’. In 2002, this Commission presented its proposals to the Central Committee, which then put them into practice. The most incisive change concerned the manner of taking decisions: majority voting was now replaced by a process of consensus, which was—after trial in the Central Committee—used for the first time at the Ninth Assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2006.

To that period belongs the idea of looking for new forms of ecumenical togetherness. It had not so far proved possible to bring the Roman Catholic Church into membership of the WCC, as was also the case with most Pentecostal, evangelical, and independent churches, mainly on ecclesiological grounds. This led to a proposal to set up a platform for conversation which would allow those churches and communities also to take part in the ecumenical conversation. From that proposal arose the Global Christian Forum, which meanwhile has developed independently of the WCC but with its participation. A further structural shift in the ecumenical movement began at the start of the new millennium with a process that in 2010 led a number of churches and faith-based organizations (143 as of 2016) to found ‘ACT Alliance’, with the aim to work together in humanitarian assistance, advocacy, and development. Thereby one part of the work of common service became more closely bound together in its own organization, removed from the WCC. Implementing a decision of the Harare Assembly, the Central Committee in 2001 launched the ecumenical ‘Decade to Overcome Violence’. This concluded in 2011 with a convocation in Jamaica that issued a ‘Call to Just Peace’ as a basis for a concept of just peace.

One of the high points of the Porto Alegre Assembly was the approval of a call to ‘Alternative Globalization Addressing Peoples and the Earth’ (AGAPE). This call was likewise the result of a process begun at Harare in 1998, where the summons read: ‘The logic of globalization needs to be challenged by an alternative way of life of community in diversity’. The discussion was taken up by various churches and ecumenical organizations, including the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (Accra, 2004). At its heart lay a critique of the neo-liberal economic paradigm, and a call to the churches to look for alternatives.

While the churches at the 1998 Assembly had affirmed, ‘we intend to stay together’, the tenth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, held in 2013 in Busan (Korea), said ‘We intend to move together’. The message of the Assembly bore the title, ‘Join the Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace’. It challenged ‘all people of good will to engage their God-given gifts in transforming actions’, and so ‘to join us in pilgrimage’ (Senturias and Gill 2014: 35–36).

Significance of the WCC

The establishment of such a churchly fellowship as the WCC was motivated, theologically, by a clear awareness that the unity of Christians is the will of God (see John 17:21). However, the churches had for almost two thousand years lived a history of splits and schisms, despite attempts at reunion that followed every division. That an ‘ecumenical movement’, which succeeded in bringing many different churches to a single table, made its appearance only in the twentieth century may be attributed to a range of circumstances:



1. increasing mobility brought people of different cultures and origins together;

2. the secular sphere also witnessed various types of human association, such as the United Nations;

3. two world wars were followed by a general desire for peace;

4. in the area of missionary work it became ever clearer that only unity ensures the credibility of the Christian witness;

5. in many European countries, the increase in confessionally mixed marriages, where each partner wished to remain in his or her respective church, furthered the desire to be able to celebrate the Lord’s Supper together.





The foundation of the WCC constituted a pioneering step in that it allowed churches to meet on an equal footing, without making prior claims that unity required the accession of one side to the other. Thereby, a mutual trust grew, which makes ecumenical togetherness irreversible.

The work of the WCC is varied and carried out in many areas. The Council has been able to promote important initiatives in the realms, for instance, of the churches’ attitudes towards women, or the struggle against racism in South Africa, and the theology of liberation in Latin America. Its theological impulses have been felt in bilateral relationships between churches such as the Porvoo Agreement between Anglicans and Scandinavian Lutherans, in the establishment of the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe (CPCE), in the bilateral dialogues between the Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox, and in a variety of bilateral dialogues between the Roman Catholic Church and other churches.

At the start of the twenty-first century, much has changed. At a time of pluralism on the one side and globalization on the other, the question of unity differs significantly from what it was before. New types of churches and forms of spirituality increase the variety now available. In regions where church membership is in numerical decline, more thought is being given to each one’s own profile and less to the common voice. With regard to the overcoming of church-dividing theological questions, themes are shifting into the area of ethics. In matters of common action, questions of climate change and thus attitudes towards creation are coming to the fore. Dialogue with other religions is assuming great prominence by reason of political developments. The comprehensive question has become that of the appropriate forms and methods for ecumenical work in the future. But the basis for all consideration regarding the future of the ecumenical movement remains that of the common and fundamental task of Christians: to carry God’s reconciliation with humankind into the world in order to achieve reconciliation with creation and with one’s fellow humans, and thus to secure a life in peace. The coordinating role of the World Council of Churches, bringing the churches to one table and facilitating multilateral dialogue with the goal of common action, is of lasting importance.
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Chapter 26

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity


John A. Radano




Introduction

The Second Vatican Council (1962–65) was both a great event in the history of the Catholic Church in the twentieth century and a significant step forward in the modern ecumenical movement. The Pontifical Council (before 1988, Secretariat) for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU will be used throughout to signify both bodies) has been, since Vatican II, the ecumenical instrument of the Holy See assisting the Catholic Church in participating in the ecumenical movement.

The PCPCU is led by a cardinal president, who is assisted by a secretary, and an undersecretary. The presidents thus far have been Augustin Bea, SJ (1960–68), Johannes Willebrands (1969–89), Edward Idris Cassidy (1989–2001), Walter Kasper (2001–10), and Kurt Koch (2010–present). Its membership, which meets in plenary session approximately every eighteen months to deliberate and decide directions for the PCPCU, consists of thirty cardinals and bishops, some from other offices of the Roman Curia, and some from various regions of the world. Theological consultants are appointed as well. It has two sections: the Eastern which works with the Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches, and the Western, dealing with the churches and ecclesial communities of the West and with the World Council of Churches (WCC). There has been a head of office for each section, and other staff within each section have responsibility for working with particular churches, world communions, and organizations, for liaising with different offices of the Roman Curia, and for dealing with correspondence from different parts of the world. Since 1963, there has been a Catholic Committee for Cultural Collaboration which promotes, between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches, exchanges of students who wish to study theological and/or other ecclesiastical disciplines at Catholic or Orthodox institutions.

The PCPCU exercises two roles (see PCPCU 2010). First, within the Catholic Church it promotes an authentic ecumenical spirit in accordance with Vatican II’s Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio (Second Vatican Council 1964). Second, the PCPCU has extensive contacts with churches, Christian world communions, and the WCC, and it promotes, together with them, ecumenical dialogue and mutual cooperation. In both ways, the PCPCU works to overcome the divisions of the past and to contribute to steps towards the goal of the visible unity of Christians. Closely associated with, but nevertheless distinct from the PCPCU, there is also a Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews (CRRJ).

Beginnings: An Instrument of Vatican II

Shortly after announcing, in January 1959, his intention to call a council and before the council began, Pope John XXIII took two steps which made it clear that concern for Christian unity would be one of its important considerations. First, on 5 June 1960, by motu proprio Superno Dei Nutu, he established a Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, as one of the preparatory commissions for the council, naming Augustin Cardinal Bea as its president. Shortly afterwards, the experienced ecumenist, Monsignor Johannes Willebrands, was appointed secretary. For the first time, the Catholic Church had an office directly concerned with ecumenical affairs. Second, in December 1961, the pope affirmed, in Humanae salutis, the decision to invite other Christian churches and communions to delegate observers to the Council (see Schmidt 1992: 357–359).

The PCPCU thus began as an instrument of the Second Vatican Council. At first, its main function was to invite the other churches and Christian world communions to send observers to the Council, to ‘facilitate’ this (Schmidt 359). Contacts with the WCC began immediately and were helpful in this very important matter.

Willebrands, because of his leadership from 1952 in the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Questions (CCEQ), involving Catholic theologians and bishops in the study of WCC theological projects, knew WCC General Secretary W. A. Visser ’t Hooft well (Vereb 2006: 26–31). In fact, already in 1959 Visser ’t Hooft and others at the WCC expressed an interest in there being an address in Rome ‘where they can direct questions and receive information’ (Salemink 2009: 104). At Bea’s request, Willebrands visited Visser ’t Hooft in 1960 to inform him about the creation of the Secretariat before the public announcement was made and to indicate that the cardinal wanted to meet him (Visser ’t Hooft 1973: 328). Then, in a first and private meeting in September 1960, Bea and Visser ’t Hooft discussed the sending of official Catholic observers to the WCC assembly in New Delhi in 1961 and the question of the invitation of observers from other churches to the Second Vatican Council. The General Secretary said that he was ready to assist the Secretariat in contacts with the other churches (Schmidt 1992: 342–343).

After the formal decision in Rome, in 1961, to invite observers to Vatican II, Willebrands began to make contacts in February 1962 and in consultation with Visser ’t Hooft concluded that the best procedure would be to invite both the WCC and the Christian communions to send observers. Visser ‘t Hooft helped Willebrands to meet the executive secretaries of those bodies. Most of them and the WCC accepted the invitation (Visser ’t Hooft 1973: 329–330). Willebrands also made contact with Orthodox centres in early 1962. But while two observers from the Moscow Patriarchate came to the first session of the Council (1962), it was not until the third session (1964) that observers from most Orthodox Churches attended (Schmidt 1992: 360–361). Oriental Orthodox representatives, however, were there from the beginning.

In all, one hundred and fifty observers delegated by various world confessional bodies and by the WCC were present at one or more sessions of the Council, along with twenty-two ‘guests’ of the Secretariat (Observateurs-délégués 1965: 85–93). The Secretariat worked hard to assist them. It also helped them find ways of contributing ideas which, either through itself or via some of the Council Fathers, could be brought into the Council (Stransky 2001: 128, 138–139). The result of all this was important. According to Cardinal Bea, the observer delegates ‘made a decisive contribution to the Decree on Ecumenism’. While they did not vote on it, ‘their presence at the Council and participation in form of prayer, study, and all types of contacts and suggestions allowed the Council Fathers to experience the ecumenical problem profoundly and from all points of view’. ‘In this way we all became progressively more aware of the unity in Christ existing among us, equally aware of the many things which separate us, and thereby aware of the many difficulties implied in our ecumenical work’ (Bea 1967: 129–130).

From the first session of the Council (1962), by a decision of Pope John, the Secretariat was placed on the same level as the conciliar commissions. In addition to the Decree on Ecumenism, it prepared and presented three more of the Council’s documents: the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate (Second Vatican Council 1965a); the Declaration on Religious Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae (Second Vatican Council 1965c); and, together with Vatican II’s theological commission, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum (Second Vatican Council 1965b) (see PCPCU 2017). The Secretariat also had responsibility for drafting a statement on the Church’s relations with the Jews which was eventually incorporated into Nostra Aetate. In 1963, the pope specified that the Secretariat would be made up of two sections: the Eastern dealing with Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches; and the Western dealing with churches and ecclesial communities of the West and the WCC. Thus, the Secretariat would be the dicastery in the Roman Curia having responsibility for contacts with the Orthodox Churches.

After the Council, in 1966, Pope Paul VI confirmed the Secretariat as a permanent office of the Holy See. In his 1988 Apostolic Constitution, Pastor Bonus, Pope John Paul II changed the name of the Secretariat to the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, nevertheless with the same responsibilities.

Instrument of Ecumenical Dialogue and Cooperation

The PCPCU is an instrument of ecumenical dialogue and collaboration with the many churches and Christian world communions, and with the WCC. In addition to contacts with the WCC already seen, in August 1960 three Catholic observers attended the meeting of the WCC Commission on Faith and Order in St Andrew’s, Scotland. That same month, Monsignor Willebrands attended the WCC Central Committee meeting. Thus the WCC was helped to understand the meaning of this unprecedented Secretariat. In 1961, the Holy See arranged for five Catholic delegated observers to attend the WCC General Assembly in New Delhi, even though it had refused to allow Catholic observers to attend the 1948 and 1954 General Assemblies.

During Vatican II, other important contacts took place. In 1963, two Catholic observers were sent to the WCC’s World Missionary Conference in Mexico City. Also in 1963, the SPCU helped arrange for biblical scholar Raymond Brown to speak at the fourth World Conference on Faith and Order in Montreal, the first Catholic to give a major address at a WCC-sponsored assembly (Rodger and Vischer 1963: 16–17). In describing the ecumenical movement, the Council’s Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio (hereafter UR), published on 21 November 1964, reflects the wording of the WCC basis when it says: ‘Taking part in this movement, which is called ecumenical, are those who invoke the Triune God and confess Jesus as Lord and Saviour’ (UR, n. 1). In May, 1965, the newly formed Joint Working Group (JWG) between the Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches met to begin fostering ways of cooperation between the two bodies. It has met regularly ever since. Even though the Catholic Church has chosen thus far to not seek formal membership in the WCC, a strong collaboration has grown between the two bodies.

Also during Vatican II, a new relationship began between the sees of Rome and Constantinople. Having met in Jerusalem in January 1964, the following year Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras published an historic Common Declaration, read on 7 December 1965 at Vatican II and simultaneously in Constantinople. They abrogated the mutual excommunications of 1054, asked that those events be put out of mind and erased from the midst of the church, and looked towards a dialogue which would lead to re-establishing full communion (Stormon 1987: 126–128). The Catholic team sent by Bea to participate in the joint commission which did the background work for the Common Declaration was led by Secretary and now Bishop Willebrands and included Undersecretary Pierre Duprey, as well as several members from other Vatican bodies and Roman centres (Stormon 1987: 117–118, 121–125).

Dialogue and Contacts in the Post-Conciliar Period

Since the end of Vatican II, the Catholic Church has engaged in significant mutual activities with the WCC and with churches and Christian world communions. With the WCC, an important collaboration began in 1966 in service to the whole ecumenical movement. Since 1966, the WCC’s Commission on Faith and Order and the PCPCU have prepared together, with assistance each year from a local ecumenical body, the materials used throughout the world for the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, which takes place from 18–25 January.

In 1968, a Catholic delegation attended the fourth WCC General Assembly in Uppsala, Sweden. Two Catholics, Barbara Ward and Father Roberto Tucci, SJ, addressed the Assembly. Official Catholic delegations have attended all WCC General Assemblies ever since. In 1968, the WCC invited the Secretariat to appoint Catholic theologians to participate in the Commission on Faith and Order, and to take part as voting members (Goodall 1968: 344–345). Since 1978, the PCPCU has provided a Catholic professor for the staff of the WCC’s Ecumenical Institute at Bossey (Geneva), and, from 1984 to 2013, it appointed a Catholic sister from a mission-sending congregation or a lay missionary to take part as a staff person in the WCC’s Commission on World Mission and Evangelism. Other Catholics named by the PCPCU have served as consultants to several WCC units.

Other offices of the Roman Curia, among them the Pontifical Councils for Justice and Peace and for Interreligious Dialogue, respectively, have collaborated frequently with the WCC. In 1967, the Joint Committee on Society, Development, and Peace (SODEPAX), the only coresponsible agency, was jointly established between the Vatican (through its then-Commission on Justice and Peace) and the WCC (through its Unit on Justice and Service) (Goodall 1968: 348–354). It lasted until 1980. In 1969, Pope Paul VI visited the WCC in Geneva, as did Pope John Paul II in 1984, and Pope Francis in 2018. Over the years, WCC general secretaries have visited various popes and the PCPCU.

Relations with Churches and Christian World Communions

The experience of the delegated observers at Vatican II and the good relations developed with them and with the churches and Christian world communions which sent them created a mutual desire to continue those relationships after the Council, often by entering into official international dialogue aimed at exploring the reasons for division, and possible solutions. The PCPCU collaborated in organizing such dialogues, which began almost immediately, the first, in 1967, being dialogues with the Lutheran World Federation and with the World Methodist Council, respectively. From then on, new dialogues involving the Catholic Church began in each successive decade: in 1970 with the Anglican Communion and another with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches; in 1972 with Pentecostal leaders; in 1976 with the Coptic Church; in 1977 with the Disciples of Christ and another with Evangelical leaders. In 1980, dialogue with the Orthodox Church began and in 1984 with the Baptist World Alliance. In 1989 dialogues began with the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church (in union with the Syrian Orthodox Patriarch in Damascus), and with the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church. Dialogue started in 1993 with the World Evangelical Fellowship (later Alliance); in 1996 with the Assyrian Church of the East; and in 1998 with the Mennonite World Conference. In 2003, a dialogue began with the whole family of Oriental Orthodox Churches: Coptic, Syrian, Armenian, Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Malankara. (The previous dialogue with the Coptic Orthodox Church had ended years earlier, but those with the two Malankara Churches had continued.) In 2004, a new dialogue with the Union of Utrecht of the Old Catholic Churches began.

The many dialogue reports constitute a great literature of reconciliation, a growing library of information which is itself an ecumenical instrument for use in fostering mutual understanding and in assisting the churches to clarify the reasons for their divisions and the theological reasoning that can help them to grow in unity (Radano 2012). The dialogue reports have the authority only of the theological commissions which produce them, unless some formal act of reception by church authorities gives them official status. There have also been informal consultations with Seventh Day Adventists, 2000–2002, with the Salvation Army, 2007–12 (resulting in a 2014 report), and with non-denominational groups.

The SPCU already had contacts with the United Bible Societies (UBS) in 1963, but in 1966 both sides were ready for formal collaboration (Information Service 1967a), and in 1967 they approved a set of guiding principles for cooperation by Catholic and Protestant translators of the Bible (Information Service 1967b; the guidelines were revised in 1987). From a Catholic point of view, this was to help implement Dei Verbum n. 22, which called for the faithful to have easy access to the Scriptures. In 1969, the SPCU also encouraged the development of the Catholic Biblical Federation, which deepens the biblical apostolate within the Catholic Church, and works closely with Roman curial congregations, with episcopal conferences, and with the UBS (Information Service 1969).

Instrument of Ecumenical Formation and Education

The PCPCU is an instrument of ecumenical formation and education within the Catholic Church. It has published ecumenical directories for the use of the faithful: the first, which was already being prepared during Vatican II, in 1967 (volume 1) and 1970 (volume 2). As the ecumenical movement developed, it became necessary to update the directory a generation later. The PCPCU engaged the bishops’ conferences in this effort, twice sending drafts for their comments, which were taken into account to improve the text. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith made its contribution to improving it further, as did other offices of the Roman Curia. With the approval of John Paul II, the PCPCU published in 1993 the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism (PCPCU 1993), which included a full chapter dedicated to ecumenical formation.

Since ecumenical formation in seminaries and theological faculties is one of the main concerns of the Directory, the PCPCU gave more attention to this topic. Further consultation resulted in the PCPCU’s 1995 text, The Ecumenical Dimension in the Formation of Those Engaged in Pastoral Work (PCPCU 1995), which makes even more explicit what is requested in chapter 3 of the 1993 Directory. The Congregations for the Doctrine of the Faith and Catholic Education, respectively, were also involved in the preparation of the text.

Since 1967, the PCPCU has published an Information Service—renamed Acta Œcumenica in 2019—which continually carries information, not always found elsewhere, about the PCPCU’s many contacts, international dialogues, and dialogue reports. Also covered are the pope’s ecumenical addresses and activities, and the many comments on ecumenism that he makes in the course of his ministry, whether in Rome, or on foreign journeys, or in meeting those who visit him in Rome.

The PCPCU has published numerous documents on important matters to assist with implementing ecumenism and clarifying issues. For example, it published a handbook offering practical suggestions aimed at implementing and strengthening spiritual ecumenism (Kasper 2006). Also, in 1996, at the request of John Paul II, the PCPCU published a text entitled The Greek and Latin Traditions Regarding the Procession of the Holy Spirit, aimed at clarifying the traditional doctrine of the Filioque in order to highlight its full harmony with what the Council of Constantinople (in 381) confesses in its creed, this question having long been a cause of tension between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox.

Instrument of Ecumenical Reception

The PCPCU is an instrument of ecumenical response and reception of dialogue results, seeking to bring the insights and achievements of dialogue into Catholic awareness and life, and to foster reconciliation with other Christians. In the Information Service, it publishes the reports of its many dialogues mentioned earlier, each with a commentary by a Catholic theologian highlighting the report’s strengths, and any areas in need of further dialogue. With the hope of fostering reception, the PCPCU studied the reports of its first four dialogues (with Lutherans, Methodists, Anglicans, and Reformed), and outlined areas of consensus, convergence, and differences on central issues. It discussed the findings with representatives of those traditions and published the results (Kasper 2009).

When sponsors of dialogue request an official response to a dialogue report by authorities, the PCPCU takes a major role in the process on the Catholic side, working closely with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), which has ultimate responsibility for promoting sound doctrine in the Catholic Church. Some examples are as follows.

The WCC invited the churches to respond, at the highest level of authority, to the Faith and Order convergence text, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM, 1982), the result of fifty-five years of dialogue, to which Catholic theologians had also contributed. The PCPCU coordinated a process of response which took five years. First, it requested the views of regional bishops’ conferences on BEM. Their critical analyses were studied by the PCPCU, working with a team of theological consultants who also contributed their own reflections. The PCPCU developed a ‘draft response’, and gave it for study to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. The CDF and the PCPCU worked to finalize the response, which basically gave a positive evaluation of BEM, while pointing out some difficulties. The CDF brought the response to the Holy Father for his approval and the PCPCU then sent it to the Faith and Order secretariat (Radano 1991).

The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the PCPCU determined in 1993 that their years of mutual study on the doctrine of justification had reached the stage where both sponsors could officially agree that a consensus on justification had been achieved. Working together, the PCPCU and the LWF asked a joint committee to make an initial draft of a joint declaration on justification. During the period 1993–97 the draft went through several stages. On the Catholic side, the PCPCU received comments on initial drafts from bishops’ conferences and worked closely with the CDF and in dialogue with the LWF, until Lutherans and Catholics arrived at a version of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ) in 1997, which could then be evaluated officially by both communions. Both responded positively in 1998. After further clarification, the LWF and the Catholic Church officially signed the JDDJ in 1999, affirming that a consensus on basic truths regarding the doctrine of justification had been reached. The process had been followed closely by Pope John Paul II, who also approved the final result (Radano 2009).

The Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews

During Vatican II, the Secretariat worked on the statement concerning the Catholic Church’s relationship with the Jews (Nostra Aetate 4). After the Council, the Secretariat had a desk for Jewish–Catholic relations, to implement that statement. In 1974, Paul VI established a Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews (CRRJ), distinct from but closely linked with the PCPCU. The PCPCU’s cardinal president is also president of the Commission, and its secretary serves as vice-president. There is also a secretary for the CRRJ. The CRRJ has published Guidelines and Suggestions for Implementing the Conciliar Declaration ‘Nostra Aetate’ n. 4 (1974), Notes on the Correct way to Present the Jews and Judaism in Preaching and Catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church (1985), We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah (1998), and ‘The gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable’ (Rom. 11:29): A reflection on theological questions pertaining to Catholic-Jewish relations (2015).

The CRRJ works closely with the International Jewish Committee for Interreligious Consultations (IJCIC), which consists of representatives of major Jewish organizations, and also with the Chief Rabbinate of Israel (see Willebrands 1992).

Conclusion

In various ways, the PCPCU has been, and continues to be, an important instrument of ecumenical reconciliation, both within the Catholic Church and in collaboration with other Christian churches, communions, and organizations.
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Chapter 27

Bilateral Dialogues


Eva-Maria Faber




Introduction

In the autumn of 1518, Martin Luther and Cardinal Thomas de Vio (Cajetan) met in Augsburg—not, however, for a bilateral dialogue, but rather in a cross-examination or trial. The religious colloquies that took place between 1540 and 1546 in Hagenau, Worms, and Regensburg (Ratisbon) did not really—despite many rapprochements between the parties—serve mutual understanding but rather the sharpening of positions and contrastive definitions; so they also cannot be reckoned among bilateral dialogues. More positively structured were private dialogues such as the correspondence between the Tübingen theologians, Jacob Andreae and Martin Crusius, and Ecumenical Patriarch Jeremias II of Constantinople, which lasted from 1573 until 1581, even though this also was finally broken off.

In contrast to such conversations, it is characteristic of bilateral ecumenical dialogues today that they bear an official character, that the two sides participate ‘on an equal footing’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 9), and that the dialogue serves the unity of the churches by common reflection on doctrinally controversial questions. It is only in the context of the twentieth-century ecumenical movement that bilateral dialogues became broadly established as an instrument of ecumenical understanding.

Historical Development Since the End of the Nineteenth Century

An early starting point for bilateral dialogues in the modern period was the emergence—occasioned by the First Vatican Council (1869–70)—of the Old Catholic Church, which from its beginnings committed itself to church unity, and began relations with other churches. In 1931, contacts that had existed with the Anglicans since 1874 led to the Bonn Agreement between Old Catholics and Anglicans (OC-A 1931; abbreviations used for ecumenical texts are explained below in the References), which has meanwhile been declared to be an agreement of full communion. Between 1892 and 1913, Old Catholics also held regular conversations with the Russian Orthodox Church.

Other churches, too, engaged in conversations from an early point. In 1930, an official dialogue was started between Anglicans and Orthodox at the international level. In Great Britain, the Church of England and the Methodist Church have worked at union plans since the 1950s and achieved at least a covenant in 2003 (see Covenant 2001). In 1959, the Arnoldshain Conversations began between the Evangelical Church in Germany and the Russian Orthodox Church. Conversations between Lutherans and Reformed began in the USA in 1962, and in Europe in 1963 (the Schauenburg Conversations).

The strong increase in the number of bilateral dialogues since the 1960s is a consequence of the entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement after the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). Before that time, the historical origins and constitution of the World Council of Churches (WCC) favoured multilateral ecumenical work. The Catholic Church established institutional contacts with the WCC in 1965 by means of a Joint Working Group, but its favoured method was bilateral dialogue, which duly became a central instrument of ecumenical work (Meyer 2009: 17–40). A further shift was a consequence of the Roman Catholic Church’s self-understanding as a worldwide communion. Even if the Catholic Church takes part in bilateral dialogues at a national level, the international carries more weight for her on account of her ecclesial structure. This fact encouraged other churches also to set up international dialogues among themselves. Today there are more than thirty such dialogues taking place more or less continuously at the international level, treating stated themes for shorter or longer periods and producing reports on their respective topics. The dialogues are generally conducted by official commissions, whose members are appointed by their churches.

The Self-Understanding, Methods, and Aims of Bilateral Ecumenical Dialogues

The establishment of ecumenical dialogues is related to the high philosophical esteem in which the concept of dialogue was held in the 1960s, above all through the work of Martin Buber. The project of mutual understanding was also influenced by communications theory and by the insights of hermeneutical philosophy associated, for instance, with Hans-Georg Gadamer. In the history of theology itself, the traditional art of disputation strongly supports the idea of dialogue as a means of advancing knowledge (Neuner 2010).

Against such a background, ecumenical dialogue makes a complex set of demands: first of all, openness and respect towards the dialogue partner in their difference and convictions, and a readiness to recognize the other party’s perspective on the truth and to allow one’s own views to be completed or even revised; second, loyalty to one’s own convictions, and an equally respectful but honest statement of one’s own objections to the teaching of the other. The underlying conception of theological dialogue is that the overcoming of church-dividing doctrinal differences is necessary in order to achieve the unity of the church.

Bilateral dialogues benefit from various insights that have furthered ecumenical understanding as a whole. Exegetical sciences have overturned narrowly confessional readings of Scripture, and an awareness of historical change in churches and their theologies has opened the way for a legitimate degree of latitude in doctrine and practice. An awareness of the difference between substantive content and the concepts used to express it makes it possible to appreciate that different terminology need not necessarily imply differing or opposed positions. Dialogues have learned to distinguish between what is necessary for consensus and what is not, between differences that are church-dividing and those that need not be so.

Different dialogues have different goals. Where dialogue partners are closely aligned, differences and agreements can sometimes be quickly identified. For instance, only one international dialogue document emerged from the consultations between the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the World Methodist Council (see R-M 1987), since Methodists and Reformed were already living together in a number of united churches. In other dialogues, more gradual approaches were needed in order to dispel mistrust and facilitate the beginnings of mutual acquaintance and understanding. Such is the case, for example, in Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue (see L-O 1985), and in Orthodox-Reformed dialogue (see O-R 1992). Historic irritations may re-emerge along the way. In Roman Catholic-Orthodox dialogue, it became necessary to work on the issue of ‘uniatism’ after the political events of 1989–90 allowed the re-emergence of Eastern churches united with Rome that had been suppressed under communist regimes (see O-RC 1993).

Many dialogues have started by emphasizing those commonalities that could be a point of reference for further dialogue, notably Scripture and the Trinitarian and Christological confessions of faith. Most dialogues recognize baptism as a unifying reality, and there can be formal declarations of the mutual recognition of baptism, as for instance between the Disciples of Christ and the Roman Catholic Church (see D-RC 1981: n. 39). Other dialogues, for example Lutheran-Roman Catholic and Reformed-Roman Catholic, at least recommend such recognition (see L-RC/4 1984: n. 75; R-RC 1990: n. 152). Conversely, it is painful to note in dialogues involving Baptists and Mennonites how differing conceptions of baptism make the mutual recognition of baptism difficult, as for instance in Baptist-Reformed and Baptist-Lutheran dialogue (see B-R 1977; B-L 1990).

The first phase of Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue took up a broad palette of themes, confident that the churches would soon be able to take concrete steps towards unity (see the Malta Report; L-RC/1 1972). By contrast, other dialogues or dialogue phases focused rather on individual themes and specific differences. Concentration on more narrowly defined themes and on the confession-specific perspectives of the partners has proved to be a strength of bilateral dialogue.

Many dialogues have sought a ‘reconciliation of memories’, for example in the second phase of Reformed-Roman Catholic dialogue (see R-RC 1990: nn. 12–62). In the Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue, some special dates were commemorated in common, such as the 450th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession in 1980 (see L-RC/2 1980), the five-hundredth birthday of Martin Luther in 1983 (see L-RC/3 1983), and the five-hundredth anniversary of the Reformation in 2017 (see L-RC/6 2013). One priority, especially in Lutheran-Roman Catholic and Reformed-Roman Catholic dialogue, has been the examination of doctrinal condemnations pronounced in times of controversy, to see whether they (still) apply to the teaching of the other church (see L-RC/4 1984: nn. 67–69; L-RC/5 1999: nn. 40–41; R-RC 1990: n. 156).

Dialogue is a response to the summons to common witness in our time. The responsibility of the churches for the world beyond their own boundaries is deeply written into the ecumenical task. It is urgent to translate into contemporary language those truths whose earlier controversial formulations can now be seen to be convergent, complementary, or capable of being joined in a differentiated consensus. The possibility of beginning afresh a common tradition of teaching and preaching then opens up (see, for example, the Official Common Statement attached to the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, n. 3: L-RC/5 1999).

The theme of ecclesial communion was not prominent in the early stages of bilateral dialogue. However, the dialogues have increasingly concentrated on ecclesiology, on the question of ministries, and related themes such as apostolicity. It was bilateral dialogues that gave rise to the idea of ‘unity in reconciled diversity’, which conflicted with other conceptions in the realm of multilateral ecumenism. In Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue, the realization that there was no consensus as to the ecumenical goal led to the direction-setting document on models of unity, Facing Unity (L-RC/4 1984). Pope John Paul II helpfully proposed consideration of alternative ways in which the bishop of Rome might exercise the Petrine ministry for the benefit of ‘all concerned’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: nn. 95–96; compare A-RC/1 1998: nn. 51–63).

Reception of the results of bilateral dialogues constitutes a weighty problem (see below). Besides lack of reception there are also cases of formal non-reception, as with the rejection by the 1998 Lambeth Conference of the results of the Anglican-Methodist joint study, Sharing in the Apostolic Communion (A-M 1996). On the other hand, some dialogues have led to officially confirmed steps of rapprochement. At regional levels, both in Europe and the US, bilateral dialogue has led to the establishment of various kinds of church fellowship between the Anglican, Lutheran, and Reformed Churches, for instance, the Leuenberg Agreement (1973) between Lutheran and Reformed Churches in Europe; the Meissen Agreement (1991) between the Church of England and the Evangelical Church in Germany; the Porvoo Agreement (1992) between the British and Irish Anglican Churches and the Nordic and Baltic Lutheran Churches; the 1997 Formula of Agreement between the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the Reformed Church in America, and the United Church of Christ; Called to Common Mission (1999–2000) between the Episcopal Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America; the Waterloo Declaration, Called to Full Communion (2001), between the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada and the Anglican Church of Canada; the Reuilly Declaration (2001) between the British and Irish Anglican Churches and French Lutheran and Reformed Churches; and the aforementioned Anglican-Methodist Covenant (2003) between the Methodist Church of Great Britain and the Church of England.

The various Christological declarations between the Anglican, Reformed, and Roman Catholic Churches, on the one hand, and the Oriental Orthodox Churches (see RC-OO/1 1971; RC-OO/2 1973; RC-OO/3 1984; RC-OO/4 1988; A-OO/1 1987; A-OO/2 2002; OO-R 2001: nn. 13–20), or the Assyrian Church of the East (see RC-ACE/1 1994), on the other, are examples of official ratification of bilateral dialogue processes. Guidelines were actually adopted for mutual admission to the Eucharist between the Chaldean Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East (see RC-ACE/2 2001). On the basis of national and international bilateral dialogues, the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification was definitively signed between the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church in 1999 (see L-RC/5 1999). These processes show that though the churches have different structures of decision-making and indeed organs of doctrinal teaching it is still possible to achieve an official common acceptance of dialogue results and bindingly to ratify ecumenical steps.

Issues

The experience of half a century of dialogue has highlighted various issues that must be mentioned.

Coherence

First of all, the issue of coherence concerns the correspondence of ecumenical dialogues to the reality within the churches. Bilateral statements are fragile from the start if they do not reflect the pluralism accepted as legitimate within the life and doctrine of the partners. Thus, for instance, various bilateral dialogues between the Lutheran and Reformed Churches, on the one hand, and the Anglican, Orthodox, or Roman Catholic Churches, on the other, can agree in attributing the institution of ministry to Jesus Christ. Yet it remains unclear how such agreement is related to the delegation theory of ministry regarded as legitimate within the realm of Protestant theology. Also, there is friction between centralizing developments in the doctrine, law, and practice of the Roman Catholic Church and that same church’s ecumenical statements concerning the relationship between the universal church and the local churches, synodality and collegiality, and readiness to consider anew the exercise of the Petrine ministry (see A-RC/1 1998, n. 57).

Second, the favouring of bilateral over multilateral dialogues—especially since the entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement—raises the problem of coherence among the various dialogues. They form a complex web of relationships that are mutually inseparable; the ecumenical movement is indivisible. Furthermore, the reversal in relationships with Judaism cannot be disregarded in intra-Christian ecumenism (see Schuegraf 2001: 373–384; Fornet-Ponse 2011).

Coherence among the various bilateral dialogues requires that ecumenical statements and agreements with one partner should not call into question statements and agreements with another dialogue partner. Coming closer to one dialogue partner may involuntarily lead to tensions with others. For instance, the 1985 agreement between German Old Catholics and the Evangelical Church in Germany in favour of mutual invitation to participation in the Eucharist damaged relations between the Old Catholic Church and the Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. The opposition of the Oriental Orthodox churches to the Christological declarations made between their dialogue partners and the Assyrian Church of the East is another example.

The issue of coherence among various bilateral relationships particularly arises in the context of intercommunion agreements and the recognition of ministries. This problem has been noted with reference to the dialogues of Anglicans and Old Catholics with Orthodoxy, on the one hand, and with Lutheran Churches, on the other (see Schuegraf 1999). An example of accepted incoherence was the provisional sacramental fellowship entered upon in 1993 between the Roman Catholic Church and the Polish National Catholic Church, even though the Polish National Catholic Church was still at that time (until 2003) linked by way of the Utrecht Union with Churches with which the Roman Catholic Church did not simultaneously enter into a new quality of relationship.

Despite such problems, a positive interaction of bilateral and multilateral ecumenism ought generally to be possible. As a corrective to the isolation of bilateral dialogues, nine meetings of a Forum on Bilateral Dialogues have been facilitated by the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC since 1978. The Forum ‘provides a unique platform in the ecumenical movement for the mutual exchange of information on topics, methods, problems, solutions and aims of these different dialogues, and for evaluation of this work’ (Forum on Bilateral Dialogues 2008).

There are various examples of the contribution of bilateral dialogues to other bilateral dialogues or to multilateral contexts. The 2013 Faith and Order document, The Church: Towards a Common Vision, acknowledges that ‘the text draws upon the progress registered in many bilateral dialogues that have taken up the theme of “Church” in recent decades’ (Faith and Order 2013: Introduction). From the fellowship established by the Leuenberg Agreement between Lutherans and Reformed in Europe an increasingly multilateral fellowship of churches has developed. In 2006, the World Methodist Council entered into association with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (L-RC/5 1999), originally made by the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church. Even so-called triangular relationships, by which churches stand in fellowship with other churches without being bound to the partners of the latter in a similar relationship, contain a positive dynamic despite the asymmetry and incoherence involved. If such discrepancies are not thoughtlessly accepted, they can be a stimulus to continuing dialogue among the churches indirectly linked in this way. Conversely, churches in dialogue must take care not to block the ecumenical path by requiring full coherence of themselves or others. Such an insistence fails to recognize that the situation of divided churches is the principal absurdity, compared with which various discrepancies along the way to unity are the lesser evil.

Reception

The suspicion arose very early that bilateral dialogues would indeed improve interconfessional relations, but without leading to a deeper fellowship. After several decades of dialogue, it must frankly be asked how effective they have been in promoting ecclesial fellowship. There is need for a process of reception, whereby dialogue reports would be formally confirmed by the participating churches—they are not official church texts unless and until that happens—and referred to in official documents, and the results of dialogue translated into the everyday lives of believing communities and truly appropriated there. Harding Meyer has proposed the idea of ‘in-via’ declarations by churches that would resume and bindingly confirm the commonalities that the relevant bilateral dialogues have been able to uncover or newly attain (Meyer 2009: 132–144).

A significant consideration is that participation in bilateral dialogues is not a communicable experience. Dialogue is a form of spiritual ecumenism (see Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 8), and often constitutes for participants an experience of personal change, where trust is created and insights are gained that cannot readily be shared without the experiential background. Shifts in perspective on substantive issues achieved in dialogue may be difficult to replicate outside. In dialogue documents, classical positions in controversial theology are often interpreted and reformulated in a broader biblical and historical horizon, and it can happen that formulations hitherto viewed as conflicting come to be seen as in substantive, albeit not formal, agreement. Such a process of ‘re-reading’ needs to be repeated outside the dialogue commissions if the results of dialogue are not to be judged only in terms of the doctrinal formulations of the separate confessional traditions, as appeared to be the case, for instance, in initial Roman responses to the documents of the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission.

Cardinal Walter Kasper, then-President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, published in 2009 a survey of the results of dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, and Reformed, respectively, as an aid to reception (Kasper 2009), and bilateral dialogues themselves sometimes consolidate their results by way of summary accounts stretching across their various historical phases (see A-RC/2 2007; RC-M 2010). However, official church reception is still needed in order to establish guidelines for further developments and to stimulate the processes of change required in order to achieve the cohesion mentioned earlier between the results of ecumenical dialogue and the theology and practice of the churches.

When they began, ecumenical dialogues were attentively and expectantly watched, whereas now they have largely disappeared from the consciousness of the ecclesiastical public, and this constitutes a further obstacle to the reception of their results in the ordinary life of the churches. There is disappointment at the lack of traceable success, and a perception that bilateral dialogues are far removed from the life of the local congregations. This occurs in places where ecumenical practice is part of everyday churchly life, often providing pragmatic answers to pastorally urgent questions, with declining attention to ecumenical boundary lines. It occurs also in regions far removed from the lands in which church divisions originated, where traditional themes of controversy remain foreign, regions generally under-represented, as it happens, in dialogue commissions.

Conclusion

It may finally be asked how a dynamic of repentance and conversion might emerge from bilateral dialogue. The search for agreement in faith has often concentrated on the abiding common foundation of faith in the Triune God and in Jesus Christ, and an attempt has then been made to identify common bases of the expressions of faith that have been interpreted controversially in the past, and to show how existing differences might in fact be reconciled. In such a process, all that was required of the churches was a new understanding, not a real conversion, not the revision of their teaching or a change of practice. Though the churches of the Reformation have a basic presupposition that the church is permanently in need of reform (‘ecclesia semper reformanda’), and though the Roman Catholic Church also speaks of the need for conversion, reform and renewal (see Second Vatican Council 1964: nn. 6–8), there is, as a matter of fact, little readiness in practice to reckon with the necessity of conversion and to take appropriate steps. Dialogue texts should therefore point more strongly towards the possibility of conversion. They should also make it clearer whether their own assertions are meant descriptively or prescriptively (see Schuegraf 2001: 415), and the churches themselves must keep striving to receive the results of dialogue, and to translate theoretical rapprochement into churchly practice, above all in the areas of institutional structures and liturgical forms.
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Chapter 28

Chevetogne, Taizé, and the Groupe des Dombes


Joseph Famerée




Introduction

Three institutions in the French-speaking world played unquestionably important roles in twentieth-century ecumenism, and they continue to do so in the present century. They are, in chronological order of foundation, the Benedictine monastery of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross at Chevetogne in Belgium, the Groupe des Dombes, and the Taizé Community in France.

Chevetogne

Though, in 1920, Dom Lambert Beauduin (1873–1960) knew little of the tragedy of Christian disunity, his previous liturgical and monastic activity was animated by a spirit of unity in the context of prayer and celebration. It was on 1 June 1921, with the arrival of Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytsky (1865–1944), a Ukrainian ‘uniate’, at Mont César, the Benedictine abbey at Louvain in Belgium, that Dom Beauduin’s ecumenical initiation began, and it was strengthened as a professor at the Collegio Sant’Anselmo in Rome from October 1921 to March 1925. On 24 November 1923, he drew up a ‘Project for the establishment of a monastic institute to serve the apostolate for the unity of the churches’. His stroke of genius, according to the historian of ecumenism, Étienne Fouilloux, was to forge a synthesis between the idea of monastic life and the idea of unity: it was necessary to found a new, international monastery, totally dedicated to that end (Fouilloux 1982: 143ff., 347ff.). The members of the monastery would simply be called monks of unity.

Beauduin’s plan found a degree of support in Pope Pius XI’s letter Equidem Verba (21 March 1924), directed however towards Russia, a point not mentioned at all in Beauduin’s plan. Despite plenty of reservations, particularly in his own order, but with the support of Cardinal Désiré-Joseph Mercier (1851–1926) and the Belgian bishops, the foundation took place in December 1925 at Amay-sur-Meuse. Less than a year later, there were already fifteen monks and nine postulants. The priory was transferred to Chevetogne in 1939.

In the first issue of Irénikon, the journal of the new foundation, in May 1926, Beauduin explained the spirit in which the monks of unity wanted to work. This spirit or perspective can be summed up in three negations: no proselytizing, no charity, and no imperialist notions. The monks of unity thus clearly distanced themselves from mainstream Catholic attitudes of the time. No proselytism, either individually or collectively: there would be no question, as Beauduin put it, of any tendency to ‘make our separated brethren disaffected with their churches in order to rally them to ourselves’. In order that ‘re-union’ might one day be possible, it was necessary to work ‘in an atmosphere of respect, trust and mutual sympathy’. Moreover, any attempt to win polemical victories would provoke challenges—‘in short, would render practically impossible honest fraternal contacts and sincere and truthful rapprochement’. No charitable aid either, if offered alongside activity aiming at union of the churches: charity would lose its disinterested character under such circumstances and the apostolate would become suspect. Finally, there should be no imperialist notion of religious and supernatural unity, deriving ‘from a centralizing spirit, concerned with enlarging the flock only in order to see a new wave of souls brought into obedience’, but rather a ‘desire to express the full richness of the life of the mystical body of Christ and the splendour of its visible unity’. Such was the ecumenical methodology recommended by Beauduin, a method both practical and existential, aimed at ‘drawing hearts and minds together in trust and love’ (Beauduin 1926: 117–119).

This ‘irenic method’, which inspired the name of the monastic journal, was nourished from the beginning by a liturgical spirituality: orientated first towards the Christian East, the monks of unity celebrated the liturgy simultaneously in two chapels, in the Latin and Byzantine (mainly Slavonic) rites, according to the rite each one chose on his entry into the monastery. In doing so, they experienced from within the profound spiritual identity of the separated brethren of the East and anticipated liturgically the unity in diversity they hoped for. This true ‘empathy’, by which they ‘put themselves in the place of the other’ as far as possible, was accompanied by a deep intellectual study of eastern Christianity (Famerée 2005: 502–503).

It was in this truly theological context that the ecumenical Journées (or Semaines or Colloques) de Chevetogne developed (Rousseau 1969: 451–485; Fouilloux 1982: 768–772; Lanne 1986: 53–58; Verdoodt 1986). They began in 1942 with meetings at the monastery between Fr. Clément Lialine (1901–1958) of Chevetogne and some of his former fellow students from Louvain, who were drawn by the beauty of the Eastern liturgy and hoping to learn more about it. Among them were Frs Charles Moeller (1912–1986) and Roger Aubert (1914–2009).

How could East and West understand each other better? How might favourable conditions for dialogue be created at the very heart of Catholic theology? According to the historian Fouilloux, the Journées were, at least in the beginning, ‘one of the places where the theology of dialogue, the theology of ecumenism, was sought’. Bit by bit, non-Catholics were invited, and those days, faithful to their origins, became ‘places of research where all confessions were invited to reflect on a theme that was not directly part of inter-church debate, but which, nevertheless, in one way or another, had a bearing on it. The concern was with foundations rather than superstructures.’ They were also opened up ‘to Catholic ecumenists of different tendencies and nationalities’, though the Belgian heart remained the driving force. In the early 1950s, their international character and the publicity surrounding them, discreet though it was, raised suspicions at the Vatican (Fouilloux 1982: 769).

From the very beginning, a solution to the crucial problem of the divorce between East and West (and more broadly with the separated churches) was sought along the lines of a ‘total ecclesiology’ and an ‘eschatological humanism’, so as to heal the fracture without losing anything essential from either of the two traditions. The important session in 1945 sought to define ‘Christian humanism’ precisely, and in association with that to evaluate the theological renewal then under way. In a certain continuity with that, the meeting in 1947 analysed the differences between Christian anthropologies. There was increased participation from France (with Yves Congar, notably) and from non-Roman confessions, both Eastern and Western. From 1949, the Journées de Chevetogne became annual and fully ecumenical, not just Eastern. One topic after another from the whole gamut of Catholic theology was scrutinized on the basis of shared research. The reputation and importance of these meetings grew steadily during the 1950s. If Geneva was delighted by them, Rome was worried. The Journées continued nevertheless, thanks, among others, to the support of Mgr Charue, Bishop of Namur, and they made an important contribution to the preparations for the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). It suffices to recall some of the themes of those years: the Bible and ecumenism, Tradition and ecumenism, schism in the church, baptism and entry into the church, the church as bride, the Holy Spirit and the church, and eucharistic presence in the church. After the announcement of the Council, the meetings were more directly orientated towards it, and they considered the idea of a council, the local church, the infallibility of the church, and so on. It should also be emphasized that certain monks of Chevetogne were very active at Vatican II, Dom Olivier Rousseau (1898–1984) and Dom Emmanuel Lanne (1923–2010) in particular.

Since that time, the Colloques de Chevetogne have continued their reflections in order to help the progress of Christian unity, tackling even the most delicate issues that still constitute stumbling blocks today, for example proselytism and communicatio in sacris (Colloque 1994/1995). After a gap of twelve years, they now have a lighter feel, concentrating on a spiritual ecumenism deeply rooted in the liturgy, a return to the sources in a way.

The Groupe des Dombes

Abbé Paul Couturier (1881–1953) of Lyons is well known as the father of ‘spiritual ecumenism’ (Congar 1966: 20), but less so as the founder of the Groupe des Dombes (Famerée 2008: 99–116; Fouilloux 1982: 269–345, 772–776; Clifford 2005). He was very influenced by Dom Lambert Beauduin, whose existential and spiritual vision of ecumenism resonated with the deepest aspirations of Couturier, who was going to ‘promote spiritual ecumenism as the heart of all work towards Christian unity’. He ‘would unfold the implications of a vision centred on the mystical body of Christ, a Christ-centred vision, in his efforts to promote the Week of Prayer for Christian unity and in his insistence on prayer as the only suitable context for theological dialogue’ (Clifford 2005: 13).

From 1935, Couturier infused a new spirit into the Catholic octave of prayer for the unity of the Christian world (18–25 January), still understood then as requiring the return of heretics and schismatics to the Catholic Church. He wanted to make it a week of universal prayer, truly common to all Christians, for the re-establishment of unity according to the will of Christ, when and by the means that he willed. Each year, a series of talks was given in the context of the week of prayer, showing the strict (‘matriciel’) link for Couturier between spiritual and doctrinal renewal. Moreover, Couturier ‘sought to establish a Catholic–Protestant conversation that would contribute to growth towards unity in faith’ (Clifford 2005: 33). At the beginning of the 1930s, since it was difficult to get an entrée among French reformed pastors, Abbé Laurent Remilleux, at Couturier’s request, established contact with a small ecumenical fraternity of Swiss-German reformed pastors, including Berthold Zwicky and Richard Baümlin, which met at Erlenbach in Switzerland. This encounter was later regarded by Couturier as the real foundation of the Groupe des Dombes. It ‘prepared the way for the formation of an ecumenical group composed of Swiss Protestant pastors and Catholic priests from Lyons who gathered alternately at the Abbey of Notre-Dame des Dombes (1937, 1939) and the presbytery of Erlenbach (1938, 1942)’ (Clifford 2005: 36). It was this Cistercian abbey, 30 kilometres north of Lyons, that gave its name to the Groupe.

The Groupe grew rapidly to include pastors and priests from France and from French-speaking Switzerland (most recently, also from Belgium). It is noteworthy that ‘the format quickly shifted from that of “retraites spirituelles” to discover a more theological orientation’ (Clifford 2005: 36). The strong point of the early ecumenical experience of the Groupe (1937–1942) was its rootedness in prayer and in a fraternal spirit. This also characterized the development of the Groupe after 1942. Today, the Groupe consists of some forty French-speaking theologians, pastors, and priests: twenty are Protestant (Lutheran and Reformed), and twenty Catholic. Since 1998, some women have been members (ten in 2018).

From 1946, the Groupe met regularly each year, either at the Abbey of Notre-Dame des Dombes or in Protestant presbyteries or houses of prayer, and from 1968 to 1997 it met solely at the Abbey. Since 1998, the annual meeting has been held at the Benedictine Abbey of Pradines, north-west of Lyons.

The Groupe des Dombes is not an official body. It does not have to be accountable for its activities or publications to any ecclesiastical authority. One becomes a member by co-option of the other members, not by nomination by a church. The criteria for membership are theological interest in ecumenical questions, a particular interest in ecclesiology, and practical experience of the search for unity of confessional churches. As a result, the Dombes theologians enjoy a certain institutional independence, while still trying loyally to represent their own Christian tradition. The confessional traditions represented in the Groupe are the major ones involved in church divisions in francophone Europe. The aim of the ‘Dombists’ is to re-examine the factors of division and to test new conceptions of unity between the churches. Theological reflection and common liturgical prayer have thus become the two pillars of their work. Theologians from other Christian traditions are regularly invited to take part in the reflection of the Groupe.

The Groupe meets once a year, generally in the last week of August. During the week, in the spirit of the Groupe’s origins and of Abbé Couturier, the members pray together and share in the liturgical offices of the monastic community. The Groupe alternates daily between celebrations of the Mass and of the Lord’s Supper. Between the annual sessions, texts and papers prepared by particular members are circulated as the basis for the work of the following session. During the annual session, the forty members of the Groupe work together continuously from morning to evening. The miracle is that this truly collaborative work regularly produces documents that are coherent, original, and unanimously approved. From time to time, there can be meetings of the separate confessional groups when there is disagreement within one or other of them.

The work of the Groupe is devoted to study of the main themes and doctrines that still divide Protestants and Catholics. For eighty years now, the Groupe has published ‘theses’ (1956–1970) and ‘documents’ (1972–2014). The latter have dealt successively with eucharistic faith; reconciliation of ministries; episcopal ministry; the Holy Spirit, the church, and the sacraments; the ministry of the pope; the conversion of the churches; Mary in the plan of God; doctrinal authority within the church; the Lord’s Prayer, a route map for the conversion of the churches; and finally, communion and conversion of the churches. All of these documents have been translated into English (Groupe des Dombes 2010a, 2010b), with the exception, as yet, of the final two (Groupe des Dombes 2011, 2014).

The first phase of the Groupe (1956–1979) aimed at convergence in the interpretation of doctrine. A renewed common interpretation of the ancient confessions of faith and of the Tradition prior to the divisions of the sixteenth century would allow the divisive effects of the post-Reformation confessions of faith and confessional dogmas to be overcome. In the course of this first phase, the Groupe moved from a doctrinal perspective on the church to taking account of the institutional reality of the churches. The ecumenists of the Groupe also wanted to speak to the churches themselves and to propose to them a process of growth in unity for their churchly life.

The second phase, still in process, has seen a hermeneutic shift from dogmatics to history. The importance of the theme of metanoia for the Groupe since 1979 indicates this change of hermeneutical perspective: unity can only result from a process of conversion. Initiating this process required that priority in the analysis of ecclesial reality be given to the historical fact of division over the dogmatic affirmation of unity. Such an inversion of priorities called for an improvement in the process of repentance and reconciliation, and the purification of memories by means of a common penitential rereading of history. Thus, conversion had to extend to the churches themselves as corporate realities. That is why history subsequent to the apostolic Scriptures and the fathers of the church became increasingly important, and even primary, in the documents of the Groupe, as a critical reference point in interpreting the division and conflict of the churches and in discerning the ways of conversion. Starting with ‘The Ministry of Communion in the Universal Church’ (1985), all the texts of the Groupe have been marked by a new sequence: history, Scripture, conversion. The proposal of precise forms of conversion for confessional churchly identities, based on rigorous historical analysis, now characterizes all the publications of the Groupe and gives them a particular value.

Taizé

Another foundation with links to the Groupe des Dombes, and more particularly to Abbé Couturier, is that of Taizé. In August 1940, Roger Schutz (1915–2005) was 25 years old and a theological student at Lausanne. He decided to go to France to help that country (Fouilloux 1982: 497–499; Scatena 2011). He went to Burgundy, his mother’s birthplace, and bought a big house at Taizé-les-Cluny where he established himself, half-way between Geneva and Lyons, not far from the Swiss border and a little south of the demarcation line between the occupied zone of France and that controlled by the Vichy regime. His aim was to help refugees from the occupied zone, but also to create a community with the motto ‘ora et labora ut regnet’ (‘pray and work so that He may reign’). Under the influence of Port-Royal, he had in mind a ‘haven of study which would revolve around a stable group’ (Fouilloux 1982: 497). Through the conferences that he organized for members of the Christian student associations of Suisse Romande, he hoped for the birth of a big community (the ‘Grande Communauté’) that might sustain the small one (the ‘Communauté regulière’) at Cluny (Scatena 2011: 18–19).

In 1942, he was joined by two other young Swiss, Max Thurian (1921–1996), a theological student, and Pierre Souvairan (1921–1998), an apprentice engineer. Their life together became organized, both religiously and practically. Taizé was a place of welcome and also a farming venture. In December 1942, to escape the Germans, who had been informed of Jews being welcomed at the house in Cluny, the three young men left Burgundy for Geneva, where they were joined by another student, Daniel de Montmollin (born 1921). The group now took time to clarify their religious project, and dealt with their first critics. In his licentiate (or master’s) thesis in theology, ‘The Monastic Ideal up to the Time of St Benedict (6th century) and its Conformity with the Gospel’, defended on 30 April 1943 at the Faculty of the Free Evangelical Church of the canton of Vaud (Fouilloux 1982: 498), Schutz made himself a promoter of the renewal of religious community life in the very churches of the Reform. As a result, he clashed with the strictest Lutherans and Calvinists. In Autumn 1944, the four men returned to Taizé.

From the end of 1940, Schutz had been visiting Abbé Couturier, in order, as he said, to prepare the ground for his project as an ecumenical ministry (Fouilloux 1982: 498). The discussions with Couturier and his entourage continued over the following years and were determinative in fixing the ecumenical orientation of Taizé, which had been rather fluid at the start.

By 1949 there were seven brothers. At Easter they took a lifelong vow ‘to renounce all property’, ‘to remain celibate’, and ‘to accept the decisions taken in community, as expressed by the prior’, in accordance with the terms written up in the Rule of Taizé by Frère Roger in the winter of 1952–1953 (Gonzalez-Balado 1977: 53–54). Since then, the community has grown steadily in number and in its international composition. During the 1950s, the community also began to spread by establishing small ‘brotherhoods’ outside Taizé, in disadvantaged working-class districts in Europe and in other continents, to be ‘a presence of friendship and sharing’ (Gonzalez-Balado 1977: 63–64).

At the beginning, the Taizé community was made up simply of Protestants. From 1960 onward it included some Anglicans, and in 1969 it welcomed the first Catholic brother. Today, the prior is a Catholic, Frère Alois (born 1954). Taizé is thus an ecumenical community, not belonging, as a community, to any confession. It seeks to live as an anticipation of Christian unity (Gonzalez-Balado 1977: 57–60), and to be a ‘parable of communion’, to use an expression dear to Frère Roger.

Beginning in the 1960s, young people began to flock to Taizé, wanting to reflect on their faith, or simply to find meaning in their lives. It was in September 1966 that the first international rally of young people took place, at which the controversial issues of 1968 were already voiced. How did they then move to the idea of a ‘council of young people’?

At the end of the summer of 1969, in the midst of a church and a world in crisis, and faced with an ecumenism that seemed to be stuck, the young people of Taizé wondered how they could bring about a rebirth of hope. They decided to look for ways in which they could announce good news to the church and to the world at Easter 1970. A team of young people from all five continents, but especially from the South, gathered suggestions. On Easter Day, in the Church of the Reconciliation, packed with young people, the good news was announced: the Risen Christ was preparing a springtime for the church, a church renouncing the means of power and ready to share with all, and he was giving young people the courage to open up ways of reconciliation for all humanity. On the same occasion, Frère Roger announced the holding of a ‘council of young people’—‘something that would unite young people of all countries and commit us unreservedly to the cause of Christ and the Gospel’ (Gonzalez-Balado 1977: 96). Three words captured the common feeling: struggle, contemplation, communion. On 30 August 1974, at the opening of the council, 40,000 young people from more than a hundred nationalities were present on the hillside at Taizé. The council, subsequently celebrated in various continents, was fundamentally a source of Easter commitment to lead a life inspired by the Beatitudes (Gonzalez-Balado 1977: 87–121).

Following a ‘dynamic of the provisional’ (Frère Roger 1965), the community of Taizé has, since 1982, inspired a ‘pilgrimage of trust on earth’ in the main cities of Europe and other continents, aiming to stimulate young people to be agents of trust and reconciliation wherever they live. At the end of each year, a five-day European meeting, prepared with local parishes, gathers together tens of thousands of young people (Clément 1997: 81–83).
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Chapter 29

Pro Oriente


Hervé Legrand




Introduction

The Pro Oriente foundation was established as an institution for ecumenical dialogue in Vienna on 4 November 1964 by Cardinal Franz König (1905–2004), at the time Archbishop of Vienna and one of the leaders of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), which was about to adopt its decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio (21 November 1964). The presence at the council of observers from the Oriental Orthodox churches undoubtedly influenced the orientation that Cardinal König gave to his new foundation. From the start, it had the mission of promoting relations between the Catholic Church and the eastern churches in all of their confessional diversity: Orthodox churches of Byzantine tradition and Oriental Orthodox churches. The latter recognize the first three ecumenical councils, but not the fourth (Chalcedon, 451), which means that they are called ‘pre-Chalcedonian’. This family of churches contains the Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopian, Eritrean (independent since 1998), Syriac, and Malankara (South India) churches. Relations were also finally established with the Assyrian Church of the East, which acknowledges only the councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381), and is therefore relatively isolated.

The widespread and rapid development of the activities of Pro Oriente owed much to the academic personality of Cardinal König, a scholar of Persian and specialist in the history of religions, who also had a good knowledge of atheism—a great asset at a time when most Orthodox churches were subject to communism. The foundation’s location in Vienna was also favourable, because at that time the city was the capital of a neutral country between the East and the West, which made it relatively accessible to people from communist Europe. Furthermore, there was still a cultural rapport with the eastern churches in the former capital of an empire which had included, in some cases for centuries, a significant population of Orthodox Christians (Serbian, Romanian, Ukrainian, and some Armenian minorities), who still had parishes there, and even bishops on good terms with the Catholic archbishop. Alongside France, the empire had wanted to be the protector of certain Catholic churches in the Ottoman Empire, notably the Catholic copts. All of these factors explain why Pro Oriente, although it was an autonomous foundation, was able to count, from the start, on support from the Austrian public authorities.

With the support of Mgr Otto Mauer (1907–1973), the director of the cultural review Wort und Wahreit, and ecclesiastical adviser of Catholic Action, Pro Oriente, in accordance with its statutes, immediately set about forging links with all of the Eastern churches and organizing theological colloquia on ecclesiological topics, and also on Christology with the pre-Chalcedonian churches. These meetings and contacts, however, were never at an official level. That policy was clearly wise, because the change in the Catholic Church’s attitude towards the eastern churches following Vatican II was too great and too recent to be credible at first. Prior to that time, ‘missionaries’ had been sent to them to bring about ‘their submission to the Holy See’, and alongside each eastern church an eastern Catholic church had been created and sustained, formed from within the eastern church and challenging the latter’s full ecclesiality. Time was needed for the eastern churches to trust the sincerity of the language of ‘sister churches’ that was now being used in their regard.

In that situation, Pro Oriente rendered a truly remarkable service by offering responsible persons from various churches which were no longer speaking to one another the chance to meet in a trusting atmosphere and to form friendships. Such conditions were indispensable for starting to heal the wounds of the past, enabling people to discuss irenically, as equals, complex issues, in many cases inflamed by centuries or even longer of polemics. At a distance now of half a century, it is possible to review the relations that Pro Oriente succeeded in establishing with the three families of churches mentioned. For greater clarity that is the frame we will use, rather than giving a chronological account.

Relations with the Eastern Orthodox Churches

Strictly speaking, what is intended here is the Orthodox Church, constituted by fourteen autocephalous churches, fully self-governing, imprecisely designated as Byzantine. Just like the Catholic Church, they accept the first seven ecumenical councils. They are in communion with each other. However, since they lack a really effective organ of coordination (Constantinople is only primus inter pares) it is difficult for them to speak with one voice, as was seen in 2016 at the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church in Crete, which was unable to gather all of them together, and again in 2018 when Moscow broke communion with Constantinople over the church in Ukraine.

Helped among other things by the personality of Dr König, the first cardinal to visit the Ecumenical Patriarchate since the schism of 1054, contacts were cultivated from the start between Pro Oriente and Orthodox figures in Constantinople, who agreed to attend conferences in Vienna, as also did professors of theology from the Church of Greece. In 1967, Cardinal König also visited the patriarch of Romania, and subsequently he officially received in Vienna Patriarchs Justinian (1968) and Teoctist (1987) from that church. The directors of Pro Oriente visited the patriarchates of Moscow, Serbia, and Bulgaria in 1969, Alexandria in 1972, and Antioch and Jerusalem in 1974. The result of each of these visits was the participation of clergy and theologians from these churches in theological gatherings in Vienna.

In 1974, these contacts enabled the first, unofficial, colloquium between Catholics and Orthodox dedicated to ecclesiology. It was organized by Pro Oriente in collaboration with the Orthodox Centre in Chambésy, and the then Secretariat for the Promotion of Christian Unity in Rome, and its proceedings, entitled Koinonia, were officially transmitted to the heads of all the autocephalous churches. One year later, Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios proposed to Pope Paul VI the establishment of an official dialogue between the two churches, an idea later accepted by Pope John Paul II. The commission created for that purpose held its first meeting in 1980, and its work continues to the present day. A number of its members over the years have taken part in Pro Oriente meetings, and the personal relations formed there have been helpful in moments of tension within the commission. Moreover, at times when the official dialogue has been frozen, Pro Oriente has shown its value by enabling dialogue to continue unofficially.

However, beyond that contribution, Pro Oriente has continued its work of ecumenical rapprochement between Catholics and Orthodox in general, as reflected in forty-two volumes so far, from 1975 to 2019, published in Innsbruck by Tyrolia Verlag. It has also helped practically, notably with efforts in Romania (1992) when the revival of the Catholic eastern churches created tensions in the international dialogue, and with meetings of Croatian and Serbian bishops (1991) and between Serbian and Croatian academics (1992) when ethnic and religious conflicts tore Yugoslavia apart.

Relations with the Oriental Orthodox Churches

This confessional family has already been described. Its different member churches, though they were in full communion with one another, had no mutual dealings prior to the initiative taken by the emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie (1892–1975), to strengthen their links by means of a conference he convened in Addis Ababa in January 1965. That enabled them to present a common position in the dialogue on Christology that the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches had proposed to them and which unfolded in a series of consultations (Aarhus 1964, Bristol 1967, Geneva 1970, and Addis Ababa 1970). In that context, Pro Oriente took the initiative of organizing the ‘First Non-official Ecumenical Consultation between Theologians of the Oriental Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Churches’ in Vienna in 1971. It was followed by four further consultations, also held in Vienna (1973, 1976, 1978, 1988), which played a direct role in preparing for the ‘Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and of the Pope of Alexandria Shenouda III’ (RC-OO 1973), and the ‘Common Declaration of Pope John Paul II and His Holiness Mar Ignatius Zakka I Iwas’ (RC-OO 1984), both on Christology.

In addition to these consultations, Pro Oriente played an important role in the opening up of relations between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church, thanks to Cardinal König visiting Pope Shenouda on three occasions (1973, 1982, 1991), and between the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church: Patriarch Takla Haymanot and Patriarch Abune Paulos visited Rome (in 1981 and 1994, respectively) after having been guests of Pro Oriente in Vienna. Members of the Malankara Church also willingly participated in the consultations, and several volumes of the Acts were translated into Malayalam.

Relations with the Assyrian Church of the East

In 1994, Pro Oriente began a series of dialogues with the Assyrian Church of the East, mistakenly called Nestorian, in the context of unprecedented meetings of all the churches of Syriac tradition in the Near East and in India, both non-Chalcedonian and eastern Catholic (Maronite, Syriac, Chaldean, Syro-Malabar, and Syro-Malankara). Six volumes of Syriac Dialogue resulted (Stirnemann and Wilflinger 1994, 1997, 1998; Marte and Wilflinger 2001; Hofrichter and Wilflinger 2003, 2004), followed by three volumes in the series Pro Oriente Studies in the Syriac Tradition (Winkler 2010, 2013, 2019). The integration of this church into dialogue with other churches marks its emergence from confessional isolation, as does the ‘Common Christological Declaration between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East’ (RC-ACE 1994), which opened up the possibility of its admission to the Middle Eastern Council of Churches (MECC). The MECC has four confessional sections: Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant. The Catholic section was disposed to welcome the Assyrian Church of the East, but that was prevented by the opposition of the Coptic Orthodox Church.

Conclusion

Pro Oriente is a dynamic ecumenical institution. To its credit, it has held a great number of significant ecumenical and theological consultations and conferences in Vienna and elsewhere. Following the crisis in Yugoslavia, its concern has extended to the religious history of the Balkans, resulting in the six-volume Schriftenreihe der Kommission für südosteuropäische Geschichte (Mosser 2001; Moritsch and Mosser 2002; Mosser 2006; Schmitt 2010; Ivanisevic 2012; Jakir and Trogrlic 2014). The dissemination of its work beyond the German-speaking world, thanks to publications and translations in English and French, and also in Russian, Greek, and other languages, has been remarkable. Finally, very notable are the practical initiatives of those associated with the foundation, always seeking to cultivate relations with the heads of different churches and the leaders of their theological institutions through exchanges of visits and by organizing study trips.
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United and Uniting Churches
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Introduction

United and uniting churches have made a very significant contribution to the ecumenical movement. In order to assess that contribution, it is necessary to define what these churches are, to consider the different types of unions, to examine the characteristics of these churches, to look at the theological rationale for them, and to trace the history of their formation.

The terms ‘united’ and ‘uniting’ describe a variety of ecclesiastical arrangements. There are churches which are organically united and operate as a single entity. This may be the case even where they are termed ‘uniting churches’. Examples of such churches are the Uniting Church in Australia (1977) and the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (1994). In these cases, the term ‘uniting’ additionally emphasizes not only that the process of union, although formally achieved, will take considerable time to be fully worked through, but also that these churches hope to engage in further organic unions.

Other united and uniting churches are federations of churches that have not yet become one fully organic union. This category includes instances of covenants by which churches formally intend to move towards each other gradually. Examples are provided by Churches Uniting in Christ (2002), successor to the Consultation on Church Union, in the United States, and ENFYS: The Covenanted Churches in Wales (2004, Covenant Reaffirmation). Churches which have a less formal covenant relationship are, for example, the Communion of Churches in Indonesia, which is a fellowship of Churches of Disciples (Churches of Christ), Evangelical, Mennonite, Methodist, Lutheran, Reformed (Congregational and Presbyterian), and Pentecostal traditions that have agreed to cooperate very closely.

Varieties of Union

There has been a considerable variety of unions. There have been many intraconfessional unions, most notably between churches within each of the Lutheran, Methodist, and Reformed traditions. These include the United Methodist Church in the United States, formed in 1968, the United Congregational Church of Southern Africa (1972), the Presbyterian Church (USA), formed in 1983, and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (1988). Some such unions, e.g. the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa (1999), have markedly overcome racial, social, and political divisions.

The oldest interconfessional unions have been those between the Lutheran and Reformed Churches in Germany from 1817 onwards, in some circumstances as a result of political pressure. Such unions have continued to develop until recent times, with, for instance, the formation of the Evangelical Church of Berlin-Brandenburg-Silesian Oberlausitz in 2004. Outside Germany, the most recent major union of this kind has been that of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Kingdom of the Netherlands, the Netherlands Reformed Church, and the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, which produced the Protestant Church in the Netherlands in 2004.

Numerous interconfessional unions have occurred in the English-speaking world, often in areas of former British colonial influence. These unions have mainly involved Anglicans, Baptists, Brethren, Disciples, Lutherans, Methodists, Reformed, and Evangelicals. The first major union of this kind was that of the United Church of Canada in 1925. Many of these unions have come about in independent, postcolonial nations. The movement to create united churches of this kind had its high point between 1965 and 1972, when in eight years church unions came about in Zambia (1965), Jamaica and Grand Cayman (1965), Ecuador (1965), Madagascar (1968), Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands (1968), Belgium (1969), north India (1970), Pakistan (1970), Bangladesh (1971), Zaire (1971), and Great Britain (1972). The interrelationship between these churches on the one hand and the World Council of Churches (WCC) on the other is significant, in that the union negotiations of many, but not all, of these churches have been linked to discussions within the WCC, especially in its Commission on Faith and Order. In South Asia, interconfessional unions have notably and uniquely also involved Anglicans, for example in two of the broadest interconfessional united churches: the Church of South India (1947) and the Church of North India (1970).

Most interconfessional churches have involved long periods of negotiation for them to come into existence, and have not always included all of the initial negotiating partners in the final union. Negotiations towards the Uniting Church in Australia began in 1901 and the union finally occurred only in 1977. They at times also involved Anglicans and Baptists, but finally produced an organic union involving Congregationalists, Methodists, and Presbyterians. Other united churches came into being very quickly. The United Church of Christ in Japan (the Nihon Kirisuto Kyōdan) was formed as a result of government decree in 1941, but nevertheless continued after the military period in Japan.

Many interconfessional unions have resulted in sections of the uniting bodies deciding to stay out of the union. This occurred with the reforming of the Presbyterian Church of Canada after the inauguration of the United Church of Canada in 1925. Similar bodies reformed after the union of the United Church of Christ in the United States in 1957 and that of the Uniting Church in Australia in 1977. The existence of these bodies was not surprising, given the voluntary nature of the unions. Nevertheless, the fact that they were minority movements attests to the overwhelming success of the church union negotiations.

Interconfessional Organic Unions

This chapter concentrates on interconfessional organic unions and on the movements towards such unions. The majority of united churches of this kind have entered into union on the basis of a statement of doctrine, worship, and polity. There has been agreement on specific elements of Christian faith and practice prior to the act of union, and other matters have been settled after the union. In the Uniting Church in Australia, the primary areas of pre-union agreement through the Basis of Union (1971) concerned doctrine and polity, while other areas, including liturgical practice and the place of the diaconate, were finalized a considerable number of years after the union. In the case of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (2004), the long Samen op Weg (‘Together on the Way’) process clarified more areas of agreed faith and practice prior to the act of union. In other situations, considerable diversity of practice has remained after the union. In the United Reformed Church in the United Kingdom, where there have been three acts of union—Congregationalists and Presbyterians in 1972; the union with the Churches of Christ in 1981; and then the union with the Congregational Union of Scotland in 2000—diversity in the forms of baptismal practice has remained both within congregations and from one congregation to another. Again, in the Church of Christ in Zaire (1971), the previous denominations have been allowed to continue as identifiable communities within a formally united church.

Despite these variations, united churches tend to display the following characteristics. They have achieved structural and organic union, although their structure may be open to considerable flexibility. Moreover, they are committed to expressing the unity of the church structurally in their particular cultural, regional, or national context, although they look forward to a united universal church. Their common structure means that they are able to make common decisions on matters of faith and order, on how they should engage in mission, and on how they should use their resources. There are common processes of accountability. Within each church, there are common statements of doctrine, practice, and polity, although the precise degree of definition of each of these standards may vary. In this sense, they seek to give theological expression to the gospel within the current context of faith, mission, and ecumenism rather than in the context of their past confessions. Again, they form united worshipping communities, with their own patterns of authorized ministry. Central to their experience has been a giving up of former confessional identities and a rebirth to a new confessional identity and practice. Moreover, parallel to this has been a common vision and a prophetic calling to prosecute their divinely given charism of unity for the sake of the universal church and the world.

Interconfessional Uniting Churches

Interconfessional uniting churches seek to be part of an interconfessional organically united church, but also see their present uniting framework as theologically authentic in itself. They may experience a form of full communion between themselves, as in the case of ENFYS: The Covenanted Churches in Wales, or the Churches Uniting in Christ in the United States. There is also the very wide process of moving towards union in the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (1985), originally entered into by fifty-four churches, and now involving over eighty-five churches. Again, in Australia, in 2004, a broad-based Covenant between the fourteen member churches of the national council of churches sought to move towards common decision-making processes in matters involving mission and property. However, these broad systems of uniting churches do not of themselves necessarily produce structural or decision-making unions. Nor do they necessarily have a common system of authorized ministry. Unlike the united churches, they have not gone through a decisive process of death and rebirth.

Theological Rationale for United Churches

The theological rationale for the coming into being of organically united churches is varied. First, there is the New Testament witnesses to the central importance of church unity, and to the existence of churches in various places but not to different kinds of churches. Second, the missionary calling of the church demands that the one gospel is proclaimed by a body organically united, particularly in places where Christianity is in a minority or a precarious situation. Third, united churches have truly gone through the Christian dynamic of death and rebirth, death to the old system and rebirth into a new body. Fourth, united churches are proleptic signs of the united universal church. They point to the eschatological nature of Christian faith. Fifth, confessional titles need to be superseded, as they bear poor witness to Christ in undermining the claim of Christians to be a reconciled and reconciling community. Sixth, for Christian unity to be meaningful it needs to be expressed in a particular and specific concrete body; it cannot simply be a worthy idea. Seventh, united churches represent good stewardship. They make better use of resources, both human and material.

History of United Churches

The high point of the formation of united churches (1965–72) came immediately after the Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi, India, in 1961. However, the concept of interconfessional organic unions goes back to the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910, where Charles Brent, the Episcopal Bishop of the Philippines, argued against merely practical cooperation between churches of differing confessional backgrounds. This built upon the proposal by W. R. Huntington in 1870 for organic union among churches in the United States based on the Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral of Scripture, the ancient Creeds, the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist, and the historic episcopate (History 1, 250; 406–407). In the United States, this model was replaced by a federal model, in the creation of a council of churches. However, at the Lambeth Conference of 1920, the concept of organic union was taken up again with the appeal: ‘We believe that it is God’s purpose to manifest this fellowship, so far as this world is concerned, in an outward, visible, and united society, holding one faith, having its own recognized officers, using God-given means of grace, and inspiring all its members to the worldwide service of the Kingdom of God’ (Resolution 9, Part I). In the first two Faith and Order conferences (Lausanne 1927, and Edinburgh 1937), the question of organic union proved to be the most difficult, partially as a result of the issue of the historic episcopate.

At the First Assembly of the WCC in Amsterdam in 1948, there was only very limited discussion of specific organic unions (WCC 1948, 130–133). However, immediately after the assembly there was considerable debate about the significance of the formation of the WCC itself, in terms of the models of unity which it espoused. Thus, in 1950, the Toronto Statement of the Central Committee of the WCC assured the member churches, particularly the Orthodox, that the WCC was a forum for the discussion of models of union, and not a body which prejudged any specific model. The matter of organic union was not formally considered any further at the Lund Faith and Order conference (1952) or at the Second Assembly of the WCC (1954) at Evanston.

A new factor then assumed major significance in relation to the united churches in the ecumenical movement: the issue of the interrelationship between mission and church union. This issue had been present ever since and indeed before the Edinburgh Conference of 1910. It became significant again in the church union negotiations leading up to the formation of the Church of South India (CSI) in 1947. Its leading proponent and expositor was Lesslie Newbigin, an evangelist and theologian of the Reformed tradition, and later a bishop of the CSI, who was to become a leading spokesperson for interconfessional organic unions (Wainwright 2000: 81–134). He developed his work on the theological rationale for the formation of the CSI when he served as General Secretary of the International Missionary Council (IMC). The incorporation of the IMC into the WCC in New Delhi in 1961 heavily influenced the work of that Third Assembly of the WCC. However, already by 1947, Newbigin had used the concept of the unity of ‘all in one place’, and in 1954 had maintained that the correct form of church unity was:

first that it must be such that all who are in Christ in any place are, in that place, visibly one fellowship; and second, that it must be such that each local community is so ordered and so related to the whole that its fellowship with all Christ’s people everywhere, and with all who have gone before or will come after, is made clear (Newbigin 1955: 31).

What had begun in the CSI union negotiations, as reflected in Newbigin’s The Reunion of the Church (Newbigin 1948), continued to develop as the IMC and the WCC came together. As a result of a request by the WCC Central Committee to Faith and Order for comment on the Toronto Statement, and as a result of Newbigin’s work on the future of Faith and Order, in 1959 Faith and Order presented to the Central Committee a statement that was subsequently very largely adopted by the Third Assembly (Wainwright 2000: 113–114). The assembly used the critical words:

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptised into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people’ (WCC 1962: 116).

At the 1961 assembly, the concept of the local united church was further clarified, specifically through a further definition of the term ‘place’. ‘“Place” may further imply not only local communities but also much wider geographical areas such as states, provinces or nations, and certainly refers to all Christian people in each place regardless of race and class’ (WCC 1962: 118). The Fourth World Conference of Faith and Order in Montreal in 1963 then paid considerable attention to local organic unity. Moreover, New Delhi also formally enshrined the central ‘death and rebirth’ principle in relation to organic unions: ‘The achievement of unity will involve nothing less than a death and rebirth of many forms of church life as we have known them. We believe that nothing less costly can finally suffice’ (WCC 1962: 117). New Delhi and the decade immediately following it form the high point of organic unions. They highlight the critical issue raised by Stephen Neill at the end of his survey of church unions: ‘The final and terrible difficulty is that Churches cannot unite, unless they are willing to die.…But until Church union clearly takes shape as a better resurrection on the other side of death, the impulse towards it is likely to be weak and half-hearted’ (Neill 1986: 495).

However, the decades that followed brought a number of changes which had considerable impact on the development of united and uniting churches in the sense of organic unions. There were local factors: many of the unions, where there had already been negotiations and planning, had now been achieved or were soon to be achieved; those union negotiations facing difficulties appeared now to be faltering; and it was evident that this form of organic union had largely occurred within the Protestant traditions.

Beyond these local factors, greater international developments were taking place that would have a major impact on the formation of new united and uniting churches of the interconfessional type. First, there was the influence of major political and social movements, as well as religious pluralism, on the churches, and particularly on the WCC, from the mid-1960s. This was part of the ‘paradigm shift’ described by Konrad Raiser, and was seen clearly in the debates from the Fourth Assembly of the WCC at Uppsala in 1968 onwards, particularly at the assemblies in Nairobi in 1975 and in Canberra in 1991. Organic union began to lose its place as a central focus, as churches begin to consider that ecclesiastical arrangements should no longer be seen as a primary aim of the gospel, but that more emphasis should now be placed on the churches’ common witness in the midst of international social evils. Thus, the efforts towards organic church unity were in some quarters seen as dilettante, with greater emphasis needing to be placed on the churches’ collaboration in combating social evils. Moreover, these tasks were seen to be global in scope, and indeed such a focus gradually developed into concern for the unity of all humankind and for the unity of the whole of creation.

Second, the entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement in the 1960s as a result of Vatican II had an enormous impact. The very largely joyous reception by the member churches of the WCC of the Catholic Church’s involvement in the ecumenical movement, and in particular of its membership of Faith and Order, meant that discussion and debate would inevitably be heavily influenced by an international agenda, and specifically by the Catholic Church’s desire for international agreements rather than for local and national moves for organic church union. The importance of this international agenda was emphasized when the Catholic Church’s ecumenical agency was renamed the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU), in 1989. The emphasis also shifted from local organic church unions to bilateral dialogues between Christian World Communions (CWCs). These CWCs now assumed a much more significant role than the one they had played in the decades leading up to New Delhi (Kinnamon 1983).

Third, after New Delhi, the growing influence of the Orthodox Churches within the WCC brought much wider recognition of the role of ecumenical councils and conciliarity in general in the church. That influence also further enhanced the importance of CWCs. Fourth, an emphasis on the variety of models of koinonia (as found in the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order at Santiago de Compostela, 1993) (Best & Gassman 1994) was often seen as a less painful way forward than the trauma experienced at times in the formation of organic unions through ‘dying and rebirth’. Fifth, much New Testament scholarship of this period claimed to show that there had not actually been an organic unity of the church in the first century, as had been claimed in the earlier years of the ecumenical movement. For these reasons the central position occupied by the formation of organically united churches in specific places, particularly in state and national localities, appeared to be passing.

Assessment

It is now appropriate to assess how effective an instrument these united and uniting churches have been. If we look at the organically united churches, the primary common factor to emerge has been the principle of ‘death and rebirth’. The language sometimes used is: ‘Others have talked about unity; we have carried it out’. The distinguished ecumenist, D. T. Niles put it starkly in relation to the formation of the CSI: ‘No “schemes of union” have come about: the churches have united’ (see Visser ’t Hooft 1949: 62). These churches have thus been described variously as having a prophetic role, as being at the cutting edge of ecumenism, and as producing the pearls in the ecumenical system. Their existence, particularly in their first years, has been a symbolic, and indeed a proleptic, witness to the coming, united universal church.

However, since the decline in the central place given to the concept of united churches on the one hand, and the development of new forms of global bilateral dialogue on the other, the united and uniting churches themselves have often been heavily influenced by the changing discourses. They could, and initially often did, give their primary attention to their special charism of unity, to the fact that they are united, and to the reality that they have gone through the God-given ‘death and rebirth’ experience of entering into a new form of Christian existence. However, under the influence of Uppsala and Nairobi, they often gave up primarily attending to the fact of their special gift, and became taken up with international issues of social justice. Significant observations can be made in relation to the United Church of Canada, for instance. After its union in 1925, it was often seen as strongly holding on to its gift of union at the expense of being rather conservative in relation to other issues. It initially delayed the ordination of women for fear that that might compromise further unions. On the other hand, from the late 1980s, it became very heavily involved at the forefront of the international debate on issues of sexuality, divisive though that was in relation to its internal unity, and difficult though it seemed in relation to its specific charism as a leader in the area of organic church unions.

Again, the Uniting Church in Australia became known internationally very soon after its union not for the fact of that union but for its involvement in the defence of human rights for the Australian Aboriginal community. Despite the media often sensationalizing its involvement in issues of social justice, the Uniting Church itself nevertheless began to see this issue as central to its being. It thus seems that a major issue for united churches has been the degree to which they have maintained their initial particular charism of unity as central, or have simply settled down as denominations and primarily participated in the broader international ecumenical discourse, or in the national and local theological debates of their place and time. Their strengths and weaknesses as instruments in the ecumenical movement have largely been related to their ability, or failure, to prosecute their particular charism and to carry it through consistently in their internal life and work.

On the one hand, bilateral dialogues carried out by the CWCs emphasize the importance of theological convergence and indeed agreement in the search for international structural commitment between the churches. On the other hand, it may be said that united and uniting churches are the places where the vision of Christ’s one body is most clearly foreshadowed. However difficult the way, it is hard to envision the final goal without the organic union of the one body. United and uniting churches will always present proleptic visions of that goal.
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Chapter 31

Regional and National Councils of Churches


Michael Kinnamon




Introduction

A council of churches is a voluntary association of separated churches within a given area through which its members seek to manifest their fellowship with one another, engage in common activities of witness and service, and, generally speaking, advance towards the ecumenical goal of unity in Christ. A council of churches can be distinguished from a temporary church coalition in that the members make a long-term commitment to one another. As the delegates to the first assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) famously put it: ‘We intend to stay together’. A council can be distinguished from a clergy association or Christian service organization in that its members are not individuals but churches. It can be distinguished from an interfaith council in that its self-understanding includes shared confession of Jesus Christ.

The English word ‘council’ can be confusing since it conveys two distinct meanings. Many European languages have one term (e.g. Konzil, concile, concilio, concilium) for the authoritative gatherings of the ancient Church (e.g. the Council of Nicaea) and of some contemporary churches (e.g. the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church), or the ‘conciliar fellowship’ envisioned by some as the goal of the ecumenical movement. Each of these is a setting for making authoritative decisions regarding the church’s faith, practice, and witness. A second term (e.g. Rat, conseil, consejo, consilium) is used for the associations or fellowships of still-divided churches described in this chapter. The authority of this kind of council is only that accorded it by its members.

Councils of the latter sort are a relatively new thing in the history of the church. They developed in the course of the modern ecumenical movement and are among the movement’s most widespread and widely recognized expressions. While such councils of churches are not the unity for which Christ prayed and of which Paul writes, they are a significant step beyond the competitive, antagonistic separation that has marked so much of Christian history.

National councils of churches (NCCs) are composed of churches from a given country, bringing together representatives named by national structures of the churches (recognizing that some of them may not think of themselves as churches of only one nation). At the turn of the twenty-first century, there were more than one hundred NCCs. There are also regional councils (often referred to as Regional Ecumenical Organizations or REOs), bringing together churches from across a continent or geopolitical area, in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, and the Pacific. Several of them refer to themselves as ‘conferences’ rather than ‘councils’, an indication that their membership may include Christian bodies other than churches. Councils exist, as well, in thousands of local settings (e.g. cities, states, provinces, counties) where the agenda tends to focus on pragmatic cooperation.

The various levels of councils, though linked by common participation in the ecumenical movement, are structurally independent. Many of the NCCs, as well as the seven REOs, have an ‘associate’ or other working relationship with the WCC, but councils of churches do not form a hierarchy in which some are branches of others. A WCC policy statement from 1997, Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the WCC (CUV), expresses the desire that relationships among local, national, regional, and global councils of churches ‘should be characterized by a conciliar spirit of mutuality and cooperation, rather than competition and the demarcation of areas of influence’ (WCC 1997: 4.4)—a sure indication that this has not always been the case.

History

The origin of many national councils can be found in the missionary movement of the 19th century. The desire to substitute cooperation for competition led to the establishment of missionary councils both in Europe (e.g. the German Missionary Council in 1885) and in the mission fields of Asia and Africa (e.g. the National Missionary Council of India, Burma, and Ceylon in 1912). As their name implies, these councils were composed primarily of mission agencies and were intended to coordinate action for the spread of the Gospel.

The Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910, and the International Missionary Council (IMC) which grew out of it, gave considerable impetus to the establishment of national missionary councils in colonized regions. In 1910, there were two such national councils through which limited cooperation was possible. By 1928, the year of the first world gathering of the IMC, there were twenty-three.

The same period saw important changes in the self-understanding and terminology of councils, India being a good example. In 1923, the National Missionary Council of India became the National Christian Council of India, Burma, and Ceylon, a designation that reflected the increased role played by Asian Christians and their emerging churches. The new body also expanded its range of activities to include such things as famine relief, agricultural education and village improvement, and youth work—although evangelism remained its primary purpose.

The development of missionary councils, however, does not tell the whole story. The first national council in which churches were constituent members appears to have been the Protestant Federation of France (1905), a loose association created to enable mutual consultation and to carry out common tasks. This was followed in 1908 by the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America, which by 1910 included thirty-one denominations representing the majority of US Protestants. These organizations reflected a growing sense that gatherings of committed individuals were inadequate to the challenges of the day; the churches themselves needed to be together in council. But the emphasis was still on cooperative programming, not growth in unity.

By the middle of the century, however, a new understanding was beginning to emerge, along with another change in terminology. In 1950, for example, the Federal Council, which had included organizations other than churches as members, was reborn as the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. In India, the Christian Council adopted a new constitution in 1956, specifying that ‘only organized church bodies are entitled to direct representation in the council’—and subsequently changed its name to the National Council of Churches in India (NCCI). This paralleled developments in other parts of the world.

There were two primary reasons for these changes. First, national independence in places such as India contributed to the indigenization of the churches and to the realization that the membership of foreign mission agencies in national Christian councils undermined the relationship of these bodies to the national community and obscured their true purpose, now increasingly understood as the promotion of Christian fellowship in each place. Second, the birth of the WCC deeply affected ecumenical organizations around the world. The WCC, inaugurated in 1948, is defined in its Constitution as a ‘fellowship of churches’ whose ‘primary purpose’ is ‘to call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship’ (WCC 2013: Constitution, III). Councils, that is to say, are not simply instruments for cooperative service and evangelism, but fellowships or communities through which the churches seek to grow in deeper communion with one another.

The first regional council of churches was the East Asia Christian Conference (now called the Christian Conference of Asia), which held its inaugural assembly in 1959. All of the REOs came into existence between 1959 and 1982, a period when numerous churches from Africa, Asia, and Latin America were claiming independent status and joining the WCC. The distinctive aims of the REOs are to shape a common response to issues of regional concern and to serve as a bridge between churches of the region and global Christian organizations.

Most councils began as pan-Protestant bodies, although Orthodox Christians have been active in ecumenism from the early years of the movement. Four Eastern Orthodox Churches entered the US Federal Council in 1940, and, in the twenty-first century, Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches are active members of councils from Europe and the Middle East to Australia and North America.

Since the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), the Roman Catholic Church has become a member of more than half of all NCCs and three of the seven regional councils, despite the fact that it is not a member of the WCC. Roman Catholic participation is encouraged, within specified guidelines, by the Vatican’s 1975 document, Ecumenical Collaboration at the Regional, National, and Local Levels, and by the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism of 1993.

These guidelines—which, among other things, call for clear and precise agreement on a council’s decision-making process and manner of making public statements—have contributed to the development of a new model of conciliar life (e.g. Churches Together in Britain and Ireland). In the ‘classical model’, representatives of the member churches meet periodically, in an assembly and governing board, in order to decide on policies, programmes, and common declarations. These are then implemented by a staff, often working through programme committees. The danger is that a council, guided and staffed by ecumenical enthusiasts, will assert its own agenda alongside of, or even over against, the churches. In the new ‘churches together’ model, which tends to have a less centralized structure, the council does not act or speak unless there is a consensus among the member churches to do so, and church leaders play a more prominent role in decision-making.

Ecclesiological Significance

Since the phenomenon of now-separated churches committing themselves to one another in the fellowship of a council is a new one, the ecclesiological character of these bodies has been the subject of much interest and debate since the middle of the twentieth century. Put simply: to what extent is the reality of the church expressed in councils of churches? And to what extent (in what way) can councils contribute to the visible expression of the church’s unity? The most significant documents dealing with the theological basis of councils of churches, at the global level, are the so-called ‘Toronto Statement’, on The Church, the Churches and the World Council of Churches (WCC 1950), adopted by the WCC’s Central Committee in 1950, and Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the WCC (WCC 1997). But national and regional councils have certainly contributed to the discussion, especially through four international consultations (1971, 1986, 1993, and 2012). While brief summary is difficult, the following three points have been repeatedly affirmed in these documents and gatherings.

1. The essence of a council of churches is the relationship of the member churches to one another, not their relationship to the structure of the council. A council, to say it another way, is not an organization that churches join, but a mutual commitment they make in order to form a fellowship or community of churches. There are countless organizations that provide services on behalf of churches or organize activities in areas of common interest. These, however, should not be confused with a council (i.e. a fellowship) of the churches themselves. Whenever churches see a council as ‘they’ rather than ‘we’, as ‘that organization’ rather than ‘our fellowship’, then conciliar life has been radically misunderstood—and the accountability that ought to go with conciliar membership has been minimized.

The problem can also arise in the other direction: the staff or assembly of a conciliar structure may act or speak as if the council were distinct from the churches. This is a point of considerable tension. Ecumenical leaders often insist that a council should be an instrument of the ecumenical movement, not only a community of the churches. Conciliar participation, in the words of the prominent ecumenist Lukas Vischer, should be ‘a thorn in the flesh of the churches’ (Vischer 1972: 80), prodding them to go beyond what they initially see as their agenda, calling them to risk prophetic, pioneering forms of witness. The work of ‘the council’ will likely be dismissed or resisted, however, unless the churches recognize that the thorn comes from their commitment to one another. A primary role of the staff and structure of a council is to hold the churches accountable to the implications of such commitment.

2. The Toronto Statement articulated a negative principle that has been especially important for Orthodox and Roman Catholic involvement in councils: conciliar membership does not necessarily imply that a church affirms the doctrines and practices of the others, or even ‘that each church must regard the other member churches as churches in the true and full sense of the word’ (WCC 1950: IV. 4). The crucial new fact about councils is that they are the place in which divided churches experience regular, substantive contact.

It is not enough, however, to stop with this negative principle. While membership in a council of churches need not mean full mutual recognition, it does imply a recognition by each member church ‘that the other members belong to Christ, that membership in the church of Christ is more inclusive than the membership of their own church and that the others possess at the very least “elements of the true church”’ (WCC 1997: 3.5.5). If a church does not recognize these things in the other members, then its participation will likely be superficial. It will see the council as a purely utilitarian structure rather than as an expression, however partial and preliminary, of fellowship given in Christ.

3. The fellowship that is at the heart of a council of churches is not static, but ‘a dynamic, relational reality’ (WCC 1997: 3.5.3) which ought to change and, hopefully, deepen as a result of interaction in the council. Membership, as noted earlier, does not necessarily mean that churches enter the community of the council agreeing about the nature of the church and its unity. To stop there, however, would be to reduce the council to a debating society and implicitly endorse the present form of conciliar relationship as an adequate manifestation of Christian unity.

It follows that councils of churches must be regarded as provisional, must be prepared to die in order that fuller expressions of communion may be born. They are steps towards deeper fellowship as the church, which is why councils betray their calling and actually hinder the work of ecumenism if they become service organizations aimed at self-perpetuation. The WCC’s Faith and Order Commission puts this issue in the form of questions: ‘Do councils continue to serve the cause of unity, or do they rather institutionalise a limited degree of unity and perpetuate division? Do they serve to go on to the next step on the road, or do they give the churches a good conscience by leaving them at a stage where they are not quite divided but not yet united? (WCC 1978: 282).

The reports and documents stress that councils of churches are not the church, and that decisions about ecclesial union are properly left to the churches. Councils, however, are a crucial setting in which trust can grow, divisive issues can be discussed, and reception of the results of ecumenical dialogue can be encouraged. What we call councils of churches, said Vischer at the 1971 international consultation, are the structural expressions of the churches’ ecumenical commitment. As such, ‘they constitute the setting, created by the churches themselves, within which the promise of renewal may be heard’ (Vischer 1972: 80). They are, thus, ‘instruments of unity’ (Best 1988), perhaps even preliminary expressions of it—but not the full visible unity that is the goal of the ecumenical movement.

Challenges

Councils of churches vary greatly in breadth of membership, scope of programme, size of staff, and social/cultural context. They still, however, face several common challenges.

Membership

Most NCCs and REOs include only a portion, often a fairly small portion, of the churches in their country or region. Pentecostal and evangelical churches are members of some councils; but, for the most part, such churches (and certainly fundamentalist ones) have avoided conciliar participation due to a general mistrust of the ecumenical movement and a more specific fear that council membership would associate them with statements and actions they deem too politically and theologically liberal. Some Orthodox Churches have voiced similar reservations.

NCC leaders, at the periodic international consultations, express a desire to expand the confessional range of their membership, although there is also an obvious tension between comprehensiveness and prophetic witness. The wider the circle, the more difficult it becomes to take common stands on controversial issues of the day.

A related challenge stems from the fact that, in recent years, the membership of the NCCs has diverged from that of the WCC, especially as the Roman Catholic Church has joined more and more national councils. As a result, the WCC may be asked to speak out on a given issue by its members in a particular country, while the local NCC, which includes churches not belonging to the World Council, is taking a different stand.

Programme

Councils of churches, unlike church union dialogues or single-issue coalitions, are the place where all of the streams of the ecumenical movement—justice, service, mission, worship, education, as well as church unity—find expression and, ideally, are brought into relation with one another. Some councils, however, have paid more attention to divisions in society than to divisions within and among the churches, thus potentially lessening their ecumenical significance. In some countries (e.g. the United States), the NCC’s programmes of service, relief, and development have separated from the rest of the council, becoming an independent aid agency. This splitting of diakonia and koinonia also threatens the self-understanding of councils as places where the streams of the movement are integrated.

In 2012, representatives from NCCs and REOs in thirty-two countries or regions gathered in Beirut for the fourth in the series of international consultations, organized or supported by the WCC, of national and regional councils of churches. The 2012 consultation affirmed the traditional conciliar agenda including such things as: shared response to natural disaster and other forms of human need; common service and advocacy in the face of poverty, violence, and oppression; common worship and curriculum development; shared study of church-dividing questions—while also posing three programme-related challenges, as follows:



1. Can councils become more intentionally places of ecumenical formation, communities in which the ecumenical vision is taught to a new generation of church representatives?

2. Can councils claim a major role in promoting interfaith dialogues and relationships without losing their Christ-centred identity? NCCs and REOs in such places as Nigeria, Indonesia, and the Middle East testify to both the importance and the difficulty of interfaith activity.

3. Can councils be an arena where the churches feel free to discuss the most divisive issues within and among them (e.g. human sexuality)? Will churches dare to bring their deepest fears and passions to the conciliar table, affirming their basic unity in Christ even when confronted with genuine disagreement, or will they, as is often the case, settle for a polite coexistence that avoids contentious matters?





Finances

Most councils struggle to obtain adequate funding for the programmes and services authorized by church representatives, with a result that concern for survival takes precedence over innovative thinking. Financial difficulties often lead to restructuring, which frequently means that fewer staff are asked to do the same amount of work. Many councils are turning to non-church sources of revenue, which potentially calls into question their identity as a community of the churches.

A related, and long-standing, concern for councils in the global South is their historic dependence on the transfer of material resources from churches and agencies in the North. While such external funding can promote worthwhile projects and be a sign of global partnership, it also runs the risk of eroding self-reliance, allowing others to set the council’s agenda, and undermining the very idea of the council as a fellowship of churches in that country or region.

Wider Relationships

Another concern highlighted in the series of international consultations is the relationship of NCCs and REOs to the numerous movements and organizations that have sprung up in order to give Christian witness on particular matters of justice and peace. Such groups challenge the frequent reticence of churches and the councils they form to respond quickly and forcefully to pressing issues of the day. Councils need to be attentive to, even collaborative with, renewal movements and prophetic groups, even as they remain rooted in the actual life of the churches.

These social justice coalitions are only part of the proliferation of ecumenical actors in the early decades of the twenty-first century. In India, to continue that example, such bodies as the All India Christian Council and the Global Council of Indian Christians are staking their claim to be the forum for concerted Christian witness, thus diminishing the status of the NCCI. NCCs that have a historic relationship to the wider ecumenical movement now appear, in many countries, to be one among several competing ecumenical agencies.

Accountability

Important as the preceding concerns may be, the overriding challenge is generally for the churches to take seriously their accountability to one another as members of the council. Former WCC staff member, Victor Hayward, after visiting some eighty NCCs, put the matter this way in a presentation to the 1971 consultation:

A council committee usually means a gathering of church leaders to decide what the council shall do, instead of what their churches should do together through the council. The churches are not really committed to one another.…This means that councils are too frequently an ecumenical facade behind which the churches in practice remain as unecumenical as ever.

(Hayward 1971: 518)

Some NCCs have responded to this challenge by developing ‘Marks of Commitment’ or ‘Implications of Membership’, a sample of which is included in Towards a Common Understanding and Vision of the WCC (WCC 1997: 3.7).

This last point is a reminder that, despite the temptation to make ‘orthopaedic’ changes when confronted with structural or financial challenges, the real problem for councils is ‘cardiac’. That is to say that real change in councils requires deep-seated change in the churches that constitute them, including a renewed vision of, and passion for, the church’s oneness in Christ that leads the denominations, in the words of the famous ‘Lund Principle’, to ‘act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately’ (Tomkins 1953: 16). This is the greatest challenge for councils of churches in any era.
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Chapter 32

Covenants


Gillian Kingston




Introduction

Addressing the Lambeth Conference 2008, Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks observed: ‘A contract is a transaction. A covenant is a relationship. Or to put it slightly differently, a contract is about interests. A covenant is about identity. It is about you and me coming together to form an “us”. That is why contracts benefit, but covenants transform’ (Sacks 2008).

Identity and relationship lie at the heart of the notion of covenant for the churches. While many remain convinced that the ultimate goal of the ecumenical movement is, in the words of the International Commission for Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council, ‘full communion in faith, mission and sacramental life’ (RC-M 1986: n. 20), many also believe that there are steps along the way which bring churches to interim positions which have the potential for development into closer relationship. As the Foreword to the Anglican-Methodist Covenant says: ‘we see the Anglican-Methodist Covenant we propose as a stepping stone on the way to further developments’ (Anglican-Methodist Covenant 2001, v).

Background

In 1948, the first Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) declared in its Message: ‘[We] have covenanted with one another in constituting this World Council of Churches. We intend to stay together. We call upon Christian congregations everywhere to endorse and fulfil this covenant in their relations one with another’ (Ecumenical Movement, 21). ‘Covenant’ had entered ecumenical discourse.

A further impetus to inter-church relationships came from the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) and resultant bilateral theological dialogues. Hopes were high that church unity might be achieved by the end of the century. However, it became clear that resting places along the way would be required by some: ‘covenant’ as a commitment between churches which, while binding in many respects, stops short of full unity, has proved to be one such. Paul Crow writes: ‘In covenanting, each church maintains, for the present and as long as each church shall decide, its ecclesiastical structures, traditions, forms of worship and systems of ministerial placement. Nevertheless, in a solemn act the churches ask God through the Holy Spirit to create out of their separated lives a new ecclesial community committed to common mission in the world’ (Crow 2002: 269).

In a number of countries, the notion of covenanting has been used to draw churches closer to each other. Different dynamics obtain in different places where circumstances, history, and social milieu may bring non-theological factors into play. For some, ‘covenant’ may be a step too far; for others it offers a resting place, as mentioned, from which to move forward.

Covenant Relationships in Britain and Ireland

The Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi in 1961 placed an emphasis on local ecumenism (Ecumenical Movement, 88–92). Subsequently, a British Faith and Order conference, aptly entitled ‘Unity Begins at Home’, held in Nottingham, England, in 1964, urged the member churches of the then British Council of Churches (anomalously including the Irish churches) ‘in appropriate groupings such as nations, to covenant together to work and pray for the inauguration of union by a date agreed amongst them’ (Potter 2002: 266). The churches of Scotland, Wales, Ireland, and England responded in a variety of ways. The situation is complex. Some churches are contained within one nation—specifically the four respective Anglican churches. Others are found in different combinations of nations: the Methodist Church in Britain is located in England, Scotland, and Wales, while the Methodist Church in Ireland covers both political jurisdictions on that island.

Scotland

Historically, the word ‘covenant’ has negative connotations in Scotland, harking back to the bloody disputes between the Covenanters (Presbyterians) and their opponents in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, following the Nottingham conference, a Multilateral Church Conversation was initiated which fed into the later Scottish Church Initiative for Union. This initiative ended in 2003 when the Church of Scotland was unable to agree on the process; the Scottish Episcopal Church followed suit. The Scottish Episcopal Church, the Scotland Synod of the Methodist Church, and the United Reformed Church National Synod in Scotland then formulated a Statement of Partnership, to be reviewed on a five-yearly basis (see Methodist Church in Scotland website).

Wales

Post-Nottingham, the Church in Wales (Anglican), the Methodist Church, the Presbyterian Church of Wales, the United Reformed Church, the Baptist Union of Great Britain and Ireland (as it then was), and the Union of Welsh Independents formed a Joint Covenant Committee. The committee produced a number of documents focusing on covenant relationship (Council of Churches for Wales 1965, 1968, 1971). Early in 1975, the churches, with the exception of the Union of Welsh Independents, joined in declaring: ‘we enter now into this solemn Covenant before God and with one another, to work and pray in common obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ, in order that by the Holy Spirit we may be brought into one visible Church to serve together in mission to the glory of God the Father’ (Churches Together in Wales 1975). The following year, the Commission of the Covenanted Churches in Wales was established.

The text of the Welsh Covenant presents seven pairs of ‘recognitions’ and consequent ‘intentions’ concerning: (i) faith, (ii) calling, (iii) membership of the one church of Jesus Christ, (iv) common baptism, (v) ordained ministry, (vi) worship and sacramental life, and (vii) concern for good governance. Acknowledging that they did not know what form union might take, the signatories held themselves open to the Spirit. This openness has been tested: several initiatives, including the discussion document Ministry in a Uniting Church (Commission of the Covenanted Churches 1986) and a process for appointing an ecumenical bishop, were debated by the churches, but failed to gain approval, as was required, by all the churches.

In 2005, the covenanted churches signed the Trefeca Declaration, committing to another six years in covenant relationship (Churches Together in Wales 2005), and in 2010 the commission requested the churches to renew that commitment for a further five years from 2011, to be reviewed in 2016. The continuing agenda of the commission includes more work on governance and a model of pastoral oversight or episcope acceptable to all the churches that would enable interchangeability of ministries, encouraged by the Irish model.

Ireland

The 1964 Nottingham conference led to a renewal of conversations among the Protestant churches, with the Presbyterian, Congregational, and Methodist Churches engaging in unity discussions. On the inclusion of the Church of Ireland, the discussion fragmented into bilateral discussions, with the eventual withdrawal of the Congregationalists. In 1968, the bilaterals merged to form a Tripartite Consultation involving the Church of Ireland, the Methodist Church in Ireland, and the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. The consultation hastened to publish a Declaration of Intent (Methodist Church in Ireland 1968: 163), committing to the search for unity and acknowledging that each church would need to change. A major report of the Tripartite Consultation, Towards a United Church, was produced in 1973. However, after this promising start, the consultation gradually ground to a halt when the Presbyterian Church withdrew from any theological dialogue in 1989. Contributory factors included the political situation in Ireland, perceptions of the WCC’s Programme to Combat Racism, and theological issues regarding the historic episcopate.

The Church of Ireland and the Methodist Church in Ireland thus found themselves in a bilateral relationship. The ensuing Joint Theological Working Party (JTWP) spent time establishing this new relationship while holding a door open to the Presbyterian Church. Included in its terms of reference was the brief to relate to the Anglican-Methodist International Commission (now the Anglican-Methodist International Commission for Unity and Mission). In 1999, the General Synod of the Church of Ireland and the Conference of the Methodist Church in Ireland urged the JTWP to ‘hasten on with its work’ (Methodist Church in Ireland 1999: 118). Archbishop Robin Eames noted that the relationship between the two churches ‘could be further developed with a formal mutual recognition of both churches’ ministries and a covenant to work and witness together where possible allowing interchange of ministries and the ensuing growth of fellowship’ (Eames 1999: lviii). The following year, a draft covenant document was presented to the governing bodies and passed to circuits and parishes for comment. A final version was presented in 2002, passing unanimously at the Church of Ireland General Synod and with an overwhelming majority at the Conference of the Methodist Church (Methodist Church in Ireland 2002: 93). The covenant was formally signed on 26 September 2002 (Methodist Church in Ireland 2003: 72). A Covenant Council was appointed to further the relationship between the two churches.

The covenant affirms what each church can say about the other in terms of unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity; the dominical sacraments; the common faith; a common inheritance; acceptable diversity; and ministry and oversight. Further affirming that the churches are being called to share a common life and mission, ten steps are proposed relating variously to work in local circuits and parishes, at national level, and for ongoing theological dialogue (Methodist Church in Ireland 2002: 95–96). The theme of mission has been fundamental in this covenant.

Theological discussion has focused on the interchangeability of ministries. A significant breakthrough was achieved in 2010 when the governing bodies overwhelmingly agreed with the report of the Covenant Council that ‘we have discerned consonance between the office and function of the Presidents and Past Presidents of the Methodist Church in Ireland and the office and function of Bishops in the Church of Ireland based on the current doctrinal understanding and ecclesiology of both churches’ (Methodist Church in Ireland 2010: 76). Following the necessary legislation, among the hands laid on the President of the Methodist Church, Revd Peter Murray, at his installation in June 2014 were those of the Archbishops of Armagh and of Dublin and the Bishop of Down and Dromore. Some months later, in January 2015, the process was completed when, among the hands laid on the Bishop of Limerick and Killaloe, Rt Revd Kenneth Kearon, at his consecration were those of the President and two ex-Presidents of the Methodist Church. Work continues on the implications of the covenant for the life and mission of the two churches.

England

At the invitation of the Methodist Church, informal conversations between the Church of England and the Methodist Church were initiated in 1994. Having experienced the disappointment of rejection in 1972 when proposals for Anglican-Methodist unity failed to reach the required majority at the General Synod of the Church of England, approaches were cautious. The 2001 report to the churches reflected on the language of ‘covenant’:

The language of Covenant is important…[I]t picks up the many covenantal relationships at the local and regional level between Anglicans and Methodists, and indeed with other Christians too. It is also a profoundly biblical term. In Scripture, God’s covenant with his people is made by grace. It involves forgiveness and healing. It survives the ups and downs of human nature and human experience, for it is God who calls and enables and God keeps faith. Our own proposed covenant involves a major commitment to work together, at every level of church life, in all the ways that now become appropriate and to strive to overcome the remaining obstacles to further and fuller forms of visible unity. (Anglican-Methodist Covenant 2001: vi)

Since the Anglican-Methodist Covenant was signed in November 2003, the Joint Implementation Commission (JIC) has produced a number of reports, interim and quinquennial. The Methodist Church in Britain covers the three nations of Great Britain (England, Wales, and Scotland) while the Church of England resides in England. The Church in Wales and the Scottish Episcopal Church are now represented on the JIC and conversations have been held on whether these churches might become formal signatories to the covenant while maintaining current ecumenical relationships within their respective nations. The final report of the JIC recommended that the two churches form a Joint Covenant Advocacy and Monitoring Group (JCAMG) composed of those who have ‘access to the key policy making bodies of [the] two churches’. Its task is to ‘monitor progress of faith and order conversations and other on-going work under the Covenant and advocate new initiatives [and] facilitate communication of Anglican-Methodist developments in England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland’ (Joint Implementation Committee 2014: para. 49).

The Anglican-Methodist Covenant in New Zealand

Following an invitation from the 2002 General Synod of the Anglican Church in New Zealand to the Methodist Church to embark on conversations, representatives from each church undertook discussions which culminated in their drawing up and signing a covenant. The two churches had been among those involved in a failed Plan for Union in the early 1970s; however, being at a new place in their relationship, they believed that entering a covenant would enable a deepening of that relationship. The proposal presented to the governing bodies concluded with the words:

[A]s we have reflected on the biblical understanding of covenant it has come alive for us. We have become excited by the possibilities it opens up. For in covenant we are provided with a sacred space that is filled with trust and loyalty. In covenant relationship questions can be explored in the context of a commitment to one another. Commitment to the relationship makes possible consideration of deep issues that are not easily resolved, without fear of abandonment or betrayal. In the Christian tradition it has been appreciated that covenant creates a robust environment where honesty is valued and where [the] relationship survives disappointments and moments of pain. Given that how each partner acts affects the other, covenant relationship requires mutual accountability.

(Methodist Church of New Zealand 2007: F 4)

Endorsed by the governing bodies in 2008, the covenant was signed on Wesley Day, 24 May 2009. The covenant affirms that the churches entered this covenant relationship ‘on the basis of our shared history, our agreement on the apostolic faith, our shared theological understandings of the nature and mission of the church and of its ministry and oversight, and our agreed vision of a greater practical expression of the unity in Christ of our two churches’. A significant commitment in the covenant is: ‘To develop a safe ecumenical space in which there is opportunity to explore together uncomfortable questions’. Notably also, the parties commit themselves to an ‘open and generous relationship that holds an awareness of the other in everything we do’ (Methodist Church of New Zealand 2008: F 1–4).

The third phase of the New Zealand conversations began in 2011 with a view to exploring questions related to the recognition and interchangeability of ordained ministries, noting what has been achieved both in Ireland and in the report of the Anglican-Methodist International Commission for Unity in Mission, Into All the World: Being and Becoming Apostolic Churches (A-M 2014). A process of reception of the key proposals is being undertaken. A new aspect of the third phase was the intention to explore the two churches’ respective vocational (or permanent) diaconates with a view to enriching diaconal mission in local communities.

Multilateral Proposals in Australia

The National Council of Churches in Australia (NCCA) was established in 1994. Some years later, the fifteen member churches, believing that their initial coming together was an implicit expression of covenanting, recommitted themselves to each other in a further, explicit act of covenanting (Australian Churches Covenanting Together 2010). This covenant is multidimensional and includes a number of levels of commitment, from the simple sharing of buildings through to theological dialogue. As they were able, the churches signed on to different aspects of the agreement, with a number of other churches signing in subsequent years.

The Anglican Church of Australia and the Uniting Church in Australia have been involved in many years of dialogue and have produced several reports on issues relating to baptism and ministry. Following the 2001 report, For the Sake of the Gospel: Mutual Recognition of Ordained Ministries in the Anglican and Uniting Churches (ACA-UCA 2001), a Covenant of Association and Communion was proposed. However, the Doctrine Commission of the General Synod of the Anglican Church expressed reservations and the covenant did not materialize.

United States of America

In 1962, four major American churches—the United Presbyterian Church, the Episcopal Church, the Methodist Church, and the United Church of Christ—came together to constitute the Consultation on Church Union (COCU). By the late 1960s, there were nine members. A Plan of Union was drawn up (1968–70), but this failed to achieve agreement primarily because of issues relating to ministry. In the ensuing years, the language of ‘covenant’ entered the discourse as a new way of relating which would not involve the individual churches losing their denominational identity and autonomy. A series of documents developed this concept (Consultation on Church Union 1985, 1989).

In 1999, COCU voted to dissolve itself, and it reconstituted itself in 2002 as Churches Uniting in Christ (CUIC). CUIC brings together denominations from across a wide spectrum of American church life, and defines itself as ‘a covenant relationship among eleven Christian communions that have pledged to live more closely together in expressing their unity in Christ and combating racism together’ (CUIC website). Both COCU and CUIC have used the language of covenant freely. However, there has not been any ceremonial and public entering of the churches into covenant relationship with each other.

Conclusion

Clearly, multilateral covenant arrangements, such as those in Australia and the USA, are much looser than bilateral covenants as found in England, Ireland, and New Zealand. Multilateral covenants present many variable factors, whereas in bilateral covenants partner churches can focus on each other without needing to consider whether what they agree between themselves is going to have an adverse effect on other partners.

That being said, even in covenant agreements which appear similar, different factors, theological and otherwise, may be in operation. The Irish and English covenants examined earlier are a case in point: the Church of England is an established church, but the Church of Ireland was disestablished in 1869. The legislation for the consecration of women as bishops was already in place in Ireland, whereas initially that was not the case in England. The Church of England is a majority church in the land, whereas both the Church of Ireland and the Methodist Church are very much minority churches in Ireland.

Covenants involving episcopal churches may be complicated by differing understandings of episcope (oversight) and episcopacy. A number of proposals have ground to a halt, at least temporarily, on this issue. It may be that the solution found in Ireland can act as an example. Disparity of size may be problematic, particularly when it comes to the larger church recognizing—or failing to recognize—the smaller partner when making decisions or taking stands. Hence the significance of the New Zealand covenant’s declared seeking to hold ‘an awareness of the other in everything we do’, as seen earlier.

A significant motif running through covenant agreements is that of mission. It is clear that, whether explicitly or implicitly, the churches commit to being one that the world may believe (John 17:21). The Foreword to the revised covenant document presented to the General Synod of the Church of Ireland and to the Conference of the Methodist Church in Ireland in 2001 summarizes this admirably:

[W]e stand poised to take the next step in our relationship. The agenda at this point is not one of institutional or organic union, and certainly not one of assimilation. Rather it is an agenda of unity in ministry and mission. This vision is not our vision; it the commission of Jesus Christ. We have been called to make visible that unity which has already been given to us by Christ himself.

(Joint Theological Working Party 2001: 100)
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Interchurch Families


Ruth Reardon




Introduction

It may seem surprising to include interchurch families among ecumenical instruments. Most such instruments are official bodies or organs of dialogue set up by the churches to promote Christian unity, whereas interchurch couples simply come into existence when partners from different churches fall in love and sense that God has called them to marriage. Their own unity as two persons called into an ‘intimate partnership [communitas] of married life and love’ (Second Vatican Council 1965: n. 48) is at the forefront of their minds. The institutional churches have not generally encouraged such marriages—in the past they have strongly warned against ‘mixed marriages’, and they still tend to point to the inherent difficulties rather than possible benefits of such unions.

Yet since the official entry of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement at the Second Vatican Council many interchurch couples involving a Catholic partner—it is mostly to such couples that this chapter refers—have believed that their own growing unity could in some small way contribute to making visible the growing unity between their churches. The confidence of those couples grew, and in 1998 the First World Gathering of Interchurch Families was held in Geneva, at the headquarters of the World Council of Churches. The Second World Gathering of Interchurch Families, held in Rome in 2003, stated:

We believe that, as interchurch families, we have a significant and unique contribution to make to our churches’ growth in visible Christian unity. Many people in our churches have told us that we are pioneers. As two baptised Christians who are members of two different, and as yet separated Christian traditions, we have come together in the covenant of marriage to form one Christian family. As we grow into that unity, we begin and continue to share in the life and worship of each other’s church communities. We develop a love and understanding not only of one another, but also of the churches that have given each of us our religious and spiritual identity. In this way interchurch families can become both a sign of unity and a means to grow towards unity. We believe that interchurch families can form a connective tissue helping in a small way to bring our churches together in the one Body of Christ.

(Interchurch Families 2003: Introduction)

Growing Appreciation of Interchurch Families

The Roman Catholic Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism issued by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU) in 1993 refers to the spouses in mixed marriages between a Catholic and another baptised Christian as ‘those who share the sacraments of baptism and marriage’ (PCPCU 1993: n. 160). Not all such couples would normally be called ‘interchurch’. One or both partners might be nominal Christians, or if both are practising they might decide to worship separately within their respective ecclesial communities. In interchurch families properly so-called both partners remain faithful to their original church as practising members, but, so far as possible, they are committed to participating in the life and worship of their spouse’s church, too. They share parental responsibility, bringing their children up to appreciate both Christian traditions. There is no blueprint for how this is done; each family is unique, and in conscientious striving comes to a common mind on how to live out its two-church character, its double belonging.

In the 1960s, interchurch couples who began to explore this possibility felt isolated. Groups and associations were formed for mutual support. Many couples in these groups had experienced difficulties and discouragement from their families and church communities, but they remained positive about the opportunities offered by such marriages for themselves, their children, and their churches, and they wanted to share this positive approach with other mixed couples who felt pressured into choosing one church or the other, or who decided to cut their links with both churches because of the problems they encountered. Together with ministers of other communions, ecumenically-minded Catholic clergy, such as René Beaupère OP in France, Don Mario Polastro in Italy, John Coventry SJ in England, Beda Müller OSB in Germany, Michael Hurley SJ in Ireland, and later George Kilcourse in the United States and Tom Ryan CSP in Canada, fulfilled a vital role in the pastoral care of these groups of families. They encouraged them to think beyond their own needs to the contribution they might make to the growing unity between the Roman Catholic Church and other churches.

By the time of the Second World Gathering, informal international networking had brought together associations and groups of interchurch families in Britain and Ireland, Australia, Canada and the United States, France and Switzerland, Germany, Austria and Italy. Contacts had been established with interchurch families in Africa and Asia, too. These groups were committed to promoting both a better pastoral understanding of interchurch families and closer relationships between the churches. Together they could give a voice to such aspirations. It is primarily these groups and associations of interchurch families that are considered here as ecumenical instruments.

Before the Second Vatican Council mixed marriages between Roman Catholics and other Christians were forbidden by the Catholic Church unless both partners made promises, including a promise to bring up all the children of the marriage in the Catholic faith. Other churches saw this as violating the rights of their members. A fruit of the Council was seen in the papal motu proprio, Matrimonia Mixta, of 1970, which directed that the Catholic partner alone had to promise to do all that he/she could to ensure the Catholic baptism and upbringing of the children; the other partner was not required to make any promise. There was also a less negative view of mixed marriages: they ‘do not, except in some cases, help in re-establishing unity among Christians’ (Pope Paul VI 1970). A radical change of view was hidden under cover of the negative. Pope Paul VI spoke more positively in his apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi, of 1975. ‘Families resulting from a mixed marriage…have the duty of proclaiming Christ to the children in the fullness of the consequences of a common Baptism; they have moreover the difficult task of becoming builders of unity’ (Pope Paul VI 1975: n. 71).

Pope John Paul II was even more explicit in Familiaris Consortio in 1981. ‘Marriages between Catholics and other baptised persons…contain numerous elements that could well be made good use of and developed…for the contribution they can make to the ecumenical movement. This is particularly true when both parties are faithful to their religious duties’ (Pope John Paul II 1981: n. 78). Visiting Britain in 1982, Pope John Paul said to interchurch families: ‘You live in your marriage the hopes and difficulties of the path to Christian unity’ (Pope John Paul II 1982: n. 3).

The Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism (PCPCU 1993) marked a real step forward in its pastoral provision for mixed marriages, but did not move beyond Familiaris Consortio in assessing the contribution such families might make to the ecumenical movement. Ten years later, however, Cardinal Walter Kasper, then president of the PCPCU, said in his greeting to the Second World Gathering: ‘Mixed marriages have an important role to play in ecumenical relations’ (Kasper 2004: 78). There has been further progress in assessing this role. Visiting Poland in 2006, Pope Benedict XVI said that the decision to enter into a mixed marriage ‘can lead to the formation of a practical laboratory of unity’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2006), and in 2007 Cardinal Kasper stated that the Catholic Church ‘invites reflection on the contributions [mixed marriage couples] can make to their respective communities, as they live out their Christian discipleship faithfully and creatively’ (Kasper 2007: 61).

These developments have been traced because the Roman Catholic Church has generally been slower than other churches to appreciate the ecumenical significance of interchurch families. Gradually it became possible for the churches to explore this together. In 1998, the Seventh Report of the Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches recommended eight priorities for the subsequent period of the group’s mandate, the second being: ‘The ecumenical role of interchurch marriages. The ecclesiological implications of the sacrament of marriage between Christians of different churches and their family life’ (JWG 1998: 933).

How Interchurch Families Contribute to Christian Unity

Interchurch families as described above contribute to Christian unity simply by existing. Certainly many are active in ecumenical structures such as councils of churches and bilateral dialogues and committees, because they are motivated to work for church unity, but interchurch families embody unity by their very existence, apart from any activities in which they may participate. They also point to the scandal of Christian disunity in a striking and personal way—for example, when they are unable to share eucharistic communion.

When mixed couples consider marriage it can be the strong Christian quality of their lives that attracts them. What they have in common is much greater than what separates them in their respective denominational allegiances. Both partners are children of the one Father, disciples of the one Lord Jesus Christ, bound together by the gift of the one Holy Spirit. They share their baptismal faith and deeply desire to commit themselves in a lifelong covenant to journey together to the Father’s house. The scandal is not that two Christians are drawn to marry, but that the communions to which they belong are divided. As they live their marriage together, as equal partners with shared parental responsibilities, church divisions pose them particular problems, but also provide them with opportunities to promote unity.

When they meet, the partners may assume that the divisions between their two ecclesial communions are irreconcilable. But as they grow in married love, sharing their lives together, respecting, forgiving and learning from one another, they find that such attitudes can extend to one another’s churches too. There is a real ‘exchange of gifts’ (see Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 28). They practise a receptive ecumenism, and take on a larger identity, inclusive rather than exclusive, in which their differences enrich rather than divide them. Their children inherit this wider identity.

Living within one another’s ecclesial traditions, interchurch families realize that just as the positive gifts of each other’s church communities can be valued and shared, so their characteristic weaknesses can be forgiven. Because of their underlying love and trust, spouses learn to understand one another and to forgive one another. Cannot the churches do the same? Interchurch families also realize that the same truth can be expressed in different ways—sometimes they appreciate this in practice before theological dialogues acknowledge it. When the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) found ‘substantial agreement on the doctrine of the eucharist’ in 1971 (ARCIC 1971: n. 12), many were surprised, but Anglican-Roman Catholic couples who had accompanied one another to church each week were not.

As they share the life and worship of their partner’s church as well as their own, interchurch spouses feel at home in both. Some accept responsibilities in their partner’s church—teaching the children or helping with the youth group, joining the music group, the welcome ministry, even the parish council. When accepted as different but nevertheless belonging they are able to undermine prejudice, and by their presence help make clergy and congregations more aware of the language they use about other Christians. When clergy and congregations of both churches join in celebrations of family occasions—weddings and especially baptisms, even funerals—unity can become for them a living reality in a new way. When interchurch families host house-groups for Bible study or prayer they tend to be ecumenical rather than limited to a single congregation. Thus interchurch families can become motors of ecumenism on a local level.

When they open their homes and share their experiences with other Christians, interchurch families witness to their existence as a ‘domestic Church’ (see Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 11), bound by their marriage covenant. They are thus one church at home, and they know that that one church is profoundly in communion with the two churches—both denominationally and locally—to which the partners respectively belong. That experienced reality is not canonically recognized, but the partners remain faithful to both ecclesial communities and give expression to their lived unity as fully as possible in their particular circumstances. Partners and children try to push at the boundaries, in their desire for eucharistic sharing, for shared celebrations of baptism, and for ways of affirming the faith of growing children and celebrating the gift of the Holy Spirit that involve both church communities. Such celebrations are a joyful ecumenical witness without parallel. The vital importance of Christian unity is experienced in human terms.

The domestic church is built up through the relationships of marriage and family life, in the constant falling and rising again through which couples and families experience the ever-present grace of God in their homes. Interchurch families witness to the centrality of committed relationships in the movement towards Christian unity. They create a living and healing connection between their ecclesial communities; their domestic church embodies and signifies the growing unity of the church at large. Children of interchurch families take their two-church connection for granted.

How Can Interchurch Families Become More Effective Ecumenical Instruments?

Interchurch families challenge those institutional churches that regard themselves as distinct from others. They especially challenge the Roman Catholic Church whose self-understanding includes a sense of being ‘church’ with a fullness that it cannot attribute to other ecclesial communities (see Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 8). Churches that regard themselves as parts of the one holy catholic and apostolic church more easily accept the two-church character of interchurch families.

Interchurch spouses who experience their married relationship as an equal partnership may feel they must give equal weight in practical terms to the two churches that nourish their one domestic church. They tend to describe their experience as a ‘double belonging’, ‘double insertion’, ‘double participation’, ‘double solidarity’. They are not claiming a canonical dual membership, but trying to express an experienced reality. Both ecclesial communities are to be equally valued, respected, and loved within their one family. Such harmony is not always attained, but it is the aim to which many interchurch families hold so far as they can, in what can be called an ‘ecumenism of life’. Without such love and respect the fruits of theological dialogues cannot be received and lived in the churches themselves. Interchurch families live both the already and the not yet of Christian unity. At their best, they model reconciled diversity within an organic unity—albeit on a small scale.

Churches have worked together at a national level on the pastoral care of interchurch families; for example, within the ambit of the ecumenical instrument, Churches Together in England (see Churches Together in England/CYTUN 1994); Waldensians and Catholics in Italy (see CEI/CEV 2001); Catholics and the Uniting Church in Australia (see Roman Catholic Church and Uniting Church in Australia 1999); Catholics and Reformed in the United States (see Bush and Cooney 2002), and Catholics and Orthodox there too (see Borelli and Erickson 1996: 191–244; also Orthodox-Catholic Dialogue 2016). At the international level, the 1993 Directory issued by the PCPCU was important in this regard. It recognized that although the Catholic partner was asked ‘to promise sincerely to do all in his/her power to see that the children of the marriage be baptized and educated in the Catholic Church’, the other partner ‘may feel a like obligation because of his/her own Christian commitment’ (PCPCU 1993: n. 150). It allowed ‘exceptional’ eucharistic sharing for those who share the sacraments of baptism and marriage, and emphasized that that the general norms of the Code of Canon Law for the admission of non-Catholic Christians to communion in the Catholic Church, and likewise for the participation of Catholics in eucharistic communion in other churches, were to be applied also in the circumstances of a mixed marriage (see PCPCU 1993: n. 160, also nn. 125, 130–132). Eucharistic sharing was thus allowed under certain conditions and on a case-by-case basis. Permission has been given more widely in some countries than in others. Some episcopal conferences and particular bishops have been able to distinguish authentically interchurch couples with a real need to share communion from the larger body of mixed marriages where no such desire may be felt. Exceptional eucharistic sharing is a pastoral provision, but its ecumenical significance should not be underestimated.

Conclusion

In order to be effective, instruments must be used. Groups and associations of interchurch families have always tried to relate both to their denominational authorities and to larger ecumenical instruments. The Association of Interchurch Families is recognized as a ‘body in association’ with Churches Together in England and with the other national ecumenical instruments in the UK, and members of interchurch families have been invited to take part in bilateral dialogues in a number of European and English-speaking countries. An international group of interchurch families officially participated in the Third European Ecumenical Assembly in 2007, and interchurch families have been represented at assemblies of the World Council of Churches. Representatives of the international network of interchurch families were warmly welcomed when they visited the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity in 2005 for informal discussions.

Interchurch families are few in number in comparison with the many mixed marriages involving a Roman Catholic and another Christian spouse, but, as has been noted above, there are signs that their ecumenical potential is being recognised. Cardinal Kasper’s reference to the value of such families living out their Christian discipleship ‘faithfully and creatively’ (Kasper 2007: 61) highlights the contribution they can make. Faithfulness does not mean a slavish conformity to the past; interchurch families are encouraged to seek creative new ways of expressing the unity in Christ of their domestic churches.

Kasper proposes that interchurch families ‘be called upon to play a role’ and ‘be given a particular responsibility’ in local ecumenical activities, and in organizing support groups for other mixed marriage families. They should ‘be invited to study and make known the Church’s teaching concerning the promotion of Christian unity and developments resulting from ecumenical dialogue’ (Kasper 2007: 63). They certainly have an incentive to do this, since they often suffer in their family lives from pastors and others not being familiar with ecumenical developments and not knowing what is ecumenically possible. Such things have happened already on the initiative of interchurch families themselves, but Kasper implies that bishops and others responsible for promoting Christian unity should actively encourage them to undertake such tasks. ‘The particular experiences of mixed marriage families should be given due pastoral consideration both in terms of the gifts and the challenges they bring to their communities’ (Kasper 2007: 62).

Kasper’s Handbook considers interchurch families in its section on ‘Sacramental Celebrations’; thus the sacramental reality of their marriages and family life is affirmed and underlined. Since the sacraments, besides being ‘an expression of the Church’s unity’, are also ‘a source of the Church’s unity and a means for building it up’, they ‘have their place in spiritual ecumenism’ (Kasper 2007: 52). An important task for the future will be to draw out more fully the relationship between marital spirituality and spiritual ecumenism, between the domestic church and the church as a whole. If by their existence, patient endurance, and sustained efforts groups and associations of interchurch families continue to stimulate and contribute to that task, they will indeed be useful ecumenical instruments.
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Chapter 34

Week of Prayer for Christian Unity


Donald Bolen




Introduction

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity annually gathers Christians in local settings the world over to pray for the unity Christ wills for his disciples. Drawing on materials jointly prepared and distributed by the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the Catholic Church’s Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU), the Week of Prayer is generally held from 18 to 25 January in most of the northern hemisphere, and between Ascension and Pentecost in parts of the southern hemisphere. First marked in 1908, and continuing to evolve in its thematic focus and format, it is intended as a week in which to give greater attention to the prayer for unity which is required at all times. In union with Jesus’ prayer for the unity of his disciples on the night before he died (see Jn 17:11–23), the Week of Prayer is celebrated with the conviction that such prayer is essential for the reconciliation willed by God.

This chapter will offer some initial reflections on prayer for unity; consider the emergence of the Week of Prayer; identify key historical developments; describe the methodology adopted in preparing Week of Prayer materials; and make some concluding remarks.

Theological Reflections on Prayer for Unity

John’s Gospel relates that the night before Jesus died he prayed to the Father for his present and future disciples, ‘that they may all be one’. ‘As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ (Jn 17:21). Prayer for unity joins Christians with Christ’s own prayer, praying for the unity he wills. Most Christians understand such prayer to be part of living out their baptismal commitment to discipleship, a moulding of their individual and collective wills to that of Christ.

Prayer for unity has been incorporated into Christian liturgy from the earliest days. The description of the celebration of the Eucharist in the Didache (early 2nd c.) includes the prayer: ‘As this broken bread was scattered upon the mountains, but was brought together and became one, so let thy Church be gathered together from the ends of the earth into thy Kingdom’ (Didache 9:4). Unity is one of the four marks of the church, as professed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. Even after major divisions fractured Christianity, churches prayed for the unity of the church, but did so apart from each other, and the prayers offered sometimes upheld the divisions.

While Christian churches have diverse concepts of the unity being prayed for, bilateral and multilateral dialogues in recent decades have made significant progress towards a common vision of the church (see Faith and Order Commission 2013), and have assisted Christians to understand how unity is a mark of the church and constitutive of its essence. Gathering together to pray for unity does not require a fully agreed understanding of the unity being sought. Christians stand together in the conviction that their unity is in Christ, confident that prayer to him and with him, for the unity he desires, will draw them more deeply into relationship with him and with one another. Prayer for unity also opens them to the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. ‘When one has prayed with others no one remains the same’ (Puglisi 2009: 57). Today there is a common understanding that though churches are called to strive and pray for reconciliation, they cannot create unity through their own efforts; unity is always the work of the Holy Spirit, and in the phrase of Cardinal Walter Kasper, former President of the PCPCU, ‘can only be given as a renewed Pentecost experience’ (Kasper 2009: 40). Likewise, there is recognition that prayer for unity is the responsibility not solely of pastors, theologians and ecumenists, but of every baptized Christian.

The unity Christ wills is not fully expressed within the parameters of the church, but is directed towards the world—indeed, towards all creation. Jesus prayed that his disciples would be one precisely ‘so that the world may believe’. The unity of the church is to be at the service of Christ’s mission in the world, enabling the church to give common witness to God’s reconciling work in Christ. The church ‘has a vocation in the world to collaborate in bringing about God’s desire for unity and concord among all peoples and harmony in all of creation’ (Clifford 2009: 12). Prayer for unity is therefore also at the service of common witness; standing together before God in prayer is foundational to standing together before the world in witness to Christ: ‘if prayer for unity ceases, then ecumenical work likewise ceases; for unless such work is firmly rooted in prayer, it will have no prospect of success’ (Heller 1998: 403).

Emergence of the Week of Prayer

A large number of initiatives linking prayer and reconciliation sprang up from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Some arose from church leaders and had institutional support; others arose from lay people. Initiatives and movements such as the Oxford Movement, the Women’s World Day of Prayer, the YMCA/YWCA, the Association for the Promotion of the Unity of Christendom, and the Home Reunion Conferences all foreshadow the Week of Prayer (see Rouse 1986: 345–348; Report 1966: 251–253; Heller 1998: 399; Kasper 2009: 26–29; Puglisi 2009: 47–49; Sherlock 2009: 70–77). Collectively they demonstrate an increasing awareness that divisions within Christianity contradict and undermine the Gospel message, the mission of the church, and the witness it is called to give.

Among the initiatives that arose from church leaders and had institutional support the earliest antecedent to the Week of Prayer was the worldwide week of prayer introduced in 1846 by the newly formed Evangelical Alliance. One day in the Alliance’s week of prayer was devoted to prayer for ‘the one Church of Jesus Christ, to help Christians realize their given unity in the one Lord’ (Report 1966: 251). This initiative ‘enabled English churchmen and Dissenters, and in Europe, state church, Free Church and Brethren Christians, to pray together and so come to sense their unity in Christ’ (Sherlock 2009: 71; compare Rouse 1986: 321). In the Anglican Communion, from the latter part of the nineteenth century, Lambeth Conferences increasingly articulated a concern with reconciliation among Christians and voiced the need to pray for unity (Sherlock 2009). The 1878 Lambeth Conference called for the observance of a day to pray for the unity of Christendom (Lambeth Conference 1878: Recommendation 6), and the 1897 Conference urged ‘the duty of special intercession for the unity of the Church in accordance with our Lord’s own prayer’ (Lambeth Conference 1897: Resolution 35).

That same year, in his encyclical letter, Divinum illud munus, Pope Leo XIII decreed that the days between Ascension and Pentecost should be devoted in the Catholic Church to prayer ‘for the Re-union of Christendom’ (Pope Leo XIII 1897: nn. 12–13). The directive ‘was not widely followed’ (Puglisi 2009: 48), but it indicates a growing concern with divisions within Christianity. In 1902, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople Joachim III wrote a letter to all Orthodox sister Churches calling for a strengthening of the bonds of unity among Orthodox Churches, but also inviting commitment to the unity of all Christians, which is ‘the pious and heart-felt desire of our Church and of all genuine Christians who stand firm in the evangelical doctrine of unity, and…is the subject of constant prayer and supplication’ (Patelos 1978: 30). Surveying historical antecedents to the Week of Prayer in the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, Walter Kasper notes that an ecumenical awareness began to emerge ‘more or less independently in different circles and church traditions across confessional and national boundaries’ that ‘cannot be understood in any other way than as an impulse and work of the Holy Spirit’ (Kasper 2009: 29).

Against this backdrop, in October 1898, Episcopalians Father Paul Wattson (1863–1940) and Mother Lurana White (1870–1935), who were shaped by movements within Anglicanism that yearned for reconciliation with the Roman Catholic Church, co-founded the Society of the Atonement in New York state, identifying the pursuit of unity as their principal apostolate. Correspondence between Wattson and Spencer Jones (1857–1943), an Anglo-Catholic priest of the Church of England who had proposed an annual day of prayer for Christian unity, led to the idea in 1907 of an Octave of Christian Unity (see Rouse 1986: 348). The Octave, which is understood as the beginnings of the Week of Prayer, was held for the first time in 1908, between the Roman Catholic feasts of the Chair of St Peter (18 January; subsequently moved to 22 February) and the Conversion of St Paul (25 January). The Society of the Atonement was corporately received into the Roman Catholic Church in 1909, and Wattson later explained the ‘fitness’ of an Octave beginning with a feast honouring ‘what God himself has constituted the Centre of Catholic Unity’ and ending with a feast celebrating the Apostle to the Gentiles who worked vigilantly for the conversion and unity of all people. The Octave thus linked the two parts of Jesus’ prayer for unity: ‘may they all be one…that the world may believe’. ‘We are, therefore, to begin with Unity that we may end in the Conversion of the whole of the world’, said Wattson (Puglisi 2009: 128, quoting Gannon 1951: 260).

The Octave was ‘Roman Catholic in its orientation’ at the outset, envisioning unity in terms of ‘return’, a return to communion with the Catholic Church and the bishop of Rome (Best 2002: 1203; compare Tavard 2009: 85). Yet Wattson’s vision did not imply the total absorption of other Christian churches into the Catholic Church; he envisaged a unity ‘around the chair of Peter’ and not simply ‘in submission to it’ (Puglisi 2009: 49–50), a ‘corporate reunion that would maintain the rich diversity of Christian traditions’ (Clifford 2009: 16).

From the Octave to the Week of Prayer

Dagmar Heller notes that the ‘history of the Week of Prayer is a good example of how, through time, the practice of prayer itself can bring a change in a church’s understanding of ecumenism’ (Heller 1998: 401). While the beginnings of Wattson’s Octave for unity were humble, it provided a foundation on which to build. Pope Pius X officially approved the Octave for the United States in 1909, and in 1916 Pope Benedict XV extended the observance universally for the Catholic Church (see Week of Prayer 2008, introduction; Puglisi 2009: 51; Angell and Mercer 1987: 43). Wattson continued to promote the Octave till his death in 1940, but the ‘return’ model of ecumenism reflected in its daily themes and prevalent in the Catholic Church at that time had little or no appeal beyond the bounds of Catholicism (Angell and Mercer 1987: 43).

In the early twentieth century, the strands which eventually came together as the WCC in 1948 were being formed and seeds of joint prayer for unity were being sown. The World Missionary Conference of 1910 shaped the ecumenical landscape in a decisive way, drawing attention to the scandal of divisions within Christianity, and to the relationship between unity and mission. In 1921, the preparatory committee for the first World Conference on Faith and Order published material for an Octave of Prayer for Christian Unity to be celebrated annually in the days leading up to and including Pentecost, anticipating that Orthodox, Anglican and Protestant Christians would join together in this prayer (Heller 1998: 400; PCPCU 2007: 26; Puglisi 2009: 50). In 1941, by which time the Catholic approach to prayer for unity had changed, the Faith and Order Octave was moved to January ‘so that both streams would invite Christians to pray at the same time’ (PCPCU 2007: 26).

The key architect of the shift in Catholic understanding was a priest from the Archdiocese of Lyons in France, Abbé Paul Couturier (1881–1953). Couturier was influenced by Dom Lambert Beauduin (1873–1960) and by the Benedictine monastery of Amay (which moved to Chevetogne in 1939), founded to foster closer relations with the Orthodox Churches. Also shaped by his work among Russian Orthodox refugees in Lyons, Couturier came to feel deeply the pain of Christian division, and reflection on John 17 led him to be convinced of the need to pray for Christian unity. He came to see that unity depended on spiritual renewal (see Couturier 1944; Curtis 1964: 40–42, 47–51; Report 1966: 252; Puglisi 2009: 51).

Couturier had been in correspondence with Wattson and was drawn to the Octave of Prayer, but he wanted prayer for unity to be ‘broadened and decentralized’ (Curtis 1964: 63), so that it could bring together Christians of all traditions. ‘The problem of Christian Unity is not to be thought of in terms of “returning” but of “integration”, or “re-embodiment”’ (Couturier 1944: §10; Curtis 1964: 336). He was mindful of the Roman Missal. In the Eucharist, reference is made to Jesus’ prayer on the eve of his passion that ‘all may be one’ and the Church prays that he will grant ‘that peace and unity which is according to [his] will’ (Curtis 1964: 64; compare Rouse 1986: 348). With that inspiration, Couturier found a way of renaming and modifying the Octave that allowed all Christians to participate in it. Changing its name from the ‘Octave for the Unity of the Church’ to the ‘Universal Week of Prayer for Christian Unity’ (see PCPCU 2007: 26), he refocused the week on Christ’s prayer for unity, and on praying to the Lord for ‘l’unité que Tu veux par les moyens que Tu voudras’ (the unity You wish by the means You desire). There were slight variations in the theme, but all were clear that the prayer was not for a return to Rome but for the ‘unity that Christ wills, as he wills and when he wills’ (Puglisi 2009: 54; compare Curtis 1964: 64–65; Report 1966: 253).

Beginning in the mid-1930s, Couturier began celebrating the Week of Prayer in Lyons with this new orientation and mindset, inviting the Orthodox of the city and all other Christians to join in prayer, with the goal that all would be drawn closer to Christ, the good shepherd of the whole flock. ‘Couturier was moved by the conviction that Christians must put on the very mind of Christ and make his prayer their own if they were to realize his will for the church and their calling in the world’ (Clifford 2009: 17). He believed that unity in Christ’s prayer ‘rises above all differences, and makes it possible for us all to rest together in the heart of Christ’ (Couturier 1944: §3). He saw clearly the need for Christians to come to know each other, to come to ‘a clear understanding and agreement about what they have in common in their Christian life’, and stated that ‘this common heritage is much greater and deeper than is generally supposed’ (§10). Prayer for unity is ‘the greatest of cosmic forces’ (§19) and the means to lead Christian communities to a deeper life, internal conversion, and a recognition of one another as brothers and sisters in Christ (§13). He believed that spiritual bonds of prayer and friendship between Christian communities could constitute an ‘invisible monastery’ praying for unity (Curtis 1964: 353–354).

Couturier kept the notion of giving each day of the Week of Prayer a specific intention, but revised the intentions to include prayer for the ‘unity of all Christians’, ‘the unity of all humanity in the charity and truth of Christ’, and on successive days prayers for the sanctification of the members of each denomination. In 1943, he began giving a biblical theme to each year’s Week of Prayer, such as ‘that they all may be one’, ‘united before the cross’, and ‘the walls of separation do not rise to heaven’ (Puglisi 2009: 54–55).

After the Faith and Order decision to adopt the January dates used by Couturier’s revitalised Week of Prayer there was potential for closer cooperation. From 1958 to 1967, the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC and the ecumenical centre ‘Unité Chrétienne’ in Lyons (founded after Couturier’s death to continue his work) collaborated in the preparation of Week of Prayer materials. Biblically-based themes were jointly identified each year, for example ‘I am the light of the world’, ‘behold, I am making all things new’, and ‘called to one hope’ (Puglisi 2009: 55).

It was not coincidental that Pope John XXIII announced his intention to call the Second Vatican Council on the last day of the Week of Prayer in 1959. He identified the restoration of Christian unity and the renewal of the Catholic Church among the Council’s key aims (see Pope John XXIII 1962). The Second Vatican Council launched the Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement. It recognized the existence of ecclesial elements in other Christian communities, identified the relation of those communities to the Catholic Church as one of real but incomplete communion, referred to other Christians as brothers and sisters in Christ, and called for dialogue between Christian communities (Second Vatican Council 1964: nn. 3, 4, 9). Its Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, stated that it was ‘allowable, indeed desirable’ that Christians should pray together, and adopted Couturier’s language in speaking of the ecclesial renewal needed to foster unity: ‘change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and merits the name, “spiritual ecumenism”’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: n. 8; Tavard 2009: 94).

From 1966 Onward: Methodology used in Preparing Week of Prayer Materials

The current methodology for the preparation of Week of Prayer texts evolved from a 1966 consultation, quickly following the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council, between representatives of the WCC and of the Catholic Church regarding the future of the Week of Prayer. The report of that consultation called for ‘a central working group, representing various linguistic and geographical areas on a collegial basis, [to] be formed to draw up the basic material year by year’ (Report 1966: 260). The group was to be coordinated by the WCC through its Faith and Order Commission and by the Roman Catholic Church through its Secretariat (later Pontifical Council) for Promoting Christian Unity, which henceforth jointly took the lead in the preparation of Week of Prayer materials.

In 1975, the practice still followed today began whereby in alternate years the Faith and Order Commission and the PCPCU respectively invite a local ecumenical ‘source group’ from a particular country or region to prepare a first draft of the Week of Prayer materials. This allows new ideas and approaches from different parts of the world to give creative shape to the Week of Prayer. The source group is to include representatives from diverse Christian churches and communities found in the region. Centred on a biblical passage and theme, the source group prepares a theological-pastoral introduction linking the biblical theme with the subject of Christian unity; an ecumenical worship service (liturgy of the word) in which traditional liturgical elements from the local group’s country or region may be used; and a development of the theme through the eight days of the Week of Prayer, selecting four biblical texts—from the Old Testament, psalms, epistles, and Gospels—for each day, accompanied by a brief meditation or reflection points and a prayer. In addition, the source group is asked to prepare a text on the ecumenical situation in their country or region, and to add supplementary prayers and liturgical resources from the different traditions present there.

An international working group of ten or twelve people is then gathered by the Faith and Order Commission and the PCPCU together with at least one member of the source group. Their responsibility is prayerfully and studiously to work their way through the texts prepared by the source group, assessing the materials for their liturgical and theological suitability for international usage, and revising the materials as necessary. When the working group has finalized the texts, they are returned to the sponsoring bodies. Faith and Order sends the texts to all of the WCC’s member churches, and the Pontifical Council sends them to Catholic episcopal conferences around the world. The texts are subsequently posted on the respective websites of Faith and Order and the PCPCU. Churches in each country or region are then invited to engage—once again, ecumenically—in an adaptation of the material, making it appropriate to the particular context, needs and liturgical traditions of their locale.

Conclusion

Jesus’ prayer for unity points the way forward for all separated communities of his disciples. From the inception of the Octave for Unity to the present way of celebrating the Week of Prayer, prayer for unity has helped to move churches from isolation towards communion, from praying apart to praying together for unity, from polemics and conflict to standing together before God as brothers and sisters in Christ. It has been a source of hope, encouragement and learning. By gathering together to pray, Christians of different churches have given common witness to the Gospel, and have shown a world prone to violence a peaceful way of seeking reconciliation and addressing differences. Prayer for unity has had a transformative effect on individual Christians and on churches: ‘The surprising thing about prayer is that its first effect is in us’ (PCPCU 2007: 27). It fosters a longing for the unity Christ wills, creates receptiveness to the gifts of the Spirit present in other Christian communities, and leads to a healing of memories. Surveying the accomplishments of ecumenical dialogue, Catherine Clifford notes that ‘none of these significant steps could have been achieved if hearts had not been changed and minds had not been opened through the practice of prayer in common’ (Clifford 2009: 14).

Through its continuing development, the Week of Prayer has served as a cornerstone of the ecumenical movement, reminding Christians that common prayer for unity ought to rise daily from their hearts and minds and be an integral part of ecclesial life and liturgies throughout the year—so that the Lord’s disciples may be one, that the world may believe.
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Chapter 35

Global Christian Forum


Robert Gribben and Larry Miller




Introduction

Reviewing the ecumenical situation, Konrad Raiser, General Secretary of the World Council of Churches (WCC), noted at the Eighth Assembly of the WCC in Harare in 1998 that ‘[l]ively processes of renewal and growth of Christian community life and witness are taking place outside the fellowship of the WCC’, and he asked: ‘What does this mean for the future of the Council?’ (Raiser 1999: 84). In fact, while new churches were growing apace in the so-called global South, few were applying for membership of the Council.

Catholicos Aram I, the Armenian moderator of the Central Committee of the WCC, described what he called ‘a new ecclesial situation’: ‘In many regions and confessional families the institutional churches’ membership and their impact on societies are dwindling. People are leaving the institutional churches because they believe that these churches are not able to cope in relevant ways with changing realities’ (Aram I 1999: 66). He noted that in Africa and Asia ‘Christians are rediscovering their Christian faith within their own cultures’, and that following the recent collapse of Communism, churches in former Eastern Europe were seeking ways to respond to the new situation. ‘Furthermore’, he said, ‘in different parts of the world new types of Christian communities and movements, and new forms of religious life are emerging and challenging traditional churches, structures and theologies’. In fact, these changes were being accompanied by new internal divisions and tensions, not least in relation to secular states (Aram I 1999: 66).

The Changing World of Christianity

Largely outside the WCC, a reshaping of global Christianity, both confessionally and geographically, was (and is) taking place. The WCC’s members are the Orthodox and the ‘historic’ churches emerging from the sixteenth-century Reformation. There are a few Pentecostal members, but they are a minority compared with what is happening worldwide. Broadly, the Catholic Church has some 1.2 billion members, and though it is the largest church, including a little over half of the whole Christian world population, it is not a member of the WCC. As of 2015, Orthodox faithful, Eastern and Oriental combined, numbered 283 million. The figure for ‘Protestants including Anglicans’ was 543 million, and for ‘Independents’ 418 million. It is difficult to calculate the numbers of those who identify themselves variously as Pentecostal or evangelical, but an estimate was some 328 million evangelicals and 643 million Pentecostals/charismatics—almost a billion in all (Johnson et al. 2015; see also Johnson and Ross 2009).

The latter diverse groups mostly have a modern origin. They do not define themselves primarily by reference to the European Reformation, though doctrinally they share a great deal with historic Protestantism. It is clear that phenomenal growth in these two categories marks present-day Christianity, and that growth is occurring in what is somewhat unsatisfactorily called the global South. This is not to say that, in an uneven way, the older churches are not growing, but their growth is also chiefly in the South. The matter is complicated—or enriched—by modern migration patterns.

Taking these estimates as indicative of trends, global Christianity is changing. Most new ‘renewalist’ churches have played no part in the hitherto mainstream ecumenical movement. Their impression of it has not been positive, and like other traditions before them they have often defined themselves over against others, or ignored them altogether. Yet evangelicals and Pentecostals seek fellowship within their own communities, with each other, and increasingly with other Christians. They are aware of Jesus’s prayer (John 17:20–23) which links unity and mission, but they see the two divided in the theology and practice of many WCC members. They are also aware that the churches which have survived through history know about ‘living tradition’ and have gained wisdom for the long journey, on which Pentecostals entering their second century of existence might draw. In short, the churches need each other.

Finding a Space

In his Harare address, Raiser recognized the challenge: ‘We seem to be at a crossroads’, he said, and suggested that the ‘ecumenical uncertainties’ prompted in particular by globalization ‘are part of a deeper process of transition into a new historical epoch which will be very different from the conditions prevailing at the time when the WCC was formed’ (Raiser 1999: 83). He touched on a serious point of disagreement between Christians when he examined the WCC document ‘Costly Obedience’ (Best and Robra 1997: 50–90), regarding ecumenical engagement on ethical issues, which insists:

The WCC needs to mark, maintain, indeed be a space where…ecclesio-moral communion…can come to expression, where language is constantly sought to express the reality more fully, where common actions are conceived which embody the needed moral witness, and where an ecumenical formation takes place which gives growing density, increasing fullness, to it.

(Best and Robra 1997: 82, para. 102; italics in original)

Raiser commented that whether the WCC is a place where such risky themes can be discussed with confidence and trust was being ‘tested severely by conflicts over moral issues, especially regarding human sexuality, and by ecclesiological and theological challenges arising from the Ecumenical Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with Women’ (Raiser 1999: 93).

The exploration of these potentially church-dividing issues is the locus of an emerging metaphor: ‘The concept of “ecumenical space”’, Raiser observed, ‘widens our understanding of the WCC as a fellowship of churches’ (Raiser 1999: 91). Four months before the Harare Assembly, in August 1998, a consultation had been held at the Château de Bossey (the WCC’s Ecumenical Institute near Geneva), consisting of twenty-eight representatives of world communions, regional ecumenical organizations, national councils of churches, international ecumenical organizations, and member churches of the WCC, with a few participants from churches not presently associated with these ecumenical structures. After four days, they produced ‘Proposals regarding a Forum of Christian Churches and Ecumenical Organizations’ (Rowland Jones 2009: 23). The proliferation of ecumenical structures, ‘almost to the point of becoming unsustainable’ (Rowland Jones 2009: 5), was noted. For the first time, the idea was mooted that the ecumenical movement might move forward without organizations that involve formal membership. At Harare, the WCC discussed the proposals in plenary session and encouraged further consultation; it also offered nine somewhat guarded resolutions on the subject (Kessler 1999: 169–170).

A Continuation Committee was appointed after the Bossey meeting, and invitations were extended to a number of evangelical and Pentecostal leaders to join a discussion in September 2000 held, significantly, at Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, USA, one of the leading evangelical centres of study in the world. Huibert van Beek, a Reformed Church layman then working as Programme Executive for Church and Ecumenical Relations of the WCC, was appointed to facilitate this venture, and proved to be its guiding genius. One of the key participants in the Continuation Committee was Cecil (Mel) Robeck, Professor of Church History and Ecumenics in the School of Theology at Fuller and a pastor of the Assemblies of God. About thirty people gathered at Fuller in ‘an atmosphere of mutual partnership, trust and consensus’ and with ‘a strongly shared sense that the time was ripe for pursuing a rapprochement of the “ecumenical” and “evangelical” parties of world Christianity’ (Rowland Jones 2009: 6). From this emerged a clearer view of the proposal for a forum, and a name for it: the ‘Global Christian Forum’ (GCF). The communiqué indicated that ‘the potential success of the Forum…depended to a considerable degree on its independence from any and all existing bodies and movements’ (Rowland Jones 2009: 6, also 26), and that independence has been strongly guarded ever since. Raiser insisted from the beginning that although the idea of a forum had first been explored in the WCC, such a forum was to have a life of its own, without ties to the WCC or any other body; only then could it do the ‘new thing’ which had begun to appear (Rowland Jones 2009: 6).

It was realized that these emerging ideas needed to be tested among the widest possible constituency of Christian bodies, so the Continuation Committee called together representatives from ‘the most diverse Christian traditions: including the African Instituted, Anglicans, Baptists, Catholics, Disciples, Evangelicals, Friends (Quakers), the Holiness Church, Independents, Lutherans, Mennonites, Methodists, Moravians, Old-Catholics, the Orthodox Church (Eastern and Oriental), Pentecostals, the Reformed Church, the Salvation Army, Seventh Day Adventists, the United and Uniting Churches’, with others from ecumenical bodies and ‘quasi church organizations’ such as World Vision, the YWCA and YMCA, the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students (IFES), and various federations, alliances, and groupings (Rowland Jones 2009: 7). The balance between those from ‘historic’ churches and from evangelical and Pentecostal groups was about half and half. About sixty ‘mid-ranking church and organizational leaders’ duly met in Pasadena in June 2002 (Rowland Jones 2009: 7).

At the 2002 meeting, the following provisional purpose statement was agreed, which has continued to guide the Forum:

To create an open space wherein representatives from a broad range of Christian churches and inter-church organizations, which confess the triune God and Jesus Christ as perfect in His divinity and humanity, can gather to foster mutual respect, to explore and address together common challenges.

In the spirit of John 17:21 ‘that all of them may be one…so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ and because of our faith in a reconciling God (2 Cor 5: 18–21) a forum could pursue the following:



• Deepen our commitment to God’s Word and mission in the world;

• Enhance our understanding of contemporary expressions of Christian mission;

• Pursue principles and practices that enable us to deal freely, responsibly and peaceably with our Christian differences and distinctive qualities;

• Engage in theological reflection in areas of mutual concern;

• Strengthen the wholeness of the church by encouraging communication and cooperation; and

• Foster relationships that may lead to common witness.

(Rowland Jones 2009: 28; also van Beek 2009: 120–121)





Sharing Faith

At the 2002 gathering, a pattern of meeting was established which has distinguished the GCF ever since, namely that the greater part of the first two days was taken up with ‘sharing’. Participants were invited to take a few minutes to introduce themselves by saying something about their tradition, and something of their personal experience of faith; the manner in which they did this was an individual choice. Some followed the pattern of the ‘testimony’, familiar to evangelicals, giving an account of their conversion and the present leading of God in their vocation; others spoke of their formation by an historic tradition, of the gradual guidance of the Spirit within the church. In any case, it was and is striking how profoundly these differing accounts cohere, both in language and content, and the sharing results in the building of a genuine trust and fellowship. They began to recognize each other ‘in Christ’, despite inherited prejudices and ignorance.

The rest of the conference then bore the fruits of this spirit. ‘Within the new atmosphere’, wrote one of the participants, ‘it became possible to discuss honestly some divisive issues, especially proselytism’ (Rowland Jones 2009: 9). Other issues named included: ‘different approaches to the Scriptures; the place of tradition, often unacknowledged, in different churches; the need to understand each other’s use of Christian vocabulary; the movement of the Spirit in today’s world’; and the cooperation between churches in places where they suffer persecution (Rowland Jones 2009: 27). The outcome of the meeting was a joyful affirmation of the vision that brought the participants together, and the next stage was to take the experience around the globe, region by region. Four gatherings were planned—in Asia, Africa, and Europe, the Pasadena meetings being presumed to count for North America. Consultations duly took place in Hong Kong (2004), Lusaka, Zambia (2005), Warburg, Germany (2006), and Santiago, Chile (2007), together with various further meetings (Rowland Jones 2009: 10–16, 29–36).

The First Global Gathering: Limuru

These growing stages culminated in the first global gathering of the Forum in Kenya, at Limuru near Nairobi, 6–9 November 2007. Some 226 leaders from a wide variety of churches attended under the theme: ‘Our Journey with Jesus Christ, the Reconciler’. It was recognized that a far wider range of Christian traditions had come together than for any other ecumenical event in modern history, that the basic idea of the Forum was an idea whose time had come (van Beek 2009: 276), and that the Forum was a process, a methodology, not an organization (van Beek 2009: 198). It existed to build relationships rather than to foster a programme (e.g. of social action or doctrinal consensus). Yet there were corresponding limitations. What had been envisioned in the early days as taking two years to develop had taken more than ten. How was the Forum to proceed? How do people hear that it exists? How is the ‘provisional’ promoted and funded? These questions formed the Committee’s agenda for the next phase.

An expanded Committee continued to meet after Limuru, with a larger representation of Christian world communions, and it immediately began to address organizational issues. Leadership was placed in the hands of a group of three, rather than a single ‘president’ or ‘moderator’. The programme for the coming three years included a new round of regional meetings in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, a subregional gathering in the Nordic-Baltic countries, and team visits to the Middle East. Contact with evangelical and Pentecostal organizations and with ‘non-denominational churches’ and ‘mega-churches’ was to be sought. It was agreed that the changes in world Christianity would be an important theme for a major consultation, and that consultation duly took place over two days in conjunction with the Committee meeting in Istanbul in January 2011, where participants were also received by His All-Holiness, Bartholomew, the Ecumenical Patriarch. The consultation included some of the major writers on world Christianity and confirmed the directions for a second global gathering with the theme: ‘Life Together in Jesus Christ, Empowered by the Holy Spirit’.

The Second Global Gathering: Manado

At Manado, on the island of Sulawesi in Indonesia, 287 participants from sixty-five nations met on 4–7 October 2011. The larger question of ‘What is the Spirit saying to the churches?’ was constantly addressed, and there were presentations illustrating diverse contexts around the world where the Christian message is bearing fruit in fresh ways. All of this had a profound effect on the participants.

Two major documents were forged at Manado. The ‘Message’ included this affirmation:

We experience the open space in the Global Christian Forum as a gift of God. In a fragmented world and church, this unique expression of unity, embracing the breadth of world Christianity, is a source of inspiration and hope. We believe it is a helpful model for building authentic Christian relationships in every place. We know that God’s Spirit draws the body of Christ into unity for the sake of God’s mission in the world. So we commit ourselves to nurture the Global Christian Forum, as the Spirit leads, as witness to God’s saving and transforming love.

(Global Christian Forum 2013a: 293)

‘Guidelines’ were also agreed in plenary session, and passed to the Committee for attention. They urged that the Forum ‘should move to the next level in providing a platform for building relationships’. ‘The GCF should therefore continue to organize gatherings periodically, including at the global level, which facilitate sharing theological issues, enhance our understanding and appreciation of different Christian traditions, and offer an experience of others’ modes of worship.’ Conscious efforts should be made to widen the range of participants ‘in gender, age, economic capacity, physical ability, region, ethnicity, tradition, etc.’. ‘Special attention should be given to improving the participation of women and youth, including on the GCF committee’ (Global Christian Forum 2013b: 295).

Reflecting some sharp disagreements at the meeting, the gathering advised:

We have heard the Spirit calling us, not only to foster respect for one another, but now also to move forward together in addressing common challenges. GCF participants believe that the Forum has the potential to be a space for discussing relevant topical issues, even and perhaps especially where we are not in agreement with one another.

For example, there were ‘questions and concerns about the presentation of other religions within the Forum gathering’. ‘We trust that the Holy Spirit will continue to draw us closer to one another and strengthen our bonds of trust and fellowship’ (Global Christian Forum 2013b: 296). The newly published report, Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World (Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue et al. 2011), produced in 2011 by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, the WCC, and the World Evangelical Alliance, was warmly received as a way forward (see Global Christian Forum 2013a: 294). Finally, regarding the formal structures of the Forum: ‘GCF should maintain a modest, flexible structure and avoid institutionalization’ (Global Christian Forum 2013b: 296).

Addressing Common Challenges

In the period following the second global gathering, the Forum continued to convene regional consultations, notably in the Middle East and Latin America. Usually the basic organizing principle remained the same: to bring to one table and into conversation leaders of all streams of Christianity in the region, especially those who had not previously entered into dialogue with one another. At the same time, the GCF itself focused more specifically on the second part of its ‘guiding purpose’ as approved at the Limuru gathering in 2007: to provide ‘an open space’ for all churches ‘to explore and address together common challenges’ (Global Christian Forum 2013a: 293). Throughout the year 2012, the GCF asked leaders of Christian world communions and world Christian organizations to identify challenges that all churches face somewhere in their world communities. The two that rose to the top of list were the persecution of Christians and the problem of proselytism (Rowland Jones 2013: 240).

The GCF Committee agreed to convene global conversations to address each of these ‘common challenges’. The first of these took place under the name ‘Discrimination, Persecution, Martyrdom: Following Christ Together’, culminating in a global consultation in November 2015. The second, entitled ‘Call to Mission and Perceptions of Proselytism’, led to a further global consultation in June 2017. Though facilitated by the GCF, both initiatives were fully planned and organized in collaboration with the Catholic Church (through the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity), the Pentecostal World Fellowship, the World Council of Churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance. Together these four bodies can claim to represent in some sense all of world Christianity (Rowland Jones 2013: 238); these two projects were the first ever efforts of the four entities working together.

More than 140 church leaders from sixty-five nations took part in the 2015 global consultation in Albania, where all religious communities had suffered deadly persecution during the Communist period. It was possibly the first time in the modern history of the church that a gathering consisting of all the main traditions of global Christianity—Anglican, Catholic, Evangelical, Independent, Orthodox, Pentecostal, Protestant—coalesced around the issue of the persecution of Christians. Over half of the participants were leaders of persecuted churches. Most of the others were leaders of world churches and organizations in solidarity with them. Together they called on world Christianity urgently to strengthen the communion of all Christians in the face of discrimination, persecution, and martyrdom in the twenty-first century. In his message to the consultation, Pope Francis wrote:

Your gathering shows that, as Christians, we are not indifferent to our suffering brothers and sisters. In various parts of the world, the witness to Christ, even to the shedding of blood, has become a shared experience of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, Protestants, Evangelicals and Pentecostals, which is deeper and stronger than the differences which still separate our Churches and Ecclesial Communities. The communio martyrum is the greatest sign of our journeying together.

(Pope Francis 2015)

Throughout the consultation, church representatives not only addressed the common challenge of persecution of Christians but confessed the churches’ guilt in persecuting persons of other faiths and each other. ‘We repent of having at times persecuted each other and other religious communities in history’, they said in their final statement, ‘and ask forgiveness from each other and pray for new ways of following Christ together’ (Global Christian Forum 2016: 14).

Historically, proselytism or the perception of proselytism has been one of the factors in the persecution of Christians by other Christians. While leaders of all churches agree that the church is called to mission and evangelism, powerful emotions and deep wounds rooted in experiences, perceptions, or accusations of proselytism between churches—understood popularly as the ‘stealing of sheep’ from one Christian body by another Christian body—are widely manifest. At the same time, there seems to be little direct communication or possibility of direct communication between churches who understand themselves as victims of proselytism and those who believe they are falsely accused of proselytism.

The global conversation, ‘Call to Mission and Perceptions of Proselytism’, is meant to address this problem and contribute to the search for new ways of following Christ together. Its principal goals include offering recommendations on steps towards common witness and ‘suggestions for good relationships’ between churches engaged in mission and evangelism where more than one church lives and/or works, and encouraging ‘reconciliation and “healing of memories” between Christian churches and communities who have experienced tension with one another and pain due to conflicting perspectives and practices on mission and evangelism’. It is intended that this global conversation will develop a companion statement to the already mentioned Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World (Global Christian Forum 2015: 2–3).

The life, work, and circumstances of all churches are constantly evolving, and the relationships within the Forum are steadily strengthening and maturing, as the Message from the third global gathering in Bogotá, Colombia, 24–27 April 2018, showed: ‘Being together and sharing stories of our faith journey, we have learned to recognize and receive one another as gifts of God’. In accord with the theme, ‘Let Mutual Love Continue’ (see Global Christian Forum 2020), all participating churches and organizations acknowledged the growth in mutual love, respect and friendship.

Journeying On

The role of the GCF primarily involves the provision of an ‘open space’ for the widest possible range of Christians to meet, discover their common faith, and act together as the Spirit moves them. The Forum has no intention to establish itself alongside or as a replacement for the ecumenical organizations in place internationally and locally. It has no ecumenical, theological, or political agenda apart from creating safe places where possibly controversial—and church-disuniting—topics can be pursued. It believes that the Spirit does speak to the churches, and draws all people to Christ who prayed that his disciples should be one as he and the Father are one, to the glory of the triune God.
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Introduction

The United Kingdom (UK) is privileged ecumenical terrain. It played a key role in the origins and development of the ecumenical movement. The World Missionary Conference of 1910 was held in Edinburgh. It brought together Protestant and Anglican church and mission representatives, largely from the Western world; the Archbishop of Canterbury, Randall Davidson, gave the opening address (Stanley 2009; Morris 2011: 297–316). Ten years later, under Davidson’s chairmanship, the Lambeth Conference of all Anglican bishops addressed its ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ to the baptized of all traditions, calling on them to work for unity (Ecumenical Movement, 81–83). In the years before and during the Second World War, Archbishop William Temple (1881–1944) was a pillar of the ecumenical movement (Iremonger 1948). George Bell, Bishop of Chichester, recorded the history of the ecumenical movement and helped to make it, especially by forging supportive friendships with leaders of the Confessing Church in Nazi Germany, notably Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Jasper 1967; Chandler 2012, 2015). The British Isles have given many dedicated servants to the ecumenical movement and to the World Council of Churches (WCC), in particular. In addition to Temple and Bell we should name Charles Gore (bishop and theologian), Oliver Tomkins and Patrick Rodger (both bishops), and Mary Tanner (Prestige 1935; Carpenter 1960; Avis 1988; Hastings 2001).

Although Britain can show nothing to compare with the creation of the united churches in South Asia, it has witnessed some remarkable unity initiatives between churches. Most of Methodism reunited in 1932 to form the Methodist Church of Great Britain. The United Reformed Church (URC) (1972) now comprises four different traditions. The Church of Scotland (‘the Kirk’) is the product of a Presbyterian reunion in 1920. The Irish School of Ecumenics has been a beacon of reconciliation and the Church of Ireland has contributed much to sociopolitical peacemaking and reconciliation.

The description ‘privileged ecumenical terrain’ applies particularly to England, the largest and most populous country in the UK. Ecumenical relations are said to be ‘advanced’ in England by comparison with the rest of Europe, but that does not mean that English ecumenism is straightforward, or that there is not a huge distance for the churches still to travel. Wales is also an ecumenically progressive country, with a multilateral covenant, involving Anglicans and Free Churches, dating from 1975. In Scotland and Ireland the climate is different, though the ecumenical hospitality of the Kirk is second to none. There are friendly relations between church leaders at all levels throughout these islands, and in England quite a lot of cooperation between parishes or congregations, Lent being a favoured season for ecumenical Bible studies or discussion groups. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is widely observed in January. Westminster Abbey (which is under the jurisdiction of the Sovereign) has increasingly become the national church where Christians of many traditions gather for major national, royal, or ecumenical services.

Ecumenical Context and Climate

The UK is made up of four ‘nations’: England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. The Republic of Ireland is not part of the UK, but both the Roman Catholic Church (by means of a single Bishops’ Conference) and the (Anglican) Church of Ireland span Northern Ireland and the Republic, thus existing under two civil jurisdictions. Relations between church and state vary from country to country and from church to church (Avis 2001; Fergusson 2004; Rivers 2010). The Church of England is the church ‘by law established’ for England, while the (Presbyterian) Church of Scotland is the established or (as it prefers to say) ‘national’ church for Scotland. Both of these established churches have a close relationship with the monarch, but her position as Supreme Governor of the Church of England has no parallel in Scotland. Each established church has a small college of Queen’s chaplains. The Church of Scotland is independent of Parliamentary control, while the Church of England enjoys devolved authority from Parliament to manage its affairs, and twenty-four of its bishops sit in the House of Lords. The essence of establishment is, constitutionally speaking, recognition of a church in law, but, practically speaking, it consists in having a pastoral presence in every community of the land through the parochial system and in offering its ministrations to all who will receive them. Both the Church of Scotland and the Church of England are stretched in trying to maintain a nationwide pastoral ministry—but this should surely be an incentive to ecumenical progress.

The (Anglican) Church of Ireland was disestablished in 1870 (at a time when the whole of Ireland was within the UK) and that part of the Church of England located in Wales was disestablished in 1920, becoming the Church in Wales. The Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church (URC), and the Baptist Union of Great Britain exist also in Scotland and Wales, though their centre of gravity remains in England. Although they are not of course ‘established’, the Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church, and the Baptist Union used Acts of Parliament to secure their unity (for the Baptists, the Baptist and Congregational Trusts Act 1951). Together with some smaller churches, they were known as the Nonconformist or Free Churches; that is to say they did not conform to the liturgy or governance of the established church and were free of any state control (though of course subject to state legislation, like all persons and bodies in the realm). However, the term ‘Nonconformist’ has been losing meaning since the enactment of toleration in 1689 and 1828; and the expression ‘Free Church’ has become almost irrelevant since the Church of England received powers of self-government from Parliament during the past century and is now responsible for its own doctrine, liturgy, and discipline, and for nominating its bishops. ‘Establishment’ is no longer a sore point between the churches. However, this raises a question of identity for the ‘Free’ churches.

The Church of England is the largest church, with the most parishes (13,000), church buildings (16,000), cathedrals (44), bishops (100+), and stipendiary clergy (8,000). However, the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) has as many of the faithful at Mass on Saturday evening and Sunday morning as the Church of England does on Sunday, and in recent decades the RCC has become a significant voice in national affairs. The Methodist Church and the URC (the Church of England’s closest ecumenical partners in terms of actual collaboration) have been declining faster than the Anglicans or the Roman Catholics. Methodist numbers now stand at around a quarter of a million for both membership and average Sunday attendance, while URC membership is around 50,000. In Scotland, the Kirk and the Roman Catholic Church have around half a million members each, the Roman Catholics having slightly more. The Church in Wales is now larger than the Presbyterian Church of Wales, but nevertheless amounts to only a fraction of the population. In Ireland the Catholic Church is by far the largest church.

In recent years, ethnic congregations have become a significant factor, partly by virtue of the fact that they often borrow the church buildings of the historic churches. Black majority churches are an established presence, especially in London. They tend to be volatile in their leadership, but their members are not bashful about public witness. The RCC in the four nations has received an influx of immigrants from Eastern Europe.

The present cordial ecumenical climate derives from the watershed Swanwick Declaration of 1987, ‘No Longer Strangers—Pilgrims!’ (Swanwick Declaration 1987). The catalyst for this initiative was Cardinal Basil Hume, Archbishop of Westminster, who encouraged Roman Catholics to move ‘from…co-operation to…commitment’ where ecumenism was concerned (Palmer 1990: 64–65). The Swanwick formula enabled the RCC in Britain and the black majority churches to commit themselves to structured ecumenism.

Local Relationships

A significant factor in local relationships is the existence of hundreds of Local Ecumenical Partnerships (LEPs), almost entirely in England, according to several models with varying degrees of closeness, from shared buildings to united congregations. LEPs were made possible through Parliamentary legislation in order to accommodate the Church of England’s canonical requirements. For the Church of England, LEPs allow for shared (not interchangeable) ordained ministry, because for Anglicans an interchangeable ordained ministry is normally only possible on the basis of episcopal ordination and oversight. LEPs are, we might say, ‘the ecumenism of exception’, anticipating the visible unity that cannot come about without theological agreement and subsequent action at the national level. In addition to the Church of England, LEPs involve the Methodist Church, the URC, the Baptist Union, and the Moravian Church. The Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales participates in two types of LEP: shared buildings arrangements, and ‘local churches in covenanted partnership’ where parishes or congregations retain their own identity, ministry, and buildings, but covenant together for mission and some shared worship. The Church of England’s local ecumenical cooperation is governed by Canons B 43 (general ecumenism) and B 44 (LEPs) (Church of England 2008: 66–76A).

However, LEPs are viewed as a mixed blessing: some are vibrant; others represent the merging of weakness and consequently languish in the doldrums. The parent churches look askance at the way that single-congregation, shared-building LEPs tend to drift away from the parent traditions into an identity of their own. LEPs are an ambiguous beacon of the unity that we have and the unity that we seek.

Ecumenical Instruments

In all four nations the mainstream churches belong to the relevant ‘ecumenical instrument’ outlined in the document, The Next Steps for Churches Together, that resulted from the inter-church process ‘Not Strangers but Pilgrims’ in 1989: Churches Together in Wales (CYTUN), Action of Churches Together in Scotland (ACTS), and Churches Together in England (CTE) (Inter-Church Process 1989). CTE is distinguished by having a number of Presidents, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, the (Roman Catholic) Archbishop of Westminster, and an Orthodox archbishop. In Ireland, the Irish Council of Churches (ICC) is complemented by the Irish Inter-Church Meeting for various reasons: Roman Catholic reluctance to join a ‘council’ of churches, Presbyterian reluctance to join anything with Roman Catholic participation, and the difficult and delicate historical circumstances of recent decades. Alongside the four national instruments (CYTUN, ACTS, CTE, and the ICC) is Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI), the successor to the British Council of Churches. CTBI cannot duplicate what the national instruments do, nor appear to be in competition with them. It can, however, complement what they offer and, uniquely, involve churches from all four nations. CTBI provides excellent materials for Advent and Lent and for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. The main non-Roman Catholic churches in Britain and Ireland (with one or two exceptions) also belong to the Conference of European Churches (CEC) and the WCC.

National Cooperation

There are other significant areas of cooperation at the national level. The beginnings of this collaboration can be traced back to the generous outlook of Cardinal Arthur Hinsley, Archbishop of Westminster before and during the Second World War, who secured the support of both Anglican Archbishops (of Canterbury and York, respectively), Bishop Bell, and the Moderator of the Free Church Federal Council for ‘Sword of the Spirit’, a campaign to promote catholic social values in opposition to totalitarian ones, with a view to the rebuilding of civilization after the War. Hinsley’s ecumenical openness was considered suspect by his senior colleagues and was prohibited by the Vatican. However, four decades later, Anglican–Roman Catholic cooperation reached a new high point when Pope John Paul II, on a visit to Britain in 1982, prayed with the Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, in Canterbury Cathedral and met other church leaders. Archbishop and Pope knelt in prayer at the altar, reverenced the Canterbury Gospels, jointly blessed the congregation, and prayed silently at the shrine of the martyred Archbishop St Thomas Becket.

The national officers of the larger churches work together, to various degrees, in education, public affairs, ecumenism, and ministry matters. ‘Fresh Expressions’, whose inspiration was the report Mission-Shaped Church (Working Group 2004), is an Anglican-Methodist initiative that has been joined by the URC. There has been some sharing of posts between the Methodist Church and the Church of England. Under the Anglican-Methodist Covenant (see later), the Archbishops of Canterbury and York meet with the President and Vice-President of the Methodist Conference each year, and senior staff from both churches meet twice a year. The Church of Scotland, the URC, the Methodist Church, and the Church of England invite each other to appoint a representative to their governing bodies. In 2010, the President and Vice-President of the Methodist Conference addressed the General Synod of the Church of England and the Archbishop of Canterbury returned the compliment at the Methodist Conference. Altogether, there is a high level of frank exchange of information and concerns. Informal, lightly structured ecumenism is at a high level; institutional ecumenism is, however, more difficult.

Theological Dialogue

CTE has a long-standing Churches’ Theology and Unity Group and CTBI has struggled to convene a Faith and Order Reference Group. A Society for Ecumenical Studies continues bravely at a low level. There are some bright spots: the Receptive Ecumenism initiative began at the University of Durham (Avis 2012); the Ecclesiological Investigations International Research Network had its origins in Britain (founder: Gerard Mannion); and the journal Ecclesiology, which is international as well as ecumenical and specializes in ministry, mission, and unity themes, was launched from England (editor-in-chief: Paul Avis).

However, the energy for theological reflection on the Church resides mainly in two areas. First, the conversations between the Church of England and partner churches, such as those that produced the Anglican-Methodist Covenant, the Anglican-Baptist report Pushing at the Boundaries of Unity (Anglican-Baptist 2005), the working party of the URC and the Church of England that produced Healing the Past—Building the Future (Study Group 2011), and the Church of Scotland–Church of England conversations that resulted in Our Fellowship in the Gospel (Study Group 2009) and The Columba Declaration (Study Group 2015). Alongside this material we should set the hefty bilingual documents on ecclesiology produced by the joint theological conferences between the Church of England and the German Protestant Church (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, EKD) under the Meissen Agreement of 1991 (Meissen 1997; Dalferth and Oppenheim 2003; Hill et al. 2010; Ernst et al. 2012). The theological conferences that take place under the Porvoo Agreement (1996) for communion between the four British and Irish Anglican Churches and the Nordic and Baltic Lutheran Churches have produced useful material in aid of convergence between Lutherans and Anglicans on the diaconate (see Pädam 2011).

The second main area of faith and order productivity is the internal theological work of the Church of England: its Faith and Order Commission is a powerhouse of theological reflection, producing a number of documents that have been adopted by the House of Bishops, including May They All Be One (House of Bishops 1997), a response to Pope John Paul II’s encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint (Pope John Paul II 1995), and The Eucharist, Sacrament of Unity (House of Bishops 2001), a response to the document from several Roman Catholic bishops’ conferences, One Bread, One Body (Catholic Bishops’ Conferences 1998). Two Church of England contributions towards the reassessment of the diaconate are For Such a Time as This (Working Party 2001) and The Mission and Ministry of the Whole Church (Faith and Order Advisory Group 2008). A more recent contribution from this quarter is a study of Christian initiation and its implications for ecumenism (Avis 2011). The Joint Implementation Commission that was set up under the Anglican-Methodist Covenant was prolific of reports with a rich faith and order content (Joint Implementation Commission 2005, 2007, 2008, 2011). Altogether, there is an abundance of material on ecumenical theology and ecclesiology, more than sufficient to fuel further steps to unity.

Unity Proposals

The Lambeth ‘Appeal’ of 1920 created a momentum for closer unity between the Church of England and the Free Churches. However, the Church of England’s insistence on episcopacy was the main stumbling block to progress. Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey Fisher attempted to break the logjam in a Cambridge sermon of 1946 in which he called on the Free Churches to ‘take episcopacy into their systems’ and ‘try it out on their own ground’. Fisher was inviting them to embrace episcopacy in a way that was true to their own polities (Carpenter 1991: 310–314). Conversations took place between the Church of England, the Church of Scotland, the Scottish Episcopal Church, and the Presbyterian Church of England (later to become part of the URC) which would have created a territorial church spanning two nations and united by bishops. However, there was never any realistic chance of episcopacy being embraced by the Kirk (Church of England-Church of Scotland 1951; Anglican-Presbyterian 1957; Anglican-Presbyterian 1966). A later attempt in the 1990s to create a united church in Scotland (the Scottish Church Initiative for Union) was unceremoniously rejected by the General Assembly of the Kirk in 2003.

The histories of the Church of England and of Methodism have been intertwined for two and a half centuries. The itinerant preaching of John Wesley (1703–1791), his brother Charles (1707–1788), and George Whitefield (1714–1770)—all Anglican clergymen—generated a movement of evangelization and spiritual renewal that the established church found hard to contain. John Wesley was unwilling to accept the constraints of Anglican discipline and his uncanonical ordinations made separation inevitable, though Charles Wesley strove to hold the movement within the Church of England. It was largely due to contingent social and organizational factors, rather than to theological differences, that Methodism evolved into a church. Methodist reunion in 1932 occurred between the Lambeth Appeal and Fisher’s Cambridge sermon. Methodism responded constructively to Anglican overtures. Conversations during the 1950s and 1960s produced a unity scheme which was accepted by the Methodist Conference but narrowly rejected by the General Synod in 1972. The wounds of rejection took a long while to heal, but in 1994 the Methodist Church approached the Church of England about exploratory talks, which were followed in 1999 by formal conversations that resulted in the Anglican-Methodist Covenant (Anglican-Methodist 2001), agreed by impressive majorities and signed, in the presence of Queen Elizabeth II, in 2003 in services in Methodist Central Hall and Westminster Abbey. Although the Covenant is premised on comprehensive theological agreement between the two churches, it is not a unity scheme, but a significant step towards eventual organic unity. The Joint Implementation Commission was set up to ‘monitor and promote the implementation of the Covenant’. Cultural differences still divide the two churches, but the main theological issue for the future of the Covenant is episcopacy in both churches. Methodists were not impressed by the tortuous path that its Covenant partner took towards ordaining women bishops. Anglicans find it difficult to understand why the Methodist Church does not get on with adopting the historic episcopate, given that its Conference has stated many times that it was willing to do so (Avis 2013).

Reception of Ecumenical Dialogues

The Methodist Church and the URC have been the most responsive to Anglican overtures. However, they are wary of the Church of England’s party divisions and its sheer size. The General Synod’s ecumenical work, carried out under the guidance of the Council for Christian Unity, has sought all-round and every-level ecumenism, working towards the full visible unity of the Church by a series of agreed stages, involving mutual acknowledgement and commitment, with a programme of practical implementation, e.g. the General Synod has debated all the reports of the Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) to date.

A worrying aspect of the ecumenical movement in Britain and Ireland, as elsewhere, is the generally poor or patchy reception of what commissions and synods have agreed. The Anglican-Methodist Covenant is a case in point. While the Archbishops of Canterbury and York have been exemplary in their support, what actually happens in a given diocese depends a good deal on the priorities and example of the bishop. To this might be added the apparent lack of enthusiasm shown in the past by the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith for the ARCIC reports. The future of the ecumenical movement in Britain, as elsewhere, will depend largely on the churches’ willingness to allow the genuine theological agreements that have already been achieved to have their full effect on policy and practice (Avis 2016).
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Chapter 37

United States of America


Jeffrey Gros




Introduction

The present United States was evangelized and colonized from Catholic New Spain and Protestant Britain. When the nation was founded in 1776, the original churches of the colonies were mostly British (Reformed, Anglican, Quaker, and Catholic), though there were German Lutherans and Dutch Reformed, both augmented in the nineteenth century with further immigration and the arrival of significant numbers of Scandinavian Lutherans. With the acquisitions from France (1804) and the annexation of one half of Mexico (1848), Catholic European and Native American as well as unevangelized indigenous populations were added to the new country.

Orthodox from Russia, the Middle East, and Europe, Catholics from eastern and southern Europe, Anabaptists fleeing persecution in Europe, and a host of American-born churches emerging from enslaved African Americans, frontier revivals, and burgeoning communities that were minor movements in Europe, such as Methodist and Baptist, produced a varied religious landscape. The new nation enacted the separation of church and national state with its first amendment (1791), a policy that was applied to all of the states by the twentieth century. While religious tensions and even occasional persecutions persist, this environment of religious freedom has enabled a rich diversity of religious communities to flourish and collaborate on an equal footing. Given the pervasive culture of choice and religious mobility, all churches are functionally voluntary associations of the faithful, whatever their formal ecclesiological self-understanding and sacramental vision of a united, visible, universal church.

Nineteenth-Century Roots

The frontier revivals were not self-consciously ecumenical in the nineteenth century, but many Protestants gave priority to the common religious experience, to the common task of settling the frontier and nation-building, and attending to the needs of society out of a common Christian motivation. This shared Christian spirituality, even though not consciously ecumenical in its ecclesiology, created a basis for mutual understanding and witness together. The nineteenth century was characterized not only by interdenominational awakenings, but also by collaborative ventures in education, healthcare, social service, public advocacy, and even global evangelism. It was only towards the end of the nineteenth century that the revivalist dominance of Baptists and Methodists was superseded by Catholic immigration. The common Sunday school movement, bible translation and distribution, and even a resistance to Catholic and Orthodox immigrants, solidified relations of both faith and culture among the heretofore dominant Protestants of British origin.

In addition to collaborative ventures among Protestants and occasional civic collaboration among Protestant, Orthodox, and Catholics, interest in theology and visible unity was sparked by the founding of the American Society for Church History by Philip Schaff (1819–93) and the Anglican initiative of William Reed Huntington (1838–1909), resulting in the Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral, both in 1888. The latter outlined a set of core elements necessary for visible unity from an Anglican perspective: 1) Scripture, 2) Creeds, 3) Dominical sacraments, and 4) the threefold ministry.

However, the experience of tolerance, collaboration, and common witness muted traditional confessional boundaries and ecclesiological clarities, and gave rise to a broadly Protestant understanding of the church, rooted in a Reformation emphasis on the invisible church. This has made engagement with the nature and mission of the church and the quest for visible unity a difficult, if not absent, dimension of the ecumenical journey.

The legacy of slavery leaves a heavy weight on the ecumenical project, both within all of the churches present before its ending in 1865, and between the historical churches and the African American churches, mostly of Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal denominations. Before theological differences can be resolved and visible unity achieved, the white racist residue in the churches has to be addressed and bonds of trust and human communion must be built.

Emerging Twentieth-Century Structures

As the churches moved into the twentieth century, the Protestant collaboration of the nineteenth century was marred by the Fundamentalist–Modernist controversy which polarized the churches, both internally and between denominations, over issues of biblical scholarship and evolution, appropriate engagement in social witness, and eventually different approaches to dialogue, conversion, and mission to non-Christians. A moderate Evangelicalism emerged out of the fundamentalism of the 1920s. Neo-orthodoxy began to influence the historic Protestant and Anglican churches. These theological developments softened the polarization, but did not eliminate the cultural tensions, competing institutions, and prejudice between both evangelicals and the more sectarian fundamentalists and members of the historic Protestant and Orthodox churches that participated in ecumenical agencies founded in the mid-twentieth century.

In both sectors of Protestantism, collaboration continued but along different lines. The Pentecostal, Holiness, and evangelical churches formed the National Association of Evangelicals (1942). The Anglican, Orthodox, and historical Protestant churches formed the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (1950), moving from a more collaborative Federal Council of Churches (1908) to a more ecumenical council, following somewhat the lead of the World Council of Churches (WCC) founded in the same period, with many of the same leaders from the US involved in both.

However, unlike the WCC, there was no Faith and Order movement to accompany the Life and Work, Education and Mission foci in the US National Council. Faith and Order was only added in the 1960s, in the context of the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order at Montreal (1963). The National Council was originally founded on functional principles as a ‘cooperative agency’ of the churches. In 1981, after considerable theological discussion and biblical exploration, a theological identity was given to this cluster of agencies and movements, so that the National Council became a ‘community of communions’, with unity as well as collaboration among its goals.

Both the National Council and the National Association of Evangelicals were developed, in part, to be counterweights to the Roman Catholic Church in the US, which had become the largest religious body in the country. Although there was no official national body for the Catholic voice until 1968, Catholic bishops were able to collaborate in such fields as chaplaincies, legislative social witness, relief services, international communication, and the like. With the coming of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), Catholics became full participants in the ecumenical endeavour. Many local dioceses joined local councils and conferences of churches. While not becoming a member of the National Council, the US Catholic bishops were members of Faith and Order from 1968, and collaborators in almost every other area of the National Council’s life.

Common biblical scholarship, a pervasive and successful liturgical renewal among Catholics and the more ecumenical Protestant and Anglican denominations, the new understandings of historically divisive issues through WCC Faith and Order texts such as ‘Scripture, Tradition and Traditions’ (Faith and Order 1963), Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order 1982), and Confessing the One Faith (Faith and Order 1991), and the bilateral dialogues between pairs of churches noted below, have all created a new context for churches’ collaboration, mutual recognition, and common witness. Interchurch families, which bring the various Protestant churches, Catholics and Orthodox into families together, contribute both to richer, personal ecumenical understanding and loosened ecclesial loyalties. In many academic situations around the country, consortia of seminaries and universities make ecumenical formation for ministry possible, in places such as Boston, Chicago, and Washington.

The United States has been an important catalyst in bringing women’s voices and those of the African American churches and American-born churches not active in global ecumenism to the WCC discussions. Dialogues in the United States have modestly pioneered discussion on contentious social and ethical issues such as abortion, racism, human sexuality, end-of-life issues, and the churches’ peace witness. The issues of abortion and homosexuality, in particular, have created significant tensions and deep emotional rifts which are a burden on ecumenical relations. Only a few dialogues have addressed these issues, and their results are not widely used in a culture easily polarized in public debate.

Bilateral Dialogues

Bilateral conversations have made a most dramatic contribution to the ecumenical literature of the period from 1970 to the present (see various collections of documents in the References). As a result of bilateral conversations, the Evangelical Lutheran Church has moved into full communion with Anglicans/Episcopalians (in 1999), Reformed (United Church of Christ, Reformed Church in America, Presbyterian Church, in 1997), the Moravian Church (in 1999), and the United Methodist Church (in 2009). Each of these conversations entailed resolving specific theological themes that divided the churches, often since the sixteenth century: with the Reformed on the Eucharist, Christology, and election; with Anglicans on ordained ministry; with Moravians and Methodists clarifying history and sacramental theologies. The United Church of Christ and the Christian Church/Disciples of Christ have been in full communion since 1997.

Bilateral conversations with Roman Catholics and Orthodox, and the dialogue between the latter, have also been very productive, though committed to a longer time frame than is necessary for Protestant and Anglican churches which are organized on a national level. After the fall of Marxism in eastern Europe in 1989, international Eastern Orthodox-Catholic relations cooled considerably, for a variety of reasons. However, the US dialogue continued to be productive, without any discontinuity, and the international dialogue has made significant progress in recent years.

The US work between Lutherans and Catholics, along with that done in Germany, made possible the historic Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification that was signed by the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church in 1999 (L-C 1999), resolving the core issues of grace and good works that were at the centre of the sixteenth-century alienation, and providing a methodology that is promising for resolving still more issues that divide the churches.

In addition to dialogues with Orthodox, both Eastern and Oriental, Lutherans and Methodists, the Catholic Church in the US has formal dialogues with the Polish National Catholic Church, the Reformed Churches (United Church of Christ, Christian Reformed, Presbyterian, and Reformed Church in America), and the Episcopal Church. Dialogue on selected social issues with the African American, Pentecostal, and historic peace churches is carried on through the Faith and Order ‘Table’ of the National Council.

Church Union Initiatives

There were many church union efforts over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but the most comprehensive organic institutional union was that of the United Church of Christ, bringing together British-origin Congregationalists, German-origin Evangelical and Reformed, and American-born Christian churches in 1957. There have been a variety of intraconfessional unions, among Methodists (1968), Presbyterians (1983), Lutherans (1988), and Mennonites (2002).

Church union initiatives have a rich and varied history in the United States, but the most comprehensive in the twenty-first century is Churches Uniting in Christ (CUIC), inaugurated in 2002, building on forty-two years of relationship and dialogue in the Consultation on Church Union. It includes Episcopal, Presbyterian, Moravian, and Disciples of Christ churches, the United Church of Christ, the International Council of Community Churches, and the four Methodist churches, three of which are African American (Christian Methodist Episcopal, African Methodist Episcopal, and African Methodist Episcopal Zion). While dramatic progress has been made over five decades with issues pertaining to confessions, church order, and sacraments, full unity remains a distant goal. Recently, the CUIC members decided to recognize the validity of each other’s ministry. They are now focused on racial justice, which has been a source of enduring mistrust, and continues to inhibit further steps toward full communion.

Collaboration in Mission

The National Council, even if it has downsized in recent years, provides a forum for its members to be in dialogue with other Christian churches on Faith and Order matters, and together to engage in interreligious dialogue with a variety of groups. The social witness of the National Council has provided a historic impetus to the rethinking of US concerns about race, world peace, the environment, international relations, and economic justice. Likewise, the Council provides important support for ecumenical Bible translation and promotion, common religious education work, and global relief. Because of its global commitments, for example, to dialogue with the Orthodox in eastern Europe before the 1989 fall of Marxism, and support of the churches in racially polarized South Africa before the fall of apartheid that same year, it was subjected to major criticisms, not only by secularist sources in society, but also by fellow Christians and even by members of its own constituent churches.

The most intractable obstacle to Christian collaboration is the long-standing polarization between evangelical and more ecumenically oriented Protestants. There is a misunderstanding of, and even aversion to, Christian ecumenism among the Pentecostal, Holiness, and evangelical churches and even among some of the members of churches belonging to the conciliar structures.

Over several decades, relations have been nourished informally between Catholic, evangelical, historic Protestant, and Orthodox churches which enabled the formation of a new Christian forum in 2006: Christian Churches Together in the USA. It is structured in such a way as to provide representation from five families of churches: the Orthodox, the historic Protestant and Anglican, the evangelical and Pentecostal, the Roman Catholic Church, and the ethnic minority (primarily African American) churches. Decision-making takes place by consensus, but the contacts provided in this forum make it possible for individual pairs or groups of churches to collaborate on common areas of mission and advocacy. Church Women United, growing out of the 1941 United Council, brings together Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox women around the country in prayer, advocacy, and solidarity, facing a variety of issues ecumenically.

The formal activities of the churches together, either bilaterally or through ecumenical agencies, provide an important public dimension to the ecumenical impulse in the US. However, there are a host of areas in which Christians together build relationships and research the common faith in ways that serve both common witness and the visible unity of the church. Christian universities and divinity schools bring together students and scholars who work to deepen understanding and resolve issues that have divided the churches. A wide variety of spiritual opportunities, from the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, sponsored by the Graymoor Ecumenical and Interreligious Institute and the National Council of Churches, through ecumenically open retreat centres, to local prayer groups and covenants between congregations, all give spiritual form to the disciplines needed to deepen communion among believers.

In addition to the formal dialogues, the structures for common mission, and the church unions that have begun to receive the results of ecumenical developments officially into the lives of the churches, there are also a number of instruments of ecumenical formation and research. Many regional judicatories of the churches have ecumenical commissions and officers designated to promote the ecumenical programme of the church in the local situation. There is an annual National Workshop on Christian Unity that brings together North American ecumenical officers from local synods/dioceses/presbyteries/conferences, national officers, and experts who can help them in their local and national ecumenical work, and can review new developments between the churches. There is a North American Academy of Ecumenists, which grew out of the seminary professors of ecumenism when such existed. Today the Academy serves both academic and theologically attuned practitioners in their ecumenical research, learning, and ministry.

Some academic theological societies give special attention to ecumenical and ecclesiological developments, such as the Wesleyan Theological Society, the Society for Pentecostal Studies, the Catholic Theological Society of America, and others. For example, these latter two societies have provided responses to WCC documents and to the 1995 encyclical of Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint.

Continuing Issues

The very success of religious freedom, tolerance, and pluralism has created a ‘culture of choice’ which lessens the urgency of ecclesial reconciliation, theological clarity, and institutional collaboration for many in the culture. The US population is very religious according to many studies, but the level of commitment to religious institutions is not very high. The credibility of many institutions in society is weak, whether they are economic, political, or ecclesiastical. There is also a widespread religious illiteracy in evangelical, historic Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox communities, leaving church members at a loss to identify the specific church-dividing issues at stake, and therefore to appreciate the importance of the ecumenical results that would reconcile them. Ignorance and lack of interest in the intellectual content of the faith makes the process of reception of the results particularly challenging for ecumenism in the United States. Individualism and the fluidity of religious identities makes the goal of visible unity and even the communal dimension of Christianity a marginal part of the faith of many Christians.

The early ecumenical movement was energized by the World Student Christian Federation and the Young Men’s Christian Association. During the twentieth century in the US, the movement became more specialized with theological dialogues, and church leaders participating in the ecumenical agencies. Therefore, a major challenge today is to provide opportunities for mentoring and to support the engagement of youth in ecumenical ventures. The younger generations of evangelicals and Pentecostals have shown an important level of ecumenical leadership since the middle of the twentieth century.

Along with the ecumenical movement and the Second Vatican Council of the Catholic Church, the emergence of global Pentecostalism was a major fact of the twentieth century. The worldwide dissemination of Pentecostalism, with a strong impetus from US missions, and the fact that the global Protestant mission movement shifted into the hands of conservative evangelical Christians from the US by the late twentieth century, mean that mission no longer bears the ecumenical impetus it gained after the Edinburgh Conference of 1910. Many of the mission influences from the United States are a burden on the ecumenical relations of the global South. This lack of ecumenical sensitivity in groups most energized by the missionary impulse of the Gospel is a challenge to ecumenically oriented Christians both within those movements and outside of them. The US bears a particular responsibility to build ecumenical bridges among those who serve the churches beyond its borders and to create relations that deepen ecumenical and cross-cultural sensitivities.

The United States is a nation of immigrants and indigenous peoples, and immigration continues. Those coming to the country from contexts where one community dominates, Orthodox from eastern Europe and the Middle East, Protestants from parts of Asia and Europe, Catholics and Pentecostals from Latin America, may not share the experience of ecumenical collaboration or even pluralism and religious freedom that predominates in the US. In some contexts, popular religion and a dominant religious culture have been the primary mode of handing on the faith, so that an understanding of the ecumenical movement or even of the theological positions of one’s own church is lacking. Attending to immigrant populations of one’s own confession can outweigh the value of working ecumenically to integrate newcomers into the ecumenical programme of the churches. Therefore, special attention needs to be given to the ecumenical formation of newcomers and of those who minister with them.

Development in the areas of theological education and ecclesiastical leadership in the late twentieth-century United States has also had an impact on ecumenism. An increased specialization and even competition in the university world of research also influences ecumenical theological service to the churches and their unity. Individual, narrowly focused research is valued over cooperative, interdisciplinary work that is necessary to serve the unity of the churches. Thus, Scripture scholars seldom know the history of exegesis as it impacts arguments in the confessions and doctrinal teachings of the churches. Historians are only occasionally attentive to development and to a hermeneutics that seeks reconciliation among polarized groups.

Leaders in the churches are often drawn from effective pastoral and managerial personnel. The career path that leads one to become a bishop, conference minister, general presbyter, or head of an ecclesial agency seldom demands proficiency in dialogue, ecumenical relations, or the horizon of full visible unity, as a qualification for administration. Thus both the theologians who serve the churches in seminaries and advising decision-makers, and the leaders who guide the faithful are often less equipped with knowledge of, and commitment to, the rich ecumenical heritages of their churches than would be optimal for leading the churches towards visible unity as they embark on the twenty-first century.

Polarization in the culture over a variety of issues, scientific, social, and political, can influence the internal lives of the churches and their relationships with one another. Particular ethical debates are especially divisive, such as those over abortion, sexual orientation, or end-of-life issues. International concerns will differ according to the international loyalties of different confessions, thus causing polarization in witness to peace, justice, and international policy. Cultural affinity, rather than theological conviction or ecclesial loyalty, often motivates church membership.

The instrumentalization of religion by public causes and politicians also creates polarization of congregations and churches with one another. Combined with a lack of ecclesial loyalty, religious illiteracy, and social polarization on cultural and ethical issues, this manipulation of religion for political, economic, or other cultural purposes diminishes interest and engagement in ecclesiological ecumenism in many sectors of US Christianity.
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Africa


Dirk J. Smit




Introduction

Ecumenically, much has changed on the continent of Africa since the birth of the ecumenical movement at the Edinburgh Missionary Conference in 1910. Shortly after the ‘scramble for Africa’ and the colonial division of the continent, most missionaries at the time still openly supported the imperial project. Of the 1,355 Protestant missionary advocates officially attending Edinburgh, not one was a born African. Although the expressed purpose was to make the Conference as representative as possible, this reference was to mission boards and societies, not to population. No born Africans were included as delegates. No born African was invited on behalf of any indigenous church. No born African spoke during the Conference. No born African was present. Others spoke on behalf of Africa.

Since then, the voice and life of Africa has become an integral part of the official ecumenical movement. Several ecumenical meetings have been hosted on African soil. African churches, realities, and leaders have increasingly played a role in several confessional communities. Many regional, national, and local ecumenical initiatives, movements, and instruments have become active. Challenges arising from Africa’s particular histories and experiences have resulted in distinct ecumenical contributions.

Caution is needed when speaking of ‘Africa’. The continent is so vast, its history so rich and ambiguous, and its present realities so diverse and complex that reducing Africa too easily to a single notion—based perhaps on all kinds of assumptions and prejudices—can lead to serious misunderstanding. The second largest continent, often called ‘the cradle of humankind’, Africa today covers more than fifty countries with diverse and complex histories, different communities and traditions, and rich and divergent cultures. Some 2,000 languages are spoken, and Africa is home to a number of different religions, including African Traditional Religions, Christianity, and Islam.

Ecumenism in Africa remains deeply influenced by these histories and their legacies, for instance by centuries of slavery, colonialism, and the arbitrary enforcement of divisions, borders, and nation states; by modernization and contemporary economic globalization; by the dramatic impact and often dominance of European languages and cultures, especially English and French; and by complex and continuing encounters between different missionary movements from Christianity and Islam with one another as well as with African Traditional Religions. To all this could be added the challenges and conflicts resulting from the enormous diversity of climates, natural resources, vegetation, and cultures.

Since Edinburgh, much has changed, yet ecumenism in Africa remains a story of many stories, too complex, contested, and even conflicted to tell as a straightforward account.

The Ecumenical Movement on African Soil

In 1975, the Fifth Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) had to relocate at short notice and was hosted for the first time on African soil, in Nairobi, Kenya. Philip Potter (1921–2015), a West Indian with African ancestors, was general secretary of the WCC, and the theme was ‘Jesus Christ Frees and Unites’. Racism was high on the agenda, as was the Programme to Combat Racism (PCR)—already accepted earlier (1969, renewed in 1974) yet still controversial—which played an important role in challenging churches worldwide to reconsider their views regarding racism. Some participants from Africa regarded the PCR as the single most important ecumenical contribution at the time.

In 1998, the WCC held its assembly in Africa for the second time, in Harare, Zimbabwe, under the theme ‘Turn to God, Rejoice in Hope’. This was an important meeting for ecumenism in Africa. In many ways it represented a call for healing and renewal of the soul of Africa. Finding new hope, not only for the broken continent, but together for the broken oikoumene or inhabited world, became the theme of speeches and discussions, but also of several subsequent programmes and studies.

Today, the Africa region of the WCC mainly comprises countries south and east of the Sahara, and the islands in the Indian Ocean. Egypt is part of the Middle East region. There is only one member church in the Maghreb, in Algeria, and since 2005 also one in the Sahel, in Burkina Faso. The WCC presently has ninety-four member churches in Africa with a total membership of over 165 million Christians. National councils of churches or Christian councils or similar bodies exist in most of the countries.

In addition to the ecumenical movement itself, major Christian communities and traditions have also had different forms of presence and influence on the continent. The ancient Coptic Orthodox Church (of Egypt) has not only extended its influence southwards from Cairo to the Cape, but is also ecumenically active. It was a founding member of the WCC in 1948, is engaged in several bilateral dialogues, is an important member of the All Africa Conference of Churches, and claims growing relationships with African Initiated churches in several parts of the continent.

The Roman Catholic Church has historically been an extremely important presence in Africa. When Pope Benedict XVI visited Africa in 2009 (Cameroon and Angola; again in 2011, to Benin), it was estimated that around 158 million Africans were Catholics and that one in every six Catholics may be from Africa by about 2025. The Roman Catholic Church is organized together in a Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar, inaugurated by Pope Paul VI in 1969 in Uganda, but today based in Accra, Ghana. The first modern African cardinal, Laurean Rugambwa (1912–1997), Archbishop of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania (1968–1992), was created a cardinal as recently as 1960, and as of January 2019 there were still only 26 out of 224 cardinals. There has not been a black African pope, although there has been some support for this idea in recent years. The Catholic Church today is a member of fourteen Christian councils or councils of churches in different African countries and regions.

Protestant faith communions also have a strong presence in many parts of the African continent, often via a multiplicity of missionary organizations and initiatives, and frequently as a result of colonialism, political and military presence, and trade. Sometimes so-called mission churches and immigrant churches, from the same confessional background, continue to exist as separate churches in a specific country, and together belong to their respective world bodies. In some areas, for example Namibia, this has even led to the continuing existence of different local churches resulting from missionary work originating in different nation states, although all are from the same confessional background. Often these divisions, strengthened by cultural, ethnic, and racial differences, and justified by theological arguments and various ecclesiologies, obstruct ecumenism, not only in these countries, but also in world bodies. The separation and divisions between several churches of Protestant origin in South Africa and Namibia, for example, which contributed to the ideological and political system of apartheid and to its theological justification, presented a major ecumenical challenge for both the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the (then) World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC). Both bodies declared a status confessionis regarding the situation in South Africa (the LWF in Dar es Salaam in 1977, the WARC in Ottawa in 1982), meaning that according to them a moment of truth had developed in which they felt called to confess their faith in the gospel anew.

Both the LWF and the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC, formed in 2010 by the union of the WARC and the Reformed Ecumenical Council) have long histories of ecumenical involvement in Africa, and that is equally true of other Protestant denominations. Twelve of the Anglican Communion’s forty autonomous provinces are in Africa, and large parts of another province, the Episcopal Church of Jerusalem and the Middle East, are also African. Although these provinces are all autonomous, with their own primates and governing structures, they are in full communion with the Church of England. Here again, differences over moral issues have caused stress to ecumenical communion in recent years.

The World Methodist Council, an association of churches in the Methodist tradition, counts thirty-two African churches among its members. It hosted its first conference in Africa in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1986, and met again in Durban, South Africa, in 2011. The Baptist World Alliance (BWA) claims almost 10 million members in more than 38,000 congregations in twenty-nine African countries. The All Africa Baptist Fellowship, one of the six regional fellowships of the BWA, involves five subregions in Africa with more than fifty member bodies. The Pentecostal World Fellowship (PWF) has eight African churches as members. South African born David J. du Plessis (1905–1987) played a leading role in the inception of the PWF in 1947, and the PWF held worldwide conferences in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1982 and Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2004.

Regional, National, and Local Ecumenism in Africa

Of special importance is the way in which, especially since the 1960s, regional and continental ecumenical bodies have increasingly been formed. In 1957, the International Missionary Council held its world assembly for the first time in Africa, in Accra, Ghana. From there, a first representative body for a new All Africa Conference of Churches (AACC) was formed, which met for the first time in Ibadan, Nigeria, in 1958, attended by 195 delegates, representing twenty-five African countries. There it was decided to form a visible organizational expression of the unity of the church, which happened with the inaugural assembly of the AACC in Kampala, Uganda, in 1963, drawing representatives from 100 churches in forty-two African countries. Today, the AACC, based in Nairobi, represents more than 120 million African Christians in 174 national churches and regional Christian councils. The AACC sees its own establishment as marking the end of the missionary era and the beginning of the autonomy of African churches. Its aim is to accompany African churches in their decolonization and nation-building processes, providing an ecumenical platform of collective voices and action.

National and regional councils play a key role in ecumenism in Africa. In recent decades, such councils have also formed themselves into larger instruments, namely fellowships of councils, forming networks of collaboration. An Association of Evangelicals of Africa and Madagascar (AEAM) was formed in 1966 in Limuru, Kenya. In 1978, the independent church movement formed the Organization of African Instituted Churches (OAIC) in Cairo, Egypt, also based today in Nairobi, Kenya. Liberation theologians, several of them Roman Catholic, joined with other third world theologians in the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT), founded in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, in 1976. A pan-African meeting in Accra in 1977 produced the volume African Theology En Route (Appiah-Kubi and Torres 1979).

The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians may serve as one important example of many so-called informal ecumenical initiatives that characterize ecumenism in the continent. Founded in 1989 by Mercy Amba Oduyoye (born 1934), a Ghanaian-born Methodist who is often called the mother of African women’s theology, and who was at that time deputy general secretary of the WCC (see Oduyoye 1981, 2000, 2004), the Circle continues to play a crucial role in many parts of the continent, allowing women of differing religious traditions to come together, creating an atmosphere for multireligious discourse, building solidarity among women, nurturing liberative and transformative thinking, and identifying the most critical areas for dialogue and action by the whole community.

Ecumenical Challenges in Africa

The history of slavery, colonialism, and the arbitrary creation of often completely artificial nation states left indelible marks on Africa. Conflicts between and within nation states are still ravaging the continent, presenting ongoing challenges, politically as well as ecumenically. In 1963, the Organization of African Unity was established in an attempt to overcome these differences, followed in 2001 by the African Union (AU). A new spirit of pan-Africanism also impacted on the churches, often involved in ecumenical efforts to help address those challenges, although the difficulties were frequently exacerbated by the fact that many churches are themselves tribal churches, also torn apart by the conflicts.

Looking back, five major challenges facing African ecumenism may be distinguished. The first was to find authentic African expressions of the Christian faith, free from the legacies of cultural domination and ecclesial denominationalism. These struggles were manifested in many different forms. African Indigenous, African Initiated, African Independent, or African Instituted churches (AICs) formed in many places and in different forms, freed from all Western influence. In mainline churches, similar longings found expression in attempts towards acculturation, indigenization, and authenticity. Quests for the selfhood of African Christianity became a key issue. After all, in many places denominational divisions were simply transferred and planted in African soil and remain as divisive today, although the original causes of those divisions are irrelevant to the African experience.

In some countries, churches became deeply involved in struggles for political liberation. Given the history of colonialism, this became a second priority on the ecumenical agenda. For decades during the latter half of the twentieth century, many local churches supported movements for independence. This sometimes even led to tension between those longing for cultural authenticity and those struggling for political freedom and power, as seen in popular perceptions of tensions between African and Black theologies. In many circles, questions concerning church–state relations, democracy, legitimacy of governments, and the violation and protection of human rights and dignity became the controversial issues on ecumenical agendas.

Closely related, but also distinct as a third crucial challenge was the struggle for economic liberation and empowerment. This struggle manifested itself in many ways, mostly after national liberation struggles were successful in bringing political freedom, but increasingly also as part of growing international debates about development versus liberation; about economic dependence and empowerment; about growth and sustainability; about the integrity of creation, often in tension with demands for social justice; about economic globalization, marginalization, and exclusion; and about greed and consumption, often related to exploitation, bribery, and corruption.

Again closely related are challenges brought about by conflicts. The causes of conflicts are often historical, religious, and cultural, but also intimately related to struggles for power and for control of natural resources, motivated and financed by both international and local parties. Recent ecumenical initiatives in Africa therefore include, fourthly, peace-making, negotiation, and conflict resolution, as well as efforts towards reconciliation and justice after such conflicts have ceased.

Partly as a result of its terrible histories of slavery and exploitation, its destructive recent political struggles, its ongoing difficulties in claiming a rightful place in the world economic order, the harsh climate in many of its regions, and its ongoing and ravaging civil and other wars, Africa remains plagued by continuing challenges for survival. The ecumenical church, too, has faced concrete issues of life and death: refugees, droughts, famine, poverty, illness. Ecumenical work has often been dominated by this fifth set of concerns and crises, confronting churches—from local congregations to denominations to ecumenical structures—with everyday priorities. Of particular importance has been the reality of HIV and AIDS.

As a result of these five kinds of challenges, it is concerns of ‘life and work’ that have been mostly in the foreground of African ecumenism, rather than the classical themes of faith and order. Although there are a few examples of united and uniting churches in Africa (some of them politically enforced, as in Zaire in 1970), ecumenism in Africa has been far more informal than structural. In the words of Mercy Amba Oduyoye, resonating with deep-seated African spiritualities and even cosmologies: ‘Ecumenism has to do with the integrity of the whole human race, its unity and well-being as much as with the integrity of the whole creation’ (Otieno and McCullum 2005: 15).

Ecumenical Initiatives and Documents

Various important initiatives, movements, events, decisions, documents, and declarations from African ecumenical circles may be called to mind, illustrating the importance of these five challenges. Attempts to take African culture seriously include work done regarding authentic African liturgy, ritual, worship, prayer, art, expression, and music. Traditional African religions and traditional African spirituality and cultural practices, including beliefs regarding ancestors, questions of healing and health, and questions of power and life, have presented important ecumenical themes.

Responsible theological education, relevant, contextual, and viable in African contexts, has therefore been of extreme importance, as also has been the challenge of translating and interpreting the Bible in Africa. Most such efforts have been ecumenical from the beginning. Since the 1930s, joint ventures in theological education have taken place in many regions, at well-known ecumenical training institutions, offering training together for those of different denominations, e.g. Mindolo Ecumenical Foundation (Zambia), St Paul’s University (Kenya), the Federal Theological Seminary of Southern Africa (‘Fedsem’, 1963–1993), and many others. Today there exist a number of national and regional associations of theological schools, linking both Protestant and Catholic seminaries, Bible schools, and university departments of religion or theology. The ecumenical spirituality at these seminaries has influenced the church leaders trained there.

The first initiatives towards ecumenical cooperation, however, originated in missionary circles, with similar stories in many regions in the early twentieth century, for example in Nyasaland (Malawi), the Congo, South Africa, Kenya, Sudan, Tanganyika (Tanzania), Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and in many other places. Finding proper ecumenical relations not only between missionary organizations, but increasingly also between local churches and their partner organizations and partner churches outside of Africa was of the utmost importance, though it was often controversial and painful, because of experiences of dependence. In a well-known episode, ecumenical leaders from Africa argued for a moratorium on all missionary involvement. This was called for in 1971 by John Gatu (1925–2017), a Presbyterian from Kenya and prominent ecumenical figure, and the call was approved by the AACC in 1974. The nature of the church’s mission, and a proper understanding of evangelization, of proclaiming the gospel and witness to Jesus Christ in African cultural contexts, have been at the heart of many discussions. Developing authentic African theologies remains a crucial undertaking for a large number of African theologians.

The story of the political and public involvement of the church is similarly varied and complex, and involves many well-known initiatives, events, and figures. Struggles over the church and politics, the nation state, colonialism, political liberation, and democracy have been widespread. Political struggles in Southern Africa against racism and apartheid captured the ecumenical imagination in a special way. Without the ecumenical church, the outcome would have been very different.

A succession of Black theologies, contextual theologies, prophetic theologies, and kairos theologies developed in South Africa, and led to the production of the ecumenical Kairos Document in 1985. This process inspired a series of similar kairos documents in the rest of the world, including The Road to Damascus ten years later, in which South Africans were again involved, with other ecumenical partners from the third world. It also inspired the ecumenical Zimbabwean Kairos Document in 1998, denouncing ‘poverty, ill-health, bad governance, corruption, fear and hopelessness’ (Smit 2002: 642), which strongly resonated at the Eighth Assembly of the WCC in Harare in 1998. In South Africa itself, the South African Council of Churches, the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference, ecumenical church leaders such as Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu (born 1931) and the Reformed minister Allan Boesak (born 1946), and informal ecumenical initiatives such as the founding of the Christian Institute of Southern Africa in 1963 by Beyers Naudé (1915–2004), all played key roles.

A variety of ecumenical initiatives also contributed to debates about economic development. Poverty, with all its manifestations, is often described as the single most important ecumenical challenge. Terms like ‘reconstruction’ and ‘renaissance’ are often used to describe the contemporary task. Again, a few examples must suffice. The ecumenical process after the Harare Assembly that eventually developed the background document called Alternative Globalization Addressing Peoples and Earth (AGAPE) (WCC 2005) was led by Rogate Mshana, a Lutheran economist from Tanzania and the WCC’s executive for economy and justice. The Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town from 1996 to 2007, Njongonkulu Ndungane, was deeply involved in the international ecumenical movement called Jubilee 2000, regarding debt relief for third world countries. At Kitwe, Zambia, in 1997, the Southern African Alliance of Reformed Churches called for a worldwide confessional movement in the face of increasing economic injustice and ecological destruction, which eventually developed into the Accra Confession of the WARC in 2004, and a joint ecumenical initiative between churches from the South and North, responding together to the challenge of Accra, led to a report called Dreaming a Different World: Globalisation for Humanity and the Earth (Boesak et al. 2010).

During a meeting of the central committee of the WCC in Johannesburg in 1994, an ecumenical programme to overcome violence was decided, which was then officially launched at the Harare Assembly in 1998 as ‘The Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches Seeking Reconciliation and Peace’. Although the focus on violence was not at all confined to Africa, violence on the African continent was integral to the importance of the new ecumenical programme. In many societies, violence has involved Christians, and in several cases inter-religious differences have been popularly used to describe conflicts.

Finally, in the face of the litany of life-threatening realities, the theme of hope has become of central importance. A number of African voices are proclaiming the possibility of a new spirituality of hope, evidenced by recent publications on ecumenism speaking of hope, even in their titles. Samuel Kobia, a Methodist from Kenya and the first African general secretary of the WCC (2004–2009), speaks of ‘the courage to hope’, of being ‘called to one hope’, and of ‘a new ecumenical epoch’ (Kobia 2003, 2006). The themes of successive recent assemblies of the AACC—‘Troubled, but not Destroyed’ (1997), ‘Come, Let us Re-build’ (2002), and ‘The Church Awakens: New Hope for the African Child’ (2007)—reflect the same spirit of hope in spite of suffering. Very often, since the Harare Assembly, African ecumenical figures have expressed their dedication to a journey of hope for Africa (Otieno and McCullam 2005). Perhaps this sentiment, more than anything else, describes African ecumenical spirituality today.

At a time when the demography of Christianity is changing, with its centre increasingly located in the South, including Africa, the forms and experiences of ecumenism in the churches of Africa may prove far more important than was the case a century ago in Edinburgh.
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Asia
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Introduction

The earliest movements for Christian unity in Asia were more pragmatic than theological. As early as 1805 the English Baptist missionary to India, William Carey (1761–1834), proposed a conference for 1810 in South Africa on Protestant mission cooperation; but rather than a grand global meeting only national and regional missionary conferences were held in the second half of the nineteenth century. In China, for example, there were three major mission conferences that were all held in Shanghai (in 1877, 1890, and 1907). Almost all foreign missions were represented and major issues of unity in translation, education, and other areas of missionary work were decided on at these meetings. These gatherings developed patterns of dividing up fields of service (or regions to ‘occupy’) in a region or country to avoid duplication in some regions and missed opportunities in other areas. Known as ‘comity arrangements’, this type of cooperation signalled a very early theological commitment to accept others’ sacraments and orders of ministry long before such agreements were made by churches in the West. The Comity Agreement of 1901 for the Philippines was unique in that decisions were made before Protestant missionaries could officially enter the country. It was earlier cooperation between church and independent missions in other Asian countries that made such an agreement possible. Decisions were made in London, Berlin, or New York, but the cooperation and movements towards unity were expressed in local contexts in Asia.

In Japan, the first major missionary conference (though actually called the second) was held in Osaka in April 1883, uniting groups as different as Anglicans, Friends, and Baptists in common study and cooperation. Later that same year a national Christian Conference was held by the Japanese churches in which missionaries were observers. This conference, more revival than a working conference, ended with Joseph Hardy Neesima (1843–90) preaching and a joint communion service with over 300 participating. From this perspective we can say that indigenous leaders were often way ahead of their time ecumenically in the nineteenth century. By the time of the famous 1907 Centenary Missionary Conference held in Shanghai, missionaries were identified by their place of service more than by their denomination. However it was national Christian councils that grew in importance in the early twentieth century as the missionary councils and conferences very slowly declined.

Another foundation for unity and cooperation in Asia was the work of the YMCA and the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). These organizations for young people—mostly university students around the world—brought together leaders from many denominations to cooperate in reaching young people for Christ. After the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh, John R. Mott (1865–1955), representing the Continuation Committee, travelled to Asia. He began his travels in Ceylon and India where he brought together local churches, student groups, and mission societies. His travels focused on bringing all of the Christians in each region together for the church’s missionary task. Evangelization was the main task. In all, Mott and his travelling team organized eighteen regional and three national conferences in Asia: in Ceylon, India, Burma, Malaya, China, Korea, and Japan. In India, Mott organized and led the India National Conference for Christians in mid-December of 1912 and then immediately afterwards he led the All-India Student Conference at Serampore. Thus, the student work for unity took place in parallel with the development of national church councils. As a result, most of the early ecumenical leaders came out of the WSCF where they had their first experiences of unity in mission, often in evangelizing future national leaders. In all of these countries in South and East Asia Christian unity took a major leap forward with these regional meetings and the follow-up evangelistic rallies held by Mott and his associate, Sherwood Eddy (1871–1963). Early Asian ecumenical leaders like Bishop V. S. Azariah (1874–1945) and Cheng Jingyi (Ching-yi) (1881–1939) emerged at important gatherings held between October 1912 and May 1913.

At the same time, Christian leaders were cooperating in the formation of Christian colleges and training schools for pastors and missionaries, and in some cases in indigenous missionary work. One of the earliest cooperative institutions for theological education in Asia was the United Theological College of South India and Ceylon. In this early pre-war period of cooperation a college providing ‘sound theological education’ was created by the good graces of the London Missionary Society, the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, the United Free Church of Scotland, and the Arcot Mission of the Reformed Church in America; the Trustees of the Jaffna College Funds and the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) in Scotland also gave their support. Although most cooperative leadership work was pioneered by Western missionaries, in 1903 Azariah and others founded the Indian Missionary Society in the Tirunelveli District of Tamil Nadu. Very few indigenous cooperative works were founded so early, yet this became the model for later cooperation in Asian mission.

Ecumenical cooperation in Asia had many factors influencing the course of events both for and against. Among the forces working toward union were denominational and theological similarities, common ethnic identity, political pressure, and persecution. In Indonesia, the earliest movements toward unity were ethnic: Chinese, as outsiders, cooperated and sought greater unity in their work and worship. In 1926, Chinese Christians formed the Bond Kristen Tionghoa (‘Chinese Christian Association’). In a similar way, Tamil immigrants in Malaya and Singapore and Chinese in Indochina often worked together more closely with their ethnic neighbours than with their own denominations. As will be seen, after the end of Western colonization in Asia the push factors of religious pressure and political isolation became more important.

Pacific War Period

There are two great paradoxes in ecumenism. First, when churches unite—whether they were formerly one or were never united before—the energy from the union quickly dissipates and the united church is almost always smaller than the sum of the two churches. In this regard it seems that union causes churches to decline. A second paradox is that union, a reconciling and peace-making process rooted in Christology, is often forced upon people by governments or through war and violence. This was certainly the case during the Pacific War (1941–5). The United Church of Christ in Japan (UCCJ) came about as a result of the imperialistic movement of the Japanese government.

In Japan, church unity was a concern, with some limited success with mission cooperation as early as the 1870s, but little was accomplished until the 1930s. A national Federation of Churches had been formed in 1911 which later (1923) became the National Council. However, actual church union, in the end, was precipitated through a mixture of nationalism, imperial pressure, and theological commitment. In 1940, the Nihon Kirisuto Kyodan (NKK; ‘United Church of Christ in Japan’) came into existence and the union was celebrated at the same time as the legendary founding of Japan 2,600 years earlier. The previous year the Imperial Japanese government had passed the Religious Organizations Law which necessitated the union of the thirty-two churches that formed the NKK. Thus, unity was mixed with submission to government pressure. After the Pacific War some of the churches left the union and newer churches were formed from the rapid rebuilding and re-missionizing of Japan by Western churches and governments.

Japan’s imperial expansion in East Asia forced the cooperation and at times unification of churches throughout the region. In Malaya, Christian cooperation was moving towards the formation of a Federation of Christian Churches in Malaya, but it was not until after Japanese occupation that the federation actually came into existence with the consent of Lt Andrew Ogawa, Japanese Director of Religion and Education, himself a Christian. Organic union was not part of the development because of the emigrant nature of Christianity in Malaya (Tamils and Chinese from many dialects). In Indonesia, regional unions were almost wholly a result of Japanese initiative during the Japanese occupation. The Celebes Kiristokyodan Rengokai, for example, was a forced union of Protestant churches in central and southern Sulawesi. Other unions that were forced created social service agencies or new church structures. Many did not continue after the war since they represented Japanese imperialism more than Christian unity.

However some of the forced unions and councils catalysed further cooperation in education, especially in theological education, as well as promoting regional and national councils. The experience of imprisonment at Changi Prison in Singapore led the leaders of the Methodist, Anglican, and Presbyterian churches to found a union seminary upon release. Thus, in 1948, Trinity Theological College was founded: a three-in-one seminary. Union or united seminaries were also founded in China, Japan, Sri Lanka, India, and Indonesia. Such seminaries became important for the development of national conciliar cooperation, and for ecumenical responses to government pressure and religious self-definition.

Decolonization and Ecumenism: 1944 to 1970

As colonial powers began to leave Asia the transfer of church leadership followed a similar pattern to the transfer of political power. In some areas leadership of the churches was transferred before political power was handed over, but in most places church leadership continued in the hands of Europeans and North Americans well into the 1960s and 1970s. The ongoing concerns of global ecumenism that were at their height from the late 1940s throughout the 1950s and 1960s in the West were very much alive in the leadership of the missionaries working in Asia. As a result, a number of church unions and national and regional councils developed more rapidly at that time than before or since.

One of the most hopeful signposts of ecumenical commitment was seen on 27 September 1947, when the newly formed Church of South India was finally officially celebrated at a worship service in St George’s Anglican Cathedral in Madras. This historic church union came in the wake of the national celebrations and religious violence related to the independence of India from Great Britain in August of 1947. The celebration was the culmination of a long process that began in 1901 when two Scottish Presbyterian churches and an American Presbyterian church united and eventually formed the Presbyterian Church of India (1904). After a series of other organic unions with Congregational and other Reformed bodies, the Tranquebar Manifesto was signed in 1919 which expressed the larger ecumenical goal of uniting both episcopal and non-episcopal churches. It was not until 1947 that such a union finally took place, but when it did it was an historic event. Former Presbyterian and Congregational churches accepted bishops (Lesslie Newbigin, an English Presbyterian being one of the first CSI bishops) and Anglican churches soon began to recognize Presbyterian ‘priests’. Communities originating in the missionary work of British and Australian Methodism formed part of the Church of South India from its very foundation, as was later the case also with the Church of North India.

The formation of the Church of North India (CNI) was in some ways a delayed and anti-climactic ecumenical event. Negotiations began in 1929 and dragged on until 1970, when the union was finally celebrated at a worship service in Nagpur. Even in the last months there were negotiations to keep the Methodist Church of South Asia (which had its origins in North American Methodism) in the union, but they eventually withdrew from the agreement. Later other communions joined both the CSI and the CNI, but there was never the push for organic union in India or elsewhere in Asia after this union. From the 1970s onwards, conciliar and cooperative unity has overshadowed the concern for organic union.

In the Pacific Islands, 1961 was a significant date. In that year the important Malua conference (Western Samoa, today Samoa) was held which helped to establish greater cooperation and unity among all Christians in the Pacific. Christianity in the Pacific had grown rapidly in the late nineteenth century, mostly through the initiative of Pacific Island evangelists and missionaries. Until the Pacific War most of the senior leadership was still in the hands of Westerners, but after the war that quickly changed. During the war many of the Western church leaders were evacuated, and some of them met in Australia and planned for both greater unity and local leadership in the post-war period. As a result, the Malua meeting established the Pacific Council of Churches (PCC), a council that today has nine national church councils and twenty-eight national church bodies as members. In 1976, the Pacific bishops’ conference of the Roman Catholic Church also joined the PCC, making it one of the most active regional Christian bodies with Roman Catholic involvement. A saying developed among Pacific Island church leaders that ‘denominations divide and culture unites’. This has very much been the mindset of Christian leaders where there might be four or five different churches on the same island. The Pacific Theological College was founded in 1966 in the strong spirit of cooperation that developed after the 1961 Malua gathering. As already noted, cooperation in ministerial formation was at its height during this period.

Regional cooperation was also accelerated during the period of decolonization and independence movements in Asia. The work of the International Missionary Council and then the formation of the World Council of Churches in 1948 contributed some structure as well as experience to the formation of the East Asia Christian Conference at Prapat, on the island of Sumatra in Indonesia, in 1957.

One of the greatest surprises in ecumenical cooperation came in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council (1962–5) and the formation of national and regional gatherings of bishops. Although the Indonesian bishops’ conference had been established in 1925, it was only after 1966 that its meetings began to bring the Catholic Church and other Christians together in united responses to pressing social issues such as abortion, seminary education, family life, Pancasila (the state philosophy of Indonesia), and even general elections in East Timor. The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) came into existence as a result of the visit of Pope Paul VI to Manila in 1970. The gathering of bishops from many countries in Asia for this event revealed the common issues before the bishops of East Asia and this led to the formation of a transnational body of Roman Catholic bishops from fourteen national bishops’ conferences in Asia.

Unique in this period of independence and nationalism in Asia is the ecumenical experience of the People’s Republic of China. Prior to the communist period in China (1949), church unity and cooperation was mostly directed by missionaries bringing their experiences from the Student Volunteer Movement and then the International Missionary Council. Suddenly, with the birth of the People’s Republic, the missionary era ended and Chinese Christian leaders came to the fore even as Christian hospitals and schools were taken over by the state, and seminaries were combined and others closed. In this new context the government removed certain Christian leaders, appointed others, and launched the Three-Self Reform Movement. The First National Christian Conference was held in Beijing, and one of the most important results was the formation of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) in 1954. All Christian churches were required to join this ‘ecumenical’ church body, and those who refused were arrested. The number of churches and leaders dropped dramatically, and during the period of the Great Leap Forward the Church Union Movement was initiated, further reducing the number of churches and Christian leaders. In parallel with the changes in the government, theological education was also centralized (one seminary, Nanjing, remained) and church leaders at the highest level retained excessive control.

After the death of Chairman Mao in 1976 ecumenical relations began to be restored and regional seminaries and churches slowly began to reopen. Many people began to talk about a post-denominational era in China. With the founding of Amity Press for printing Bibles in China, global and national cooperation reached its height. Although the church was still centralized more than it was ecumenical in its expression, cooperation and unity were presented as a model for the rest of the world. However, by the mid-1980s it became clear that there were new challenges to Christian unity in China. Christians from East Asia as well as from the West began to flood into China looking for ways to support the Chinese Christians. What became evident very soon was that the church had actually grown dramatically in the Mao period even though the formation of the China Christian Council (CCC) in 1980 indicated that the Christian population was very small. Christian growth was stifled in the official TSPM churches, so most of the new Christians had only a local or regional awareness through networks that had developed. The great challenge of Christian unity today in China continues to be an issue of trust going back to the period of growth of unregistered Christian groups. The TSPM and CCC function as national Christian bodies and have good relations with the government and with overseas partners. However, a larger group of Christians have developed their own networks of relationships within China and with their own overseas partners.

End of the Twentieth Century: Changing View of Unity

In the last decades of the twentieth century the vision of ecumenical unity in Asia changed dramatically. In general, the movement towards greater organic and conciliar unity evolved into a movement to cooperate in the social, cultural, and political spheres. Ecumenical organizations lost support from their constituencies, and yet there was still vigorous support for addressing ongoing and newly emerging social problems in Asia. Some of the issues that have brought Asian churches together, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, include the protection and care of migrant workers, human trafficking, environmental concerns, religious persecution, poverty alleviation, and response to natural disasters. Environmental concerns have been an increasingly important issue in church relations because much of the strip mining, deforestation, and air pollution is caused by companies run by Christian business persons, both Asians and Westerners. Similarly, many of the Filipina amahs and Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi, Filipino, or Indonesian construction workers are Christians themselves, or are hired by Christians. Thus, these are issues that bring the church together ecumenically in solidarity. For example, the Christian Conference of Asia (CCA), the major ecumenical body uniting Protestants across Asia, has programmes in the following areas:



• ecumenical formation, gender justice, and youth formation;

• faith, mission, and unity;

• justice, international affairs and development and services;

• HIV and Aids concerns;

• emergency and solidarity fund.





Even though the CCA does not have the broad support of Asian churches that would enhance its impact on Asian societies, this list is representative of many of the concerns that bring Christians together in Asia.

One of the main reasons for the weaker impact of ecumenical groups like the CCA and even the WCC in Asia is because the classic ecumenical movement has been challenged by the increasing numbers of Western evangelical missions working in Asia with little or no background in ecumenical cooperation. Other forces like the growth of Asian missions, mostly from wealthier countries to poorer countries, began to increase the diversity of Christian communities in Asia in the 1980s. Newer concerns include finding ways for Singaporean, Malaysian, and Korean Methodists and Anglicans to cooperate in countries like Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, and Myanmar. Many of the earlier cooperative arrangements and unions began to pale in comparison to newer churches and institutions. New cooperative (not usually called ecumenical) structures developed that identified themselves as evangelical or Pentecostal. Their concerns in cooperation are more to do with evangelism and church growth, and less to do with the social concerns listed above. The Asia Theological Association was formed in 1970 as an evangelical accrediting agency working in parallel with ecumenical theological bodies like the Synod of Serempore in India and the Association for Theological Education in South East Asia.

However, even though new realities of globalization have seemed to work against historic ecumenical cooperation, other forces have worked to bring Christians together. Both Communism and threats of religious persecution have had the effect of uniting Christians in countries like Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and China. In Malaysia, the Christian Federation of Malaysia was formed in 1985 as a ‘super council’ of Christian churches. The federation brings together Roman Catholic, evangelical, and ecumenical groups to provide a united Christian witness, especially with regard to Bible distribution (and translation) and religious restrictions (property disputes, etc.), as well as to respond to secular and political trends. Thus, the minority status of the Christian community in Malaysia has brought about a greater unity than has been possible through councils and unions.

There have been other new and creative dimensions to Christian cooperation that were not evident earlier in the twentieth century. In the areas of music, art, liturgy, and literature there have been great ecumenical advances. The Asian Institute for Liturgy and Music in Manila has provided a place for the development of Asian Christian theology to be expressed in indigenous forms in a way that has brought about greater unity in worship. An Asian Christian hymnal was produced in 1990 (The Sound of Bamboo), bringing together Asian music from many regions and uniting Christians in worship through indigenous forms. Bible publishing has been another highlight of ecumenical cooperation and Christian unity. The large Amity presses in Nanjing, China, have not only been producing bibles for all Christians in China, but they have also been printing bibles for other countries in Asia. International cooperation in leadership development has been evident through the ongoing work of bodies like the Association for Theological Education in South East Asia. Such cooperation has blurred the lines of theological divisions brought from Europe (often ethnic in origin) and helped to establish Asian Christian leaders who are free to respond to theological concerns that present themselves in various Asian contexts. In all of these areas we can say that the new contextualization of Christianity that is developing is a major theme for ecumenical life in Asia into the twenty-first century.

Ecumenical Hope and Hindrances for the Twenty-first Century

New forms of Asian Christianity that are now developing both unite and divide the church. Indigenous forms of expression must be in local languages, and these local languages unite ‘like’ people but they also separate outsiders. This is true of all movements of contextualization; they deepen the understanding of the faith for particular contexts, but at the same time specific contextual forms separate Christians from other Christians. Other movements have worked against Christian unity in the early twenty-first century, also. Although Pentecostalism is not new to Asia, its rapid growth in recent decades has created a problem for Christian unity. Many of the Pentecostal churches do not have a history of ecumenical cooperation, and many of the new Asian leaders are developing relationships and alliances that are newer forms of cooperation. Thus, a form of unity is developing, but once again it is often running parallel to, rather than along with, existing ecumenical bodies. In addition to newer Pentecostal bodies, there are indigenous forms of Christianity developing in almost every country. Many of these indigenous forms, like the early indigenous churches in China (e.g. the Jesus Family, True Jesus Church), are formed in reaction to existing churches. Thus, they are born out of division, and struggle with issues of unity. This trend throughout Asia is a challenge to cooperation in the future.

However, the great hope of the ecumenical movement for the future is not to be found in any particular ecumenical agency or organization. In Asia, Christians are a minority in every country except the Philippines. As a minority among other religious majorities certain social, political, and religious pressures will always exist, and these pressures act as a collective or uniting force for Christians. As Asians are involved in mission in neighbouring nations cooperation becomes necessary at times and is a natural outgrowth of common experiences and training, much as it was for the earlier ecumenical leaders who worked in Asia. In China, as the one national and twenty-two regional seminaries grow and equip more and more leaders for churches, cooperation will continue to be enhanced. But this growth in unity continues to be challenged by other networks that provide parallel training for church leaders in unregistered churches. In local contexts unity is more of a reality than it may seem from afar. Christians share the same Bible (for the most part) and worship in similar patterns and in the same language, and this all works towards greater unity, if not through official councils. Asia’s ecumenical future will be found more in such basic concerns as sharing Scripture in local languages and then turning to care for the least well-off and most oppressed in each context.
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Chapter 40

Latin America


Néstor O. Míguez




Introduction

Ever since the arrival of a European presence in Latin America, religion has been a point of conflict. The Spanish and Portuguese monarchies considered themselves the new champions of true religion. This attitude was reinforced by the papal bull Inter Coetera of Pope Alexander IV in 1493. In the Spanish colonies, the aboriginal peoples were ordered to accept Spanish dominion and the Catholic religion by a proclamation called the ‘Requerimiento’ in 1513. All other religions and confessions were strictly prohibited, and three tribunals of the Inquisition were established.

In the Portuguese colonies, Catholic missionaries played a central role in the submission of the aboriginal peoples. French and Dutch Reformed colonizers attempting to settle in those lands in 1555 were violently persecuted, and some of the survivors were executed by the Inquisition. This explains the fact of a certain homogeneity in Latin American religiosity since most of the people became Catholic by force.

Catholic priests and bishops were mostly co-opted by economic interests, and became infected by the conquerors’ thirst for gold and riches (see Gutiérrez 1989). Even those priests such as the Dominican friars Antonio de Montesinos (1475–1545) and Bartolomé de las Casas (1484–1566) who maintained that aboriginals should be converted through persuasion and opposed their mistreatment and exploitation were nevertheless convinced of the right of the Catholic Church to impose its creed. Jesuits and Franciscans were active in missions with a more gentle approach. In many cases they even clashed with the more aggressive ‘evangelisation’ practised by the bishops and local authorities, and that led to the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1776.

People who dared to hold any other convictions had to face the inquisitional courts and accusations of heresy or witchcraft which were punished by death. That included some Lutheran and Calvinist reformers. The Bible and any religious books other than the authorised catechisms were forbidden. However, under a surface layer of Christianity local and aboriginal cults persisted, concealed in syncretist forms and rites. African-American cults thereby created persist to this day.

The different nations created after the revolutions of independence c.1810–1820 (with the exception of Brazil) were also attached to Catholicism, but the influence of liberalism touched some of their leaders and they began to admit the possibility of other religious groups. Some Protestant teachers were invited to organize public education, and they used the Bible for lessons in reading. This created certain tensions, and the presence of other religions expressions was alternately admitted or forbidden in the new nations. Towards the second half of the nineteenth century religious liberty began to be recognized, with certain limitations (meetings in private, no temples, preaching in Spanish and native languages prohibited). The new constitutions continued to protect Catholicism, granting special status to the Catholic Church and its officials. Legislation granted Catholicism certain roles in public life, establishing in many cases the obligatory teaching of Catholicism in public schools and to aboriginal peoples, enforced Catholic marriage, and similar privileges. Circumstances varied from country to country, but only in the twentieth century was there a move towards a more plural society. Nevertheless, some of these laws and practices persist up to today in certain Latin American nations.

The Development of a More Diverse Society

During the second half of the nineteenth century migrant groups became established in the southern countries. They brought with them their religious particularities. Anglican, Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Dutch Reformed, and Waldensian communities were granted religious liberty, and in some cases were allowed to perform their worship openly and in the language of the people. They were tolerated (not always peacefully) and in some cases they were allowed to open their own schools. They were comparatively small groups with very little influence in the larger society. Some North American missionaries also arrived. Institutes to train their own ministers were opened by the Presbyterians in Mexico and by Waldensians and Methodists together in Argentina/Uruguay in the 1880s.

It was only in the twentieth century that religious diversity really developed in Latin America. The continent was left out of the Edinburgh Missionary Conference of 1910 since, it was argued, there was no missionary priority there because it was already Christianized by the Catholic Church. However, during that year the first Pentecostal missions arrived in Argentina. In 1909, the Methodist Church in Chile split, forming the Evangelical Methodist Church and the Methodist Pentecostal Church; thus, the first Pentecostal denomination was established on the continent.

In 1916, a missionary conference for the Americas took place in Panama. Some North American Protestant churches agreed there on the need to mission in Central and South America. They considered that Catholicism was an obstacle to a truly Christian and open society, a power allied with the conservative oligarchies that governed those nations, an idolatrous doctrine that promoted superstition among the people. They believed that a new preaching of the Gospel was necessary for the sake of progress. So they divided the continent into regions, and the different denominations took responsibility for mission in the various regions. The agreement respected the already established missions and denominations, and implied a non-competitive approach. A strong anti-Catholic sentiment inspired the enterprise, and it combined a rather combative version of evangelism with theological and political liberalism. However, those efforts reached a limited number of people, mostly in the lower middle class of the urban settlements.

Somewhat more successful were other denominations and missionary agencies which did not take part in the Panama congress but came to Latin America around the same time. Baptists and Plymouth Brethren also established congregations. They coincided with the others in their anti-Catholicism, but differed in their doctrinal and political approach, which was more related to the conservative trends in North American denominationalism. Later, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, and other religious movements also began proselytizing.

Among the Protestant churches there was a certain movement towards a closer relationship to one another. Young people initiated interdenominational meetings, and created a number of organizations that brought people from different ecclesial backgrounds together. In some countries active youth federations were established, and together they formed a continental union, the Unión Latinoamericana de Juventudes Evangélicas (ULAJE). The Student Christian Movement also came to the region. In 1949, a first Conferencia Evangélica Latinoamericana (CELA) took place in Buenos Aires, bringing together leaders of Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist, Baptist, Nazarene, and other churches, including some Pentecostal churches. The creation of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948 favoured a climate of encounter among ecclesiastical leaders, and many young pastors who later became world leaders in ecumenism (for example, Emilio Castro, general secretary of the WCC from 1985–92) had their first experience of Christian dialogue at CELA. These pioneering initiatives were followed by associations of theological schools and seminaries, and finally the Comisión Pro-Unidad Evangélica Latinoamericana (UNELAM) was created in 1964. In a meeting in Oaxtepec (Mexico) in 1978, the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) was born, replacing UNELAM. However, it brought to the surface the divisions between churches with a more progressive theology and social concern and those of a conservative line, highly influenced by North American evangelicalism. The influence of Billy Graham and Luis Palau was decisive in the latter churches forming a counterpart to CLAI, the Confraternidad Evangélica Latinoamericana (CONELA) in 1982.

The fruits of these efforts were not what their leaders and evangelists expected. By 1960, the great majority of the population remained Catholic, at least nominally. Estimations show that Protestants, evangelicals, and Pentecostals at that time represented in total at most 8–10% of the population, perhaps a little more in Chile (around 15%). A new wave of evangelical and charismatic renewal took place in the 1980s, with a significant impact in some countries, increasing the number of people who considered themselves evangelicals. This provoked the concern of the Catholic Church, which saw its numbers diminishing. Many sociological studies analyzed the phenomenon, and some exaggerated the numbers. The fact is that a change of religious adherence had become a possibility for many, though with the exception of Guatemala the population of all Latin American countries remains predominantly Catholic. On the other hand, cults of African origin were growing in Brazil, Cuba, Haiti, Peru, and in other countries with communities of strong African descent, and these attracted people from other cultural backgrounds, also. Since 1992 and the fifth centenary of the European invasion of the continent, there has been a revival of ancient native religiosity, especially in countries where the aboriginal population is strong, such as Bolivia, Peru, Mexico, and Guatemala.

A Change of Climate

A real change of climate in the Latin American religious field came with the second half of the twentieth century, especially after the 1960s. The change came about because of a different attitude in the Catholic Church. In some areas and countries Catholicism began to relate in positive terms to some of the churches that had come to the continent more than a century before. The first steps had been taken in the 1940s, when some scholars began to collaborate on new translations of the Bible, as part of the biblical renewal movement in the Catholic Church. In general terms, however, it was the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) that brought a major change. The presence of invited observers from other Christian confessions signalled a new desire for unity. Of particular importance for Latin America was the fact that one of the Protestant observers was a young Argentinian Methodist professor of theology, José Míguez Bonino. When they returned home, many of the Latin American bishops who attended the council actively promoted the new ecumenical spirit.

The impact of the council was great. Ecumenical gatherings, conferences, and public celebrations became frequent, and it was even asked optimistically how long it would take for Christianity to be united. This was called the ‘ecumenical springtime’ and many waited for a summer that did not come. Míguez, who later became one of the presidents of the WCC, was also invited with other Protestant observers to the second conference of the Latin American bishops (CELAM) at Medellín, Colombia, in 1968. The conference was attended by various prominent Latin American Catholic bishops—for example, Eduardo Pironio from Argentina (general secretary of the conference), Helder Camara from Brazil, and Marcos McGrath from Panama, who started so-called ‘base communities’—and by theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, Juan Luis Segundo, and Leonardo Boff. Like some of the leading Protestant theologians of the time, these personalities combined social concern with ecumenical engagement, and there was inevitably an encounter and an exchange that in some cases had already been initiated during the council.

Out of shared concerns a new theological reflection was born, the first native theology on the continent, which came to be known as ‘liberation theology’. Even though many consider it a Catholic theology, it was born as an ecumenical theology. Protestant theologians such as Richard Shaull, Rubem Alves, and José Míguez were among the first authors to express theological concerns in the context of Latin American society, giving an account of the poverty and injustice they saw around them. In their books (as also in those by Catholic theologians) Protestant and Catholic authors and documents were quoted alike. Conferences and movements brought together Catholic and Protestant authors and activists, generating a new understanding of ecumenism, not only as a mutual commitment to unity, but as a commitment that has meaning in the common struggle for a more just society, an ecumenism that embraces the whole of humanity in God’s love, with a clear option for the poor, the suffering and despised.

A continental gathering called ‘Cristianos por el socialismo’ (Christians for Socialism), summoned by some of the theologians just mentioned, took place in April 1972 in Santiago de Chile, coinciding with the government of the socialist president Salvador Allende. Christian theologians, activists, political and worker’s union leaders of different traditions and nations came together in an ecumenical gathering around the idea that a socialist political project was the best option for Christian witness on the continent. (When military dictatorships later took power in Latin America, many of the participants were killed, imprisoned, tortured, persecuted or exiled.) However, ecumenical relationships grew not only at that level. At the grassroots, it became common for people of different Christian confessions to gather for joint Bible study, popular celebrations, and social action. The base communities, of Catholic origin, were also ecumenically oriented, and in many cases they included other Christians. Occasionally, even if knowingly disobeying ecclesiastical regulations, there were experiences of eucharistic hospitality.

Once again, this clear theological and ideological choice was a cause of division. Not everyone in the Catholic Church nor on the evangelical side was happy with liberation theology or with events that challenged church discipline. The debate also caused divisions among the biblical scholars who had worked together in previous times. Some adhered to the new trend, while others rejected it. Some of the most outspoken theologians of liberation theology—for example, some Presbyterians in Brazil—experienced sanctions from their churches, but this happened especially on the Catholic side with measures taken by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. This too provoked a cooling in ecumenical dialogue, because some of the theologians involved were the most enthusiastic about openness to new experiences of unity in action. Some church leaders, even if they said it only in private, believed that the mutual influence between Protestant and Catholic theologians was part of the problem, because it made them lose their ecclesial identity and obedience.

Within Protestant/evangelical quarters, another issue arose. The dialogue of some Protestant churches (especially European churches) with Catholicism caused alarm. It was suspected that the WCC and the Church of Rome were planning the creation of a mega-institutional church. Given the anti-Catholic suspicions at the origin of these groups, some were moved to withdraw from any ecumenical endeavour. For some leaders in the evangelical camp ‘ecumenism’ became a bad word, and they still consider it so. This time of uneasiness and uncertainty made some churches draw back into a traditional or denominational identity.

A New Stage in Ecumenical Development

So, the climate of ecumenical relationships became tense once again. In many places things went more or less smoothly at a formal level, and certainly there was no return to the aggressive attitude of previous times. However, confidence in a growing proximity among the Christian churches was waning. Latin American Methodism provides a clear example of how changes in the denominations affected ecumenical relationships. This denomination was almost always in the front line of ecumenism on the continent. In the 1980s some of the national churches were affected by a more conservative theology, a quest to reaffirm Wesleyan identity, or were shocked by the charismatic movement. As a consequence, the Methodist Church in Mexico withdrew from the WCC, in Cuba it cut its participation in the interdenominational seminary of Matanzas, and in Brazil the General Methodist Conference decided in 2006 that it would not continue its involvement with any institution or organization in which there was Catholic participation. In other countries the Methodist Church continued its ecumenical engagements, but in this and other Protestant churches a new a concern for a more traditional denominational identity can be noted, which has deterred dialogue even among Protestant churches themselves. Many of the ecumenical movements and institutions established during the 1960s have disappeared or lost momentum.

The strong campaigns of some evangelical or neo-Pentecostal ministries, especially in Central America, during the 1980s and 1990s had an impact on the religious demography. A significant growth in some evangelical movements and Pentecostal churches drew the attention of religious leaders and social scientists. Some predicted an indefinite growth of these movements and a Pentecostal Latin America by the year 2000. This certainly proved erroneous. Most of the population remains Catholic, in numbers ranging from 70% to 90% in different countries, with the exception of Guatemala where some claim a 50/50 distribution. In Brazil, the largest Latin American country, about 75% of the population remains Catholic. The most optimistic statistics claim the non-Catholic population of the continent to be 20%, Pentecostals being the largest group, with about 65% of that number (around 15% of the total population). New studies show that numbers have stabilized in recent years, and the growth among evangelicals and Pentecostals has reached a limit, at least for the time being.

Nevertheless, for some Catholic bishops, accustomed to considering the totality of the population as their parishioners, this change prompted an alert. This was evident during the fifth conference of Latin American and Caribbean bishops in Aparecida, Brazil, in 2007. In the reports of some national bishops’ conferences to the plenary, concern about the growth of ‘sects’ and decline in Catholic adherence was central, sometimes without distinguishing between different religious movements. This is reflected in the fact that the Concluding Document contained a section (5.4) entitled ‘Those who have left the Church to join other religious groups’. The need for further clarification regarding relationships with different churches and movements resulted in the following section (5.5) entitled ‘Ecumenical and interreligious dialogue’ (CELAM 2007). This was the first time at continental level that the Catholic Church took a clear stance regarding the levels and ways of ecumenical relations, including some paragraphs dedicated to interreligious dialogue. Yet, at the same time, the claim that Latin America is a Catholic continent with a Catholic culture is still there.

Where Are We Now?

The history of the continent means that advances and reverses along the way are a necessary part of experience. The background of the colonial and neo-colonial forces that occupied the land and subdued the people at different stages of history, together with the different migratory currents (not always voluntary, as in the case of African slaves) that brought their own faiths, needs to be borne in mind. The missionary efforts of different churches, autochthonous movements originating from particular religious experiences, and expressions of popular religiosity have all left traces in the religious realm.

This has contributed to a variegated panorama. Even if the Catholic Church gathers most of the people, there too there is a variety of shades, ranging from politically involved liberation theologies and base communities to very conservative integralist movements. There is a more or less moderate middle strand and a plurality of local syncretisms, devotions, and spiritualities, which are formally Catholic but in practice a mixture of very different cults, including ancient indigenous religions. The same can be said of evangelical and Pentecostal churches; and in each and every case there is a different view regarding what ecumenism is and what it should be.

A new situation emerged with the election of Pope Francis from Argentina in 2013. There is an ambiguity: on the one hand, his theological language invites ecumenical engagement and collaboration. On the other hand, the political influence of the Catholic Church in Argentina and in the continent as a whole has grown, creating new inequalities and suspicions in the non-Catholic world. Some local leaders, Catholic as well as evangelical, including Pentecostals, are enthusiastic about his good will, while others have a certain mistrust, particularly given his rather moderate conservative stance before his election. Against the personal will of the pope, some take advantage of the new situation to negotiate the maintenance of their privileges and to reinforce Catholic traditions at the expense of religious equality. At the same time, Pope Francis’ openness to the poor and to social movements, his desire to revise some traditional positions of the Catholic Church on ethical questions, and his writings on ecology and in favour of a more humanistic economy have provided a new platform for ecumenical and interreligious dialogue.

Conclusion

So, ecumenism takes many forms on the continent. At an official and institutional level, there is a courteous ecclesiastical diplomacy, with more or less activity according to the varied contexts. The aggressive warfare of previous times has passed, except for the verbal excesses of some of the more extreme evangelical groups or Catholic integralist movements. Almost everyone would agree that Christian unity is a goal to be desired, but the way to and form of that unity would be matters of great disagreement. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is celebrated in many parishes, but attendance has decreased significantly in recent years. In some countries there are services for unity at a national level, and commissions for dialogue have been created. Eastern and Oriental Orthodox communities, which are relatively few in Latin America, participate in the councils of churches that have been created in some countries (Argentina, Brazil), but their ecumenical activity is normally limited to this more formal aspect. Among Protestant churches there are national and continental councils and federations of churches, as well as ecumenical movements that work together in areas such as human rights, gender issues, migration, and aboriginal peoples. However, matters of doctrine and church order are usually left aside.

In some seminaries and theological schools professors of different confessions work together, and there are invitations for courses and lectures across denominations, ranging from Anglicans to Pentecostals and Seventh Day Adventists. A Journal of Latin American Biblical Interpretation (RIBLA), regularly published by a Catholic editorial house, has a board with wide ecumenical participation, but it does not include the more conservative evangelicals. These are the more evident signs that ecumenism is active on the continent, even though it has less power than it had in the 1960s and 70s.

However, it would be naive to think that these more obvious activities are the sum total of Latin American ecumenism. Catholic charismatics gather for joint prayer meetings with charismatic evangelicals and Pentecostals, and rally together against homosexual marriage, opposing other Catholics and Protestants. But any idea of Church union, or even the word ‘ecumenism’ will be anathema to them. Liberationists of different traditions celebrate a common Eucharist in a meeting of Christian political activists, but refuse to engage at an institutional level. A Catholic editor publishes a book by a Protestant author, only to be forbidden by the Vatican a couple of weeks later, and that news meets the press, threatens to become a public scandal, and creates frictions in ecumenical meetings. Evangelical movements collaborate in evangelism, but the following day fight each other over the distribution of new converts, or disqualify each other because of varying apocalyptic interpretations.

In addition, interreligious dialogue takes place, but at a very informal level. A meeting of the world’s great religions should not be looked for in Latin America. Instead, interreligious encounters deal with surviving aboriginal religions, cults brought from Africa and reformulated in the Americas in a syncretistic way, and in many cases that demands an internal dialogue between different trends within specific churches or traditions. All of this happening at the same time makes ecumenism in Latin America an ever-new and exciting challenge.
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Chapter 41

Middle East


Frans Bouwen




Introduction

Christians in the Middle East are proud to be living in the lands where the history of salvation unfolded, and from which the Good News spread throughout the whole world. Thanks to its long history and present diversity, this part of the world can be considered as a microcosm of church life and ecumenism. To comprehend this reality, a quick look at history is necessary, because in the Middle East history and the present somehow coexist and need each other in order to be fully understood.

Diversity and Division

From the very start, the Gospel encountered the rich and ancient languages and cultures of the Middle East. By becoming incarnated in these various cultures, Christian belief, life and prayer acquired distinctive features that gave rise to the various church traditions existing today in the region. The Armenian, Byzantine, West Syrian, East Syrian and Coptic traditions represent different ways of receiving, living and celebrating the Gospel. This diversity of traditions is an enrichment for the Church. Bringing these different approaches together in harmony offers the possibility of a better understanding and fuller expression and celebration of God’s design for humanity and the whole of creation.

The ancient traditions that today coexist in the Middle East are best appreciated in the light of such a diversity in unity. Unfortunately, in the course of history, diversity also became division. The origins of the divisions are manifold, but often they were the result of a forcefully imposed uniformity that denied the right to legitimate diversity. This is a first lesson to be learned for the present ecumenical search for unity. The councils of the early Church at Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451) left the Middle East profoundly divided. The great schism between East and West in 1054 was the outcome of a long process of mutual estrangement, of going different ways. Further divisions were imported by Western interventions. The arrival of Catholic missionaries from the sixteenth century onward, after the failure of the attempted union between East and West at the council of Florence (1439) and in the context of the Counter-Reformation, led in varied ways to the creation of the Catholic Eastern Churches united to Rome. This remains a thorn in the flesh of present relationships between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches, both Eastern and Oriental. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the intervention of Anglican and Protestant missionaries complicated the situation still further by creating new communities with faithful drawn from the Orthodox and Catholic Churches.

In spite of the many divisions, however, the churches never lost sight of their vocation to work for the restoration of communion. The fact that most of the churches went through very difficult historical circumstances together in the course of the centuries kept alive in them the awareness that they belonged to each other and needed one another. At times they suffered the same persecutions and, as a consequence, venerated the same martyrs. They went on pilgrimage to the same holy places and remained faithful to the sacred duty of hospitality. The Middle East always safeguarded a congenial capacity to welcome foreigners, to widen minds and hearts, and overcome divisions. This same spirit is still very much alive in ecumenical relations in the region.

Middle East Council of Churches

A new ecumenical concern and activity developed in the twentieth century with the birth of the modern ecumenical movement. The first explicitly ecumenical structure was the Near East Christian Council for Missionary Cooperation created in 1925 in Jerusalem, which grouped together the main foreign Protestant missionary organizations working in the region. During the following years, the council underwent a double change: it gradually developed into a structure with a more local character, including more directly the churches themselves. A first step was the 1932 integration into the Council of new Evangelical communities that were the result of missionary activity. In 1962, the missionary societies withdrew and the Near East Council of Churches (NECC) was created, comprising the local Evangelical and Episcopal (i.e. Anglican) communities and also the Syrian Orthodox Church.

The present Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) was established in 1974 on a completely new basis, namely families of churches. This approach was chosen to solve the problem of representation. If all of the individual churches were to be equal members, the Evangelical churches would dominate the Council, because they are very numerous, but the numbers of their faithful are small. If participation was to be proportionate to the numbers of faithful, the Orthodox Churches would largely predominate. The solution was a grouping into three families, namely the Oriental Orthodox, the Greek (i.e. Eastern) Orthodox, and the Episcopal and Evangelical families, each family having the same number of delegates in the General Assembly and in the Executive Committee. This structure is radically different from that of the World Council of Churches (WCC), and it made eventual Roman Catholic participation much easier. In 1974 that participation was not yet possible. However, a close Catholic collaboration with the MECC developed, and in 1988 the Catholic Churches in the Middle East applied for membership. The fifth General Assembly of the MECC in 1990 was the first one to witness full Catholic participation as a fourth family, comprising six Eastern churches in communion with Rome—the Maronite, Greek Catholic, Syrian Catholic, Armenian Catholic, Chaldean and Coptic Catholic Churches—as well as the Latin Church present in the region.

Since then, practically all of the historical churches of the Middle East have been represented in the MECC, except the Assyrian Church of the East. Regarding the latter, there is a structural problem: being the only church that does not accept the Council of Ephesus (431), it cannot be integrated into one of the existing families, but neither can it constitute a fifth family on its own, because that would give it a disproportionate representation.

The years following Catholic membership were the golden years of the MECC. In particular, the General Assemblies (1990, 1994 and 1999) were real ecclesial events. Most heads of churches were personally present, surrounded by bishops, priests, pastors, and lay persons of their community. These Assemblies were not simply gatherings of delegates; they presented a living image of the many church traditions and communities that coexist in the region and endeavour to work together, giving common witness in its countries and human societies. The MECC was also able to bring together all the heads of churches in the region at least three times, in 1985, 1998, and 2000. Together they reaffirmed their commitment to work for Christian unity and for a Christian presence in the region by promoting Muslim-Christian coexistence and limiting the emigration of Christians.

The structure of the MECC has changed more than once in order to adapt to changing circumstances, but its three principal units coordinate its main objectives—Faith and Unity, Education and Renewal, Life and Service—and there is also a programme on interreligious dialogue. Special mention should be made of the Association of Theological Institutes in the Middle East (ATIME), whose aim is to promote meetings and collaboration between professors and students of the theological institutes and seminaries of the different churches. The most significant results in the theological field are a common Arabic translation of the Lord’s Prayer and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. Unfortunately, it has never been possible to have these translations officially adopted by the churches. Further, among the positive fruits of the MECC should be mentioned the religious and social promotion of lay persons, in particular women and youth, and their greater involvement in church life. The dimension of service or diakonia has always been a major concern, mainly through various social, relief and emergency aid programmes, in a region marked by much human suffering and injustice, as a consequence of political instability and armed conflicts. Such efforts provide a concrete sign of common Christian witness among the majority Muslim population.

Regrettably, beginning with the 1999 General Assembly, the MECC was compelled to reduce the number of its employees and the range of its activities because of a considerable diminution in its financial resources. In fact, only a very small part of its budget came from the local churches. The necessary restructuring of the MECC, required by Western donor agencies, did not materialize in time, and little by little the council became almost paralyzed. In 2010, a critical point was reached when its very existence was questioned. At the same time, most heads and leading figures of the churches maintained that the MECC, as a unique forum for meeting and collaboration, was more necessary than ever in the changing political situation. Thanks to the persistent efforts of some prominent figures, a new General Assembly was able to be called in November 2011, which can be seen as a new start for the MECC as a smaller organization, owned and supported by the local churches, and more adapted to their needs and capacities. Another General Assembly took place in September 2015. These are real signs of hope in the midst of a general situation that raises many fundamental questions concerning the future of the Christian presence in the region.

Denominational or Family Regroupings

A number of regroupings have taken place within the MECC’s four families of member churches, with important consequences for the involvement of the various churches in ecumenism. They illustrate the fact that internal coordination of the churches is a precondition for true ecumenical collaboration. The Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical Churches (FMEEC) was established in the same year as the MECC (1974). The quest for full unity among its own member churches remains one of its top priorities.

The Council of Catholic Patriarchs of the East held its first official congress in Lebanon in 1991. At their yearly meetings, the Catholic patriarchs always put aside one day for a meeting with representatives of the other churches. Their 1996 congress was marked by the signing of a pastoral agreement with the Orthodox Churches of Lebanon and Syria on three sensitive pastoral issues: mixed marriages, First Communion in Catholic schools, and a common catechism. Two pastoral letters published by the Catholic Patriarchs relate more directly to ecumenism: ‘I am the Vine and you are the Branches’ (John 15:5): The Mystery of the Church (1996), and ‘That All may be One’ (John 17:21)’: The Ecumenical Movement (1999).

The heads of the Oriental Orthodox Churches in the Middle East—the Coptic Orthodox Church, Syrian Orthodox Church, and the Armenian Catholicosate of Cilicia—decided in 1998 to hold yearly meetings with the aim of coordinating their pastoral and ecumenical work. This ongoing coordination played a significant role in finding a solution to the MECC crisis in 2010–2011.

At their first meeting in Nicosia, Cyprus, in 1982, the Greek Orthodox Patriarchs of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, and the Greek Orthodox Archbishop of Cyprus, decided to meet regularly in the following years. In fact, they started meeting again only in 2010 and 2011, in an effort to coordinate their commitment to the restructuring of the MECC, and to forge a common approach in face of the changing political context in the Middle East. Unfortunately, the regularity of these meetings has slowed in recent years.

Bilateral Dialogues

The international bilateral dialogues that have developed in recent decades, in particular those between the Catholic Church and the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches, respectively, have had repercussions on ecumenical attitudes in the Middle East. In these theological dialogues, the local Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches of the Middle East are actively involved, though not without ups and downs.

The participation of the Greek Orthodox Churches of Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem, and Cyprus in the theological dialogue with the Catholic Church appears to have been more committed and inspirational in the years immediately following the beginning of that dialogue in 1980. Lately, however, interest seems to have diminished, and a certain fatigue may have taken over. These churches also have the feeling that the theological topics and overall issues of the dialogue are somehow beyond their scope and that the important decisions are taken elsewhere.

A series of unofficial meetings preceded the opening of the official theological dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches as one family in 2003–2004, and the signing of various Christological agreements between the Pope of Rome and the heads of these churches between 1971 and 1997 directly prepared the way for the dialogue. On the local level, two pastoral agreements in particular had a concrete impact on the life of the churches. After the common Christological declaration by Pope Paul VI and the Coptic Orthodox Patriarch Shenouda III in May 1973 (see RC-OO 1973), a theological commission for dialogue between the two churches was created, and it functioned, with some interruptions, from 1974 till 1992. From the outset, this dialogue intended to engage the two churches at the local level, aiming at promoting better mutual knowledge and pastoral collaboration. The elimination of all suspicion of proselytism by Catholics was a major concern. The dialogue became deadlocked in 1992, but the common statement on principles guiding the search for future unity, signed by Pope John Paul II and Patriarch Shenouda III in 1979 (see RC-OO 1979), remains a promising tool for future study and action.

The most significant breakthrough in relations between the Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches occurred in June 1984, with the signing of a common declaration by Pope John Paul II and the Syrian Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius Zakka I Iwas. The two leaders referred to an ‘identity in faith, though not yet complete’ between the two churches, and authorized their faithful ‘to ask for the sacraments of penance, eucharist and anointing of the sick from lawful priests of either of our two sister churches, when they need them’ (RC-OO 1984).

A similar pastoral agreement was announced in 2001 (see RC-ACE 2001) for the faithful of the Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean Catholic Church, after the signing of a common Christological declaration by Pope John Paul II and the Catholicos-Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, Mar Dinkha IV, in November 1994 (see RC-ACE 1994), and the official recognition of the validity of the eucharistic Anaphora of Addai and Mari by the Catholic Church’s Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, in 2001, in spite of the fact that that anaphora does not contain an explicit institutional narrative. This recognition might open wider perspectives for further dialogue on sacraments and communion.

The dialogue between the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches started on an unofficial level as early as 1964. Considerable progress opened the way for the creation in 1985 of an official dialogue commission, which was able to reach full Christological agreement in 1989 and 1990. The commission concluded: ‘we have now clearly understood that both families have always loyally maintained the same authentic Orthodox christological faith, and the unbroken continuity of the apostolic Tradition.…It is this common faith and continuous loyalty to the apostolic Tradition that should be the basis of our unity and communion’ (O-OO 1990: 196). The commission even started elaborating recommendations on pastoral issues in view of the restoration of communion. Unfortunately, these conclusions were never fully ratified by the local churches and almost nothing changed in their mutual relations. This fact constitutes a serious challenge to the churches involved, as well as to the whole ecumenical movement: if two churches do not have the courage to draw the necessary conclusions when they recognize that there are no dogmatic reasons for their division, then one has the right to raise the question as to whether dialogue is at all worthwhile.

One should, however, mention two concrete steps that were taken by some of these churches in the Middle East. In 1991, the synods of the Greek Orthodox and the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchates of Antioch concluded a pastoral agreement allowing mutual participation in all sacraments, except for the concelebration of the Eucharist and ordination (see O-OO 1991). In 2001, the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Alexandria signed a common recognition of mixed marriages celebrated in their respective churches (see O-OO 2001)—a small step forward, but particularly meaningful for the Coptic Church in its ongoing striving for the implementation of the theological agreements between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches.

Diversity of Local Situations

It is important to bear in mind that the Middle East is not a monolithic bloc: Egypt is not Iraq, Israel-Palestine is not Syria. The ecumenical situation likewise differs considerably from one country to another, as a consequence of different histories and social and political contexts. The relative numerical importance of the different Christian communities also plays a role. In Egypt, for instance, where the Christian presence is more numerous than in all other Middle Eastern countries together, the Coptic Orthodox Church comprises more than 90% of all Christians, and this inevitably has a strong impact on interchurch relations. In Lebanon and Syria, the dynamics are quite different because the mosaic of the Christian presence there is more balanced and there is more openness to multilateral cooperation.

In each country, likewise, the social and political circumstances have different repercussions on ecumenical relations. In some countries, political changes or troubles bring the churches closer together. This was clearly the case in Israel-Palestine after the first Palestinian uprising (intifada) in 1987; since the 1990s the heads of churches in Jerusalem have met every two months or so and published common messages for Christmas and Easter and common statements whenever events require. Something similar can be seen in Egypt since the fall of the Mubarak regime. Under the leadership of the newly elected Coptic Orthodox Patriarch Tawadros II, the Council of Churches of Egypt was created in February 2013. In Iraq, the political instability that resulted from the invasion in 2003 led initially to a greater disunity of Christians, because of different interests within and among the churches. Subsequent changes in church leadership resulted in closer collaboration.

Major Fruits and Expectations

The major fruit of the common ecumenical pilgrimage of recent decades is undoubtedly a greater awareness of belonging together, at all levels of the churches. Unity and future presence are inseparably linked for Christians in the Middle East. This conviction goes beyond concern for a mere physical presence; the churches are becoming more aware of the communion that already binds them together and makes them co-responsible for their common mission. This awareness is well illustrated by the more frequent meetings of the heads of churches in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon following the violent offensive of the so-called Islamic State from June 2014 onward. In this context, the ‘ecumenism of martyrdom’ or ‘ecumenism of blood’ is more and more evoked. Orthodox, Catholics, and Protestants together become innocent victims, and at times literally martyrs. United in the mystery of the passion and resurrection of their Lord, they become one beyond all humanly erected divisions.

In this belonging together, lay people have played and continue to play a major role. Living in the midst of a large non-Christian majority, they more spontaneously identify simply as ‘Christians’, beyond denominational boundaries, while the clergy tend to insist on the confessional dimension: Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant. Faithful of various churches live and work together at all stages of life and in all sectors of society. Mixed marriages are very frequent and they make parents and children familiar with different Christian traditions. The faithful sometimes minimize theological differences that exist between the churches, saying that the only thing that still separates them is the date of Easter. In Egypt, Jordan, and Cyprus, most of the churches celebrate Easter on the Orthodox date; in other countries it has not yet been possible to answer the pressing demand of the faithful for a common celebration.

There can be no unity without conversion and renewal, both in church life and in the personal lives of believers. Given the many traditions that coexist in the Middle East, renewal requires both of churches and of believers a rediscovery of their authentic roots, that have much more in common than appears today. At the same time, Christians are called to commit themselves actively to the building of an open and just human society in respectful collaboration with Jewish and Muslim believers. Christian unity is a primary condition for the credibility of such a common witness and service. Sending greetings to the Orthodox and Protestant communities in the Middle East, the Catholic bishops of the region said in 2010: ‘Together we work for the good of all Christians, that they may remain, grow and prosper. We share the same journey. Our challenges are the same and our future is the same. We wish to bear witness together as disciples of Christ. Only through our unity can we accomplish the mission that God has entrusted to us, despite the differences among our Churches. The prayer of Christ is our support, the commandment of love unites us, even if the road towards full communion is still distant for us’ (Synod of Bishops 2010: n.7).
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Introduction

The Reformation of the sixteenth century comprises different reformations: the reformation beginning in Wittenberg, the Swiss reformation, the English reformation, and the radical reformation. These reformations have shaped the churches in Europe, including the Roman Catholic Church. Since these churches have been different from each other while living close to each other, many serious conflicts between them have arisen, but also over time has the challenge to cooperate ecumenically. Thus the European churches have a long tradition of ecumenical rapprochement, dialogue, cooperation, and different types of communion among them.

Church Communion

Communion Between Lutheran, Reformed, and United Churches (Leuenberg Fellowship/Community of Protestant Churches in Europe)

The Lutheran–Reformed division dates back to the conflict that started in 1525 between Martin Luther (1483–1546) and Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) concerning the real presence of Jesus Christ in the Lord’s Supper, the relation of the two natures in Christ, and predestination. Mutual condemnations were issued. Thus it was not possible for Lutheran and Reformed Christians to celebrate the Lord’s Supper together for more than four centuries until the Leuenberg Agreement was signed in 1973 (see Hüffmeier 1993). The Leuenberg Fellowship includes Lutheran and Reformed churches, and also united churches that originated from the unions of Lutheran and Reformed churches in the nineteenth century in Germany.

The basic principle of the document is taken from article VII of the Augsburg Confession (1530): ‘In the view of the Reformation it follows that agreement in the right teaching of the Gospel and in the right administration of the sacraments is the necessary and sufficient prerequisite for the true unity of the Church’ (Leuenberg Agreement, §2). But the Augsburg Confession itself could not be used as a common source for this agreement. Rather, the participating churches had to do two things: (a) describe ‘their common understanding of the Gospel’ but only ‘insofar as this is required for establishing church fellowship between them’ (§6; the common understanding can be found in §§7–16); and (b) take up the main conflicts between Lutherans and Reformed, explain what they are able to say in common, and declare with reference to that common understanding: ‘Where such a consensus exists between the churches, the condemnations pronounced by the Reformation confessions are inapplicable to the doctrinal position of these churches’ (§§20, 26).

The doctrinal condemnations of the Reformation era are discussed in a special section (§§17–28). Most important are the paragraphs on the Lord’s Supper. They do not use the technical language of the Reformation debates, but meet the soteriological concern that it is not faith but Christ who makes himself present in the sacrament: ‘In the Lord’s Supper the risen Jesus Christ imparts himself in his body and blood, given up for all, through his word of promise with bread and wine. He thus gives himself unreservedly to all who receive the bread and wine; faith receives the Lord’s Supper for salvation, unfaith for judgment’ (§18).

With respect to these explications, the churches declare that they ‘are at one in understanding the Gospel’ (§31), that the condemnations of the confessions ‘no longer apply to the contemporary doctrinal position of the assenting churches’ (§32), and therefore that the churches ‘accord each other table and pulpit fellowship; this includes the mutual recognition of ordination and the freedom to provide for intercelebration’ (§33). Church fellowship means altar and pulpit fellowship. This declaration of church fellowship is made ‘on the basis of the consensus they have reached in their understanding of the gospel’ (§29), but also ‘in loyalty to the confessions of faith which bind them’ (§30). Thus, the ‘Agreement leaves intact the binding force of the confessions within the participating churches. It is not to be regarded as a new confession of faith’ (§37). The Agreement does not replace the confessions; rather, it is seen as a bridge between them.

The Leuenberg Agreement distinguishes between the declaration of church fellowship and its realization. Church fellowship is not an acknowledgement of the other church that simply fixes the status quo; rather, it is meant to change the participating churches. Remaining doctrinal or theological differences have been taken up in theological dialogues and conversations, and many documents have emerged from such conversations, for example the first Protestant ecclesiology since the Reformation: The Church of Jesus Christ (1994) (Bünker and Friedrich 2018). The churches strive to deepen their fellowship and to cooperate in witness to the gospel and service through church visits and exchange of pastors. There is a particularly close cooperation between neighbour churches belonging to different countries (e.g. around the Rhine or in south-eastern Europe).

Methodist churches in Europe wishing to join the fellowship of the Leuenberg churches could not simply sign the Leuenberg Agreement, since Methodists were not part of the conflicts of the sixteenth century. Instead, a consultation between representatives of the Leuenberg executive committee and European Methodist churches prepared a Joint Declaration of Church Fellowship that was accepted by the Leuenberg general assembly in Vienna in 1994 and subsequently sent to the Methodist and Leuenberg churches for approval. It came into force in 1997. In the Declaration, European Methodist churches declare their accord with the Leuenberg Agreement while expressing certain Methodist emphases and concerns, and the Leuenberg churches declare that a fundamental consensus exists between them and the Methodist churches. Differences that are noted are seen to be not church-dividing. On the basis of that consensus, the churches ‘accord each other fellowship in word and sacrament and they strive for the fullest possible co-operation in witness and service to the world. Fellowship of word and sacrament includes the mutual recognition of ordination and makes intercelebration possible’ (Leuenberg 1995: 173).

The Leuenberg Fellowship was renamed the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe (CPCE) on 1 November 2003, based in Vienna. Though 105 churches have become members, various mergers have reduced the official number to 94. The general assembly meets every five to seven years, and a thirteen-member council conducts the business of the CPCE between general assemblies. A three-member presidium is chosen from within the council. The Lutheran churches of Finland, Sweden, and Iceland did not sign the Leuenberg Agreement but are involved as ‘participating churches’.

Communion Between Anglican, Lutheran, and Reformed Churches

Ecumenical rapprochement between Anglican churches on one side and Lutheran and Reformed churches on the other began in different circumstances from the Leuenberg process. These churches had not issued condemnations against one another, but, in Europe at least, they had not had much contact for a long time and thus had become somewhat alienated from one another. A characteristic feature of Anglican churches, not shared by Reformed churches or by Lutheran churches outside of Scandinavia and the Baltic area, is the historic episcopate, as expressed in the fourth article of the Lambeth Quadrilateral. Nevertheless, the ecumenical movement has gradually helped these churches to rediscover how much they have in common in faith and in their self-understanding as churches, also with regard to ministries. Reports of regional and international dialogues have expressed the growing convergence between Anglicans and Lutherans (e.g. the Pullach Report (1972), Helsinki (1982), Cold Ash (1983), Niagara (1987); see Oppegaard and Cameron 2004), and between Anglicans and Reformed (e.g. ‘God’s Reign and Our Unity’ (1984); see Anglican Communion n.d.). The document Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry of the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches (Faith and Order 1982) also played an important role in creating a common understanding of apostolic succession, ministry, and the episcopal office.

There are three officially accepted agreements between Anglican and Lutheran/Reformed churches in Europe that draw on these reports: the Meissen Common Statement between the Church of England and the Lutheran, Reformed, and United churches in Germany (1988); the Porvoo Common Statement between the British and Irish Anglican churches and the Nordic and Baltic Lutheran churches (1992); and the Reuilly Common Statement between the British and Irish Anglican churches and the Lutheran and Reformed churches in France (1999) (see Oppegaard and Cameron 2004).

These agreements describe their respective contexts, their understanding of the church and its unity, and what the churches share in faith. On the basis of what the churches involved have in common, they declare mutual acknowledgement and make certain commitments. The basic acknowledgement is that the other churches ‘as churches belong to the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ’, and it is substantiated by the acknowledgement that the word of God is ‘authentically preached’ and the sacraments are ‘duly administered’ in those churches, that they ‘share in the common confession of the apostolic faith’, that one another’s ordained ministries are given by God as instruments of his grace, and that ‘personal, collegial and communal oversight is embodied and exercised in the respective churches’, ‘in a variety of forms’, ‘as a visible sign of the Church’s unity and continuity in apostolic life, mission and ministry’ (see Meissen, §17; Porvoo, §58; Reuilly, §46). Only Porvoo includes the acknowledgement ‘that the episcopal office is valued and maintained in all our churches as a visible sign expressing and serving the Church’s unity and continuity in apostolic life, mission and ministry’ (§58), emphasizing episcopal succession. Meissen and Reuilly do not allow for the full interchangeability of ministers in spite of their mutual acknowledgement of ministry, and even though, in the case of Reuilly, there is a mutual acknowledgement of episkope. The agreements differ in how they deal with members of the other churches and integrate their ordained ministers into the services and life of one’s own church. Porvoo aims at cooperation in the episcope of the churches involved.

The Anglican-Lutheran/Reformed agreements in Europe are national or regional, and do not cover the whole of Europe. The leading concept is that of ‘full visible unity’. It is debated whether this phrase means ‘full and visible unity’, so that there are different degrees both of unity and of its visibility, or ‘fully visible unity’, indicating only that the visibility of unity may have different degrees. Porvoo says that the sign of the laying on of hands in the historic succession is ‘a means of making more visible the unity and continuity of the Church at all times and in all places’ (§53). It understands the historic episcopal succession within ‘the apostolic tradition of the church as a whole’ as ‘the primary manifestation of apostolic succession’ (§39), but historic episcopal succession does not by itself guarantee the fidelity of the bishop or of the church ‘to every aspect of the apostolic faith, life and mission’ (§51). Since there are more means to keep the church faithful to its apostolic calling than historic episcopal succession, churches that have preserved the sign of this succession are ‘free to acknowledge an authentic episcopal ministry in a church which has preserved continuity in the episcopal office by an occasional priestly/presbyteral ordination at the time of the Reformation’. Similarly, a church without that sign is free to receive it ‘without denying its past apostolic continuity’ (§52). Since the churches involved in the three agreements live in different countries in Europe, it is not easy to bring the agreements to bear on their lives (see also Birmelé 2003; Sykes 1995).

Fellowship of Churches

The Conference of European Churches (CEC)

Founded in 1959, CEC describes itself as ‘a fellowship bringing together 114 churches from Orthodox, Protestant, and Anglican traditions from all over Europe for dialogue, advocacy, and joint action’ (see Conference of European Churches n.d.). It works with a network of national councils of churches and with organizations in partnership from all over Europe, and the assembly convened every five years is its highest governing body. CEC has a governing board with some twenty members, including a president and two vice-presidents.

European Ecumenical Assemblies

The Roman Catholic Church is not a member of CEC; nevertheless, there are important areas of cooperation between CEC and the Roman Catholic Council of Bishops’ Conferences of Europe (CCEE). One such area is in the European Ecumenical Assemblies that have brought together a great number of representatives and members from CEC churches and from the Roman Catholic Church. The first assembly was held in Basel, Switzerland (1989, with the theme ‘Peace with Justice’); the second in Graz, Austria (1997; ‘Reconciliation: A Gift of God and a Source of New Life’); and the third in Sibiu, Romania (2007; ‘The Light of Christ Shines upon All: Hope for Renewal and Unity in Europe’). CEC and CCEE jointly prepared a draft Charta Oecumenica and developed it in cooperation with their member churches. The final text of the Charta Oecumenica was signed by the presidents of CEC and CCEE in Strasbourg in 2001, and was subsequently also signed by many individual churches and even by parishes.

Together for Europe

Together for Europe brings together more than 300 Christian movements and communities from different churches. Forming a network of shared goals, they bring a contribution specific to their respective charisms for developing Europe. They are committed to standing up for and realizing Christian values such as solidarity, and the protection of life and creation, and to establishing relationships of communion and mutual fellowship respecting diversity. Great events in Stuttgart (2004, 2007), Brussels (2012), and Munich (2016) have gathered thousands of members of these communities, with the participation of senior political and church leaders (see Together for Europe n.d.).

Agreements Between Churches

Charta Oecumenica

The Charta Oecumenica is a response to the challenge that the emerging political landscape of Europe, with its conflicts and promises, poses to the European churches and to their relations with one another. The churches are confronted with their divisions as a serious obstacle to a convincing witness in contemporary Europe. The Charta is not a dogmatic or legally binding text. Instead, it contains self-commitments that rest on basic statements concerning (I) the centre and basis for all that follows: faith in the Triune God and thus in the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church; (II) relations between the churches: ‘the way towards the visible fellowship of the churches in Europe’; and (III) relations with a developing Europe: ‘our common responsibility in Europe’. The first section contains one commitment, the second five (‘proclaiming the Gospel together’, ‘moving towards one another’, ‘acting together’, ‘praying together’, ‘continuing in dialogue’), and the third six (‘participating in the building of Europe’, ‘reconciling peoples and cultures’, ‘safeguarding the creation’, ‘strengthening community with Judaism’, ‘cultivating relations with Islam’, ‘encountering other religions and world views’). ‘Its authority will derive from the voluntary commitment of the European churches and ecumenical organisations. Building on this basic text, they can formulate their own local addenda, designed to meet their own specific challenges and resulting commitments’ (Ionita and Numico 2003: 8).

Agreements on Mutual Recognition of Baptism

Agreements on mutual recognition of baptism declare that a basic bond between churches exists since baptism initiates human beings into the church. Nevertheless, with a few exceptions, these agreements by themselves do not lead to mutual acknowledgement of other communities as churches (Nussberger 1992). In 2000, a document on ‘The Sacrament of Baptism as a Sign of Unity’ was approved by the theological commission of the Roman Catholic episcopal conference of Poland and the Polish Ecumenical Council (Faith and Order 2011: 3 fn.12). On 29 April 2007, in Magdeburg, an agreement on the mutual recognition of baptism was signed by eleven churches in Germany including the Protestant, Roman Catholic, Methodist, Moravian, and Old Catholic churches. It was also signed by the Ethiopian Orthodox and Armenian Orthodox churches, and by the Commission of the Orthodox Church (now the Orthodox Conference of Bishops), but not by the Coptic Orthodox Church or the Syrian Orthodox Church, and also not by the Baptist or Mennonite churches. The agreement states:

Whoever receives this sacrament [baptism] and affirms through faith God’s love becomes one with Christ and at the same time with his people at all times and in all places. As a sign of the unity of all Christians baptism binds us together with Jesus Christ who is the foundation of this unity. Despite differences in the understanding of what it is to be the Church, there exists between us a basic common understanding of Baptism.

Accordingly we recognise every baptism which has been carried out according to the commission of Jesus in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit through the symbolic act of immersion in water or through the pouring of water over the person to be baptized. We rejoice over every person who is baptized. This mutual recognition of baptism is an expression of the bond of unity which is based on Jesus Christ (Eph. 4:4–6). A baptism which has been performed in this way is unique and unrepeatable.

(Baptism 2007: 257; see also Faith and Order 2011: 3 fn.12)

National Councils of Churches

In most European countries, councils of churches exist to give space for the churches to meet nationally or regionally so as to know each other better and conduct theological dialogue; provide ecumenical education; solve conflicts between churches; cooperate in missionary activities; celebrate church or civic festivals together; engage in social or political work, especially for people in need or minorities; be active in conflict resolution or ecological programmes; advocate for the common good and for Christian values; and engage in inter-religious dialogue. The CEC website gives an indication of their manifold forms and activities (see Conference of European Churches n.d.).

Dialogues

Dialogue Commissions

In recent decades, Europe has seen many bilateral and multilateral dialogue commissions, some mandated by the churches, others being private initiatives. It is not possible to describe all of them. A few examples may suffice.

In 1946, Catholic Archbishop Lorenz Jäger (1892–1975) and Lutheran Bishop Wilhelm Stählin (1883–1975) respectively established a Catholic and a Lutheran ecumenical working group in Germany. In 1968, both working groups were united and henceforth called the Ecumenical Working Group of Protestant and Catholic Theologians, which is still chaired by a Catholic and a Protestant bishop but works independently of the respective churches. It has published groundbreaking studies such as The Condemnations of the Reformation Era: Do They Still Divide? (Lehmann and Pannenberg 1990), which contributed much to the subsequent Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ) by the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church (Lutheran-Catholic 1999). The study was requested by the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches after the visit of Pope John Paul II to Germany in 1980. Since that time, Reformed theologians have also been members of the working group.

Dialogue commissions established by the Roman Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Germany and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Germany have produced important documents on church fellowship in word and sacrament (1984) and on the communion of saints (2000) (German National Committee 2017: 44). The first is a Catholic–Lutheran exploration of the concept of church fellowship, a concept used in the Leuenberg Agreement. The second is more focused on Catholic concerns such as the interplay of the various ‘moments of witness’ (Scripture, tradition, magisterium, and the sensus fidelium) in the investigation and proclamation of the gospel; the petrine ministry; Mariology; and the communion of saints here on earth and after death.

On a regional level, a similar working group with delegates from the Roman Catholic Church in Sweden and Finland, the Church of Sweden, and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland met from 2002 to 2009 to investigate justification in the context of ecclesiology, the sacraments, and the ordained ministry. The document Justification in the Life of the Church (Lutheran-Catholic 2010) aims to show how the consensus reached in the JDDJ bears upon the life of the faithful and the church, while the document Communion in Growth: Declaration on the Church, Eucharist, and Ministry from the Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue Commission for Finland (Lutheran-Catholic 2017) addresses topics left open in JDDJ §43, with the aim of achieving a joint declaration on them.

Ecumenical Research Institutes

In most European countries, an ecumenical research institute or even several can be found. Some are church-related, others university-related. They differ greatly in the content, purpose, and context of their work. Some have turned out to be pioneers in dialogue and its theoretical reflection; others see their task more in observing and commenting on ecumenical topics; others are devoted to ecumenical formation. The institutes are members of the Societas Oecumenica, founded in 1978 to enable exchange between theologians who work in the field of ecumenical theology, dialogue, and praxis. The Societas organizes an academic conference in Europe every other year.

Conclusion

In its history, Europe has seen different and diverse reformations. They contributed both to a renewal of Christianity and society and to conflicts and separation. Churches in Europe shaped by them and living close together have been especially challenged to seek unity—a unity without uniformity, a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’. This formula does not mean simply acknowledging the status quo without any change; rather, looking for reconciliation between diversity and unity transforms both the churches and their understanding of unity. If each element of the formula is taken seriously, it indicates a process of deep change on the way to visible unity. Since European politics also struggles with the problem of how to combine unity and diversity, successful ecumenism could serve as an inspiration and orientation for the emerging political Europe. Thus the churches could become an instrument of unity for Europe in their search to be obedient to Jesus’ prayer for the unity of his disciples (John 17:21).
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Unity in Reconciled Diversity


Harding Meyer




Introduction

The idea that the ecumenical goal is one of ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ now reaches back more than four decades. During that time, the formula—unfortunately often abbreviated to ‘reconciled diversity’—has been in frequent use.

‘Unity in reconciled diversity’ aims first and foremost to bring to expression the fact that the unity of the church which is being sought does not—or need not—mean the achievement of a single invariable entity, whether in the sense of a melding of the existing churches into one church with a new identity and a new name or in the sense of the absorption of them all into one of the existing churches. Thus, the formula assumes from the start, and fundamentally, the old and important ecumenical maxim of ‘unity, not uniformity’, which emphasized from the very beginning of the ecumenical movement that the unity being sought might embrace legitimate differences. However, it refers not to differences in general, but specifically to confessional or denominational differences, and to the question of whether the unity being sought for the church offers room also for these differences.

The development of this concept of unity thus took up again some old questions, but it also, and above all, corresponded to some intervening changes in the overall ecumenical situation and even challenged the self-understanding of the ecumenical movement as a whole. The profound changes in the ecumenical movement and in ecumenical thought by the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s rendered unavoidable a new approach to the basic ecumenical problem: the problem of the unity of the church and the multiplicity of divided confessions. This background must be recognized for a full understanding of the rise and importance of the notion of unity in reconciled diversity.

Visible Unity: Vision and Realization

That the unity of the church which is believed in faith and confessed in the creed may be realized and gain visible form is the raison d’être and goal of the ecumenical movement, but how should that visible unity be understood and pictured? What are its constitutive features and its basic requirements?

The early ecumenical movement formed an understanding or vision of the unity that was being sought. At the Third Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in New Delhi in 1961, it was described in a ‘formula of unity’, which was expanded in certain aspects at later Assemblies of the WCC, but which at its kernel was and remains valid. It agrees in its basic features with the Roman Catholic understanding of unity (see Second Vatican Council 1964: nn. 2–4), and its importance for the development of the ecumenical movement cannot be overestimated. This was probably the first time that the many and varied ecumenical intentions and concerns had been consolidated into a common and structured statement. It declares:

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people.

(Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 116)

Therein were named the constitutive—and therefore indispensable—features or aspects of visible unity:



• agreement in the faith confessed and in the gospel preached;

• a common eucharist;

• recognition of ministerial office;

• fellowship in worship (prayer) and life.





And joined thereto:



• common witness and service to all people;

• the ability to speak and act in common in the face of concrete duties and challenges;

• both local and universal dimensions of churchly unity.





This theological vision answered the question of what the unity of the church is and means, but the question of the realization or the concrete form of visible unity could not yet be answered with the same unanimity: how would the individual, hitherto divided churches unite and live together? This question of the form or ‘model’ of visible unity remained open, and indeed controversial. Many—above all, the WCC and its Commission on Faith and Order—were convinced that there was only one form that would correspond to the vision of unity, namely organic union, understood as the unification or merger of all Christians in one place into one church, with a new, no longer confessional or denominationally stamped, identity. Many others, however, especially the confessionally conscious churches, were of a different opinion. Even when they affirmed the New Delhi vision, they doubted that organic union was the only or the best form or model of church unity.

The debate on ‘the oikoumene and the confessions’—and thereby the relationship between unity and diversity—emerged again with new force towards the end of the 1960s. And indeed it needed to be taken up again, for the earlier presuppositions—especially what was understood as the antagonistic relationship between ‘confession’ and ‘oikoumene’—had meanwhile dramatically changed.

The Early Predominance of a ‘Transconfessional’ Conception of Unity

The First World Conference on Faith and Order (Lausanne, 1927) already treated as its seventh and final theme ‘The Unity of Christendom and the Relation thereto of Existing Churches’. Even though there was an ‘absence of unanimity’ on this topic at the conference (Bate 1927: 438), the report on it that was subsequently agreed by the Continuation Committee in December 1927 began by stating an important principle already seen: ‘The unity of the Church implies a unity in Faith and Order, but it does not mean uniformity. There must be space for divers types of expression, provided that those things which safeguard the unity in essentials are maintained’ (Hodgson 1934: 238). It was remarked that differences of opinion at the conference came about because some interpreted ‘the limit of legitimate variation in doctrinal statement and in the administration of Church ordinances more strictly than others’ (Hodgson 1934: 239).

Although those differences of opinion kept subsequently reappearing, the account that clearly reigned was one that dated back to the early years of the ecumenical movement and continued into the 1970s. It held that the permissible or legitimate diversities are exclusively those which result from our natural human condition, namely contextual diversities—the cultural, historical, ethnic, or social differences which exist also in Christendom. Thus the church in the Indian context looks quite different from the church in its French or German context. Such contextual differences are justified and even necessary for the proclamation of the gospel and the growth of the church in relation to its human context. On the other hand, it was said, confessional diversities contradict unity. It was these diversities that caused divisions in the church, and so they should now be resolved and left behind.

Such an opposition at the level of principle between ‘confession’ and ‘oikoumene’ was certainly not ungrounded, for at the beginning of the ecumenical movement the self-understanding of the confessions bore a profoundly confessionalistic character. Since each was concerned to assert its own identity and characteristic differences from the others, the notion of confession was bound to appear to many as the very contrary of oikoumene.

That had its effect also on the formation and structure of the WCC. The proposal of some Lutherans to structure the WCC in accord with a confessional representation of the churches was rejected in favour of the principle of territorial representation, and the door was thereby largely closed to a direct and positive engagement of the confessions within the WCC (History 1, 703–705, 720).

Accordingly, the ecumenical goal was basically conceived under the sign of transconfessionality: a fusion of all the existing confessional churches of a particular country or region into a new church with a new name and a new identity. The Nairobi Assembly of the WCC in 1975 said: ‘Organic union of separate denominations to form one body does mean a kind of death which threatens the denominational identity of its members, but it is dying in order to receive a fuller life’ (Paton 1976: 63; see also Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 117).

This model of unity had gained unambiguous predominance in the early ecumenical movement and in the emergent WCC. It cast into the background the other two proposed models of unity—that of federations of cooperating churches, and that of mutual recognition among churches—both of which would have allowed the preservation of membership in confessional churches (Meyer 1999: 79–100). Organic or ‘corporate union’ was considered the real goal, the ‘ideal’ (Hodgson 1938: 252). And thus it did indeed remain, even after the formation of the WCC.

Likewise the idea of ‘conciliar fellowship’ as it was developed by Faith and Order at a conference in Salamanca in 1973 and received by the WCC Assembly at Nairobi stood completely under the sign of transconfessionality. Salamanca said that ‘conciliar fellowship requires organic union’ (Gassmann 1993: 41), and Nairobi envisaged it as bringing together ‘local churches which are themselves truly united’, and specified that the term ‘does not look towards a conception of unity different from that full organic unity sketched in the New Delhi statement, but is rather a further elaboration of it’ (Paton 1976: 60).

The consequence of this way of seeing things was that one could not recognize any real ecumenical role for the confessions of the churches or their ecclesial organization. Even if one did not go so far as to consider them rather crudely as ecumenical obstacles, they were accorded only a kind of propaedeutic function for the ecumenical movement (see, e.g., Fey 1986: 118–119).

Ecumenical Rethinking and the Ecumenical Upsurge of the Confessions

Individuals having often been pioneers of ecumenical engagement, finally it came about that confessional churches in their entirety, together with their various worldwide alliances, became aware of their ecumenical obligation. Nevertheless, they questioned whether their confessional character was really the obstacle to ecumenical engagement that it was accused of being. Could there not be a positive role for the confessional families in the ecumenical movement? Particularly from about 1962, that was precisely the question that occupied the world confessional bodies at their conferences and assemblies (Fey 1986; Meyer 2004).

The world confessional alliances had generally been critical of church union negotiations such as had been conducted by many of their member churches from the late 1920s in, for example, Canada, Asia, and Africa, which unambiguously aimed at the formation of transconfessional unions, abandoning previous confessional allegiances, and their reserve prompted some sharp reproaches. It was noted at the WCC Assembly in New Delhi in 1961 that in some places the world bodies were seen as a threat to wider unity (Visser ’t Hooft 1962: 132–133; also Fey 1986: 124–127). At enlarged consultations in 1962 (see papers in World Confessionalism 1963) and 1965 (see Joint Consultation 1966), the world confessional bodies attempted to respond with clarifications and corrections. Importantly, they re-examined their attitude towards the question of church unions. It became clear that most of them in no way opposed the participation of their member churches in church union negotiations; on the contrary, they were willing to help and support their member churches in the formation of unions (Meyer 2004: 114). Above all, these consultations made it clear that the confessionalism of earlier days—with its claim to confessional absoluteness and its fundamentalistic attitude to the historic confessions of the world alliances—no longer held sway.

There began, then, among the world confessional bodies something like an ecumenically prompted ‘redefinition’ of their self-understanding, which was reflected in 1979 by the change in their self-designation to ‘Christian World Communions’, and this rethinking or redefinition of their self-understanding was—without the slightest doubt—helped by the fact that the Roman Catholic Church, thanks to the Second Vatican Council, was also ecumenically rethinking its own self-understanding. An especially suitable venue for this rethinking on the part of the confessions was the annual conferences of the general secretaries of the world confessional bodies, in which representatives of the Vatican’s Secretariat (later Pontifical Council) for the Promotion of Christian Unity also took part. Very intensely, and time and time again, especially in the 1970s, the conferences devoted attention to the ‘self-understanding’ of the world confessional alliances, their theological underpinnings, and their ecumenical obligations. At the end of the 1970s, these considerations started to come together. The conference in October 1978 merits particular mention. The depiction of the comprehensive vision that was offered there received the approval of the representatives of the world bodies in attendance as being accurate in essentials (see Meyer 1979).

The ecumenical rethinking on the part of the confessions would scarcely have succeeded had it not been accompanied and supported by a simultaneous ecumenical upsurge and engagement on their part, for it was exactly this period of the late 1960s and early 1970s that saw the beginning of bilateral dialogues between the confessions. These two things—ecumenical reflection and ecumenical commitment—affected one another. They ran in parallel and synchronically. That was very important.

Moreover, the bilateral dialogues between the confessions spread rapidly, at both the national and the international level, and a great network of bilateral dialogues soon developed, embracing almost all the confessions. With these ecumenical dialogues that they themselves had initiated, the confessions joined the ‘ecumenical game’ and often exercised a powerful ecumenical initiative not previously accredited to them. An extremely important role in this was played by the entry of the Roman Catholic Church and by Vatican II’s decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, with its emphasis on ‘dialogue’ (Second Vatican Council 1964: nn. 4, 9, 11, 18, 19), which was then confirmed by the intensive participation of the Catholic Church in bilateral dialogues. Thus there emerged—indeed necessarily so—a new way of viewing the relationship between confession and oikoumene in place of the antagonistic one that had hitherto predominated.

The New View of Confession and its Relationship to the Oikoumene

Three chief aspects of this new view should be considered.

The Ecumenical Rooting and Direction of Confessionality

The long dominant conception of almost a conflict of principle between confession and oikoumene stemmed from what was clearly too narrow a way of looking at things: what first struck the viewer was the institutionalized forms of the confessions in their separate identities and mutual differentiation, not the essence of the confession, the confessionality.

Confessionality has two basic characteristics that contradict an antagonistic conception of confession and oikoumene: its ecumenical rooting and its ecumenical direction. In the first place, all confessions share the basic faith-convictions of Christendom as a whole. That can be seen in many ways, and most especially in the fact that they all retain the common creed of Christianity. Thus, confessionality displays a clear rooting in the general ecumenical tradition. Second, it is a characteristic of confessionality that each particular confession, far from wanting to restrict its specific convictions or confessional affirmations to the circle of its own membership, seeks rather to address the entire body of Christendom and be heard and heeded by it. Both of these characteristics were expressed in a ‘working definition’ of ‘confessional bodies’ that was proposed by Willem Visser ’t Hooft, then general secretary of the WCC, at the enlarged consultation of 1962, already mentioned: ‘[T]hese bodies have this in common: A) That their member churches share together not only the general tradition which is common to all Christian churches, but also specific traditions which have grown out of spiritual crises in the history of the Church. B) That they desire to render witness to specific convictions of doctrinal or ecclesiological character which they consider to be essential for the life of the whole Church of Christ’ (World Confessionalism 1963: 34–35).

Only a way of viewing confession that includes both of these characteristics—its ecumenical rooting and its ecumenical direction—does justice to the confessions, and it avoids every antagonism of principle between confession and oikoumene.

The Problem of Exclusionary Definitions and Doctrinal Condemnations

There is another element in confessionality that seems to contradict the ecumenical rooting and direction just mentioned, namely the fact that confessional affirmations in the past were in many cases closely accompanied by the making of exclusionary definitions and the issuance of direct condemnations towards doctrines actually or allegedly held by others. Very often the doctrinal condemnations quoted the rejected doctrine expressis verbis and were aimed at other quite definite churches or confessions as the bearers of false doctrine. Such explicit doctrinal condemnations cannot simply be revoked, for they are mostly so closely linked with the basic confessional affirmations of the issuing confession that their mere revocation could at the same time appear to call into question that body’s own confessional convictions and thereby its own confessional status.

Nevertheless an ecumenical re-examination of such doctrinal definitions with the aim of reducing to some degree their negative force is quite possible. That has happened repeatedly in the course of the bilateral dialogues: the question of inherited doctrinal condemnations played a central role in the elaboration of the ‘Leuenberg Agreement’ between Lutherans and Reformed (Leuenberg Agreement 1973) and it was one of the principal questions in the elaboration of the ‘Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’ between the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation (L-RC 1999).

Such a re-examination begins with the essential difference between doctrinal affirmations and doctrinal condemnations. This difference is twofold: first, only the doctrinal affirmations are unambiguously primary and constitutive for a particular confession, whereas the condemnations that are linked with them do not carry a constitutive, but only a consecutive, importance. Second, exclusionary definitions aimed at another particular church are in a different way and to a stronger degree historically conditioned; they were originally aimed at doctrines that may have been held by another confession at a particular point in the past but they do not necessarily strike at the present-day teaching of that body.

These two factors mean that inherited confessional condemnations and exclusionary definitions are in principle open to revision. The question then is this: does a church or confession in fact still understand and maintain its teaching today in the same way as it did at the time it was condemned by the other confession? Only if that really is the case will the former church continue to be affected by the earlier doctrinal condemnation. If, however, significant changes in the understanding or form of the hitherto condemned doctrine have taken place that remove its criticized meaning, then that church will no longer be struck by the condemnation. The earlier doctrinal condemnations will have lost their power to divide the churches. This means that confessions are not forever bound to the earlier doctrinal condemnations. Whether doctrinal condemnations that were issued against another confession still apply is basically an open question to be treated in ecumenical dialogue.

The Theological Legitimacy of Confessional Differences

Ultimately, one must probably say, what lay behind the confession-critical attitude of the early ecumenical movement was a fundamental questioning of the legitimacy of confession-formation at all. However, in view of the more recent ecumenical upsurge of the confessions and the very fact of their ecumenical engagement, it is impossible to maintain any longer this opposition in principle to confessions and their formation. A new way of seeing the reality of confession and confessions had to be found, a view that understood the differences between the confessions as legitimate—at least in principle—and no longer as something that needed to be overcome and abandoned for the sake of church unity.

Attempts were made from two perspectives, respectively historical and theological. Viewed historically, the differences among the confessions as independent statements of the one Christian faith resulted primarily from the particular contexts of time and place in which they were formulated. Different—often overlapping—factors were determinative: the particular cultural and ethnic environment, the period in the history of ideas, social and political circumstances or events, perhaps even differences in the shaping of the human intellect and spirit. All these factors that played a part in the rise and formation of the confessions allow the differences among them to appear as justified from the historical viewpoint and lend them a historical-contextual legitimacy.

However, that did not really explain how the individual confessions have been able to step beyond the limited frame of their situation of origin, to live on and be received in quite different contexts of time and place, showing themselves as relevant there, also. There was, therefore, a stronger inclination to adopt another, theological interpretation, which saw the differences among the confessions as primarily grounded in the fact that from the very beginning—already within the biblical canon—the witness to one and the same Christian faith included differences and could appear in different patterns, forms, or ‘types’. Thus, it has occasionally been the practice to speak of different, but nevertheless legitimate, ‘archetypes’ of the Christian faith, e.g. a ‘Pauline’, a ‘Petrine’, and a ‘Johannine’ type.

Even if one has reservations about such typologizing, the theological view it expresses is more adequate to the essence of confessionality than the solely historical, for it matches the incontrovertible theological finding that the Christian faith itself embraces tensions and, to some degree, ‘dialectical’ differences: differences that do indeed belong together, theologically speaking, but which cannot be reduced to uniformity. Examples would be the difference between the word of God as law and as gospel, between the church as institution and as event, between faith and works, between salvation and well-being. There can hardly be any doubt that, for the most part, the differences between the confessions have to do with such tensions in the Christian faith itself, and in some way reflect it. Such a theological interpretation shows that the formation and existence of different confessions cannot be regarded as questionable and ominous in principle.

Worldwide Bilateral Dialogues between the Confessions

Thanks to the shift in the self-understanding of the confessions and to these new ways of looking at the idea of confession, it became possible for the confessions to leave their ‘hole-in-the-corner’ existence and to assume an active role of their own in the ecumenical movement through their bilateral dialogues. Such worldwide bilateral dialogues were an ecumenical innovation. By means of them, the confessions and their worldwide fellowships grasped an ecumenical initiative to which they were well suited, because the bilateral form made it possible for the respective confessional convictions to be introduced into the conversation in a more concentrated and emphatic way than was possible in multilateral dialogues. Henceforth these bilateral dialogues deliberately took place alongside the multilateral dialogues that the WCC and its Commission on Faith and Order favoured.

Bilateral dialogues were conducted by the confessions themselves, and thereby figured as a confession-related ecumenical endeavour, in contrast to the previous trans-confessional exercises. And to these ‘confessions’ belonged—by no means in last place—the Roman Catholic Church, even if that church did not understand itself as a ‘confession’.

In the course of these bilateral dialogues, and in light of their multiplication into a network embracing almost all of the confessions, the question was soon bound to arise of their orienting ‘goal’. Certainly there was a need for a better mutual understanding, for clarification of prejudices or misunderstandings, and, above all, for the overcoming of individual doctrinal differences and controversies. Ultimately, however, everything was aimed at the one great ecumenical goal: the ending of divisions in the church, the unitatis redintegratio and visible unity of which the WCC and the Second Vatican Council had spoken, describing its constitutive aspects and features, as seen earlier.

However, this vision of the sought-after unity did not yet answer the question of the concrete form of its realization and formation. What form should this visible unity take from the viewpoint of the confessional churches? What form corresponded both to this vision and to the new view of confession and oikoumene?

Certain ideas and even direct proposals began to emerge, all expressly characterized by the search for a form of unity which both preserved the different confessional convictions and identities and also—unlike the model of ‘organic union’—did not presuppose or desire the surrender of confessionality or the fusion of the confessions. There was talk, for example, of ‘corporate reunion in diversity’ or of a ‘fellowship of sister churches’ or a fellowship of different ‘ecclesial “types”’. The notion of ecclesial typos and typoi was introduced by Cardinal Willebrands, then president of the Vatican’s Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, in an address in 1970: ‘The life of the Church needs a variety of typoi which would manifest the full catholic and apostolic character of the one and holy Church’ (Willebrands 1972: 41). Already in 1964, Joseph Ratzinger pointed in the same direction with his almost paradoxical-sounding but appropriately formulated idea of a ‘unity of the churches, which remain churches, while yet becoming one Church’ (Ratzinger 1964: 105). Important and influential also was the concept of ‘fellowship’ between churches that remained confessionally different, as was developed especially in the European conversations between Lutherans and Reformed and was indeed realized in the Leuenberg Agreement (Leuenberg Agreement 1973: passim).

It was precisely along the line of such conceptions of unity, which integrate the difference of the confessions and may be characterized as ‘confession-related’, that the conception of a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ lay. It is important to recognize that this conception of the goal was no merely theoretically sketched idea that might have already preceded the bilateral dialogues. Rather this conception of the goal was itself a result of the bilateral dialogues! It arose and was developed in the course of the bilateral dialogues and in their search for a consensus on questions of faith and doctrine that had hitherto been controversial and church-dividing. The bilateral dialogues showed that every search for a theological consensus—and indeed every success achieved—had itself taken a particular form, which for its part determined the form of the sought-after unity of the church, and necessarily so. The two elements were connected and stood in a mutual relationship: the form of the sought-after consensus and the form of the sought-after unity.

The Bilateral Dialogues and their Search for Consensus: ‘Differentiated Consensus’

As the first description and analysis of the bilateral dialogues among the confessions already rightly remarked: ‘However varied the specific definitions of the purposes of bilateral dialogues may be, they share the general assumption that dialogue is directed towards reaching a consensus’ (Ehrenström and Gassmann 1975: 131–132). Almost from the beginning, however, it was observed—and this is still the case—that the effort to achieve consensus did indeed remove the church-dividing character of the controversial matters being treated, but by no means abolished all differences. Therefore, one could not simply and strictly speak of ‘consensus’ without the need for additional qualifications. Thus, a consensus that had been attained could be spoken of as ‘far-reaching’ or ‘substantial’ or ‘basic’. Especially favoured was the term ‘convergence’, sometimes qualified as ‘substantial’ convergence.

It is interesting that the great majority of the dialogue documents do not use such phrases as ‘far-reaching consensus’ as though there were a deficit of content in the consensus. People were rather of the opinion that the agreement required for unity in the particular controversial question under discussion had indeed been achieved. Nevertheless, the simple concept of ‘consensus’—without more exact precision—was not deemed suitable for describing the kind and character of the achieved agreement, and that was why further attributes needed to be specified.

It is indeed the case that the various agreements attained are such that the customary and isolated term ‘consensus’ is not really correct, for it means—or suggests—an exact equivalence or uniformity in the convictions and statement. In fact, however, such a consensus, free of all differences, has not, as a rule, been attained in the bilateral dialogues. The differences have by no means been surpassed; rather they remain. And yet it has proved possible in dialogue to remove their church-dividing character: they have become reconciled differences.

In other words, a consensus has been reached that corresponds to the basic ecumenical conviction that the unity of the church does not mean uniformity. Just as the visible unity of the church has room for differences, so also the consensus which makes that unity possible can comprehend significant differences. Yet it is a consensus that creates unity—always presupposing that the consensus has indeed taken away the church-dividing character of those differences. There is thus a differentiated consensus: a consensus which corresponds to the unity of the church, a unity which can and does embrace differences in its very essence. Even if the concept of a ‘differentiated consensus’ as such was formed only within a longer process of reflection upon the search for consensus that was in fact taking place (for probably its first explicit presentation, see Meyer 1996), one may say that the efforts of the bilateral dialogues from their very beginning were leading to this kind of ‘ecumenical’ consensus as their goal.

The following may be offered as a description—necessarily schematic and abbreviated—of the character and structure of ‘differentiated consensus’. It is a consensus that is itself internally differentiated and embraces and joins two different consensus statements dealing with the controversial question that is under discussion:



• On the one hand is the common affirmation that both sides agree in what is essential and indispensable for them in this question.

• On the other hand is the common affirmation that the still remaining differences do not call into question their agreement in what is essential and indispensable, and an account of why that is so.





A striking and important example of such a consensus, which explicitly understands and presents itself as a ‘differentiated consensus’, is the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (L-RC 1999).

‘Unity in Reconciled Diversity’: A ‘Confession-Related’ Conception of Unity

The process and method of the bilateral dialogues showed, then, that the sought-for unity of the church was in no way bound to take a transconfessional form in which the differences among the confessions would be abolished. It could take a confession-related form in which the confessional differences were preserved—now as reconciled differences. This became completely clear when the WCC Commission on Faith and Order—which favoured the transconfessional conception of unity as ‘organic union’—requested the world confessional alliances to join together in making a common statement of their conceptions of the search for church unity.

Two consultations were held on the subject in Geneva in May and December 1974. The final ‘discussion paper’ sought to stimulate further clarification of ‘The Ecumenical Role of the World Confessional Families in the One Ecumenical Movement’. For our purposes, the crucial passage, formulating for the first time the concept of a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’, ran as follows:

We consider the variety of denominational heritages legitimate insofar as the truth of the one faith explicates itself in history in a variety of expressions. We do not overlook the fact that such explications of the faith have been marked by error which has threatened the unity of the church. On the other hand, it needs to be seen that a heritage remains legitimate and can be preserved if it is properly translated into new historical situations. If it is, it remains a valuable contribution to the richness of life in the church universal. In the open encounter with other heritages the contribution of a particular denomination can lose its character of denominational exclusiveness. Therefore, unity and fellowship among the churches do not require uniformity of faith and order, but can and must encompass a plurality or diversity of convictions and traditions. This idea is as old as the ecumenical movement itself, but only in the last decade has it been taken seriously. On the basis of the old idea has emerged a new conception of the relationship between ‘confession’ and ‘ecumenism’. Confessional loyalty and ecumenical commitment are no contradiction, but are one—paradoxical as it may seem. When existing differences between churches lose their divisive character, there emerges a vision of unity that has the character of a ‘reconciled diversity’ (Gassmann and Meyer 1983: 27–32, at 31).

As an example of such a unity in reconciled diversity, the report pointed to the Leuenberg Agreement, finalized the year before by the Lutheran and Reformed churches of Europe, which had declared a fellowship between them, understood as a fellowship of ‘churches with different confessional positions’ (Leuenberg Agreement 1973: n. 29).

The 1977 General Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation was the first to adopt officially the concept of a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’. This ‘way to unity’ was described as ‘a way of living encounter, spiritual experience together, theological dialogue and mutual correction, a way on which the distinctiveness of each partner is not lost sight of but rings out, is transformed and renewed, and in this way becomes visible and palpable to the other partners as a legitimate form of Christian existence and of the one Christian faith. There is no glossing over the differences. Nor are the differences simply preserved and maintained unaltered. On the contrary, they lose their divisive character and are reconciled to each other’ (Sovik 1977: 174). The concept was soon affirmed on many sides—and far beyond the Lutheran realm—as a fully valid conception of unity.

The long-lasting predominance of a transconfessional ecumenical goal had ended, including in the WCC. The statement of the Seventh Assembly of the WCC (Canberra, 1991) on ‘The Unity of the Church as Koinonia: Gift and Calling’ says that not only differences associated with the ‘various cultural, ethnic or historical contexts’, but also ‘diversities which are rooted in theological traditions’, are ‘integral to the nature of communion’ (Kinnamon 1991: 173).

It is certainly worth reflecting on the fact that the very first threat of disruption within Christianity—the split between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians—was able to be overcome through the reconciliation of difference, not by its removal. What was achieved in the so-called Apostolic Council of Jerusalem can be reckoned with complete propriety as a primitive Christian paradigm for a unity in reconciled diversity (Acts 15:1–12, 22–35).

Queries and Critique

Especially at the time of its beginnings, the conception of ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ as an ecumenical goal attracted many critical questions, almost all of them coming from a perspective that regarded a deliberately transconfessional ‘organic union’ as the real ecumenical goal.

Reconciliation without Change?

It was, for instance, asked: is not ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ asking too little of the divided churches? Does not ‘reconciliation’ sound much too harmless as a description of the seriousness—and also the cost—of a recovery of lost unity? Must not the confessions themselves change if the visible unity of the church is to become a reality?

Undoubtedly, as they come from their inherited past, the churches are not capable, just as they are, of finding fellowship together. Indeed, there can be no reconciliation without change, but is not reconciliation always itself a deeply reaching change: from division to fellowship or communion? What the idea of ‘reconciled diversity’ wishes to show is that such a change does not necessarily demand the surrender or levelling of confessional convictions. It is a redefinition, in which the confessions lose the constrictions caused by their mutually exclusive delimitations and polemics and become recognizable as legitimate versions of the Christian faith, witness, and life. The bilateral dialogues are in fact the means of such a redefinition or change.

Fellowship without Commitment?

Another critical query asked whether ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ did not simply amount to a loose ‘side-by-side’, rather than the ‘fully committed fellowship’ rightly desired by the WCC in its New Delhi vision? In response, it must once again be pointed out that the concept is fully obligated to that New Delhi vision, and stands, as it were, on its shoulders. Unity in reconciled diversity is therefore likewise a ‘fully committed fellowship’.

It would thus be a serious misunderstanding to see it only as a kind of loose alliance from which the partners might, without more ado, set themselves free. Withdrawal from a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ would be a schismatic act. That such a misunderstanding is possible may have to do with the fact that the noun ‘unity’ is often omitted, so that only ‘reconciled diversity’ remains. The original description, however, speaks expressly of a ‘unity that has the character of a “reconciled diversity”’ (Gassmann and Meyer 1983: 31). The very possibility of such a misunderstanding shows how necessary it is to give strength and conviction to the element of reconciliation.

Corresponding structures of unity will doubtless also contribute to that end—structures of a predominantly ‘conciliar’ kind. But what is basic from the start are public and binding acts of reconciliation—particularly common declarations with an obligatory force that make it certain that what were divisive differences have now become reconciled differences, so that the earlier doctrinal condemnations no longer apply. Then, too, the reconciliation needs to be enacted in services of worship which publicly and before God accompany the way to unity and mark its most important stages until the point is reached where, without reservation, we can celebrate our worship in common, partake of the Lord’s Supper in common, and confess our faith in common in witness and service.

Only a ‘Western’ Concept of Unity?

The objection has also been raised that the concept of ‘unity in reconciled diversity’, being consciously a confession-related concept, is meaningful for and suited to churches of ‘Western’ countries or types, but not for the churches of Africa and Asia. The minority situation of the latter churches in a non-Christian environment and their common missionary task would call for a closer, transconfessional form of churchly community, leaving behind their previous confessions and differences. After all, it is said, the formation of the different confessions was a Western and therefore imported phenomenon without roots in the historical and cultural context of Africa or Asia. For the churches of these countries and regions, therefore, organic union should remain the real ecumenical goal.

It would be difficult to dispute the justification of this critical query, yet the concept of a unity in reconciled diversity, as such, is in no way thereby called into question. For this conception of unity does not claim to be the only right one. Unlike the concept of ‘organic unity’, unity in reconciled diversity has never raised an exclusive claim on its own behalf. Its concern is rather to show—quite emphatically—that the visible unity of the church can become a reality also when confessional differences are preserved. In 1978, the Faith and Order Commission said that the two concepts ‘are not to be seen as alternatives. They may be two different ways of reacting to the ecumenical necessities and possibilities of different situations and of different church traditions’ (Faith and Order 1978: 240). As already seen, the First World Conference on Faith and Order in 1927 specifically said that the unity of the church must have ‘space for divers types of expression’ (Hodgson 1934: 238).

Only a ‘Protestant’ Conception of Unity?

In 2006, Cardinal Walter Kasper, president of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, noted the absence of a ‘consensus on what is concretely meant by visible unity’, and lamented that ‘we have no common understanding of unity and no common vision. The lack of a common goal is in addition to the lack of clarity on fundamentals the most profound problem of the contemporary ecumenical situation’ (Kasper 2006: 101).

That can hardly be the case with regard to the understanding or vision of visible unity. The proximity already noted between the unity formula of New Delhi and Vatican II’s decree on ecumenism is too close for that to be the case, but the remark is accurate enough when it is a matter of how and in what form that vision can and should be realized. Up to now, the Catholic side has omitted to give an answer, if one may ignore the thought that held sway in the past of a return or integration of other churches into the Roman Catholic Church. It is indeed the case that the Catholic Church today lacks a regular and representative concept of unity in the form of a brief pregnant formula such as the ecumenical movement knows. Yet already in the 1960s and 1970s there were some noteworthy Catholic statements that came very close to the concept of a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’, such as those of Joseph Ratzinger and Cardinal Willebrands, already seen. The proposal of Heinrich Fries and Karl Rahner, Unity of the Churches: An Actual Possibility, even understood the sought-for unity expressly as ‘reconciled diversity [versöhnte Verschiedenheit]’ (Fries and Rahner 1985: 21, 63, 66, 107, 108)!

It was thus natural that at the official signing of the Catholic-Lutheran Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification in 1999 the idea of a ‘unity in reconciled diversity’ should receive official approval also from the Catholic side. In the ‘Official Common Statement’ confirming the Joint Declaration, one reads: ‘Based on the consensus reached, continued dialogue is required…in order to reach full church communion, a unity in diversity, in which remaining differences would be “reconciled” and no longer have a divisive force’ (n. 3; see L-RC 1999: 580).

How can it be that despite these noteworthy Catholic statements the idea of a unity in reconciled diversity should be criticized as merely a ‘Protestant’ conception? The critical remarks seem to show that the reason lies above all in the fact that the concept is associated so closely with the Lutheran-Reformed (therefore, ‘Protestant’) Leuenberg Agreement as to render the two identical. Moreover, since the Leuenberg Agreement does not cover the question of ministerial office that is so important for Catholic thought, it may appear that the question of ministry is a secondary matter for a unity in reconciled diversity.

However, such an interpretation is quite mistaken. The question of ministry did not receive a more detailed treatment in the Leuenberg Agreement because it was never controversial between Lutherans and Reformed to the extent of being considered church-divisive and thus standing in the way of church fellowship. Moreover, the question was not actually excluded from the Leuenberg Agreement. It is stated quite explicitly that the churches thereby entering into church fellowship ‘accord each other table and pulpit fellowship; this includes the mutual recognition of ordination and the freedom to provide for intercelebration’ (Leuenberg Agreement 1973: n. 33).

Conclusion

It is true, as already mentioned, that the original formulation of the concept of a unity in reconciled diversity referred to the Leuenberg Agreement, but it did so only to offer an example of the realization of such a unity. When there is a question of a unity in reconciled diversity among other than only Protestant churches, it will correspondingly be other differences that will need to be reconciled. Whatever the ecumenical context, it will remain the same conception of unity. Simply the manner of its application or realization may change.
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Chapter 44

The Unity We Seek


Radu Bordeianu




Introduction

In 1920, the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople issued an invitation ‘Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere’ to form a fellowship (koinonia) of churches. It affirmed that ‘antiquated prejudices, practices or pretentions’ can be overcome through ‘good will and intention’. The call for love based on ‘sincerity and confidence between the churches’ was made explicit when the authors affirmed that Christians are not strangers, but all part of the household of Christ. Moreover, some degree of rapprochement need not await the resolution of dogmatic differences, and they recommended various ways to foster unity, thus strengthening churches as they face together the common challenges of war and unhealthy changes in society (Limouris 1994: 9–11).

This invitation of the Ecumenical Patriarchate became programmatic for the ecumenical movement, of which the World Council of Churches (WCC) is the largest institution, and for Orthodox ecumenical involvement. The letter served to indicate five theological issues. It addressed other Christians as churches, thus raising the question of the boundaries of the church, and emphasized unity in love, teaching, episcopacy, and Eucharist as necessary elements in a discussion on the nature of the unity we seek. The present chapter elaborates these same topics from an Orthodox point of view.

The Boundaries of the Church

Orthodox participants in ecumenical dialogues consistently affirm that the church is already one, as the image of the body of Christ suggests. There is only one head, Jesus Christ, and one body, the church that is professed in the Creed to be one (una), holy (sancta), catholic, and apostolic. Consequently, ecumenism is concerned with re-establishing not the unity of the church, which can never be lost, but rather that of Christians, who are visibly disunited. And yet, Orthodox representatives have also consistently referred to the churches (plural) that make up the Christian family. As early as 1902, the Ecumenical Patriarchate consulted all major Orthodox sees on the initiation of dialogue with the West, especially with Old Catholics and Anglicans, whose teachings were regarded as very close to Orthodox doctrine. In the 1904 letter of Patriarch Joachim III of Constantinople, which included the responses of the other Orthodox sees, he referred to Western churches as ‘holy local Churches of God’ (Limouris 1994: 3–8). Most notably, other Christian communities were called churches in the unprecedented 1920 initiative of the Ecumenical Patriarchate to form a fellowship, as already mentioned. This designation remained consistent throughout the process of preparation for the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church held in Crete in 2016. While all fourteen unanimously recognized autocephalous churches participated in pre-conciliar conferences, only ten were present in Crete. The Council adopted a document entitled ‘Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World’. Notwithstanding pressure from anti-ecumenical circles, after affirming that the unity of the church cannot be perturbed the document rather timidly states that ‘the Orthodox Church accepts the historical name of other non-Orthodox Christian Churches and Confessions that are not in communion with her’ and describes the WCC as being made up of ‘non-Orthodox Christian Churches and Confessions’, thereby continuing to recognize non-Orthodox churches as such. It urged ‘the most speedy and objective clarification possible of the whole ecclesiological question’ (Holy and Great Council 2016: nn. 6, 16).

Thus, the first theological question related to ecumenism has to be an ecclesiological one: how do Orthodox understand the relationship between the Orthodox Church and the church described in the Creed as the Una Sancta, and what does that understanding mean for the ecclesial status of other Christian churches? In other words, is the body of Christ limited to Christians belonging to just one denomination—in this case, Orthodoxy—or can various denominations be considered as distinct members of the same body of Christ? Unlike the Roman Catholic Church, Orthodoxy does not have an authoritative position on this question. In fact, Orthodox theologians and church representatives have espoused two main views of Christian unity, based on two different understandings of the boundaries of the church, broad and strict, respectively.

First and foremost, the official position of all autocephalous Orthodox churches and the view of most contemporary theologians is that Orthodoxy needs to engage in dialogue with other churches, in whom God’s grace and work of salvation are present. Accordingly, all those baptized with water in the name of the Trinity are validly baptized members of the Una Sancta. Were such persons to convert to Orthodoxy, they would not need to be baptized. If in Baptism we unite ourselves with Christ and become members of his body, then all baptized Christians are united in their mutual identity with Christ. Consequently, Orthodox theologians agree with the two external marks of participation in the church which were identified at the Third Assembly of the WCC in New Delhi (1961): baptism in Jesus Christ and confession of him as Lord and Saviour (Kinnamon 2003: 153).

The theological presupposition of recognizing the validity of non-Orthodox baptisms is that the grace of God is at work fully in the Orthodox Church, which represents the fullness of the Una Sancta, but also in other churches, which share in that fullness to different degrees. As will be shown later, this presupposition is worded differently by various Orthodox theologians, with various (and even conflicting) emphases. But the basic principle stays the same: Orthodoxy represents the fullness of the church.

This statement sounds very arrogant to Protestant ears, but the Orthodox do not mean it in the sense that they live a sinless life or that their church, in its historical manifestations, has been perfect at all times. On the contrary, sin and human weakness are undeniable realities in the life of the church. But, with deep humility and seeing it as a calling, the Orthodox believe that the fullness of truth and church life has been preserved since the beginning of Christianity, without interruption, in Orthodoxy. It is a calling both in the sense of witness to other Christians and in the sense that the church is still in need of perfection: the fullness of the church in Orthodoxy is already here, but not yet; it is both indicative and imperative.

Catholic theologians will recognize in the Orthodox claim to be the fullness of the church a statement similar to the teaching of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) that the church of Christ ‘subsists in’ the Catholic Church (Second Vatican Council 1964a: n. 8). However, the Orthodox generally do not distinguish between ‘churches’ and ‘ecclesial communities’, as Catholics do when speaking differently of Orthodox and Protestant communions (see Second Vatican Council 1964b: nn. 15, 22). The terms ‘communion’ and ‘confession’ exceptionally appear in Orthodox statements as an attempt to appease ultraconservatives (see e.g. Holy and Great Council 2016: n. 6), but such a distinction has no grounding in the Eastern tradition.

The claim that Orthodoxy represents the fullness of the church represents the basis for official Orthodox reactions to various models of Christian unity proposed in the context of the contemporary ecumenical movement. Most notably, the ‘all in each place’ model was enunciated at the WCC’s New Delhi Assembly, in one of the most frequently quoted ecumenical phrases:

the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people. (Kinnamon 2003: 153)

The Orthodox representatives at New Delhi affirmed that the statement under discussion presupposed the model of interdenominational agreement or reconciliation, which is understandable within a Protestant mindset, adding:

But for the Orthodox it is uncongenial. For the Orthodox the basic ecumenical problem is that of schism. The Orthodox cannot accept the idea of a ‘parity of denomination’ and cannot visualize Christian Reunion just as an interdenominational adjustment. The unity has been broken and must be recovered. The Orthodox Church is not a confession, one of many, one among the many. For the Orthodox, the Orthodox Church is just the Church. The Orthodox Church is aware and conscious of the identity of her inner structure and of her teaching with the Apostolic message (kerygma) and the tradition of the undivided Church. She finds herself in an unbroken and continuous succession of sacramental ministry, sacramental life, and faith. (Limouris 1994: 30)

On the basis of this text and of other similar Orthodox statements, Peter Bouteneff of the Orthodox Church in America concludes that from an Orthodox perspective ‘we seek the visible union of Christians, not of the Church’. That is not to say that others are not the church, since there is a real koinonia among all Christians, but that bond is not visibly manifested. Although the church is already one and holy (in no need of repentance or reformation), Christians must strive for their visible unity. And yet, Orthodox representatives in the ecumenical movement agree to sign documents that speak of churches—understood as denominations not as local Orthodox communities, e.g. the Church of Serbia, the Church of Greece, the Church of Romania1—by doing what Bouteneff calls ‘mental gymnastics’, knowing full well that the WCC will not change its wording but will continue to reflect a specific ecclesiology in its documents (Bouteneff 2009: 353, 357). One can detect in Bouteneff’s words the Orthodox uneasiness with the ecclesiological presuppositions behind some WCC statements, despite the WCC’s promise articulated in the 1950 Toronto statement on ‘The Church, the Churches and the World Council of Churches’ that it would not impose a specific view of unity on its member churches (Ecumenical Movement: 463–468).

Another Orthodox criticism of the ‘all in each place’ model is its weak emphasis on the need for unity of teaching not only among contemporary churches, but also between them and the apostolic tradition itself. Orthodox participants at New Delhi insisted on the need for ‘ecumenism in time’ in addition to the WCC’s ‘ecumenism in space’. It is in the former that all Christians converge, so unity in truth really means unity in the faith of the early church, ‘a reintegration of Christian mind, a recovery of apostolic tradition, a fullness of Christian vision and belief, in agreement with all ages’ (Limouris 1994: 30–31). A reference to this tradition was added at the Fourth Assembly of the WCC in Uppsala in 1968 that referred to ‘the one unchanging apostolic heritage’ and ‘the one people of God in every age’, with an additional emphasis on universal conciliarity (Ecumenical Movement: 93–97), which is distinct from New Delhi’s emphasis on locality. In fairness, however, the New Delhi statement mentions that Christians ‘are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages’ (emphasis mine), but Orthodox representatives wanted a stronger focus on tradition.

A final Orthodox addition to the ‘all in each place’ model transpired at the Fifth Assembly of the WCC in Nairobi in 1975, which added a synodal dimension to its understanding of unity as ‘a conciliar fellowship of local churches’ (Ecumenical Movement: 110). This new perspective was another significant Orthodox contribution to the WCC’s understanding of unity, given the Eastern respect for synodality.

Another model of unity is that of reconciled diversity (Kinnamon 2003: 32–33). Proposed in the 1970s, this model contains several elements with which the Orthodox should agree, including unity in faith (although the Orthodox would propose a maximalist, not a minimalist view of such unity) and the need for mutual recognition of baptism, Eucharist, and ministry. As stated already, most Orthodox recognize the validity of non-Orthodox baptisms, but they distinguish between the recognition of a sacrament as valid and sharing in it. While recognizing the validity of the Catholic Eucharist, for example, the Orthodox do not partake in it.

Orthodox disagree with this model’s weak emphasis on structural union, which does not invite Christians to repent for their disunity but preserves current structural divisions and is content with a peaceful coexistence of various churches. While coexistence is a significant step towards unity, the church needs to be fully united in order to fulfil its mission as a sign of the Kingdom. It is true that unity should not mean uniformity, but should preserve and benefit from the gifts that each community brings into union. However, denominationalism is not a gift; presupposing the legitimacy of pluriform denominational existence is an impoverishment of unity. In this sense, the Crete Council states that the Orthodox Church does not accept ‘the notion of the “equality of Confessions”, and in no way is she able to accept the unity of the Church as an inter-confessional compromise. In this spirit, the unity that is sought within the WCC cannot simply be the product of theological agreements, but must also be founded on the unity of faith, preserved in the sacraments and lived out in the Orthodox Church’ (Holy and Great Council 2016: n. 18).

This consideration of the boundaries of the church and consequent evaluation of various models of Christian unity points to a certain tension within Orthodoxy. On the one hand, Orthodoxy is believed to be the church, the body of Christ. On the other hand, non-Orthodox are understood to have a valid baptism and to be members of the church; Orthodox theologians who hold this position do not deny the ecclesial status of non-Orthodox churches, but they cannot say positively what that ecclesial status is. Here is where the language of fullness of belonging to the church is helpful: the Orthodox Church is the fullness of the church, but others partake of this fullness in various degrees.

A second understanding of the boundaries of the church is found in some anti-ecumenical Orthodox circles which consider that only Orthodox baptisms are valid, so those converting to Orthodoxy need to be baptized validly. The ecumenical Orthodox, just described, condemn this practice as rebaptism. At stake is a different understanding of the boundaries of the church: if the ecumenical group recognizes the reality of the church in other Christians, the anti-ecumenical group denies it. For the latter, there is no church outside of Orthodoxy; non-Orthodox are in schism from the church and thus there is little or no difference between them and non-Christians. Accordingly, unity can only take the form of the canonical integration of other denominations into Orthodoxy. This group is quite vocal, but numerically speaking a tiny minority which opposes the official position of all canonical Orthodox churches, sometimes in a publicly scandalous manner.

Given the 1920 initiative of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, it is understandable why a number of Orthodox churches were represented at the inaugural assembly of the WCC in Amsterdam in 1948, thus becoming foundational for the WCC: the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the Churches of Cyprus and Greece, as well as the Romanian Orthodox Episcopate of the USA. Between 1961 and 1965, all remaining autonomous and autocephalous Orthodox churches became members of the WCC. At that time, the Orthodox Church of Albania was unable to exist officially within its territory, so it joined the WCC only in 1994. All canonical Orthodox churches have therefore been involved in ecumenism at some stage.

If Orthodox ecumenical commitment has been unwavering, participation in the WCC is another matter. The delegates of all canonical Orthodox churches met in 1998 in Thessaloniki, Greece, to discuss the then-recent withdrawal of the Georgian Orthodox Church from the WCC and to address the concerns of the Russian and Serbian churches regarding Orthodox involvement in the WCC. In their statement, the delegates ‘unanimously denounced those groups of schismatics, as well as certain extremist groups within the local Orthodox Churches themselves, that are using the theme of ecumenism in order to criticize the Church leadership and undermine its authority, thus attempting to create divisions and schisms in the Church’ (FitzGerald and Bouteneff 1998: 136).

The statement thus distinguishes between the consensus existing among local Orthodox churches, all of which are involved in ecumenism, and the ‘schismatic’, ‘extremist’ groups that are accusing ecumenism and its supporters of heresy. Its harsh terminology suggests the seriousness of the rift between the official position of all Orthodox churches and that of anti-ecumenical groups. At the same time, the delegates distinguish between Orthodox participation in ecumenism in general and participation in the WCC in particular. While the 1997 withdrawal of the Church of Georgia means that the WCC is not unanimously embraced (shortly thereafter, in 1998, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church withdrew from the WCC as well), a broad commitment to ecumenism is part of both older and more recent Orthodox traditions:

Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement has always been based on Orthodox Tradition, on the decisions of the Holy Synods of the local Orthodox Churches, and on Pan-Orthodox meetings, such as the Third Pre-Conciliar Conference of 1986 and the meeting of the Primates of the Local Orthodox Churches in 1992. The participants are unanimous in their understanding of the necessity for continuing their participation in various forms of Inter-Christian activity.

(FitzGerald and Bouteneff 1998: 137)

Along the same lines, the Holy and Great Council reaffirmed the pan-Orthodox commitment to the ecumenical movement, even while some autocephalous churches do not send representatives to bilateral dialogues (Holy and Great Council 2016: nn. 4, 5, 9).

When the discussion shifts from ecumenical and anti-ecumenical attitudes within Orthodoxy in general to the views of individual theologians, one notes that most theologians agree that the boundaries of the Una Sancta extend beyond the Orthodox Church. And yet there is great diversity among them. The Russian Orthodox theologian, Georges Florovsky (1893–1979) distinguished between the canonical and charismatic boundaries of the church. He identified the former boundary with the unified early church and its continuation today—the Orthodox Church—and the latter one with the entirety of Christianity. Florovsky pointed out that some heretics were received into the early church without the administration of baptism and their orders were recognized as valid. These sacraments are validly performed ‘by virtue of the Holy Spirit’. Moreover, according to Florovsky, ‘the unity of the Church is based on a twofold bond—the “unity of the Spirit” and the “union of peace” (cf. Eph 4:3). In sects and divisions the “union of peace” is broken and torn apart, but in the sacraments the “unity of the Spirit” is not terminated. This is the unique paradox of sectarian existence’. Thus, Florovsky considered that the canonical and charismatic boundaries of the church do not coincide because of the extended presence of the Holy Spirit outside the canonical Orthodox Church (Florovsky 1989: 37–42).

Much of his theology developed as a reaction to what he perceived as faulty understandings of Christian unity and ecumenism, such as denominationalism or the branch theory, according to which the universal church consists of the sum total of the denominations existing today. He also reacted strongly against charitable forms of union, according to which doctrinal agreement was minimized or even considered unnecessary, while sharing in a common mission towards the world and growing in love were regarded as all that was necessary. In response, Florovsky wrote about the Orthodox Church being the church, though not yet perfected:

The Orthodox Church claims to be the Church. There is no pride and no arrogance in this claim. Indeed, it implies a heavy responsibility. Nor does it mean ‘perfection’. The Church is still in pilgrimage, in travail, in via.…In a sense, the Orthodox Church is a continuation, a ‘survival’ of Ancient Christianity as it has been shaped in the age of the Ecumenical Councils and of the Holy Fathers…And for that reason the Orthodox Church recognizes herself, in the distorted Christendom of ours, as being the only guardian of the ancient Faith and Order; that is, as being the Church. For the same reason the Orthodox Church cannot regard herself as just a ‘denomination’ among the multitude of others or just a ‘branch’ of some wider Church. (Florovsky 1989: 139–140; emphases in original)

Florovsky’s concern was to say that the church confessed in the Creed still exists today, and not to exclude other Christians from the church. He wrote the above words in 1950, the same year that the newly formed WCC declared at Toronto (under Florovsky’s direct influence) that membership of the Una Sancta is more inclusive than the membership of individual churches, and that members of the WCC recognize in other churches ‘elements of the true Church’ (Ecumenical Movement: 467), as in Florovsky’s distinction between the canonical and charismatic limits of the church. His theological insights have become the basis for most of the documents signed by Orthodox delegates at ecumenical gatherings.

Another great ecumenical theologian, Nicolas Afanasiev (1893–1966), also Russian Orthodox, was very much in favour of Christian unity but disagreed with the idea that non-Orthodox churches have only ‘vestiges’ of the church, or share in the fullness of the church to different degrees. He believed that if they have a valid Eucharist they are fully the church, and he therefore considered the Roman Catholic Church to be a local church of the Una Sancta as was the Orthodox Church. For Afanasiev, the division between the Orthodox and Catholic churches has affected only the surface of their ecclesiastical lives and has merely a canonical character (Afanasiev 2003: 25).

The Romanian Orthodox, Dumitru Staniloae (1903–1993), disagreed with Afanasiev, and stated that doctrinal disunity creates an essential separation between churches, which can be healed only in the context of a common confession of faith. Presently, Christians do not share in the fullness of the faith, even though they agree on the fundamental truths of Revelation. Staniloae regarded the Orthodox Church as the fullness of the church, while other denominations belong to the Una Sancta in different degrees of closeness to that fullness (Staniloae 2012: vol. 4, 66–68). On this issue, the Russian Orthodox Paul Evdokimov (1901–1970) agreed with Staniloae and added the memorable words: ‘We know where the Church is, but we cannot judge where the Church is not’ (Bordeianu 2011: 199–205).

One can conclude that there is a main-line Orthodox position regarding the boundaries of the church, according to which Orthodoxy is the fullness of the church, while non-Orthodox churches belong to the Una Sancta in different degrees. This position is challenged on both sides, by the anti-ecumenists who simply identify Orthodoxy with the church and by Afanasiev who recognizes a fullness of church existence outside of Orthodoxy, too. These three positions imply three different ecumenical strategies and models of unity: dialogue towards a common faith expressed in eucharistic communion, canonical integration into Orthodoxy, and intercommunion based on a still-existing unity, respectively. Orthodox delegates at ecumenical gatherings largely accepted the first of these models based on the already existing unity of the church in the common baptism of Christians. Baptismal unity represents both a call to manifest visibly the unity that already exists in Christ and the foundation on which other forms of unity rest. The unity we seek encompasses love, common teaching, and episcopal and eucharistic communion, which will now be considered in turn.

Unity in Love

The 1920 initiative of the Ecumenical Patriarchate called for unity in love. Before solving dogmatic differences, all churches would adopt an irenic tone, a peaceful approach to past historical divisions, seek a healing of memories, exchange professors and students, and teach theology in an ecumenical spirit (Limouris 1994: 9–11). Love is more conducive to theological dialogue. In fact, love overcomes denominational barriers even when doctrinal unity is lacking, or rather as long as doctrinal unity is not given more weight than it deserves. Such was the case with Orthodox, Latin Catholics, Eastern Catholics, and Protestants who suffered side by side under militant atheist regimes which persecuted them irrespective of denominational identity. They ‘gave a Christian ecumenical witness by their common suffering. This kind of witness has been called, significantly, “ecumenism behind bars” or “ecumenism under the cross”’ (FitzGerald and Bouteneff 1998: 133). As Communist persecutions have ended, new challenges have arisen: social polarization, secularization, poverty, and violence, so churches need to engage in an ecumenism of solidarity with those who suffer from marginalization and discrimination. This is a traditionally Orthodox attitude, because the Orthodox value not only their liturgy and theological witness (leitourgia and martyria), but also their diakonia, ‘the liturgy after the liturgy’, when they serve at the altar of the poor (Bria 1996). However, they now have an opportunity to collaborate with other Christians. As the Lund principle (1952) states, churches should ‘act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately’ (Ecumenical Movement: 463).

Unity in Teaching

The ecumenical grundaxiom that unity does not mean uniformity holds true for Orthodoxy both internally and in its approach to ecumenism. There is a significant degree of diversity in the East, from the ways in which different national churches celebrate the Liturgy, to the calendar that they use, to various practices concerning divorce, the election of bishops, or the means by which converts are received into Orthodoxy. Despite their practical differences, all national Orthodox churches have maintained unity in faith and dogma. This unity is enriched by the diversity that exists at the level of theologoumena and theological opinions, as the Spirit has been manifested differently in various contexts. In its diverse unity, the Orthodox Church may be said to be an image of the Trinity—three persons but one essence.

These principles apply to Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement as well. Diversity, understood as constitutive of unity, is a blessing. But seen as an end in itself, diversity becomes division, schism, or ‘illegitimate diversity’ that damages unity. Ecumenism is thus concerned with establishing the limits of acceptable diversity. One notices over the years a reassessment of past controversies and of what constitute church-dividing issues. Such is the case with regard to Christology in relations between Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox (pre-Chalcedonian or non-Chalcedonian) churches. Their dialogue started on an informal basis in 1964, but since 1985 it has continued at the level of a Joint Theological Commission. The Commission’s most important statements of Anba Bishoi (1989) and Chambésy (1990) show that, despite centuries of alienation and terminological confusion, the two churches share the same Orthodox faith (Ecumenical Movement: 147–149; FitzGerald and Bouteneff 1998: 145). This is one of the most important accomplishments of bilateral dialogue involving the Orthodox Church and it is already bearing fruit in pastoral life in some jurisdictions in Western Europe and North America, where members of the two churches share in the Eucharist.

Orthodox theologians have retraced other lines between church-dividing and non-church-dividing issues. Noteworthy is the recommendation of the North American Orthodox–Catholic Theological Consultation that the Filioque ‘need no longer divide us’ (O-C 2003: 183), but that the different ways of understanding the procession of the Holy Spirit in the East and in the West should be placed in their proper theological, historical, and terminological context. Churches should continue to discern what pertains to the essence of their faith and what are cultural embodiments of that faith in specific contexts. As Pope John XXIII stated when he opened the Second Vatican Council in 1962: ‘The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented is another’ (Pope John XXIII 1962: 715). Churches will grow together as they look back into their respective traditions and find various ways to confess the same faith.

Several Orthodox theologians have made similar remarks that justify seeking a growth in faith while being faithful to tradition. Florovsky, for instance, called for a ‘neo-patristic synthesis’. In a creative interaction with the West, Orthodox theologians should write in a patristic spirit, or in ‘the mind of the Fathers’, and rediscover the ‘catholic mind’ which is the language of the Scriptures, the worshipping church, and the fathers of the church (Florovsky 1975: 11–30). This is a call to go beyond the fathers but in their spirit, while engaging with contemporary scholarship and especially with Western theology.

Another significant contribution to ecumenical dialogue is Staniloae’s concept of ‘open sobornicity’, understood as the acceptance of every valid theological insight in other theological traditions without running the risk of doctrinal relativism. Building on the diversity of Scripture, Staniloae affirmed that the Bible canonizes the diversity of Christianity and reflects the diversity of God’s actions in different historical situations, as well as the diversity of human responses to God’s actions. He recommended that all churches should learn from each other and search for manifestations of God’s revelation outside their own confines. In so doing, they would come to a symphonic unity, without uniformity, and not regard their own limited experience of God as ultimate and exclusive (Bordeianu 2011: 27–29). Another path to unity advocated by Staniloae is the spiritual interpretation of dogmas. Churches differ greatly in their dogmatic formulations, but by looking at the spiritual core of these formulations one might see a similar spiritual concern. That is why, in the present context when Christians do not share in eucharistic communion, they should engage in what Staniloae calls ‘spiritual intercommunion’, by means of common study, prayer, and action. As the Holy Spirit multiplies the connections between Christians, they will come to live the same life in Christ and arrive at unity in faith (Bordeianu 2011: 30).

All the Orthodox authors and official positions mentioned thus far converge in their commitment to dialogue in order to achieve unity of faith, a unity that will be enriched by the diverse gifts that churches bring as they grow together in Christ: ‘speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love’ (Eph. 4:15–16).

Episcopal Communion

From an Orthodox perspective, episcopal communion represents an essential aspect of unity, given the bishop’s role in the local eucharistic assembly and in ensuring communion with other local churches through synods. According to Afanasiev, the charism of the bishop is to stand in the same place that Jesus occupied at the Last Supper and the apostles occupied in early eucharistic assemblies. This charism results in a topological understanding of apostolic succession that emphasizes not so much private episcopal qualifications, as the liturgical space and community. The latter is significant for Afanasiev, who rediscovered the role of the laity in Orthodoxy. He affirmed that the early church regarded the rite of initiation as ordination into the royal priesthood, such that sacerdotal acts are celebrated by the entire church, clergy and ‘laics’ alike (Afanasiev 2007: 24–30, 248). Thus, the episcopal unity that the Orthodox seek places the bishop within the local eucharistic assembly of all the faithful, in communion with other churches today and going back to apostolic times (see also Zizioulas 2001). In light of this understanding of apostolicity and the priestly calling of all the faithful, one hopes that Orthodox laity will play a more central role in future ecumenical dialogues, compensating for an overemphasis on episcopal communion in current ecumenical discussions. Ecumenism in general and Orthodox ecumenism in particular suffers from an unhealthy clericalization and professionalization, even though the ecumenical movement had a pronounced lay character at its inception.

Another important Orthodox emphasis with regard to episcopal communion is on synodality. At synods, the bishop represents the faith of his community, then takes the decisions of the council back to his faithful and submits them to his diocese for reception. Unity is achieved by consensus not only among participant bishops, but also throughout the entire church. One should not idealize the system of synodality or misunderstand consensus as unanimity. All through history, and especially today when there are numerous overlapping jurisdictions within Orthodoxy, human weakness dominates over the principle of synodality. But history also shows that it is possible for local churches, represented by their bishops, to arrive at a common mind, the mind of the church, the mind of Christ.

Another aspect of synodality is prominent in the case of Orthodox–Catholic relations, namely its relationship with primacy. Recent national and international bilateral dialogues have addressed the most important question dividing the two churches: the role of the bishop of Rome in a united church. This is not simply a canonical issue. Papal primacy impacts on the understanding of the local church as embodying the fullness of the church (in communion with other local churches, of course). Orthodox and Catholics need to grow together in their understanding of various levels of primacy: local, regional, and universal. Does the local church still represent the fullness of the church when the universal ministry of the pope is recognized? Are regional structures of authority necessary or do they contribute to the fragmentation of the church? How can papal authority strengthen the unity among local churches?

Episcopal communion might also be considered as simply a canonical issue. However, given the Orthodox understanding of the relationship between the bishop, the church, and the Eucharist described earlier, it needs to be recognized as truly theological: leaders of all local communities must deliberate communally, representing the faith of their local communities and, after a process of reception, facilitate the formulation of a unified faith. The Orthodox Liturgy invites participants to ‘love one another that with one mind we may confess’ the Creed, as a condition for receiving the Eucharist (Chrysostom 1985), illustrating the link between unity in love, faith, episcopacy, and the Eucharist. The need, however, for nuance in considering the relationship between these elements is discussed in the following section.

Eucharistic Communion

Orthodox participants in the ecumenical movement consistently condemn the practice of intercommunion or eucharistic hospitality. As early as 1937, the Orthodox delegates at the Second World Conference of Faith and Order in Edinburgh affirmed that intercommunion ‘must be considered the crowning act of real and true Reunion which has already been fully achieved by fundamental agreement in the realm of Faith and Order and is not to be regarded as an instrument for Reunion’ (Limouris 1994: 16). According to this line of thinking, the Eucharist is a sign of unity, and only within a united church can it become a means to strengthen that unity. In today’s divided Christianity, the inability of the Orthodox Church to share in the Eucharist with other churches is the sign of our disunity, for reasons which may be described as follows.

First, the Eucharist is a sign of unity in love. Christians are supposed to leave their gift before the altar, reconcile with one another, and then offer their gifts (Matt. 5:24). As churches are trying to reconcile with each other, it may be said that the gift is at the altar, waiting to be brought by Christians together. And yet, by the same logic, one wonders if churches should bring the gifts at all while they remain separated, since they all participate in the present disunity. Christians also need to reflect on the meaning of the Eucharist from a social perspective: even when members of the same church have full communion with one another, should the Eucharist not challenge the social injustice that sometimes clouds their relationships? How can they partake of the same Eucharist when there is oppression and discrimination? Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258) offers encouragement to overcome divisions and to increase the love that comes from the Trinitarian communion: ‘God does not receive the sacrifice of a person living in discord. He orders us to leave the altar and first to reconcile ourselves with our brother or sister, and in this way God may receive our prayers offered up in peace. The greatest sacrifice that we can offer God is our peace, our goodwill toward one another, a people gathered together in the unity that exists between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit’ (On the Lord’s Prayer–De dominica oratione 23; FitzGerald and Bouteneff 1998: 135).

Second, eucharistic communion is a sign of unity in teaching. Given the liturgical connection between a common confession of faith and the Eucharist, as well as the practice of the early church to interrupt Eucharistic communion when serious dogmatic differences arose, Orthodox representatives have emphasized the need for doctrinal unity. There is, of course, a great deal of discussion about the degree of diversity that such unity entails, as well as regarding the issues that need resolution before eucharistic communion can take place. As previously stated, the list of church-dividing issues is evolving, and one of the greatest recent accomplishments of ecumenical dialogue has been the recognition of the common Christological faith of Eastern and Oriental Orthodox churches, which unofficially and not uniformly sometimes share in the same Eucharist. This occurrence of intercommunion will remain confined to the grass-roots level until the bishops of the two churches normalize their relationships (Ecumenical Movement: 148).

Thus, the Eucharist is also a sign of episcopal communion. Theologically, the Eucharist cannot be separated from the bishop, who is the centre of the local eucharistic assembly, in communion with other local eucharistic assemblies. Unfortunately, in practice, canonical (or simply sinful human) divisions sometimes cloud the unity of the church. Even when there is no doctrinal division, local churches—or sometimes only their bishops—interrupt their eucharistic communion for non-theological reasons. Another issue that urgently needs a solution concerns the calendar. For example, Greece and Romania have adopted the Gregorian calendar, while Russia and Serbia still follow the old Julian calendar for fear that the new calendar is a Western influence, even though scientifically it is more accurate. There is eucharistic communion among these national churches, and for them the calendar is not a church-dividing issue, but within Greece and Romania there are schismatic groups that refuse to adopt the new calendar. They have established new synods and this break in episcopal communion has resulted in the break of eucharistic communion, leading to a paradoxical situation in which the calendar is a church-dividing issue within certain national churches but not among various national churches.

To understand fully the Orthodox attitude towards intercommunion, one has to look beyond official positions. According to John Jillions of the Orthodox Church in America, individual Orthodox theologians display one of two main attitudes: mainstream or prophetic. The foremost proponent of the mainstream view was Florovsky, and his vision has been adopted in all Orthodox ecumenical statements in a surprisingly consistent manner: the purpose of ecumenical discussions is to bring other Christians into the fullness of Orthodox faith and life. In the meantime, there can be no intercommunion (Jillions 2008: 159–163). A closer look at recent Orthodox theologians, however, shows that their understanding is not as monolithic as ecumenical statements might suggest.

In line with the prophetic view, Sergius Bulgakov (1871–1944) called in 1934 for partial intercommunion among members of the Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius (mainly Anglicans and Orthodox), based on their sharing in the same faith, as a result of their intense theological dialogue. Bulgakov noted that the members of the Fellowship shared the same faith more deeply than members of the congregations of either church, so he was not advancing a minimalist proposal. Bulgakov went even further, adding a structural aspect to his proposition: based on the model of autocephalous Orthodox churches, he advocated a union between Orthodoxy and other churches which would preserve their historical character (see Jillions 2008: 155–156). Other Christians preserved ‘a grain’ of Orthodoxy and their status as churches, since Christianity lives in the antinomy of simultaneous unity and division: schisms happened within the church, so non-Orthodox Christians are of the church (Bulgakov 2003: 56–57). Intercommunion is a logical consequence. It does not need to wait for the solution of dogmatic differences, and it offers a favourable climate for solving theological divisions and for common growth into Orthodox doctrine and life (Bulgakov 2003: 63–65).

Afanasiev’s eucharistic ecclesiology holds a prominent place in the prophetic category. As already seen, he claimed that the early church had a eucharistic ecclesiology in which the eucharistic assembly of the local church was understood as containing the fullness of the church, and thus that the church exists wherever the Eucharist is celebrated. Although Catholics and Orthodox are separated, they celebrate the same Eucharist, the same ecclesial reality is present in both of them, and therefore they have never been essentially disunited. Afanasiev recommended that the Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church work towards manifesting their still-existing unity by renewing their communion, sharing in the Eucharist, and postponing the solution of dogmatic divergences (including with regard to papal primacy) to a time when they would be able to address them in the spirit of love (Afanasiev 2003: 12–25; Bordeianu 2011: 189–196).

As Jillions shows, other theologians from the School of Paris advocated intercommunion before the solution of all dogmatic divergences for various reasons. Nicholas Zernov (1898–1980) proposed that Christians submit their ecumenical impasses to divine arbitration and allow God to bring them into unity, as opposed to trying to build that unity by human efforts (Jillions 2008: 171–174). Lev Zander (1893–1964) considered that other churches did not have the fullness of the faith, so prohibiting Orthodox participating in Western sacraments was understandable to him. However, he proposed that the Orthodox should invite others to share in the Orthodox fullness of the faith and in Orthodox sacraments, trusting the mystical power of the Spirit to act in the hearts of all Christians (Jillions 2008: 170–171). Anton Kartashev (1875–1960) considered that if intercommunion started out in just one place as an instance of ecumenical heroism, then it would spread to the entire church (Jillions 2008: 169–170).

One more theologian needs to be added to Jillions’ list. John Zizioulas (1931–) has criticized the term ‘intercommunion’ as ‘inept’, since sharing in the Eucharist can only take place within a united church, not between churches that are not in full union. Appealing to the authority of Irenaeus, who affirmed that ‘our doctrine [i.e. the orthodox faith] is agreed on the Eucharist, and the Eucharist confirms our doctrine’ (Against Heresies IV, 18, 5), Zizioulas contends that ‘orthodoxy is unthinkable without the Eucharist’ and that ‘the Eucharist without orthodoxy is an impossibility’. In the present state of Christian disunity, there can be no eucharistic sharing, even though this situation is tragic and unnatural (Zizioulas 2001: 133, 257–258). If here his emphasis falls on the rejection of intercommunion, elsewhere Zizioulas emphasizes the tragic nature of our divided Christianity by questioning the very idea of denominationalism and denouncing the existence of separate denominational cultures in the same locality, where the Eucharist is supposed to strengthen the unity between people regardless of race, ethnicity, or gender (Zizioulas 1985: 259–260).

The prophetic attitude towards ecumenism represents a healthy reminder that the mainstream view might place too much emphasis on academic, theological dialogue, and overlook the action of the Spirit in the church today, the common life in Christ that Christians already share, and the possibility of new forms of Christian unity. The merit of the mainstream position is that it compels Christians to continue their dialogue towards the goal of unity in faith, episcopacy, and full eucharistic communion.

Conclusion

What then is the nature of the unity we seek? These diverse Orthodox perspectives converge towards the conclusion that the ultimate sign of unity is eucharistic communion. But the understandings of full unity and of the ways to reach it are varied. In their quest for full union, Christians should be encouraged by the progress made in recognizing the unity they already share thanks to their common baptism, confession of Jesus as Lord, and faith in the Trinity. Stemming from their common belonging to the Una Sancta, churches need to collaborate in love in order to be a sign of the Kingdom on earth and instruments of the full coming of the Kingdom. Christians also need to confess the same faith and to reach doctrinal unity, though uniformity is not the goal. To be fully united and to fulfil their missionary nature, churches need to enjoy common decision-making and unity among various local churches manifested by communion among their bishops. These forms of unity do not represent successive stages, clearly separated chronologically; rather, they mutually condition and enrich each other.

Regarding love, common teaching, and episcopal and eucharistic communion exclusively as signs of unity risks giving the impression that unity is an end in itself. Unity is, indeed, the goal of the ecumenical movement, but not the goal of the church’s existence. In fact, Christian unity is a means, a necessary condition for fulfilling the missionary calling of the church: to live as a foretaste of the Kingdom by sharing life in Christ, as his body, in the bond of the Spirit, as children of the Father.
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Chapter 45

What Model of Full Communion?
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Introduction

Despite all the positive results of the ecumenical movement, it cannot be denied that the real goal of the movement, namely the restoration of the visible unity of the church or full ecclesial communion, has not yet been achieved, and will obviously require much more time than was anticipated fifty years ago when the Catholic Church officially entered the movement after the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965).1 The council’s decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, sees the visible unity of the church as the goal of all ecumenical efforts and grounds this in the fundamental theological conviction that Christ intended ‘one Church and one Church only’. This faith conviction is confronted with the fact that there is actually a multiplicity of churches and ecclesial communities, all of which moreover claim before the world that they are ‘the true inheritors of Jesus Christ’. Because of the great danger of it therefore appearing ‘as if Christ Himself were divided’, the council felt compelled to conclude that division in the church ‘openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: n.1).

With these fundamental convictions, the council declared ecumenism to be a serious obligation of the Catholic Church. After more than half a century since the promulgation of the decree on ecumenism, the question arises of the current situation of its reception, of where ecumenism stands today, and what are the appropriate next steps towards achieving the ecumenical goal.

The Disputed Ecumenical Goal

In the first instance, we are compelled to recognize that the goal of ecumenism is itself among the most contentious issues within the current ecumenical situation. We must confront this fundamental challenge in order to be able to proceed with the search for an adequate form of ecumenical unity. Just as in medicine, so in ecumenism, constructive therapeutic suggestions can only be investigated on the basis of a clear diagnosis.

Lack of Consensus on the Goal of Ecumenism

‘We need a “common vision” because we shall grow further apart if we do not aim towards a common goal. If we have conflicting views of this goal, we shall, if we are consistent, move in opposite directions’ (RC-L 1980: n.2). With these clear-sighted words in its consensus text ‘Ways to Community’, the Roman Catholic-Lutheran Joint Commission already in 1980 pointed to the special difficulty arising if there were no consensus within the ecumenical movement with regard to its goal. If the various partners in ecumenism have no shared goal in view but in fact understand it in a very different way, there is a serious danger that they stride ahead in different directions, only to discover later that they are even further from one another than they were before. This danger has by no means diminished over recent decades, since no really workable agreement has yet been achieved regarding the goal of the ecumenical movement.

On the one hand, wide-ranging and satisfying convergences and consensus have been achieved on many individual questions regarding the faith and the theological structure of the church. On the other hand, most of the remaining points of difference have consolidated around quite divergent visions of the ecumenical unity of the church per se. This twofold result reveals the real paradox of the current ecumenical situation.

This difficulty is intensified by the fact that the search for the unity of the church is today exposed to a strong headwind in the pluralist and relativist spirit of our times. In contrast to the Christian tradition in which, according to the theological axiom ens et unum convertuntur, unity was considered the meaning and foundation of reality per se, pluralism has to a great extent become the definitive fundamental concept in the so-called postmodern experience of reality today. The postmodern mentality affirms that we neither can nor may consider anything prior to the plurality of reality, if we want to avoid suspicion of a totalitarian mindset. This fundamental abandonment of the idea of unity is characteristic of postmodernism, which is ‘not only the acceptance and tolerance of plurality, but rather an option for pluralism on principle’ (Kasper 2019: 629). To this postmodern mentality, every search for unity immediately appears antiquated and premodern.

This postmodern mentality can be found even within Christianity today. On the one hand, in the widespread pluralistic religious movements of the present time, with a multiplicity of religions proceeding from a pluralism of divine revelations, even Jesus Christ is seen only as one among many bearers of revelation and salvation. On the other hand, in current ecumenical thinking we find a broadly accepted ecclesiological pluralism, according to which the multiplicity and diversity of churches is considered a positive reality, and any search for the unity of the church appears suspicious. It seems that people have not only come to terms with the historically developed and continuing pluralism of churches and ecclesial communities, but in principle even welcome it. As a result, the ecumenical quest for the visible unity of the church seems to be unrealistic and not even desirable.

It is not unusual to attempt to justify this renunciation of the search for unity on scriptural grounds, by pointing out for example that the earthly Jesus had dealings with various groupings among the people of God, with Sadducees and Pharisees, with Zealots and Essenes, with Samaritans and others, and thus with a fragmented people of God at that time (Lohfink 2013: 156–177). Many refer to the thesis of the Protestant New Testament scholar Ernst Käsemann, who attempts to legitimate the great church schisms with the claim that the New Testament canon does not establish the unity of the church but rather the multiplicity of confessions (Käsemann 1970: 214–223), even though it seems anachronistic to transmit back into the New Testament the current situation of separated and coexisting denominationally defined churches and ecclesial communities. As Walter Kasper says: ‘In the eyes of Paul, such a coexistence and pluralism of different denominational churches would be a totally unbearable idea’ (Kasper 2015: 153).

The ecumenical search for the unity of the church takes place today in a radically altered theological context, with a tendency to consider the multiplicity of churches no longer from the perspective of historical schisms and the unity that is to be restored, but rather as an historically developed enrichment of being church (Sattler 2016).

Together with this option for the plurality of churches, a paradigm shift in ecumenical theology is also postulated and practised, in which the previously applied method—which is decisively consensus-oriented and constantly seeks to arrive at a ‘differentiated consensus’—is called into question. In this method, the convergence in dialogue on the basic substance of a doctrine previously contested between the churches is formulated, and what can be jointly stated is jointly articulated. At the same time, the remaining differences are named just as clearly, and in the process it is demonstrated that they do not call into question the basic consensus, and that they no longer need to be perceived as church-dividing differences, but can be handed on for further theological study. This ecumenical method, which is intended to serve the restoration of ecclesial unity through the development of a fundamental consensus in questions of the faith, is today variously criticized, to the extent that the end of so-called ‘consensus ecumenism’ has been proclaimed, to be replaced by an ‘ecumenism of difference’ (Körtner 2005). Closely associated with this is the concept of an ‘ecumenism of profiles’ propagated by the German Protestant Bishop Wolfgang Huber, which according to its inherent logic tends towards profiling one’s own denominational identity in contrast to the other churches, for example claiming for one’s own church the profile of a ‘church of freedom’ (Huber 2007). The discourse on irreconcilable ‘fundamental confessional differences’ goes even further in taking up once more a concept previously encountered in the work of the Protestant theologian Gerhard Ebeling, casting doubt on whether any convergence can ever be reached on the fundamental theological assumptions of the various churches (Ebeling 1964). It is not difficult to see that within the horizon of this kind of thought the question of the unity of the church and full communion takes on a quite different complexion.

Lack of Clarity in Understanding the Church and Unity

In this context, we see a crucial cause of the failure to achieve agreement on the goal of ecumenism: the diverse denominational conceptions of the church and its unity continue to stand unreconciled beside one another, as they did at the outset. Each church or ecclesial community has its own specific concept of the church and of its unity, and it strives to transfer this confessional concept to the level of the goal of ecumenism, so that there are ultimately as many concepts of the ecumenical goal as there are denominational ecclesiologies. The lack of a consensus on the goal of the ecumenical movement is grounded not least in the lack of an ecumenical consensus on the nature of the church and its unity.

This diagnosis leads inevitably to the conclusion that clarification of the understanding of the church and its unity must be the central theme of current and future ecumenical dialogues. A constructive step in this direction is provided by the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in its study, The Church: Towards a Common Vision, which strives for a ‘global, multilateral and ecumenical vision of the nature, purpose, and mission of the church’ (Faith and Order 2013: Preface), and is a valuable ecclesiological in via declaration with an ecumenical perspective. Nevertheless, even this worthy study cannot take the theological convergence on most of the previously controversial ecclesiological issues any further than the formulation of still open questions. Thus, it confirms once more that the conceptions of ecumenical unity prevailing in the various churches are to a great extent dependent on their conceptions of the church and its unity.

Together with the Orthodox Church, the Catholic Church maintains the original goal of visible unity in faith, sacraments, and ministries. By contrast, not a few of the churches and communities that emerged from the Reformation have to a great degree given up this originally shared concept of unity in favour of a postulated reciprocal recognition of the various ecclesial realities as churches and therefore as belonging to the one church of Jesus Christ. That certainly does not imply postulating that the unity of the church is in principle invisible; rather, visible unity consists merely in the addition of all previously existing ecclesial realities.

This redefinition of the ecumenical goal has found its clearest expression in the Leuenberg Agreement, concluded in 1973, and in the model of ecclesial communion which has been realized in the Leuenberg Church Fellowship (renamed the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe in 2003). This consciously understands itself as a community of confessionally diverse churches which, on the basis of a common understanding of the Gospel as expressed in the doctrine of justification, grant one another communion in word and sacrament, including the mutual recognition of ordination, so that ecclesial communion essentially consists in altar and pulpit fellowship. The ecumenical goal is thereby considered to be already achieved to the extent that the separated churches, while maintaining their confessional identity, continue to exist as individual institutional realities but reciprocally recognize one another as churches.

The Leuenberg Agreement sees itself not only as a characteristically ‘Protestant model for ecclesial unity’ (Hüffmeier 2001: 54), but also as a model for ecumenical relations with other Christian churches (Körtner 2014: 203–226). It is not clear how this understanding of the ecumenical goal accords with the biblical image of the one body of Christ. It is, however, obvious that this view of an additive ecclesiological pluralism favoured by contemporary Protestantism cannot be harmonized with the Catholic principles of ecumenism, as Pope Benedict XVI clearly judged: ‘The search for the re-establishment of unity among the divided Christians cannot…be reduced to recognition of the reciprocal differences and the achievement of a peaceful coexistence: what we yearn for is that unity for which Christ himself prayed and which, by its nature is expressed in the communion of faith, of the sacraments, of the ministry’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2011). Therefore, in common with the Orthodox Church, the Catholic Church holds fast to the conviction, alive already in the early church, of the inseparability of ecclesial communion, confessional communion, and eucharistic communion. It cannot perceive the goal of all ecumenical endeavours in so-called intercommunion, but only in the re-establishment of ‘communio, within which the communion in the Lord’s Supper also has its place’ (Neuner and Kleinschwärzer-Meister 2003: 373).

Pluralization of the Ecumenical Goal because of New Partners

The Leuenberg Agreement and its underlying ecclesiological pluralism can be seen as a characteristically Protestant model also because the churches and ecclesial communities that emerged from the Reformation have in the meantime developed into a virtually incalculable pluriverse where only marginal endeavours towards greater unity with one another are discernible at a worldwide level. In fact, within global Protestantism increasing fragmentation and multiple splintering processes can be observed, which have led to a further pluralization of concepts of the ecumenical goal.

This phenomenon has gathered additional pace in more recent times through the entry of new dialogue partners into the ecumenical movement. Ecumenical encounters take place today not only between the historical mainstream churches but also and increasingly with the so-called free churches, which have freedom and independence from the state, pre-empting the future that clearly awaits the historical churches—namely the end of ‘inherited’ Constantinian Christianity—and which therefore represent yet another concept of ecumenical unity. Of particular significance in this regard is the rapid and numerically strong growth of evangelical and charismatic groupings, and above all the breathtaking growth of Pentecostal communities and movements. With approximately 400 million members, they form numerically the second largest Christian community after the Roman Catholic Church. This is such an expanding phenomenon that one has to speak of a current pentecostalization of Christianity, or perhaps be inclined to apprehend it as a ‘fourth mode of being Christian’, beside the Orthodox Church and the Oriental Orthodox churches, the Catholic Church, and the churches and ecclesial communities resulting from the Reformation (Eckhold 2012: 202).

The phenomenon of Pentecostalism highlights the fact that, in recent decades, the worldwide geography of Christianity has changed radically, and the ecumenical situation has become more unfathomable and by no means simpler. In dialogue with these newer movements, the agenda items that must be given priority differ from those in dialogues with historical mainstream churches, and the spectrum of concepts of the ecumenical goal extends yet again.

The question of unity arises with renewed urgency, for without the quest for unity the Christian faith would surrender itself, as the letter to the Ephesians expresses very clearly: ‘There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all’ (Eph. 4:4–6). Because unity is and remains a fundamental category of Christian faith, Christians must have the courage and the humility to confront face to face the continuing scandal of divided Christendom, and with amiable stubbornness keep alive the question of unity. The conversion demanded by Unitatis Redintegratio must therefore in the first instance mean conversion to the passionate search for unity.

Keeping Alive the Search for Unity

In view of the ecumenical pluralization of concepts of unity, we are as it were thrown back to the origins of an understanding of unity. What is needed is an elementary search for the traces of church unity, and the most significant trace is found in sacred Scripture, more precisely in the final prayer of Jesus, in which prayer for unity among his disciples occupies a pre-eminent place. Jesus looks beyond the community of disciples of that time and directs his gaze towards all ‘who will believe in me through their word’ (John 17:20). Since in the high-priestly prayer of Jesus our ecumenical present is thus included, we can through it most profoundly discern what is and what must be most deeply involved in our ecumenical obligation in the light of faith. If the unity of his disciples is Jesus’ central concern in this prayer, ecumenism can only mean Christians joining in Jesus’ prayer, and making his heart’s desire their own. If the motivation of ecumenism is not simply philanthropic or humanitarian but genuinely Christological, it ultimately means nothing less than participation in the high-priestly prayer of Jesus. With this primary biblical definition of what ecumenism means, the following represents an attempt to identify its elementary dimensions on the basis of the text of John 17, so well known yet so inexhaustible.

The Spiritual Dimension: Prayer for Unity

Pride of place must be accorded to the spiritual dimension of unity. In the prayer of Jesus ‘that they may all be one’ (John 17:21) we see that Jesus does not command unity to his disciples or demand it of them, but prays for it. This simple but fundamental insight also has profound significance for the ecumenical search for unity. Prayer for the unity of Christians is and remains the defining keynote of all ecumenical efforts. Without prayer there can be no unity: ‘The ecumenical commitment responds, firstly, to the prayer of the Lord Jesus himself, and is based primarily in prayer’ (Pope Francis 2015a).

This spiritual dimension found its tangible expression from the outset of the ecumenical movement in the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, celebrated each year in January. Prompted by Paul Wattson (1863–1940), an American Episcopalian who later joined the Catholic Church, and Spencer Jones (1857–1943), a member of the Church of England, it was taken up by Pope Benedict XV and extended throughout the entire Catholic Church, and then further developed by Abbé Paul Couturier (1881–1953), a passionate pioneer of spiritual ecumenism. Right from the start, the ecumenical movement was above all a prayer movement, as Pope Benedict XVI expressed in a beautiful image: ‘The ship of ecumenism would never have put out to sea had she not been lifted by this broad current of prayer and wafted by the breath of the Holy Spirit’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2008). That prayer movement is not a beginning that can be left behind. Rather, it is a beginning that must remain with us on our journey, accompanying all ecumenical endeavours still today.

Prayer must remain the focal point of the path to the restoration of Christian unity. With prayer for unity we express our faith conviction that unity cannot be effected primarily—let alone solely—by our own efforts, and that we cannot create unity ourselves, nor determine its form or its time frame. Christians can provoke division, as we see in history and in the present day. However, we can only allow unity to be granted to us. Prayer for unity reminds us that even in oecumenicis not everything is achievable, but that Christians must leave room for the working of the Holy Spirit, which is not at our disposal. We must rely on him at least as much as on our own efforts.

The best preparation for receiving unity as a gift from the Holy Spirit is prayer. Because we Christians know that unity is ‘primarily a gift from God for which we must pray without ceasing’, we must also be conscious of our responsibility for ‘preparing the conditions, cultivating the ground of our hearts, so that this great grace may be received’ (Pope Francis 2013a). The centrality of prayer makes it clear that ecumenical endeavour is above all a spiritual task. As the Second Vatican Council said forcibly, spiritual ecumenism is ‘the soul of the whole ecumenical movement’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: n.8). Credible ecumenism stands or falls by the depth of its spiritual power, and by Christians joining in the high-priestly prayer which is as it were the innermost locus of ecumenical unity (Kasper 2007: 10).

The Somatic Dimension: Visible Unity

The primacy and centrality of the spiritual dimension of unity would of course be misunderstood if it led to the conclusion that the unity of Christians was a purely spiritual and therefore invisible entity. That view is contradicted by the second guideline found in the high-priestly prayer of Jesus, who prays in a quite specific manner: ‘that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ (John 17:21). In order that the world may believe, it must be able to see the unity. The unity of the church that is to be regained cannot therefore simply be invisible; what is needed is a unity that takes on a visible form in our world.

The rediscovery of the somatic dimension of ecumenical unity is due above all to the intensive efforts of Pope Benedict XVI, particularly in his interpretation of Jesus’ high-priestly prayer and the related ecumenical debate with Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976). For this Protestant exegete, the authentic unity of the disciples is, above all in John’s gospel, ‘invisible’ since it is ‘not a worldly phenomenon’ at all. Benedict completely agrees with the second claim in this twofold statement while fundamentally calling into question the first claim. In order to gain a practicable understanding of ecumenical unity it is worth the effort of reflecting a little on this twofold response. That the unity of the disciples, and therefore also the unity of the future church for which Jesus prays, is not and in principle cannot be a ‘worldly phenomenon’ is for Benedict self-evident: ‘Unity does not come from the world: on the basis of the world’s own efforts, it is impossible. The world’s own efforts lead to disunion, as we can all see. Inasmuch as the world is operative in the Church, in Christianity, it leads to schisms. Unity can only come from the Father through the Son’ (Ratzinger 2011: 95). As much as Benedict agrees with Bultmann that the unity of the disciples cannot come from the world, just as strongly does he dispute Bultmann’s conclusion that it is therefore ‘invisible’. Even if unity is not a worldly phenomenon, the Holy Spirit is nevertheless at work in the world. The unity of the disciples must therefore be of such a kind that the world can recognize it and through it come to faith, as Benedict expressly emphasizes: ‘While it does not come from the world, it can and must be thoroughly effective in and for the world, and it must be discernible by the world. The stated objective of Jesus’ prayer for unity is precisely that through the unity of the disciples, the truth of his mission is made visible for men’ (Ratzinger 2011: 96).

This insistence on the visibility of the unity of the disciples and the church, and consequently on the somatic dimension of ecumenical unity, is closely linked with the fact that the Second Vatican Council sees visible unity already existing in the sacrament of baptism. In baptism, Unitatis Redintegratio sees the inherent ground and the visible expression of the participation of all the baptized in the church: ‘For [those] who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: n.3). Baptism therefore establishes ‘a sacramental bond of unity which links all who have been reborn by it’. Baptism is however only ‘a beginning, an inauguration’, since according to its essence it is ‘wholly directed toward the fullness of life in Christ’; it is therefore oriented towards ‘a complete confession of faith, complete incorporation in the system of salvation such as Christ willed it to be, and finally complete ingrafting in eucharistic communion’ (Second Vatican Council 1964b: n.22). Thus the path towards the visible unity of all Christians is in concrete terms the path leading from the fundamental communion of baptism and its mutual recognition to full communion in the Eucharist, the celebration of the body of Christ in which the somatic dimension of unity is most clearly experienced.

The Trinitarian Dimension: Unity in Diversity

Since ecumenical unity must be somatic and visible, a further question arises as to the concrete appearance of this unity. An answer can be found in the third guideline in the high-priestly prayer of Jesus when he prays: ‘that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me’ (John 17:22–23). Jesus himself thus discerns the most profound foundation of unity between the disciples in the Trinitarian unity of love between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit in the inner life of God. The threefold God, who in himself lives communion in the original relationship of unity in love, is the most transparent archetype of ecumenical unity. In the light of this Trinitarian mystery, the church appears as the dimension of salvation modelled on the threefold God or, as the Second Vatican Council emphasized, ‘a people made one with the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’ (Second Vatican Council 1964a: n.4). Ecumenical unity is thereby ultimately grounded in the Trinitarian communion, and the church is an icon of the Trinity.

When we consider this mystery of faith more closely it becomes apparent that in the Trinitarian life of God two dimensions come into force with equal originality: in God there is in the first place room for the life of the Other, and therefore for multiplicity and diversity—for the Father is other than the Son and the Son in turn is other than the Holy Spirit. Within the divine Trinity there exists a wonderful diversity of persons. But in God there is also a wonderful unity of divine life. Although the Father is other than the Son and the Son is other than the Holy Spirit, the divine persons nevertheless live as heavenly trialogue partners on the same plane of being. The Father is God, the Son is God, the Holy Spirit is God.

If ecumenical unity is to reflect in the world the communion of the threefold God, it must be a unity in diversity and a diversity in unity. However, such a unity in diversity can only be granted by the Holy Spirit. We human beings are prone to the temptation, on the one hand, to produce diversity by accommodating particularisms and exclusivisms that create division, and on the other hand to establish unity by human means through standardization and uniformity. It is the Holy Spirit alone who, by contrast, calls forth multiplicity and diversity while at the same time effecting unity. The Spirit grants unity in diversity or, as Pope Francis has expressed it, unity in ‘reconciled diversity’ (Pope Francis 2013b: nn.131, 230; see Cullmann 1988; Meyer 1999: 121–125).

Seeking such a unity in diversity, even while still separated, Christians can already be one when we neutralize the divisions between us, accepting what is fruitful in them and receiving the positive from diversity, in light of the mystery of Trinitarian love, as Pope Benedict so sensitively described: ‘True love does not eliminate legitimate differences, but harmonizes them in a superior unity that is not ordered from the outside but gives form from within, so to speak, to the whole’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2006). Then we become free for the ecumenical unity that is possible already today, and which consists not merely in an exchange of ideas and theses but more fundamentally in an exchange of gifts (Pope John Paul II 1995: n.28). This is far more than simply a theoretical exercise; it serves to make the various Christian communities more profoundly acquainted with their traditions in order to understand and learn from them. For no church is so poor that it cannot make a unique contribution to the greater community of Christianity. Neither is any church so rich that it does not need the enrichment provided by other churches, realizing that what the Holy Spirit has sown in other Christian communities ‘is also meant to be a gift for us’ (Pope Francis 2013b: n.246).

The Missionary Dimension: Credible Unity

From this provisional unity our view is expanded towards the real scope of the high-priestly prayer of Jesus in which he prays for unity among his disciples with a specific intention: ‘that they may become completely one so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me’ (John 17:23). That final clause expresses unmistakably that the unity of the disciples is not an end in itself but stands in service to the credibility of the mission of Christ and his church. It is the indispensable prerequisite for a credible testimony in the world.

The same finality of the ecumenical quest was recognized over a century ago at the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910. The participants were faced with the scandal that the various Christian churches and ecclesial communities were competing in their mission work, to the detriment of the credible proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, especially in distant countries, as along with the Gospel they also brought to those cultures the European divisions of the church. They were aware of the painful fact that the lack of unity among Christians was putting the credibility of the Christian witness in the world at risk.

Division within Christianity was the most difficult obstacle to mission then, as it still is today. As Pope Francis says: ‘Given the seriousness of the counter-witness of division among Christians, particularly in Asia and Africa, the search for paths to unity becomes all the more urgent. Missionaries on those continents often mention the criticisms, complaints and ridicule to which the scandal of divided Christians gives rise.’ Consequently, ‘commitment to a unity which helps them to accept Jesus Christ can no longer be a matter of mere diplomacy or forced compliance, but rather an indispensable path to evangelization’ (Pope Francis 2013: n.246).

An honest and shared witness to Jesus Christ in the modern world is only possible when the churches overcome their divisions and live in a unity of reconciled diversity. Ecumenism and mission belong indissolubly together. If mission essentially consists in bearing witness to the love of God revealed in his Son, and through such witness bringing God to people and people to God, the focus of Christian mission must be the proclamation of God, which today we are bound to undertake ecumenically.

The Martyrological Dimension: Unity Testified in Death

The most credible witnesses are the martyrs who have borne testimony to their faith with their lives even unto death, and who draw our attention to the martyrological dimension of ecumenical unity. This has attained a particular existential urgency in the world of today, in which there is even more Christian persecution than in the first centuries. The Christian faith is the most persecuted of all religions today; 80 per cent of all those who are persecuted for their faith are Christians. All churches and ecclesial communities have their modern martyrs, and Christians are not persecuted because they are Catholic or Orthodox, Protestant or Pentecostal, but simply because they are Christians. Martyrdom today is therefore ecumenical, and one can indeed speak of an ecumenism of martyrs (Kasper 2014; Koch 2016), as Pope John Paul II vividly emphasized already in 1994: ‘the Church has once again become a Church of martyrs. The persecutions of believers—priests, religious and laity—has caused a great sowing of martyrdom in different parts of the world. The witness to Christ borne even to the shedding of blood has become a common inheritance of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans and Protestants’ (Pope John Paul II 1994: n.37). In his passionate encyclical on ecumenical engagement, Pope John Paul said: ‘In a theocentric vision, we Christians already have a common Martyrology. This…shows how, at a profound level, God preserves communion among the baptized in the supreme demand of faith, manifested in the sacrifice of life itself’ (Pope John Paul II 1995: n.84).

While we Christians and churches here on earth still stand in an imperfect communion with one another, the martyrs in their heavenly glory already live a full and perfect communion. ‘These brothers and sisters of ours, united in the selfless offering of their lives for the Kingdom of God, are the most powerful proof that every factor of division can be transcended and overcome in the total gift of self for the sake of the Gospel’ (Pope John Paul 1995: n.1). In the ecumenism of martyrs we may discern the innermost heart of all ecumenical endeavour: ‘If the enemy unites us in death, who are we to be divided in life?’ (Pope Francis 2015b). Is it not indeed a cause for shame that those who persecute Christians have a better ecumenical vision than we ourselves, since they know that Christians are most profoundly united with one other?

The Eschatological Dimension: Unity in Anticipation of Christ’s Return

The ecumenism of martyrs also points to the eschatological dimension of unity, in which the search for unity is considered in the light of its perfection. We encounter the eschatological vision of ecumenical unity in a very challenging way in Vladimir Solovyov’s ‘A Short Story of the Antichrist’ (Solovyov 2012: 159–194), which contains a twofold message. On the one hand, it will become apparent in the ultimate decision before God that in all three communities, namely those of Peter, Paul, and John, there are adherents of the Antichrist who make common cause with him; but there are also true Christians who will remain faithful to the Lord until the hour of his return. On the other hand, the separated groups around Peter, Paul, and John will recognize one another as brothers and sisters when face to face with Christ at his return. With this story, Solovyov does not intend to postpone the unity of Christians until the end of time. The ultimate separation between the followers of Antichrist and the faithful companions of Christ will certainly take place only on the day of the eschatological harvest. But since Christian faith sees eternal life as true life, Solovyov’s vision contains the challenge to Christians to encounter one another already now in the eschatological light in which Peter, Paul, and John belong indissolubly together.

The search for ecumenical unity means living in this eschatological light today, or more precisely in the light of Christ’s return, in the knowledge that the best form of the search consists in living according to the Gospel. If we take the eschatological dimension of unity seriously, the passionate search for unity and the serene awareness that we cannot create it of ourselves no longer appear as mutually exclusive opposites—as they are so often perceived to be today—but as two sides of the same reality. This is a liberating insight. When we reflect on unity in the light of its ultimate perfection, we are able to acknowledge the provisional nature of our exertions and not succumb to the temptation of trying to make by ourselves that which only Christ can effect on his return, and this of itself can draw us closer together. In this eschatological light, the ecumenical search for unity means simply but fundamentally that if we are all on the way to meeting Christ on his return, then we are also on the way to unity with one another. Though we may still be separated, we are one already though our common faith and hope in Jesus Christ: ‘The closer we draw to Christ, converting to his love, the closer we also draw to one another’ (Pope Benedict XVI 2007).

On the Way to Unity

The eschatological perspective throws new light on the ecumenical situation today and on what might be called its viatoric dimension, namely the fact that we are ‘on the way’, which can be illuminated most clearly by the image of the disciples on the way to Emmaus. In turning to this Easter pericope in the Gospel of Luke (24:13–35), let us ask what this image has to say regarding the next steps along the way to ecumenical unity.

In the first place, we must take this image of the way seriously. In the ecumenical situation today it is important that Christians who live in different communities realize that they are on the way to unity and do together everything that it is possible for them to do together. This perspective is particularly close to the heart of Pope Francis: ‘Unity will not come about as a miracle at the very end. Rather, unity comes about in journeying; the Holy Spirit does this on the journey. If we do not walk together, if we do not pray for one another, if we do not collaborate in the many ways that we can in this world for the People of God, then unity will not come about!’ (Pope Francis 2014). For Pope Francis, unity grows in journeying together, and being on the way already means putting unity into practice. What matters is to intensify this awareness and above all to live it concretely. To acknowledge being on the way to ecumenical unity together: that is the first guideline given by the profound story in Luke’s Gospel.

The way of the disciples to Emmaus is of course not a mystery tour. The disciples are in mourning over what has taken place in Jerusalem, and they speak with one another and with their anonymous companion of what has disturbed them. That is a second guideline: authentic ecumenism lives in empathy with others in their joys and sorrows, as Paul conveys in a beautiful image: ‘If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it. Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it’ (1 Cor. 12:26–27). This rule for living in ecumenical community finds expression, as already mentioned, in the sad fact that we are now experiencing the persecution of Christians on a scale unique in history. A special solidarity in fellow-suffering is called for among all Christians and Christian churches.

In their exchange on the experience of suffering, the disciples on the way to Emmaus are looking for a liberating word, and they allow their anonymous companion to provide them with this in his interpretation of sacred Scripture. That reveals a third guideline: we Christians draw closer to one another when we listen to the word of God together and speak about it with one another. Overcoming division and restoring unity only become possible by means of a shared reading of sacred Scripture. The more we immerse ourselves in the mystery of Jesus Christ and his word, the more we will find our way to one another.

The eyes of the disciples were of course only opened when the Lord broke bread with them and thereby awakened in their hearts the deepest longing for unity. As a fourth guideline, that suggests to us the insight that just as the companionship of the disciples on the way flowed into the breaking of bread by the Lord with them, so too the shared search for ecumenical unity must find its goal at the shared eucharistic altar. Ecumenical companionship on the way is fulfilled as a eucharistic community.

Following their personal meeting with the risen Lord, the disciples set out once more: ‘That same hour they got up…’ (Luke 24:33). That provides a fifth guideline quite literally: Christians who likewise find their unity with one another in their meeting with Christ do not remain comfortably seated but set out and proclaim what they have seen, just like the disciples, knowing full well that the credibility of their witness essentially depends on the fact that they do not give their testimony against one another or separately from one another, but jointly. Ecumenical companionship on the way always means common witness and common service.

Conclusion

Given these five guidelines, the question arises of how ecumenical unity is to be understood. We find a helpful definition of the unity of the church in the description of the original congregation in Jerusalem in the Acts of the Apostles, in which it is said of the first Christians: ‘They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers’ (Acts 2:42). There are three elements above all that appear constitutive for the unity of the church: namely unity in faith, in the celebration of divine worship, and in fraternal communion. On this biblical basis, the unity of the church can be understood as visible unity in faith, in the sacraments, and in a life of community with those who have been called to give witness—thus also in the ministries of the church. This conception of ecclesial unity from which the Catholic Church takes its orientation has also been received in the ecumenical movement. The third article of its constitution states that the ‘primary purpose’ of the WCC is ‘to call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common life in Christ, through witness and service to the world, and to advance towards that unity in order that the world may believe’ (World Council of Churches 2013).

Essentially, therefore, ecumenism consists in a passionate concern to re-establish that communion which Paul describes when he urges the Philippians to be ‘of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind’ (Phil. 2:2). Because this communion is so close to the heart of Christ, we have every reason to continue on the ecumenical journey with passionate serenity and serene passion. Then we will see the ‘glory’ that God has given to Christ, of which Jesus speaks at the culmination of his high-priestly prayer: ‘Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of the world’ (John 17:24).






References


BENEDICT XVI, POPE (2006). Homily at the Liturgy of Vespers on the Feast of the Conversion of St Paul, 25 January 2006. http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2006/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom:20060125_conversion-st-paul.html


BENEDICT XVI, POPE (2007). Address at the General Audience, 17 January 2007. http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20070117.html


BENEDICT XVI, POPE (2008). Homily at the Liturgy of Vespers on the Feast of the Conversion of St Paul, 25 January 2008. http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2008/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom:20080125_week-prayer.html


BENEDICT XVI, POPE (2011). Homily at the Liturgy of Vespers for the Conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, 25 January 2011. http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2011/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom:20110125_week-prayer.html


CULLMANN, OSCAR (1988). Unity Through Diversity: Its Foundation, and a Contribution to the Discussion Concerning the Possibilities of its Actualization, trans. M. Eugene Boring (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress).

EBELING, GERHARD (1964). The Word of God and Tradition: Historical Studies Interpreting the Divisions of Christianity, trans. S. H. Hooke (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress).

ECKHOLD, MARGIT (2012). ‘Pentekostalismus: Eine neue “Grundform” des Christseins’, in Tobias Kessler and Albert-Peter Rethmann, eds, Pentekostalismus: Die Pfingstbewegung als Anfrage an Theologie und Kirche (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet): 202–225.

FAITH AND ORDER (2013). The Church: Towards a Common Vision. Faith and Order Paper No. 214 (Geneva: WCC Publications).

FRANCIS, POPE (2013a). Address to the Delegation of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, 28 June 2013. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/june/documents/papa-francesco_20130628_patriarcato-ecumenico-costantinopoli.html


FRANCIS, POPE (2013b). Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html


FRANCIS, POPE (2014). Homily at the Celebration of Vespers on the Solemnity of the Conversion of St Paul the Apostle, 25 January 2014. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2014/documents/papa-francesco_20140125_vespri-conversione-san-paolo.html


FRANCIS, POPE (2015a). Address to Participants in the Ecumenical Colloquium of Men and Women Religious, held by the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, 24 January 2015. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/january/documents/papa-francesco_20150124_colloquio-ecumenico-religiosi.html


FRANCIS, POPE (2015b). Address to the Renewal in the Holy Spirit Movement, 3 July 2015. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/july/documents/papa-francesco_20150703_movimento-rinnovamento-spirito.html


HUBER, WOLFGANG (2007). Im Geist der Freiheit: Für eine Ökumene der Profile (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder).

HÜFFMEIER, WILHELM (2001). ‘Kirchliche Einheit als Kirchengemeinschaft—Das Leuenberger Modell’, in Friedrich W. Graf and Dietrich Korsch, eds, Jenseits der Einheit: Protestantische Ansichten der Ökumene (Hanover: Lutherisches Verlagshaus): 35–54.

JOHN PAUL II, POPE (1994). Apostolic Letter, Tertio Millennio Adveniente. https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19941110_tertio-millennio-adveniente.html


JOHN PAUL II, POPE (1995). Encyclical Letter, Ut Unum Sint. http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html


KÄSEMANN, ERNST (1970). Exegetische Versuche und Besinnungen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht).

KASPER, WALTER (2007). A Handbook of Spiritual Ecumenism (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press).

KASPER, WALTER (2014). Ökumene der Märtyrer: Theologie und Spiritualität des Martyriums (Norderstedt: Schönblick).

KASPER, WALTER (2015). The Catholic Church: Nature, Reality and Mission (London: Bloomsbury).

KASPER, WALTER (2019). ‘Die Kirche angesichts der Herausforderungen der Postmoderne’, in Walter Kasper, Kirche und Gesellschaft, Walter Kasper Gesammelte Schriften, ed. George Augustin and Klaus Krämer, vol.16 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder): 624–643.

KOCH, KURT (2016). Christenverfolgung und Ökumene der Märtyrer: Eine biblische Besinnung (Norderstedt: Schönblick).

KÖRTNER, ULRICH H. J. (2005). Wohin steuert die Ökumene? Vom Konsens- zum Differenzmodell (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht).

KÖRTNER, ULRICH H. J. (2014). ‘Die Leuenberger Konkordie als ökumenisches Modell’, in Michael Bünker and Bernd Jaeger, eds, 1973–2013: 40 Jahre Leuenberger Konkordie: Dokumentationsband zum Jubiläumsjahr 2013 der Gemeinschaft Evangelischer Kirchen in Europa (Vienna: Evangelischer Presseverband in Österreich): 203–226.

LOHFINK, GERHARD (2013). Gegen die Verharmlosung Jesu: Reden über Jesus und die Kirche (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder).

MEYER, HARDING (1999). That All May Be One: Perceptions and Models of Ecumenicity, trans. William G. Rusch (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans).

NEUNER, PETER, and KLEINSCHWÄRZER-MEISTER, BIRGITTA (2003). ‘Ein neues Miteinander der christlichen Kirchen: Auf dem Weg zum ökumenischen Kirchentag in Berlin 2003’, Stimmen der Zeit 221: 363–375.

RATZINGER, JOSEPH/BENEDICT XVI, POPE (2011). Jesus of Nazareth: From the Entrance into Jerusalem to the Resurrection (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press).

ROMAN CATHOLIC-LUTHERAN JOINT COMMISSION (RC-L) (1980). ‘Ways to Community’, in GA: 215–240.

SATTLER, DOROTHEA (2016). ‘Einheit und Spaltung der Kirche(n): Thesen zur Ökumene aus (einer) römisch-katholischen Sicht’, in Uwe Swarat and Thomas Söding, eds, Heillos gespalten? Segensreich erneuert? 500 Jahre Reformation in der Vielfalt ökumenischer Perspektiven (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder): 77–92.

SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL (1964a). Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium. http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium:en.html


SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL (1964b). Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio. http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html


SOLOVYOV, VLADIMIR (2012). War, Progress, and the End of History: Three Conversations, Including a Short Story of the Anti-Christ, trans. Alexander Bakshy (n.p.: Forgotten Books).

WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES (2013). Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches. https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/2013-busan/adopted-documents-statements/wcc-constitution-and-rules













Suggested Reading


KOCH, KURT (2018). Erneuerung und Einheit: Ein Plädoyer für mehr Ökumene (Düsseldorf: Patmos).

KOPP, STEFAN and WERZ, JOACHIM, eds (2018). Gebaute Ökumene: Botschaft und Auftrag für das 21. Jahrhundert (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder).

RADANO, JOHN A., ed. (2012). Celebrating a Century of Ecumenism: Exploring the Achievements of International Dialogue (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans).

VALUET, BASILE (2011). Quel oecuménisme? La difficile unité des chrétiens (Paris: Artège).










1 This chapter is an edited version of the ‘Prolusio’ of Cardinal Koch at the plenary assembly of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity in November 2016. See PCPCU Information Service n.148(2016/II): 36–47.








Section II

Methodology






Chapter 46

In Search of a Way


Paul D. Murray




Introduction

This exploration of ecumenical methodology is in six sections. The first section briefly explores the sense in which it is appropriate to think of ecumenism as a ‘method’, a ‘way’, in relation to which it is in turn appropriate to think of there being a second-order methodological discourse about more and less fruitful, more and less adequate, ways of construing this ecumenical way. Also briefly introduced in this context is the fact of there being some markedly differing understandings of the goal of ecumenism, and hence markedly differing understandings of appropriate ways to travel towards the goal. The second section turns to explore both the basic necessity of ‘Life and Work’ understandings of the ecumenical task and the intrinsic limits of such understandings relative to the full demands of the sacramentality of the church and its inescapably structural and institutional dimensions, as appreciated by ‘Faith and Order’ ecumenism. The third section focuses on the range of strategies in service of structural and sacramental unity that have been adopted by the bilateral dialogues thus far and assesses their achievements and limitations relative to the changed context in which Faith and Order ecumenism now has to operate. The need that this suggests for an ecumenical gear-change is taken up in the fourth section, which presents the basic vision operative in a fresh strategy that has come to be referred to as ‘receptive ecumenism’. Following this, the fifth section specifically explores the methodological implications of receptive ecumenism at the level of formal bilateral dialogues. Complementing this, the final section explores the implications of receptive ecumenism at the level of the local church.

Ecumenism as a Method, a Way of Christian Witness and Existence

From the outset the question needs asking as to what ‘methodology’, with all its connotations of systematic rigour, programmed procedure, and focused intent (Lonergan 1972), has to do with something as pluriform, complex, contextual, and intrinsically relational as the Christian ecumenical journey? Is not the mere bringing of these concepts together an example of the abstracted reification and concern to impose order on the messy reality of empirical church life for which systematic theology is sometimes criticized (Healy 2000: 3, 25, 32–49)? While this is indeed a legitimate concern, the burden of this chapter is to argue that, when understood aright, methodology—as also strategic thinking and planning more broadly—can properly be seen to be of intrinsic significance for any self-aware pursuit of the ecumenical task.

Here it is helpful to recall that if methodology is self-critical thinking and reasoning about ‘method’, method in turn—deriving from the Greek words meta (‘after’) and hodos (‘way’)—is literally about searching ‘after a way’ and the pursuing of such a way. This language of ‘pursuing a way’ felicitously serves to move discussion from the register of apparent abstract theorization towards one that has a far more natural resonance and intimate relationship with Christian tradition. After all, Christianity was itself first spoken of as a way, indeed as ‘the Way’ (Acts 18:26; 19:9, 23; 24:14); to be precise, as a following in the way of Jesus of Nazareth, himself regarded as ‘the Way, the Truth, and the Life’ (John 14:4–6; also Matt. 7:13–14; 16:24; 22:16; Mark 8:34; 12:14; Luke 9:23; 20:21; 24:32; 1 Cor. 12:31; Heb. 10:20; 2 Pet. 2:2, 21).

This range of metaphors can usefully be extended: if Christianity is the Spirit-led way of conformity to and participation in the Spirit-filled communion that the earthly Jesus enjoyed with the God he knew as ‘Abba’—thereby disclosing in this order the Trinitarian communion and relations of love that constitute the eternal life of God—then Christian ecumenism is the way of seeking a form of restored relations between the fractured Christian traditions that can appropriately reflect and witness to this Trinitarian communion and to the gospel of reconciliation that Jesus proclaimed. As such, ‘ecumenical methodology’ in turn falls into place as that process of self-consciously and self-critically reflecting on how in a given context the Christian traditions might most appropriately and most effectively walk this way towards bearing coherent and convincing witness to the Trinitarian communion of God and to the Gospel of reconciliation.

Here, however, we encounter a problem that has run through the modern ecumenical movement from its outset: if methodology is self-critical reflection on method and if method is essentially a way of arriving at a goal, then we need some kind of basic common understanding—not a detailed outline and agreement, to be sure, but a basic common understanding nevertheless—of what the goal is that is being aimed at, as also of the nature of the obstacles that need to be overcome, before we can hope to have any shared understanding of appropriate methods for walking towards the goal. However, from the outset of the modern ecumenical movement differing construals of the appropriate goal of Christian ecumenism have coexisted in occasionally uneasy relationship—sometimes placed alongside each other as alternative projected goals, and at other times integrated as interrelated aspects of one common goal. The most significant tension has been between so-called ‘Life and Work’ ecumenism and ‘Faith and Order’ ecumenism.

The Need for and Limits of Life and Work Ecumenism

The origins of the modern ecumenical movement are to be found in the missionary activities of Protestant churches in the nineteenth century. The reality of their frequently being engaged in close geographical proximity on a common but separately pursued—indeed, competitively pursued—task of evangelization gave rise to a sense of stark contrast and performative contradiction between the gospel of reconciliation being proclaimed and the multiple divisions actually marking Christianity, a lived contradiction that was increasingly recognized as diminishing the witness of the one church of Christ and requiring of reconciliation between the divided churches themselves.

These concerns issued in the landmark 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, frequently spoken of as the birthplace of the modern ecumenical movement. In this manner, a concern for the coherence of Christian witness and for credibility in mission has been central to ecumenical endeavour from the outset. Beyond Edinburgh 1910 this concern came to continuing expression both in the establishment of the International Missionary Council (IMC) in 1921 and in the international conferences on Life and Work in Stockholm in 1925 and Oxford in 1937, focused on how the churches, even in their institutionally divided state, might share and work together so as to give cogent witness in a given time and place.

It is notable that many of the stock-in-trade activities of ecumenical engagement even to this day still effectively fall into this category. The common concern is to pursue activities which help to build relationship and fellow feeling between the churches while they are still short of structural unity, and which promote effective cooperation in witness and mission. This is the case whether one thinks of acts of common prayer (e.g. during the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity), facilitating the spiritual ecumenism called for by Paul Couturier (1881–1953), or of scripture sharing and common formation in faith, or of pulpit exchanges and clergy fraternals, or of acts of common witness (e.g. Good Friday walks), or of the sharing of resources (e.g. joint appointments and personnel), or of acts of common mission and social action (e.g. aid for asylum seekers, food banks). Similarly, many of the structures of ecumenism (e.g. Local Ecumenical Partnerships, regional and national meetings of ecumenical officers or church leaders) are geared towards facilitating the living and working together of the still-divided churches.

All of this is of massive significance. Such initiatives, activities, and structures have served to transform out of all recognition the relationships between the divided Christian traditions. Here it is worth noting the stark contrast between the normalization of prayer in common and the strictures of the 1917 Code of Canon Law of the Catholic Church (Peters 2001: canon 1258). Collectively, such initiatives, activities, and structures have effected a complete sea change in the prevailing relations between the churches, serving to place the ecumenical endeavour in a vastly different context from that which prevailed at the turn of the twentieth century. They provide an invaluable corrective to the impaired witness of the divided churches.

It is, accordingly, entirely appropriate to view Life and Work initiatives and activities as the very lifeblood and oxygen of ecumenism, without which nothing else is possible. But, equally, like oxygen and lifeblood, Life and Work ecumenism cannot be an end in itself. It exists in service of a purpose, that of drawing the divided churches towards reconciled life and work—a purpose, moreover, which it cannot fulfil on its own. The point is that no matter how much praying together, sharing together, living together, and acting together the churches achieve, such increased conformity of life and work is never alone going to solve the ecumenical problem. At its core the ecumenical problem pertains to the broken sign-value presented by the structurally and institutionally divided nature of the churches, which in many cases leaves them incapable of fully recognizing each other’s authenticated ministers and formal decision-making processes.

For the healing of this more challenging level of Christian woundedness, Life and Work ecumenism, for all its essential contribution, is insufficient. It can further a loose associational federation of still institutionally divided churches that are prepared to share and work together despite continuing significant differences that prevent full mutual recognition, but it cannot itself advance full structural and sacramental unity—which, of course, need not imply uniformity.

Here it is significant that in the same year as the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, there was also a call for a similar world conference that would bring church leaders and theologians together from across the traditions to discuss differences of faith, ministry, and church order. This eventually led to the 1927 Faith and Order international conference in Lausanne, providing the third great strand which, along with the IMC and the Life and Work movement, eventually formed the threefold woven cord of the World Council of Churches (WCC). The WCC story, the story of ‘conciliar ecumenism’ (Ecumenical Movement, 110–111), has ever since been one of seeking to hold these strands together and to give each its due.

This has never been easy. What should be complementary and mutually necessary visions and strategies have in practice frequently found themselves in tension and in danger of unravelling into competing and contrary understandings of the ecumenical way and how it should be walked. If the Life and Work agenda is pressed to the exclusion of Faith and Order concerns, as was a danger in the WCC at the end of the twentieth century (see, e.g., Raiser 1991), Christian unity becomes a merely federalized or associational ‘reconciled diversity’ without structural unity. Equally, if Faith and Order is pressed to the exclusion of Life and Work, the result can be an abstracted idealism that pursues the way towards future doctrinal, sacramental, and structural unity—again, unity not uniformity—as a somewhat theorized game of concepts with little real effect on ordinary church life.

There have been two major instruments for classical Faith and Order ecumenism. On the one hand there have been various WCC-sponsored multilateral processes explicitly orientated towards producing convergence statements. Most successful here was the landmark 1982 text, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Faith and Order Commission 1982), the success of which the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC hopes to repeat with its 2013 text, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (Faith and Order Commission 2013), itself the fruit of many years of multilateral discussion. On the other hand are the various formal international bilateral dialogues that have been established between churches, and which since their inception in the period following the Catholic Church’s dramatic entry into the ecumenical movement at the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) have made some quite remarkable progress. Indeed, on account of the seeming pace of early bilateral progress, in that heady golden age—which now, perhaps, appears to be a period of youthful exuberance and over-optimism—the expectation was that full structural reconciliation could be achieved within a generation.

Despite the very real achievements of the bilaterals, however, it is now clear that not only have such expectations not yet been realized, in reality they cannot now feasibly be envisaged as being realized for the foreseeable and even imaginable future. Nevertheless, while recognizing this, and buoyed by the recognition that Christian hope is for what is not yet possessed and cannot even be seen (Rom. 8:24–5), the classical strategies of the bilaterals need now to be examined in some detail in order to assess their respective achievements and limitations, and so discern what it might now mean to live the ecumenical way by such hope.

Achievements and Limits of Traditional Bilateral Strategies

A good way to assess the various strategies hitherto operative in the bilateral dialogues is to focus on the work of the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC), which since its establishment following Vatican II has, within the English-speaking world at least, been one of the most high-profile and influential of all the dialogues. The standard ARCIC pattern has involved annual meetings of teams of representative theologians working together on historic causes of division (e.g. Catholic understanding of the sacrifice of the Mass relative to Anglican emphasis—in line with Lutheran and Calvinist conviction alike—on the sole sufficiency of the sacrificial death of Christ), with a view to seeking ways beyond such divisions by showing them as no longer needing to be viewed as communion-dividing. The achievements have certainly been impressive, as possible ways have progressively been found through such historically divisive issues as eucharistic presence, eucharistic sacrifice, theologies of ordained priesthood (ARCIC 1981), and even, during the second major phase of ARCIC’s activity, the relationship between justification and sanctification (ARCIC 1986), the latter anticipating by more than a decade the issuing of the Lutheran-Catholic Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church 1999).

While variously pursued, with differing emphases at different points and all evolving over time, three strategies can be seen to have been particularly significant (Murray 2011: 202–205). First, there has been a concern to clear up misunderstandings of one tradition by the other and so to open the way to a possible appreciation that each does in fact maintain what the other believes to be required on a given point of belief or practice (we may call this ‘strategy 1’). Second, there has been a concern to explore what fresh concepts and understanding are available that might help both traditions jointly to say what they respectively believe to be important on a given issue (‘strategy 2’). Third, there has been a concern to explore whether the different theological frameworks, languages, and emphases of the respective traditions on a given point can be seen as different yet complementary emphases and languages rather than as contradictory and irreconcilably opposed positions (‘strategy 3’).

As an example, let us take the significant work of ARCIC already alluded to on Catholic understanding of the sacrifice of the Mass relative to Anglican emphasis on the sole sufficiency of the sacrificial death of Christ (ARCIC 1981: 68–77). Here, one of the ways in which progress was achieved was by clarifying that when Catholics speak of the Mass as sacrificial they do not mean that it is an additional sacrifice to that of Christ on Calvary—the sole sufficient sacrifice—but that it is the sacramental re-presentation of that one and same sacrifice and the making present of its transforming effects (strategy 1). This process of clarifying and correcting misunderstandings was in turn helped by the fact that scripture scholars had made great progress in tracing and understanding more fully the Hebrew roots of the word used in the Greek New Testament for ‘making memory’ (anamnesis) (strategy 2). What they discovered is that making memory of the saving acts of God in a full, scriptural sense is never simply recalling the past to mind, but allowing the living force of these great acts of God to be present and active: ‘making memory’ is ‘making present’. This is a very neat way of giving fresh articulation to what Catholics have always claimed about the Eucharist, but in a way that clearly avoids the traditional Protestant anxiety about appearing to add something to the death of Christ (strategy 2).

A second example relates to the doctrine of justification and, more broadly, to respective understandings of God’s saving work in Christ and the Spirit. Here, whereas Catholics have traditionally been concerned to maintain that the totality of God’s saving work involves not just being forgiven but being transformed through grace into the likeness of God (‘sanctification’), Anglicans for their part—again indicating a Reformation lineage—have wanted to emphasize very clearly that God’s forgiveness comes freely without it having to be earned through good works. The problem, compounded by differing translations of the relevant terms in the Greek New Testament, is that Catholics have tended to assume that the more Protestant emphasis, particularly in its Lutheran form, espouses what Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) referred to as a ‘cheap grace’ (Bonhoeffer 1963) that does not attend to the need for renewal and transformation, whereas Protestant traditions, in turn, have tended to assume that Catholics make God’s forgiveness conditional on human efforts for sanctification.

In contrast, recent ecumenical theology, aided by fresh scholarship (strategy 2), has clarified that these assumptions are based on misunderstandings (strategy 1). On the one hand, Catholics have come to see that Protestant-influenced traditions do in fact, in various ways, emphasize that God’s free, forgiving grace brings about renewal and holiness. Correlatively, Anglicans have come to see that Catholics for their own part emphasize that God’s transforming grace is indeed utterly unearned and comes first in a forgiving embrace in the human situation of incapacity through sin (ARCIC 1986). Through this combination of resolving misunderstandings and recognizing that not everything always needs to be expressed in the exact same way, respective Anglican and Catholic theologies of justification and salvation came to appear not as contradictory theological frameworks but as two legitimate and complementary languages or grammars, each saying what the other believes needs to be said albeit with respectively different emphases (strategy 3). While the theologies are not identical, they can and do map onto each other.

As these examples illustrate, the traditional strategies of ARCIC, like those of bilateral dialogues more generally, have been successful in overcoming apparently absolute differences between traditions by showing these differences, in key aspects, to be more apparent than real, resting on misunderstandings about what are more correctly viewed as legitimately diverse ways of articulating the same area of Christian truth. To this extent, these strategies have been immensely powerful and significant. It is to be noted, however, that they work not by changing the substance of either party’s belief but by resolving misunderstandings. As such, they are really strategies of clarification and explication rather than of growth, change, and conversion proper. In substantive terms they effectively leave things as they are—and therein lies their limitation, for a tradition can change its appreciation of what another tradition maintains on a given point without being required to go the extra step of expanding and rethinking its own position and practice. With regard to ARCIC, one of its founding members, Edward Yarnold, SJ, commented in 1996:

ARCIC habitually saw its task as the uncovering of agreement already existing between the Churches, not the negotiation of a change in the doctrine of either Church. (Yarnold 1996: 64)

Consequently, what these strategies cannot deal with are areas of real substantive difference between traditions, for example questions such as whether it is possible for a non-ordained person to preside at the celebration of the Eucharist. Such issues cannot simply be smoothed away as alternative ways of expressing the same basic point. Thus, for all their erstwhile success, given the nature of some of the issues that continue to divide the traditions, the traditional bilateral strategies have, perhaps, now gone as far as they can on most fronts. They are fine for problems based on misunderstandings or the erroneous assumption that a point can only be expressed in one way. But many of the problems that are now regarded as divisive simply do not lend themselves to being resolved in this way—for example, in the Anglican-Roman Catholic context, continuing significant differences over the way in which the respective communions are structured, or issues about the nature and exercise of authority and associated processes of decision-making, or, perhaps most obviously, radical differences at the formal level over whether women can legitimately be ordained.

The context has fundamentally changed from that to which the classical bilateral dialogues responded, and what is needed, therefore, is a correlatively changed understanding of the appropriate strategy for such bilateral dialogues from here on. If progress is to be made with the more intractable kinds of problems just indicated, what is needed is not just increased mutual understanding between traditions but self-criticism, growth, development, change, and conversion within each tradition, and strategies aimed at exposing each to the challenge of the other. Accordingly, the members of ARCIC continue to develop fresh strategies for seeking to serve this need (Murray 2011: 205–206). It is in direct relation to this context and its challenges, and in creative continuity with the work of ARCIC, that the strategy which has come to be referred to as ‘receptive ecumenism’ has been devised and tested as charting a way for contemporary ecumenism (Murray 2008a, 2008b, 2015; Murray and Murray 2012). It proceeds by bringing to the fore the dispositions of self-critical hospitality, humble learning, and ongoing conversion that have always been quietly essential to good ecumenical work and by turning them into the explicit required strategy and core task of contemporary ecumenism.

Receptive Ecumenism: A Way for Contemporary Ecumenism

The central aim, then, of receptive ecumenism is to take seriously both the reality and the specific challenges of the contemporary ecumenical context and the abiding and absolutely non-negotiable need for the Christian churches precisely in this situation to continue to walk the way of conversion towards more visible structural and sacramental unity. It is recognized, as noted earlier, that Life and Work ecumenism—sharing in mission and prayer—vital though it is, can never alone be enough. The conviction is that the differing organizational structures, processes, and cultures of the churches and the challenge of how, ultimately, to bring them into configuration with each other cannot be bypassed. Receptive ecumenism accordingly seeks an appropriate ecumenical ethic and strategy for living between the times: for living now in accordance with the promise of and calling to being made one in the Trinitarian life of God, and for learning complete reliance on the Spirit who, in Christian understanding, is the foretaste and agent of the kingdom of God. The conviction of those practising receptive ecumenism is that, shaped and formed by the Spirit, they will bear imaginative, attractive, transforming witness to the kingdom in the here and now.

In service of this aim, receptive ecumenism represents a remarkably simple but far-reaching strategy which, as indicated, essentially seeks to draw out a value that has been at work, to some extent at least, in all good ecumenical encounter and to place it centre stage as the appropriate organizing principle for contemporary ecumenism. The basic principle is that further substantial progress is indeed possible on the way towards full structural and sacramental unity, but only if a fundamental, counter-instinctual move is made away from the tendency of traditions to wish that others could be more like themselves and towards each instead asking what they can and must learn, with dynamic integrity, from their respective others. A programmatic shift is, then, required away from prioritizing the question: ‘What do our various others first need to learn from us?’ and towards instead asking: ‘What do we need to learn and what can we learn—or receive—with integrity from our others?’

Ecumenical encounter too easily tends to involve ‘getting the best tableware out’, wanting others to see us and to understand us in the best possible light—in a light, if we are honest, in which we do not even generally see ourselves. In contrast, receptive ecumenism starts from the somewhat different assumption that for all our respective gifts, each of us, each of our communities and traditions, is wounded and in need of healing and continuing conversion. It might be said that receptive ecumenism is an ecumenism of ‘wounded hands’ rather than of the ‘best tableware’. It is about being prepared to show these wounds to each other, knowing that we cannot save ourselves, asking our ecumenical others to minister to us in our need from their gifts.

In some ways, receptive ecumenism builds upon the more familiar notion of spiritual ecumenism (Kasper 2007) by explicitly extending it to the communal, structural, and institutional levels. Spiritual ecumenism tends to seek ways in which personal spirituality and theological understanding, even collective spiritual and liturgical practices, might be enriched across the traditions in relation to such things as hymnody, spirituality, and devotional practices. Receptive ecumenism extends this disposition to include doctrinal self-understanding and, even more so, structural and organizational-cultural realities by typically focusing on such things as respective systems of decision-making in order to ask how difficulties in one’s own tradition’s practice and understanding can be helped by learning from best practice and understanding in other traditions.

Further, it is to be noted that this is a question that can be asked by all people, at all levels, and in relation to all dimensions of church life. It could be asked, for example, at the level of the structures and processes of decision-making in particular parishes and congregations, but equally at regional, national, and international levels. The conviction is that wherever there is in practice a felt need, it can be met through appropriate receptive learning, whether at the level of international structures or parochial practice. This means that all can be involved in the ecumenical learning process at their own level. It is not simply a matter for professional ecumenists.

Receptive ecumenism, then, might be viewed as advocating a collective, ecclesial examination of conscience before the face of the other which complements, transposes, and extends the practice of an individual examination of conscience and commitment to personal conversion in which Christians are rather better versed. And, as with all examinations of conscience, for all the challenge associated with it, the conviction is that it will lead not to diminishment but to greater flourishing. In receptive ecumenism, Christians come before each other in a spirit of expectant and penitent joy: recognizing that they are on holy ground in each other’s company; recognizing that they are called to be fed there by the real ecclesial presence of Christ in the other so that the particular ecclesial presence of Christ in their own tradition may be expanded and enriched; recognizing, most fundamentally, that they come to each other in need; recognizing that, for all the undoubted gifts in their respective ecclesial traditions, they all fall short of the glory of God; recognizing that each of their traditions has areas of difficulty representing ways in which each is respectively called to grow. In this context, receptive ecumenism views ecumenical encounter as not just one more thing to do on an already overfull list, but as a privileged means of blessing, a privileged means of receiving from the particular gifts, the particular modes of blessing, to be found in one’s ecumenical others in a way that can speak to and tend one’s own particular needs and difficulties.

It will be evident that receptive ecumenism is a strange kind of ecumenism, for it seeks to further unity not by directly seeking to overcome areas of disagreement between traditions, vital though that ultimately is, but rather by first addressing difficulties within traditions and the possibilities that are open for respective enrichment and deepening through learning across traditions. The dual conviction is that without this mode of self-critical receptivity no real further ecumenical progress will be possible, whereas with such a disposition considerable things are already possible which, if realized, will in turn open up further as yet unforeseeable possibilities. In the latter regard, the point is that when Christians move towards the horizon they find that it expands rather than contracts. Moreover, if all were pursuing this path then all would be moving, albeit somewhat unpredictably, to places where more might become possible than appears at present.

A fundamental reconceiving of the ecumenical terrain is at work here. Rather than approaching it as an intractably problem-strewn field, receptive ecumenism views the prolonged interim ecumenical space in which Christians currently find themselves as a field of open possibilities; a privileged time and space for journeying towards their calling and destiny by the only means possible—through maturation and continuing conversion on all sides; a privileged time and space for learning from each other how to be more fully, more freely what they already are. The additional years are years of grace and possibility: the fig tree has been given more time (see Luke 13:6–9). For receptive ecumenism, this way of growth and continual communal conversion constitutes the way—the only way—whereby the Christian churches can both progress towards and already bear appropriate witness to their goal of the deeper enfolding of each in the other and of all together in the Trinitarian communion of God.

This, then, is ecumenism not primarily as a task of convincing the other, but as a task of asking how, in the face of the other, all are being called to conversion out of ways that are frustrating their flourishing and into a greater abundance of life, a deeper quality of catholicity. In this context, while it might not be appropriate to start out with a presenting concern to teach the other, it is absolutely right and proper to start by subjecting oneself to listening to what the other finds difficult and thwarted in oneself, so that that might speak into and open out one’s own resident, if somewhat suppressed, concerns. The conviction is that each will meet the other not because they have set out after a particular, foreseeable, commonly agreed and envisaged destination, but because all are walking, albeit very differently, the way of conversion—indeed, ministering to each other on the way—and will therefore find themselves in God’s good time coming together in the total truth of Christ into which each is differently being formed.

A number of times in the course of this chapter it has been noted that receptive ecumenism essentially proceeds by bringing to the fore and making into an explicit strategic priority some dispositions that have been basic throughout all good ecumenical work and engagement. It is possible to identify some notable precedents for and forerunners of receptive ecumenism within formal ecumenical work.

Keeping a focus on ARCIC, the closing sections of The Gift of Authority (ARCIC 1999) might fruitfully be considered. They seek to identify the outstanding issues of Anglicans and Catholics respectively with regard to the theology and practice of the other tradition in relation to matters of authority. If this is not yet to ask explicitly what can be learned from the other—remaining rather at the level of what one’s own tradition finds difficult in the other—it is at least, by implication, an indication of each tradition being prepared to subject itself to the criticism of the other. Taking this to the next level of explicitly attending to what can be learned from the other, the 2006 document of the Joint International Commission for Dialogue Between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council, The Grace Given You in Christ (RC-M 2006), stands as a landmark text, focusing less on seeking to articulate a resolved, agreed theology of the church and more on seeking to identify the particular gifts that each tradition can fruitfully receive from the other in such a fashion as to both aid the flourishing of each tradition separately and ease their joint path to future reconciliation.

Without question, however, the most significant formal expression of the basic principle and intent of receptive ecumenism is to be found in Pope John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint, ‘On Commitment to Ecumenism’, in the course of which Pope John Paul extended a remarkable invitation to the theologians and leaders of other Christian churches to help reimagine the way in which the papacy operates so that it might once again become the focus for Christian unity rather than being a continuing cause of division (Pope John Paul II 1995: nn. 95–6). Here is a clear, prophetic expression of the kind of courageous commitment to one’s own tradition’s conversion that is required if the Christian churches are really to progress beyond friendship to the full catholicity of the one church of Christ. Also significant is the idea of an ‘exchange of gifts’ which Pope John Paul mentions (Pope John Paul II 1995: n. 28). However, whereas a gift exchange is premised on reciprocity, receptive ecumenism sees value even in a unilateral commitment to fruitful receptive learning in relation to the urgent felt needs and difficulties within one’s own tradition.

Encouraged by these examples, it is timely now to reflect on the implications of receptive ecumenism for the future work of the bilateral dialogues.

Receptive Ecumenism and Formal Bilateral Dialogue

The first thing to reiterate is that receptive ecumenism is intentionally in service of the traditional Faith and Order concern ‘to serve the churches as they call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common life in Christ, through witness and service in the world’ (By-laws of Faith and Order, 3. 1; Faith and Order Commission 2015: 101). It cannot be content in the long term with anything less than full unity. As such, receptive ecumenism cannot properly be viewed as a second-best substitute which settles for dealing with merely peripheral matters now that the central task—of working for structural and sacramental unity—has become so difficult. On the contrary, receptive ecumenism seeks to bring to the fore the only attitude which, it believes, can enable long-term progress towards unity actually to occur: that of focused self-critical receptivity. It is intentionally a strategy of engagement and advancement, not one of retreat and defeat. In place of the over-optimistic promise of immediate convergence, it provides a deliberate way of long-term, hope-filled conversion.

In turn, as regards how receptive ecumenism might, for its part, take the agenda and strategy of the bilateral dialogues forward in distinctive ways, perhaps most notable here is the way in which receptive ecumenism forgoes the strategy of seeking directly after agreement between traditions, for the time being at least, and seeks instead for more piecemeal—even unilateral—self-critical learning within and across traditions. This is partly strategic, reflecting the recognition that on many fronts agreement is simply not possible pro tem. Beyond such strategic pragmatism, however, it reflects the conviction that simply coming to agreement on new formulae of faith does not, in itself, go far enough and may even become a substitute for the deeper and expansive self-critical learning that must also take place for real progress to occur. The strategy at issue in receptive ecumenism, of a somewhat ad hoc yet systematically tested receptive learning process, is assumed to have the potential to take each tradition with integrity to a different place than at present—one resulting from the creative expansion of current logic rather than its mere clarification, extrapolation, and repetition.

The third major phase of work of the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC III) provides an interesting example here, with its mandated focus on decision-making and ethical discernment at local and universal levels, and in light of its formal adoption at its May 2011 inaugural meeting at the Monastery of Bose of receptive ecumenism as a key strand in its proposed methodology (Murray 2011, 2015). This has shaped the first agreed statement to emerge from ARCIC III, Walking Together on the Way (ARCIC 2018). In practice this has meant, firstly, that the key question is not, as would have been traditional: ‘How can Catholics and Anglicans seek to move directly to a common mind on issues such as decision-making at local and universal levels?’ Rather the question is: ‘What respective difficulties do each of our traditions have with decision-making and how can these potentially be helped by learning from what is strong in the other tradition?’

ARCIC III is concerned both to model this process in its own work and to stimulate similar processes at all levels of the lives of the churches through creating appropriate consultation documents and resources. The basic principle is that the respective traditions formally committing to engaging in the process of receptive ecumenical learning in this manner and seeking to show forth its transformative potential in clear, useful, attractive, and convincing ways is actually more important than seeking to arrive at a comprehensive theorized conclusion in a convergence statement. Consequently, ARCIC III’s first agreed statement includes clear acknowledgement of continuing areas of substantial and substantive disagreement between the two traditions. Equally, it seeks to articulate, witness to, and serve a process of real receptive, life-giving learning on behalf of each tradition precisely in the context of and in face of such continuing substantive disagreement.

This is all well and good at the level of intentionality and strategic goals, but how does it actually work out in practice? When stated in its simplest terms—as a necessary openness to learning of God’s grace and blessing from each other—there is something almost incontestable about receptive ecumenism. It is wholesome and self-evidently good. At this basic level it is little wonder that ARCIC III has felt able to embrace the language and aims of receptive ecumenism as appropriately guiding its work and goals. But there is significantly more to receptive ecumenism than this, and the ‘more’, while still incontestable, is, like the Gospel call to conversion itself, also profoundly challenging.

As has been noted, receptive ecumenism involves a preparedness to acknowledge the respective difficulties and sticking points in one’s own tradition and to ask one’s others to minister to that need from their own particular gifts. This is not just a simple acknowledgement of each other’s giftedness. It involves making oneself vulnerable, recognizing one’s inadequacies, and being open to change. And the point is that, for all sorts of entirely understandable reasons, this is precisely what the various Christian traditions—some more than others—find it so difficult to do. As ARCIC III’s annual meetings have displayed, for each tradition there are areas of difficulty that are intrinsically difficult to bring into open discussion.

To put this at its sharpest and from the perspective of a lay Catholic member of the commission: a substantive mandated focus for ARCIC III is on decision-making at the local and universal levels, which the adopted strategy of receptive ecumenism in turn invites us to look at in terms of what is respectively experienced as difficult in such processes within each tradition. However, the problem is that some of the difficulties experienced in this regard pertain to the routine ways of working of the very bodies that will in turn pass authoritative judgement on the work of ARCIC III. Consequently, the question arises as to whether ARCIC III will indeed manage to find a way of discussing these neuralgic issues both in a genuinely receptive ecumenical fashion and in a way that can gain a serious hearing externally. Therein lies both the possibility and the challenge of receptive ecumenism at the formal bilateral level. Realization of this potential will require patience, imagination, generosity, and tenacity, all held in equal measure within the movement of the Spirit.

Receptive Ecumenism and the Local Church

The traditional Faith and Order focus on bilateral dialogue has a particular appropriateness in relation to traditions where there is a strong structural and juridical emphasis on the universal church, most particularly the Catholic Church wherein all significant decision-making and innovation is gathered at the centre. But this is an asymmetric reality. For the more congregationalist traditions, trans-local, trans-regional, and trans-national structures and responsibilities are limited to relatively loose federations and associations, without juridical authority, that provide the means for various local churches throughout a region, country, or across the globe to express their agreement in relation to various aspects of doctrinal, ecclesial, and procedural identity. Even within the episcopally ordered churches of the Anglican Communion, the high degree of provincial authority that has always characterized the Communion makes comparisons of like with like difficult.

All of this shows something of the intrinsic limitations of bilateral processes, and the need not only for strategies that promote the local reception of the fruits of such processes (Rusch 2007) but for strategies that consult appropriately with the local level and that can bring the concerns, issues, and understanding that operate there into the formal dialogue processes. Pressing this further, even within Catholicism, for all its structural centralization, there is a real sense in which it is at the local level that the church really lives and that in ordinary terms the life of the church actually unfolds. With this, for all that ‘local church’ tends to be taken as meaning ‘diocese’ in general Catholic usage, local Catholicism is de facto highly parochial. As such, it is vital to ask after the implications of receptive ecumenism at the local level.

As all that has been written here indicates, receptive ecumenism is less a formal step-by-step programme and more a strategic orientation and movement that has developed from gestation to maturity within the broader ecumenical movement. Most fundamentally, it is a movement of the Holy Spirit into which Christians are drawn. The time has arguably now come for receptive ecumenism to be spread abroad, literally to be disseminated, in order to foster in Christian traditions the most challenging but really fruitful ecumenical growth on which the health of each part, as also that of the whole, now depends. The language of ‘movement’ is a reminder that receptive ecumenism is self-involving, that it does not happen automatically but only as individuals, communities, and traditions are drawn to participate. Earlier it was noted that such participation is not confined to the ranks of theologians, professional ecumenists, and church bureaucrats, but pertains to all people at all levels of church life, asking what can be learned fruitfully and with integrity from the ecumenical other that speaks creatively to given areas of difficulty in one’s own tradition. In any given context the question is always: ‘What opportunities are there for engaging in such processes of real receptive learning?’

This might, for example, take the form of already existing intra-denominational groups and committees (e.g. a bishop’s council, or a meeting of synod officers, or a parish council) deciding to review what they might here and now respectively learn and receive from the interestingly different yet cognate practices and understandings of other traditions. Equally, complementing this is the question as to whether there are any more explicitly ecumenical spaces (e.g. ministerial fraternities, Lenten groups, and ecumenical Scripture-sharing groups) in which this process of mutual receptive learning might be trialled—not, it should be noted, just further meetings devoted to learning a bit more about the other, but opportunities for learning what one tradition, in the light of its own specific difficulties and challenges, might learn and receive in real terms from another tradition.

As all of this suggests, there is a great deal of openness and flexibility as to how the way of receptive ecumenism might actually be practised at the local level, depending on what people actually do with it and how it is adapted and developed in relation to specific circumstances and situations. It is not like a branded product, or a commercial franchise, that simply replicates itself in identical algorithmic fashion, but more like a virtuous virus that can evolve and adapt in relation to specificities and so become potent in ways appropriate to varied contexts. It is in such practice and performance that the story and discerning of receptive ecumenism most properly consists.

Finally, here again, as also in relation to the relevance of receptive ecumenism for the bilateral dialogues, the urge towards totality and completion needs to be resisted. The point is not whether there is here a means of completing the ecumenical journey within a foreseeable timescale and through a series of steps that can be traced in detail in advance. Rather the point is whether there is here a way of walking towards the ecumenical telos, the full detail of which is not yet open to view, and of witnessing to this way on the journey. Whether the more Catholic-sounding categories of sacramentality and holy living or the more Protestant-sounding category of witness be used, the importance of creative acts of Christian living—and in the specifically ecumenical context, the importance of creative acts of ecumenical learning—cannot be overemphasized, going far beyond their immediate utility and effectiveness in their own immediate contexts. So, walking the way of receptive ecumenism at the local level and also at the level of formal bilateral dialogue effectively comes down to each asking themselves how in a given context the Spirit might be inviting their own tradition, in specific terms, to learn from and receive of another tradition for the sake, in the first instance, of their own tradition’s greater flourishing, thereby showing to church and world alike the gospel’s healing power.

Conclusion

This chapter started out by reflecting on the appropriateness of the language of method and methodology in relation to the ecumenical journey. It then turned to explore both the lasting significance and intrinsic limitations of Life and Work modes of pursuing the ecumenical way and the abiding need for a Faith and Order orientation to the goal of full structural and sacramental communion. Having, in the third section, analysed the effectiveness of some classical bilateral strategies and identified the contemporary need for something of a strategic gear-change, the fourth section explored the strategic vision behind receptive ecumenism as a way for contemporary ecumenism. The fifth and sixth sections in turn focused on the implications respectively for formal bilateral ecumenism and for local ecumenism, in each case placing a premium on the value of bearing inspiring witness to the Spirit-led way of the gospel.
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Chapter 47

Method in Ecumenism


William J. Abraham




Introduction

The English word ‘method’ when applied to academic work means the principles or procedures of any mode or field of cognitive activity. Applied to work in ecumenism, ‘method’ can mean either the practical procedures used to achieve church unity or it can mean the principles appropriate to the study of ecumenism. In both cases one is in search of the best way either to achieve church unity or to study the unity of the church. Initially, ecumenism arose relatively spontaneously; it was intimately related to the work of missions in the nineteenth century. In time it took on a life of its own. Such was the passion for the visible unity of the church that reflection on method tended to be ad hoc and informal. The current challenges to ecumenism provide an incentive to become more explicit and intentional about method in the hope of making fresh progress. The dangers of self-deception and illusion are real. Ecumenism if it is anything is a work of the Holy Spirit, who blows at will across the face of the church. Moreover, in academic work obsession with method can readily lead to frigidity and impotence. All our claims about method should be kept tentative and provisional. And such a disposition needs to be rooted in a radical openness to the work of the Holy Spirit.

I approach our quarry with two initial assumptions. First, I hold that the ecumenical movement is one of the two most important renewal movements of the last century (the other is the Pentecostal-Charismatic movement). It involves a pivotal outpouring of the Holy Spirit across the face of the church. The sure way to destroy such a movement is to try and hijack it for partisan purposes, control it, and then confine it to our present deliberations. Second, I am totally pessimistic about the goal, say, of organic unity or, more modestly, even, say, of reconciled diversity, in the foreseeable future. We are on track for a whole new round of disagreements that will only further divide Christians from one another. Given the first assumption, I approach the topic of this chapter optimistically because I think that the unity of the church is the work of the Spirit. Given the second assumption, I operate with a radical realism and a self-critical pessimism. My overall aim is to revisit conventional wisdom and to draft a modest proposal for both the achievement of church unity and the study of ecumenism. I shall range across several academic sub-disciplines, most especially ecclesiology and the epistemology of theology.

The Problem of Authority and the Quest for Authentic Unity

It is quite impossible to plan a journey to church unity without having some vision of the church governing the steps to be taken to achieve unity. I take that proposition to be a truism, if not a conceptual truth. We cannot find our way if we do not know where we are going; if we have no clear idea of what constitutes the oneness of the church there is no way to reach it. To be sure, our conception of church unity may be provisional, and it can remain open for revision, but it cannot be absent from our deliberations.

One of the most compelling accounts of the nature of unity appeared as early as 1961 at the Third Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in New Delhi.

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his people. (Ecumenical Movement: 88; italics in original)

Getting to that goal, however, depends on a critical prior assumption—or so it is often argued. In the recent debates about ecumenism it is generally assumed that a logically prior question must first be identified and decided. Hence much attention has been given to resolving debates about epistemic authority as a necessary condition of understanding the true nature of the church, including the authentic unity of the church. Put formally, one cannot resolve any theological dispute, including disputes in ecclesiology, without first solving the problem of the criterion in theology. As Patrick Mullins has felicitously argued, the debate about scripture and tradition that took place within ecumenism and within the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) makes this especially clear (Mullins 2005). So too does the crucial role of the work on Scripture, Tradition, and traditions—particularly at the 1963 Montreal conference of Faith and Order—in the achievement of the 1982 Faith and Order document on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (Ecumenical Movement: 139–142).

Drawing on earlier insights, the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order at Montreal (July 1963) broke new ground in the debate about authority. The problem of Scripture and tradition was reframed in terms of a debate about the relation between Tradition, Scripture, tradition, and traditions. Big ‘T’ Tradition is ‘the Gospel itself, transmitted from generation to generation in and by the Church, Christ himself present in the life of the Church’ (Ecumenical Movement: 139). Tradition in that sense should be distinguished from both tradition and traditions. Small ‘t’ tradition (singular) is the traditionary process; small ‘t’ traditions (plural) are the varied expressions, including confessional and cultural traditions, of Tradition. But trouble arises immediately once we ask: ‘how can we distinguish traditions embodying the true Tradition from merely human traditions?’ This question implies the search for a criterion of the true or genuine Tradition. The obvious answer initially is to look to Holy Scripture. However, Scripture, it is said, has to be interpreted in ever new situations, so the problem of the criterion morphs into the problem of the right interpretation of Scripture. In a heartbeat, we are right back into the older disputes that have bedevilled the churches in the post-Reformation and modern periods.

This was a disappointing development in that Protestants readily believed that they had found a way to speak favourably of Scripture and tradition by deploying the category of big ‘T’ Tradition; simultaneously, Catholics had found a way to give Scripture a privileged position in relation to traditions by acknowledging the importance of Scripture in mediating the word of God (Dulles 1980). However, these gains left open the crucial problem of the right interpretation of Scripture. Furthermore, it also left open the issue of how to identify what exactly counted as Scripture in the first place. Little if any progress had been made on the problem of a criterion in theology as it related to the proper identity and interpretation of Scripture.

In the meantime, the participants at Vatican II were wrestling with a similar set of issues. Looking back after sixty years, it is tempting to read the work that resulted in the council’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum (1965), as an irenic overture to Protestants that would relieve their long-standing cognitive dissonance. To be sure, the factors in the background from Vatican I and from Trent were very different from what preoccupied the Montreal theologians, but one can detect very quickly that the theologians and fathers at Vatican II readily grasped and constructively addressed several of the problems raised by Montreal. I cannot here do justice to the details of the debate; what matters is not just the elegance and clarity of the outcome, but the material outcome itself.

Vatican II left the exact relation between sacred tradition and sacred Scripture unresolved. This did not inhibit, however, the addressing of two problems that bedevilled the Protestant debate, namely: how should the canon of scripture be properly identified and interpreted? Both were resolved by the teaching authority of the church, an authority designed by God and secured in the initial choice of the apostles who in turn left bishops as their successors, handing over to them the authority to teach in their own place. Episcopal succession involves the sure gift of truth (Second Vatican Council 1965: n. 8), and this truth includes the proper identification of the canon and its apt and accurate interpretation. Hence the authentic interpretation of the word of God, whether written or handed on, has been ‘entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church’ (n. 10).

We can readily see why turning to the teaching office of the church has proven to be so attractive. In interpreting Scripture the church uses the tools of historical investigation, the content and unity of all of Scripture, and the harmony that exists within the elements of the faith (Second Vatican Council 1965: n. 12). This is a wealth of material and intellectual skill. When the great centres of Christian scholarship disagree, we need some way to look it all over and make a synthetic judgement. This the teaching office of the church supplies through designated instruments and sites, including the crucial place given to the bishop of Rome. The result is a very delicate balance. On the one hand, the supreme rule of faith is constituted by ‘the divine Scriptures…together with sacred tradition,…since, as inspired by God and committed once and for all to writing, [the Scriptures]…make the voice of the Holy Spirit resound in the words of the prophets and Apostles’ (n. 21). The church stands under the word of God, not above it (cf. n. 10); the first word belongs to God. On the other hand, ‘all of what has been said about the way of interpreting Scripture is subject finally to the judgment of the Church, which carries out the divine commission and ministry of guarding and interpreting the word of God’ (n. 12). The last word, then, belongs to the authoritative teaching of the church.

While the reception of Vatican II remains contested, there is no doubt that the current official reading is a conservative one which sensitively reiterates the teaching of Trent and Vatican I. The traditional challenge from the church led by the bishop of Rome is brilliantly updated, but it remains intact. In the end, the unity of the church is constituted by visible communion with Rome. Abandoning this claim would undercut the carefully worked out solution to the problems of the identification and interpretation of Scripture. Sustaining it has proven to be increasingly attractive in winning Western Protestant converts. At a popular level, the claims of Rome are even further advanced with the repeated assurances that only in communion with Rome can one secure the full spiritual benefits of Christ sacramentally. The change is encapsulated in the absence of the term ‘Roman’ from the preferred designation of the one true church of Christ and the usage of the term ‘Catholic Church’—a clear signal of self-confidence. In these circumstances the effort to sustain a distinction between unity and absorption looks more and more like a distinction without a difference.

The profound attraction of the Roman Catholic position emerges in part because of the disintegration of the Protestant appeal to Scripture, with or without Tradition, tradition, and traditions. Even at Montreal, Ernst Käsemann had raised a red flag against the New Delhi statement on unity when he argued that the canon of the New Testament provided warrant for a great variety of ecclesiologies (Käsemann 1964, 1969). Initially, his was a minority opinion that was immediately challenged by Raymond Brown, who argued for some commonalities, at least (Brown 1965). In time, it became a commonplace that there was no agreed ecclesiology in the New Testament; hence, appeal to Scripture undermined the kind of unity envisaged by New Delhi. Both Käsemann and Brown spoke in the name of an historical study (‘scientific’ and ‘critical’) that in turn has been challenged by postmodern sensibilities that make any appeal to Scripture even more impossible.

In some circles the very notion of truth has been called into question. Increasingly, the study of Scripture has been shaped by varied interests in race, gender, and social location, a move that assumes we can reliably discern the truth of a host of empirico-causal propositions about ourselves and our social world. Some analytic philosophers have challenged the move to deconstruct the concept of truth (Goldman 1999), but few theologians have paid attention. The hope that appeal to Scripture, read with the best historical tools at our disposal, would underwrite the quest for unity has proved to be utterly illusory. On the contrary, appeal to Scripture demolished the standard vision of unity that had been so carefully articulated in the middle of the twentieth century. Looking for convergence at the epistemological level by means of a doctrine of Scripture has turned out to be a blind alley.

The Shift from Epistemology to Pneumatology

One of the first desiderata in a revisionist approach to method in ecumenism is to take stock of this surprising turn of events. The issue can be stated with alarming simplicity. If the unity of the church depends on agreement on theological method then ecumenism can be dismissed as one of the great illusions of the twentieth century. ‘Theological method’ here is a placeholder for a theory of authority; more technically, it implies a means of resolving the standard questions that arise in the epistemology of theology. This is the deeper issue that lies below the failure of historical criticism to deliver the goods. Ecumenists turned to historical investigation as a way of implementing a vision of authority without realizing that the appeal to Scripture and related concepts was at heart an epistemological issue. Given that epistemology is often seen as a disease one should avoid, it is difficult to give an accurate account of the crisis we face in ecumenism at the level of theological method.

Yet the problem runs much deeper than confusion or ignorance about the nature and significance of epistemology. When we turn to epistemology we find even more disagreement than we find among biblical scholars and historians. The differences that show up in epistemology confirm the judgement that any quest for convergence on issues of epistemic authority is even more of a dead end than the quest for an agreed interpretation of Scripture. Alarmingly, the challenge now confronts not just the Protestant but also the Roman Catholic ecumenist. If the former relied on an agreed account of Scripture secured by conceptual tinkering with Tradition, tradition, and traditions and by the privileging of historical criticism in securing an accurate reading of these complex phenomena, the latter relied on shoring up the appeal to Scripture with a sophisticated account of tradition and the teaching office of the church. The goal in both cases is underwritten by the assumption that agreement in the epistemology of theology is indispensable to securing an accurate vision of the unity of the church.

There will be no progress in ecumenism until we expose this false trail. We need a radically different angle of approach to the problems we face. Expressing this point methodologically, we must find a way to think about the unity of the church that relativizes the quest for an agreed account of epistemology as a prior condition for securing an agreed account of the unity of the church. Put more materially, we need to look to pneumatology and the work of the Holy Spirit as a fresh launching pad for a renewed vision of ecumenism.

I am not here proposing that we turn to the work of the Holy Spirit as some kind of labour-saving device. Nor am I saying that we should abandon work in either history or in the epistemology of theology, nor suggesting that we can isolate pneumatology from other related loci or themes in theology proper. On the contrary, we cannot avoid tracking our moves quite explicitly within the arena of ecclesiology. My claim is that when we do so we should revisit the place of the action of the Holy Spirit in securing the unity of the church. Such work requires both a historical rereading of crucial events in the church after Pentecost and a theological judgement about the very nature of the church. In the present context, the best I can hope to do is to offer the initial infrastructure needed and begin exploring its ramifications.

Identifying a Third Option

Risking caricature, we might say that there have been two dominant ways of thinking of the origin, identity, and continuity of the church. The first I shall call simply Option One and the second Option Two. I shall use the former to cover in broad terms the Eastern and Western versions of Catholic Christianity, including Anglo-Catholics; the latter I shall use to cover the many varieties of Protestant, that is, Lutheran, Reformed, Baptist, Fundamentalist, Evangelical, and so on.

Option One is best represented by a Roman Catholic version of the church where the emphasis falls on purity of institutional and juridical identity, on the privileging of hierarchical epistemic authority, on the necessity of episcopal succession, and on a strong sacramental realism. This may be considered as a gestalt representing the instantiation of ancient Christianity. This, of course, is not how Roman Catholics naturally see themselves; they eschew the use of the qualifier ‘Roman’, and they work historically in terms of development and its climax in the privileged executive and epistemic authority of the bishop of Rome. However, let us think of the Roman Catholic ecclesial claim as a claim best to represent primitive and ancient Christianity in today’s world, a claim made in the terms just enumerated. On this analysis, the unity of the church involves the full wealth of resources represented by communion with the bishop of Rome.

Option Two spans the world of Magisterial Protestantism where the emphasis falls on biblical authority, on the purity of various ecclesiastical polities, on justification by grace alone through faith alone, and on a robust vision of divine sovereignty. Here the paradigm case is Reformed Christianity in all its many varieties. Again, this may be considered as another weighty effort to make manifest primitive Christianity and a claim best to represent what the church is meant to be across time and space. On this analysis, the unity of the church depends crucially on a correct interpretation of the teaching of Scripture on the identity and nature of the church.

Following the early work of Lesslie Newbigin (Newbigin 1953), I propose that we now add a Third Option. It is best represented in classical Methodism and in Pentecostalism. This option too lays claim to represent the instantiation of ancient Christianity but describes this in radically different terms. The goal is to capture afresh the Christianity of the New Testament and to be faithful to its message, its practices, its spiritual experiences, and its missionary zeal. It begins with the work of the Holy Spirit in grace, Christian initiation, holiness, and manifold gifting, and then works outward towards corporate practices and identity. It stands toe to toe with both Option One and Option Two in staking its own claim best to represent the manifestation of primitive and ancient Christianity.

An Ecclesiology of the Third Article

It is crucial to supply a fully theological reading of what is at stake. Consider, for a moment, how far the Magisterial Catholic and Magisterial Protestant ecclesial options see epistemological considerations as constitutive of their identity. As already noted, the core issue has often been thematized in terms of authority, whether in terms of the authority of Scripture and church, or more generally in terms of Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience. Given the philosophically speculative nature of epistemology, this whole way of thinking is a recipe for unending division in the church. A contrasting angle of vision may be considered which is much more directly theological and which fits the Methodist-Pentecostal trajectory. This relies on none of those epistemic proposals, but looks to the Holy Spirit as the only ultimate guarantor of ecclesial identity, of spiritual authenticity, of public faithfulness, and as the source of all the treasures of the divine life bequeathed to God’s people in their formation in the Son. This is a theological proposal through and through, rather than simply one more exercise in the epistemology of theology, important as that is in itself.

This reading of Methodism and Pentecostalism fits naturally with the designation of early Methodism in terms of an Evangelical Awakening or of a New Pentecost. The latter language is precisely the language picked up by Pentecostals from the Methodist background. This designation also fits nicely with the use of the language of realized eschatology, that is, of the presence of the kingdom of God, manifest here and now in the work of the Holy Spirit. My strategy is to turn these standard descriptions into theological assets. They highlight in an emphatic manner the work of the Spirit in the creation of the church. Far from being reasons to regard Methodism and Pentecostalism with a certain embarrassment, these theological designations are the occasion to make explicit the primacy of the Holy Spirit in the doctrine of the church.

Put more formally, Methodism and Pentecostalism are expressions of a third ecclesial option which looks to the third article of the creed, to the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life, as the originating, sustaining, directing, and authenticating source of true Christianity. If we were to reduce it to a slogan, it would resemble St Irenaeus’ famous remark: ‘where the Church is, there is the Spirit of God; and where God’s Spirit is, there is the Church, and all grace’ (Adversus Haereses: 3, 24, 1; St Irenaeus 2012: 110). The second half of Irenaeus’ slogan is the cue to follow: ‘where God’s Spirit is, there is the Church, and all grace’. As a Third Option, it can naturally honour the other two options, but it ultimately stands with monasticism, mysticism, pietism, revivalism, and Pentecostalism as bearers of the deepest life of the church, the life of God himself in the soul of humankind, fully incarnate in Jesus Christ the Son, and fully present now through the inimitable working of the good and life-giving Holy Spirit.

It is worth considering the numbers. There are in the region of 77 million Christians who trace their lineage to John Wesley and the eighteenth-century Evangelical Awakening. Taken together, Methodism and Pentecostalism, its offspring, constitute an extraordinarily important expression of the Christian faith that has a pivotal role to play in the future fortunes of Christianity. If the various Holiness and Pentecostal churches are counted as branches of the Methodist family tree, there are now more than one hundred denominational bodies who self-identify as Wesleyan or Methodist (Stephens 2010). Pentecostals grew by the end of the twentieth century into a movement encompassing half a billion adherents—a quarter of all Christians in the world—second only to Roman Catholicism in numbers. So this is an extremely important expression of the Christian tradition. This version of Christianity fits naturally with the Christianity of the Global South and, say, with that of contemporary China.

From the Linear to the Prototypical

At first blush, this way of proceeding appears hopelessly dogmatic. However, we may consider a distinction between two ways of approaching ecclesiology: the linear and the prototypical. A linear way of thinking moves smoothly down a timeline but is open to the possibility of decline and refurbishment. When we think prototypically we think of an original phenomenon and then consider it being instantiated in a variety of ways. The linear perspective looks to development of the original prototype or to the reality of a fresh start based on Scripture at some point in history as the key to understanding the church. The prototypical perspective looks to a fresh manifestation of the original archetype as the key to understanding the church.

The idea of a prototype is totally different from that of a line stretching through history. To think prototypically is to think vertically; it is to think of a fresh manifestation of an original exemplar or archetype. It is to consider essence as instantiated rather than seeing threads of development over time or envisaging fresh starts with Scripture as an epistemic norm.

Both kinds of thinking can have robust normative assessments. There is no question of bypassing the hard work of critical ecclesial assessment. A development may be a dead end or a fruitful expansion. Fresh starts may be authentic or inauthentic. Equally, instantiations of the original prototype may be creative improvements or destructive deformations. Either way, we need not be resigned to the status quo; there is the genuine possibility of dynamic innovation and change.

Most ecumenists think of the church in a linear fashion, working genetically. Starting with Jesus and the disciples, one then moves through the history of the church with the development of Catholicism and the great schism at the Reformation and then on to the many divisions within Protestantism. The danger is that the further you get from the original source the less ecclesiality you possess. In contrast, a prototypical way of thinking begins with the notion of primitive or ancient Christianity and then looks to see it manifest afresh in history. In this sense, primitive Christianity can literally descend from above, afresh, a beautiful gift of the Spirit. The emphasis falls on the reinstantiation of the original prototype, exemplar, or archetype.

A Short Argument in Favour of the Third Option

Arguments in favour of the Third Option work initially by challenging Options One and Two. The Roman Catholic option, as the primary representation of Option One, faces the following challenges. First, with regard to the historic episcopacy, any notion of a pipeline is a historical myth, perhaps a useful myth that has been used by providence, but a myth nonetheless. Second, the Roman Catholic tradition may be said to have overcommitted itself epistemologically at Vatican I when it adopted the doctrine of papal infallibility. In doing so it was shoring up its own medieval doctrine of sola scriptura after observing the devastating consequences of that doctrine in modern Protestantism. Third, the Roman Catholic option tends to overlook divisions within its own fold across space and time. Fourth, the work of the Holy Spirit outside the lineage of the historic episcopate must be accommodated. The Roman Catholic option tends to be suspicious of the Third Option and dismissive of Pentecostalism, rather than seeing it as a vital expression of the Holy Spirit bringing millions into a decisive relationship with the risen Lord (Pope Benedict XVI 2011: 113).

Option Two, as represented by Magisterial Protestantism, faces its own challenges. Its core commitment to Scripture does not fit with the history of canonization in that the church in the form of primitive Christianity existed long before there was a fixed New Testament canon. Also, there is no agreement as to what really constitutes the New Testament church that is being restored or reconstructed. The fissiparous history of Protestantism shows it to be hostage to its own narrow epistemic commitments. Once those commitments were shattered from within by the inability to reach agreement on the meaning of Scripture, it then became hostage to a multitude of competing epistemic principles that undermine any hope of unity on its own first principles.

The Third Option becomes a live option because it can naturally accommodate the legitimate charisms of the other two. It can operate with a full panoply of appropriate ministries and sacraments and can readily take up the full treasures of Scripture, all conceived as wonderful gifts of the Holy Spirit. It operates from the beginning with a hermeneutic of generosity in which any Christian body can begin with the work of the Holy Spirit in its midst and then work outward from there to assimilate all that the Holy Spirit makes available for the life and work of the church. This means that the first task in ecumenism is for all Christians to identify their own charisms and to enter into a spirited conversation with other normative claims to be a reinstantiation of primitive or ancient Christianity. By focusing on the work of the Holy Spirit as absolutely constitutive of the life and being of the church, it approaches all other options in a catholic and generous spirit, keen to celebrate and receive whatever gifts it finds with gratitude and enthusiasm. In this it follows the principles adopted at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) when Gentile Christians were readily recognized as subject to the work of the Holy Spirit, and the counsel of the Holy Spirit was sought to secure the relevant prudential steps that needed to be taken to secure communion and unity as one body.

Revisiting the Council of Jerusalem

It is worth pausing at this juncture to revisit the Council of Jerusalem and related material on the credentials of Paul’s ministry. Very early in the history of the church after Pentecost, the Gospel broke through into the Gentile world out of its Jewish setting. Not surprisingly, this posed an acute ecumenical problem: should Gentile Christians be recognized as Christian and as members of the church? According to the account in Acts, the problem was not resolved by appeal to external, physical acts such as baptism or the laying on of hands. Nor was the issue resolved by consulting the canon of the New Testament, for that was not yet in existence, even though it is clear that arguments drawn from the Scripture of the day were in play. The issue was resolved by appeal to the visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit in response to the preaching of the Gospel. This solution dovetailed with Paul’s defence of the authenticity of his own ministry in response to concerted attacks on that authenticity from within the Corinthian community: ‘do we need, as some do, letters of recommendation to you, or from you? You yourselves are our letter of recommendation, written on your hearts, to be known and read by all men; and you show that you are a letter from Christ, delivered by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts’ (2 Cor. 3: 1–3). Both the authenticity of Gentile membership in the church and the validation of Paul’s ministry were grounded in the work of the Holy Spirit. The crucial point is that it was pneumatological considerations that resolved disputes about the boundary of the Christian community and the validation of ministry amid the initial worries about such matters.

A similar but inverse dispute arises with regard to the appearance of Messianic Judaism today. Initially this development could be dismissed as the emergence of a sectarian version of contemporary Evangelicalism driven by pragmatic judgements about the best way to conduct evangelism among contemporary Jews. This is much less plausible now than a generation ago. A second generation of Messianic Jews has arisen who refuse to operate along such pragmatic lines and who insist that Jews converted to Christ have an obligation to keep their Jewish identity and their Jewish practices (Kinzer 2005; Kinzer and Rosner 2011).

One crucial text that provides historical and theological support for their revised self-identity is furnished by Paul: ‘let everyone lead the life which the Lord has assigned to him, and in which God has called him. Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove the marks of circumcision. For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God. Everyone should remain in the state in which he was called’ (1 Cor. 7: 17–20). Following the precedent of the early church, the question to ask with regard to the authenticity of Messianic Judaism as an integral part of the church is obvious: are there here the functionally equivalent marks of the work of Holy Spirit that warranted the acknowledgement of Gentile Christians as already accepted by God and already incorporated into the church? The issue is not, therefore, whether Messianic Jews can establish continuity through episcopal succession or whether they can establish their legitimacy after first displaying their commitment to a Protestant edition of the authority of Scripture. The issue is best approached through serious engagement with the marks of the Holy Spirit and with their application to Messianic Jewish communities today.

An appeal to the existence of Messianic Jews may be a bridge too far in thinking through issues of method in ecumenism. However, their existence is a test case of method in at least two respects. First, we are dealing here not with a later development on the edges of the many divisions within the church, but with an echo of the earliest instantiation of the church after Pentecost. If we cannot accommodate the very first church that the apostles themselves established then something has gone badly wrong in our constructive proposals to date. Second, by looking at the generous spirit of the first Christians, that is, Messianic Jewish Christians, we can begin to see the significance of starting with the work of the Spirit with regard to ecumenism. There were no formal, foolproof rules in judgements about the work of the Spirit; an appeal to the visible effects of the Spirit was enough to settle the very first dispute about ecumenism that the church faced. This worked independently of the institutional criteria that have become commonplace today; and it worked before there was either a full canon of Scripture or a doctrine of sola scriptura, however qualified by Tradition, tradition, and traditions. At the very least, this example provides new resources for a robust theology of ecumenism.

Objections and Support

A full-scale articulation of the move to a Third Option cannot be provided here, only some considerations to forestall objections and provide some initial support. First, the Third Option is not a revival of the old ‘heresies’ of illuminism or enthusiasm or pneumaticism. Given the difficulties of the first two models of church unity and the positive factors in its favour, it merits serious consideration.

Second, this proposal should not be confused with the particular claims about the Holy Spirit that have been common in Methodism and Pentecostalism. There is no agreed account of what a pneumatological ecclesiology would entail for ecumenism to which one can securely appeal—the development of a full-scale pneumatological ecclesiology drawn from these traditions is a task for the future. Similar considerations apply with regard to more recent efforts to deploy an appeal to the Holy Spirit either to underwrite a cacophonous diversity in the life of the church (Käsemann 1969) or to eviscerate the boundaries of the church by developing a false religious inclusivism and pluralism that ignores the crucial relations between pneumatology and Christology (Hyun Kyung 1997).

Third, as already noted, it is mistaken to dismiss the appeal to the Holy Spirit by stressing the need for criteria to identify the marks of the Holy Spirit before any headway can be made. This was not a prior requirement of the appeal to the Holy Spirit in the early church, and it should not be made into one today. Moreover, this way of thinking presupposes a commitment to ‘methodism’ in epistemology when what is needed is a radical commitment to begin with the particularities of the work of the Holy Spirit in our midst (Chisholm 1982: 61–75). This does not at all rule out debates about criteria; it refuses moves to make agreement on criteria constitutive of work in ecumenism.

Initial support for this judgement is furnished by the later work of Avery Dulles. Acknowledging the limitations of the method of convergence in ecumenism, Dulles called for a sharing of gifts as one way to break the logjam that confronts us. The quest for an agreed account of authority or epistemology of theology, like the quest for agreement on justification and agreement on baptism, Eucharist, and ministry, are classical examples of the method of convergence. As Dulles points out, ‘the method of convergence…has nearly exhausted its potential’ (Dulles 2007: 8). Following similar proposals in the splendid encyclical letter Ut Unum Sunt (1995) promulgated by Pope John Paul II, Dulles called for ‘an ecumenism of mutual enrichment by means of mutual testimony’ (Dulles 2007: 8). We need a ‘receptive ecumenism’ where we speak and listen to one another, where we do not insist on rigorous proof, and where we speak of what has been graciously given to us. Above all, we need a new openness and obedience to the Holy Spirit. ‘We must pray to God to overcome our deafness and open our ears to what the Spirit is saying to the churches, including our own’ (Dulles 2007: 12).

This call dovetails with the whole logic of Pentecostalism, permitting Pentecostals to participate from a position of strength rather than a position of marginalization. Cecil Robeck Jr has listed a catalogue of desiderata that Pentecostals must cultivate in their work in ecumenism (Robeck 2010). Robeck calls for the development of self-awareness, the study of church and ecumenical history, knowledge of the Pentecostal tradition, honesty in presentation, and appropriate communication skills. He also highlights the broadening of the base of participants, the fostering of self-evaluation in ecumenical encounter, and the exploration of new possibilities. Beyond this, he echoes the language of Dulles: ‘It is time for Pentecostals to take their rightful place at the ecumenical table. In order for them to do so successfully, they will need to change the ways they have traditionally viewed other Christians. Such a change calls for humility and openness before the Holy Spirit’ (Robeck 2010: 303).

Further support for the Third Option is provided by recent developments in Eastern Orthodoxy, for example in the seminal work of Nicholas Afanasiev (Afanasiev 2007). As Michael Plekon points out, Afanasiev is also drawn to the second half of the slogan of Irenaeus: ‘where the Spirit is, there is the Church and all grace’ (Afanasiev 2007: xvii). Afanasiev is deadly serious about this aphorism. ‘The beginning of the Church lies in the Spirit. Through the Spirit and in the Spirit, the Church lives’ (Afanasiev 2007: 5). The basis of the life of the Church ‘is grace and grace alone’ (Afanasiev 2007: 7). We can see immediately that matters of epistemology are relativized—the primitive church had no agreed epistemology. Equally relativized is any immediate appeal to juridical considerations that would make the first order of business the validity of orders and priestly ministry. We begin with the work of the Holy Spirit in Christian conversion and initiation, in which all are made priests, and we then move to the Eucharist and the need for those who will preside. This is an ecclesiology that works from the bottom up and then reaches outward in time and space through the operations of the Holy Spirit.

An objection naturally arises. The whole thrust of the Third Option, it may be said, cannot accommodate the creedal, institutional, and sacramental elements that are central to even the most open version of Orthodox ecclesiology. The response is quite simple: an ecclesiology of the Third Article can readily come to terms with the creedal, institutional, and sacramental elements that are central to Orthodox ecclesiology precisely because of its focus on the church as constituted by the work of the Holy Spirit. Methodists and their offspring should look to these phenomena as good gifts of the Holy Spirit to be appropriated and received with gratitude. From the first principles of the Third Option, they can expand their perception of the work of the Holy Spirit to embrace as charismatic not just the Scriptures but also the Nicene Creed, the saints, the rich liturgical treasures of the past, the iconography, and the canonical theologians as represented by John the Divine, Gregory of Nazianzus, Symeon the New Theologian, and so on. In short, they can naturally be open to the full canonical heritage of the church across its history, receiving it over time and with appropriate teaching as a precious gift of the Spirit.

This move to lift up their eyes and behold the manifold gifts of the Spirit will, to be sure, come as a shock to many Methodists and Pentecostals. Generally speaking they have tended to accept the classical Hellenization thesis of Harnack in which the history of the church is seen as a fall into the darkness of Greek and Roman culture. They tend to read the history of the church thereafter as functional atheists, except when the heroes and heroines of the Holy Spirit reappear from time to time to restore primitive Christianity. This sort of move, however, betrays the deep logic of their position, and reveals that they, like their critics, have all too readily reduced the work of the Spirit to this or that item in their catalogue of divine action. Formally, they miss the work of the Spirit throughout the church, even though informally their practices tell the opposite story. The logic of their position should drive them to reject their own form of exclusivism and to embrace an ecumenism of reception propelled by their insistence on the primacy of the work of the Holy Spirit in ecclesiology (Zaprometova 2009).

The psychological, sociological, and spiritual barriers to implementing such a vision are, of course, massive. This third expression of primitive Christianity has been treated by many Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox as the lowest of the low in terms of ecclesiology. Given that adherents of the Third Option make no profession to possess the historic episcopate, they have been seen as hopelessly deprived from a spiritual point of view. From the side of Magisterial Protestantism they have been looked down upon as emotionally overwrought and intellectually bereft, incapable of reading the Scriptures in their original languages and therefore unfit to figure out what the church should be, based on the norm of Scripture. In these circumstances, it is understandable that those committed to the Third Option adopt the standard strategies common among minorities who are treated with disdain and hostility. They become triumphalist about their own identity, resting in their own self-sufficiency, and venturing forth from time to time in polemical mode; alternatively, they hide away in shame, develop a pronounced sense of inferiority, and in time do all they can to become accepted by the establishments which have denigrated them.

However, the days of minority status are over. It is time for the big brothers and sisters in the history of Christianity to awaken from their exclusivist slumbers and pay attention to what God has long been doing in their midst through the work of the Spirit. Equally, it is time for those who stake a claim to be a serious reinstantiation of primitive and ancient Christianity to stand up in the power of the Spirit and take their place at the table with humility and without apology. They should prepare to receive in time the fullness of what the Triune God has given us in the Son, mediated through the glorious activity of the Holy Spirit in all of the representations of primitive and ancient Christianity in the churches today.
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Chapter 48

Kenotic Ecumenism


John A. Jillions






I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.

I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.

So there will be one flock, one shepherd.

(John 10:16 NRSV)

I think then that the one great goal of all who are really and truly serving the Lord ought to be to bring back to union the churches who have ‘at different times and in diverse manners’ divided from one another…for nothing is so characteristically Christian as being a peacemaker, and for this reason our Lord has promised us peacemakers a very high reward.

(St Basil the Great, Letter CXIV; Inter-Orthodox Consultation 2011: §46)




Introduction

The Orthodox churches—both Eastern and Oriental—are almost all involved in the ecumenical movement, some of them from the beginning. Assemblies of the World Council of Churches (WCC), with hundreds of delegates from around the world, are notable for the visible presence of the Orthodox delegations. And over the decades the Orthodox have been well represented by their most gifted theologians.

But here is the paradox: reflecting on the current state of ecumenism in the Orthodox world, it is clear that reception is the key challenge. Not just reception of ecumenical texts—which pass almost entirely unnoticed—but of the whole idea of ecumenism. Nowhere is there much interest, let alone enthusiasm, for the ‘ecumenical project’. And this is true despite the almost universal official participation of the Orthodox churches in international, regional, and national ecumenical bodies and bilateral dialogues. Even when the representatives of the Orthodox churches are leading bishops and theologians, there is often little communication of their work to local congregations, clergy, and faithful, and when there is their work is greeted with a yawn, with scepticism or with outright hostility. Similarly, although official representatives may agree on various points to move discussions forward, and although the atmosphere of these ecumenical encounters is most often congenial, little or none of this translates into practical action on a local level—as for example in the case of mixed marriages, which may result in the Orthodox partner being excommunicated should he or she decide for family and pastoral reasons to be married outside the Orthodox Church.

There remains a lot of misunderstanding and opposition to ecumenism, often coming from monks, nuns, and those most piously committed to the Orthodox tradition. In part, these are birth pangs, as Orthodox come to terms with change and diversity in the world, but they also mean that the Orthodox Church has yet to work out in its own mind consistent answers to questions both theological and pastoral concerning its relations with the non-Orthodox.

A major step in that direction was taken at the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church which took place on the island of Crete in 2016 during the week of Pentecost (see Holy and Great Council n.d. and Symeonides 2016). Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople presided, and although the council’s status and authority are disputed by several of the Orthodox churches which did not send delegations (Antioch, Russia, Georgia, Bulgaria) the fact remains that this council was in preparation for decades and was the largest and most diverse council of the worldwide communion of Eastern Orthodox bishops in many centuries. The agenda was modest and did not attempt to address some of the most pressing issues facing the Orthodox churches, with one key exception. The council’s most important document—and the one that attracted most attention, comment, and criticism—was its agreed statement on Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World (Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016).

The first part of this chapter will summarize the key points of the council’s statement and some of the early reactions. The second part will look more broadly at the reception of ecumenism in the Orthodox Church, and the third will examine more closely the debates for and against ecumenism. While the focus will be on the Orthodox churches, ecumenists of many backgrounds will recognize similar conditions of poor reception and lack of interest in their own churches. In light of this, the rest of the chapter will consider ways to rekindle hope for the future of the ecumenical movement.

Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World (Crete, 2016)

The Orthodox bishops gathered in Crete made four key affirmations regarding Christian unity. First, that the Orthodox Church is the continuation of the historic one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church of the first millennium. Second, that this self-conscious identity has never prevented the Orthodox Church from seeking the unity of all Christians through respectful dialogue—on the contrary, it impels her to take a leadership role in pursuing reconciliation. These two points are underlined in the very first sentence of the statement.

The Orthodox Church, as the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, in her profound ecclesiastical self-consciousness, believes unflinchingly that she occupies a central place in the matter of the promotion of Christian unity in the world today.

(Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016: §1)

Third, the Orthodox Church believes that dialogue must be accompanied by practical collaboration with other Christians where possible, and rejects ‘every act of proselytism, uniatism, or other provocative act of inter-confessional competition’.

The Orthodox Church has a common awareness of the necessity for conducting inter-Christian theological dialogue. It therefore believes that this dialogue should always be accompanied by witness to the world through acts expressing mutual understanding and love, which express the ‘ineffable joy’ of the Gospel (1 Pet. 1:8), eschewing every act of proselytism, uniatism, or other provocative act of inter-confessional competition. In this spirit, the Orthodox Church deems it important for all Christians, inspired by common fundamental principles of the Gospel, to attempt to offer with eagerness and solidarity a response to the thorny problems of the contemporary world, based on the prototype of the new man in Christ.

(Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016: §24; for a practical model of such collaboration, see Hovorun 2017)

Fourth—and most unprecedented—the claims of self-styled traditionalists who oppose dialogue are thoroughly condemned as modern innovations incompatible with the authentic conciliar tradition of the Orthodox Church, and destructive to Christian unity.

The Orthodox Church considers all efforts to break the unity of the Church, undertaken by individuals or groups under the pretext of maintaining or allegedly defending true Orthodoxy, as being worthy of condemnation. As evidenced throughout the life of the Orthodox Church, the preservation of the true Orthodox faith is ensured only through the conciliar system, which has always represented the highest authority in the Church on matters of faith and canonical decrees (Canon 6, 2nd Ecumenical Council).

(Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church 2016: §22)

As historian George Demacopoulos wrote in commenting on this section of the document, the claims of the self-proclaimed ‘traditionalists’ are ‘couched in the language of Apostolic and Patristic Tradition but, ironically, their position is dangerously innovative’ (Demacopoulos 2016: 33).

Predictably, anti-ecumenists were highly critical of the council, as they are of Orthodox involvement in ecumenical activities generally. There was a widespread positive response from those involved in ecumenical encounters, but also a desire to go further in future. Among the criticisms of the document were the following:



• It risks being interpreted in an exclusivist manner, ‘as if the Church of Christ does not exist outside the canonical boundaries of the Orthodox Church’ (Apostolos et al. 2016: 21).

• There is no reflection on how the Holy Spirit acts in the life of the non-Orthodox bodies, or in what sense ‘the Church continues to work in the schism’ (Cohen 2016: 19).

• There is no reference to expediting the rapprochement of the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches on the basis of the successful theological dialogues of the past (Apostolos et al. 2016: 22–24; Frost et al. 2016: 42).

• Priority should be given to theological dialogues that hold most promise, specifically with Oriental Orthodox, Roman and Eastern Catholics, some Anglicans and Evangelicals (Humphrey et al. 2016: 27).

• There ought to be more Orthodox self-criticism with regard to why Eastern Catholics might choose to remain with Rome rather than ‘return’ to the Orthodox Church, with consideration of ethno-phyletism and Orthodoxy’s internal divisions (Galadza 2016: 55).





The Reception of Ecumenism Among the Orthodox

The reasons for the poor reception of ecumenism have to do partly with recent history as the Orthodox turned their attention to inter-Orthodox relations in the years following the break-up of the Soviet Union. For the first time in almost a millennium the Orthodox churches are now largely free to order their own life and to address internal questions and the differences that they have never fully debated and resolved together. Hence it is not surprising that the internal relations between the Orthodox churches are much more pressing and hold their imagination more than relations with other churches.

Nevertheless, as seen at the council in Crete, one of the major internal questions facing the Orthodox is ecumenism: how are the Orthodox churches to relate theologically, liturgically, pastorally, and dialogically with the non-Orthodox? To give just one example, the international Orthodox and Roman Catholic dialogue on papal primacy has uncovered and put on display for all to see substantial differences within the Orthodox world over the authority of a primate. What is the primate’s right of initiative with regard to other bishops and other churches? What is the precise operational meaning of the primate’s traditional title as ‘first among equals’? These questions apply especially to the role of the Ecumenical Patriarch, but they affect every level of the church’s life. The answers are far from clear, and there are differences between the various Orthodox churches (and even within each of them) on other issues, such as regarding pastoral practice in the case of mixed marriages and the reception of converts. So there is important internal work to be done before the Orthodox can bring a unified voice to dialogue with the non-Orthodox.

It must also be admitted that ecumenical issues are hardly at the forefront of the experience of most Orthodox Christians, except when they impinge on family matters such as marriages, baptisms, and funerals. In some parts of the world, especially in the so-called Orthodox ‘diaspora’ outside traditional Orthodox countries and regions, Orthodox do indeed rub shoulders daily—in their families, schools, and workplaces—with people of other churches and faiths, and their experience of pluralism and multiculturalism could be valuable in shaping debate. But even in the diaspora the majority of the Orthodox live by the basic assumption that faith and culture are one. To be Orthodox, even as a convert with no ethnic ties to Orthodoxy, is all too often to be bound by the cultural values of Russia, Greece, Romania, etc. Historically, having such a powerful ethnic identity was a major force in Orthodox Christianity’s evangelization and shaping of the cultures to which it came. But ethnic identity is also a double-edged sword that threatens both Orthodoxy’s internal unity and its desire for unity with the non-Orthodox.

Samuel Huntington’s thesis of a clash of civilizations, in which Orthodox Christian civilization is arrayed against a decadent West, is looking increasingly plausible (Huntington 1996). Russia is the most obvious example. Anti-Western political sentiment rides a wave of popular support that has roots in the late-fifteenth-century theory of Moscow as the Third Rome. According to this outlook, papal claims brought down the first Rome in 1054 and the Ottoman Turks took over the second Rome—Constantinople—in 1453. That left Moscow as the world’s spiritual protector. As the Russian monk Philotheus of Pskov wrote in 1510 to Tsar Basil III: ‘The Church of Moscow, the Church of the new Rome, shines brighter than the sun in the whole universe…Two Romes are fallen, but the third stands fast. A fourth there cannot be’ (Zernov 1978: 49).

Diaspora contexts often reinforce ethnic and church identity as immigrants gravitate to the church that also embodies everything they miss about their home and language and family in the old country. When the ethnic connection diminishes over generations, not surprisingly the connection with the Orthodox Church is likewise enfeebled. In a stark demonstration of this fact, the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America estimates that 90 per cent of Greek Americans are no longer in communion with the Orthodox Church (Kehayes n.d.).

One of the consequences of this phenomenon is that those Orthodox Christians who do remain in their Orthodox churches or who have converted from outside view themselves, with some justification, as a remnant that must hold on to the rock of Orthodox faith in a turbulent sea of relativism, secularism, syncretism, and spiritual confusion (see, for example, Dreher 2017). Even Orthodox ecumenists have consistently insisted—however unpopular this may be in inter-Christian settings—that the Orthodox Church continues to uphold the faith of the ancient Christian church while all other churches have defects—to one degree or another—that prevent them from being the fullness of the church that the Orthodox have inherited and are committed to defend. On the other hand, their Orthodox brothers and sisters who have little or no sympathy for the aims of the ecumenical movement often regard these same Orthodox ecumenists suspiciously as ‘liberals’. In places like the US, many converts from other churches are afraid of the risk of contamination posed by dialogue and engagement with the non-Orthodox, or have no interest in listening, and only want to bring them into the Orthodox fold.

A vocal minority that views ecumenism as the pan-heresy of our times espouses open hostility towards ecumenism. Although most Orthodox do not share this view in its most virulent forms, milder versions are widespread. Orthodox bookshops and parishes sometimes carry pamphlets with titles such as ‘The Panheresy of Ecumenism’, and ‘The Contribution of Orthodox Ecumenists to the Interfaith Venture and their Responsibility for It’ (Agiokyprianites 2000).

All of these critics focus on the 1920 encyclical of the Church of Constantinople ‘Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere’ as the turning point at which the Ecumenical Patriarchate and those who followed its lead abandoned the Orthodox Church by embracing the non-Orthodox as brothers and sisters in Christ. The encyclical says:

Above all, love should be rekindled and strengthened among the churches, so that they should no more consider one another as strangers and foreigners, but as relatives, and as being a part of the household of Christ and ‘fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise of God in Christ’ (Eph. 3:6).

(Limouris 1994: 8)

This encyclical, the anti-ecumenists claim, is what brought the disastrous ‘innovation’ of ecumenism into the Orthodox world, and thus deformed and divided it.

What is Ecumenism? Ecumenism is heresy, the panheresy of Antichrist. This heresy is called ‘Ecumenism’ (from oikoumene, ‘the inhabited world’) since it derives from a world far from God; that is, from the world of sin. In this world, the Holy Spirit says through the Apostle John, there reign ‘the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life’ (1 John 2:16). These things are ‘not of the Father’. Ecumenism is not a work of God, but the corrupt fruit of apostasy. It is heresy, not Christianity.

(Cyprian 2004: 7)

The most widely read anti-ecumenical book is probably Orthodoxy and the Religion of the Future, by Fr Seraphim Rose (1934–1982).

The ideology behind ecumenism…is an already well-defined heresy: the Church of Christ does not exist, no one has the Truth, the Church is only now being built…If all the ‘Christian’ bodies are relative to each other, then all of them together are relative to other ‘religious’ bodies, and ‘Christian’ ecumenism can only end in a syncretic world religion. This indeed is the undisguised aim of the Masonic ideology which has inspired the Ecumenical Movement. (Rose 1975: xxiv–xxv)

Fr Seraphim Rose was an American who lived his whole life in California, and in 1962 converted to the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia after a winding path through Methodism, Buddhism, and Taoism. He became a monk and prolific writer and critic of Western society, religion, Christianity, and, above all, ecumenism. His writings are widely circulated, especially in Russia, where many regard him as a modern saint. Rose’s book was originally published in 1975, and by 2013 had been through eleven printings in its English edition alone.

The Debate on Orthodox Ecumenism

The self-understanding of the Orthodox churches as the ‘One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church’ has shaped their participation in the ecumenical movement from the beginning. Despite the differences among them they share a deep sense of continuity with the early church, and place huge value on preserving the ancient Christian tradition. Orthodox Christians identify themselves as the direct historical successors to the Christian church founded at Pentecost in response to the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ in first-century Palestine. Indeed, many of the places named in the New Testament have had a continuous Orthodox Christian presence since that time until today, including Jerusalem, Damascus, Thessalonica, Corinth, and Athens. Alongside this historical self-consciousness, the Orthodox also have a deep sense of belonging to the church as a mystical human–divine body that brings together clergy and laity in an encounter with God through prayer and the sacraments.

How the Orthodox look at the ecclesial status of Christians outside the Orthodox Church, and what level of engagement with others is possible, remain open questions. Nevertheless, the basic definition and method of ecumenism used by the Orthodox who participate in ecumenical work have been broadly agreed for decades, and these are reflected in the documents of the 2016 council. It must be underlined that, despite hostility in some quarters, the vast majority of bishops have resisted pressures to withdraw from dialogue. On the contrary, it is the bishops who have made ecumenical engagement the policy of almost all the Orthodox churches worldwide.

The best short summary of where the Orthodox currently stand on ecumenism is still found in the late Thomas Hopko’s book, Speaking the Truth in Love (Hopko 2004). He deals with the broad achievements of the ecumenical movement, from an Orthodox perspective, and addresses criticism of ecumenism from both anti-ecumenists and ecumenists themselves.

Those who are hostile towards ecumenism view it as an alien innovation. They consider Orthodox involvement in ecumenical work as a betrayal of Orthodoxy itself, based largely on the false premise that ecumenism requires the Orthodox ‘to embrace some sort of “branch theory” ecclesiology that denies that the Orthodox Church is alone the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church of Christ’ (Hopko 2004: 147). Their criticism is also based on other fears and misconceptions:



• The Orthodox will have to give up their liturgical practices and traditions.

• The goal of ecumenism is to create a syncretistic super-church in which any and all doctrines and practices are acceptable.

• The Orthodox are required to receive communion in other churches and give sacraments to others.

• By associating with heretics and schismatics in the ecumenical movement, Orthodox participants succumb to false teachings, relativism, modernism, and apostasy.

• Ecumenism for Orthodox only brings humiliation and harm.

• Ecumenism is the ‘heresy of heresies’, the ‘pan-heresy’ that includes all deviations ever taught.

• Ecumenism is a spiritually dangerous enterprise to be feared, and must therefore be avoided at all costs.





Hopko notes that anti-ecumenical teachings did not surface until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Hopko 2004: 149). Despite the self-proclaimed traditionalism of anti-ecumenists, this wholesale rejection of ecumenism carries within it a number of teachings that are relatively recent and not part of the universal Orthodox tradition (a point forcefully underlined in the Crete statement). These teachings include the claims that:



• there is no churchly character or sacramental grace in non-Orthodox churches;

• all who find themselves outside the Orthodox church—whether they are active teachers or innocent followers—are heretics and schismatics;

• all worship and prayer with non-Orthodox violates the ancient canons against praying with heretics;

• all converts, including those from other churches, are to be rebaptized; those converts who were not rebaptized (including those who are now priests) should be rebaptized, even though it be years later;

• those not baptized with complete immersion should be rebaptized;

• all teachings and practices of the Orthodox Church are essential parts of the unbroken and undivided Holy Tradition ‘and cannot be categorized, distinguished or debated as to their essential or non-essential character’;

• no liturgical renewal is desirable or possible;

• all teachings of all canonized church fathers and saints are right and true in every respect. (Hopko 2004: 149)





This modern anti-ecumenical approach may be contrasted with the way in which St Basil the Great resolved a major breakdown in church unity in the fourth century. The ‘Spirit fighters’, or pneumatomachi, denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit. Rather than take a rigorist stance and press them to renounce their erroneous view of the Trinity, St Basil argued that it would be best to bring everyone together on the minimal basis of the Nicene Creed. By living and praying together their union would become deeper over time.

St Basil the Great understood that different churches could have different levels of theological awareness: the things acceptable in the eyes of some could seem unacceptable innovations in the eyes of others. But ‘by longer association and by mutual experience’, as well as through Eucharistic communion, those previously unacceptable formulations might come to be acceptable. For St Basil, the most important thing was church unity, even if it demands a certain degree of compromise or ‘condescension’ (oikonomia): ‘It is good to unite what has been separated. If we should be willing to condescend to the weaker, whenever we can do so without causing harm to souls, we will reach that union.’ (Alfeyev 2006: 21)

St Basil’s testimony on prayer with the pneumatomachi is especially significant given the current anti-ecumenical opposition to ‘prayer with heretics’.

Most of the Orthodox churches reject ‘traditionalist’ teachings as alien to the Orthodox tradition, but this does not mean that they have uncritically supported ecumenism. Even Orthodox who are sympathetic and active participants in ecumenism have often found themselves misunderstood and at odds with Western presuppositions and prejudices. Alexander Schmemann wrote of ‘the ecumenical agony’ (Schmemann 1979). Hopko enumerates a list of concerns that Orthodox ecumenists have had over the decades (he notes that representatives of other churches have also joined in such criticism):



• the spirit, organization and conduct of ecumenical meetings;

• the manner and content of common worship;

• the manner and quality of participants;

• the contents of carefully crafted documents;

• the decisions and actions of ecumenical bodies, and their interpretation and application;

• statements and actions by Orthodox participants—and others—‘regarded as ambiguous, misleading, irresponsible, self-serving, mistaken or sinful’. (Hopko 2004: 150–151).





Despite these critiques, the Orthodox churches have never condemned ecumenism as such. Nor has Orthodox participation been fruitless. The ecumenical movement has given the Orthodox opportunities to:



• witness to Christ as known in the Orthodox Church;

• offer good to others and to love their enemies and detractors;

• meet together and to work together with other Orthodox and other Christians;

• have possibilities for understanding others who are not Orthodox and yet are genuine followers of Christ;

• discover misunderstandings and misinformation about other Christians;

• learn about, sharpen, and focus their own convictions in the face of questions and challenges from others;

• be honest about themselves and face the gap between their rhetoric and reality;

• contribute to discussion on common issues that face the Christian churches.





Above all, the ecumenical movement has given Orthodox the opportunity to see others as active Christian disciples through ‘their genuine praising of Christ, their devoted Christian scholarship, their acts of mercy for the poor, their care for the needy, and their service to suffering people (including Orthodox people) in Christ’s name’ (Hopko 2004: 158). The Orthodox have also learned that they are not the only Christians with a history of martyrdom. Countless non-Orthodox Christians in the past and present have refused to give up their faith and have willingly suffered and died for the sake of Christ. One of the most striking reminders of this shared witness is Westminster Abbey’s façade of twentieth-century martyrs. The Orthodox Saint Elizabeth the New Martyr of Russia, a granddaughter of Queen Victoria, who became a nun in service to the poor and was killed by the Bolsheviks in 1918, stands alongside Roman Catholic Maximilian Kolbe, Lutheran Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Baptist Martin Luther King, and others across the churches who gave up their lives for Christ in the twentieth century.

Looking Forward: Ecumenism in the Twenty-First Century

I would like to suggest four directions that churches and ecumenists could pursue to help the twenty-first-century ecumenical movement overcome its current blasé or unfriendly reception: first, engage the bishops; second, reconsider three Orthodox thinkers of the early and mid-twentieth century who had bold proposals for advancing Christian unity; third, actively adopt the kenotic, self-emptying mind of Christ; and finally, refocus the ecumenical movement on prayerful communion with God.

Engaging the Bishops

Internationally, the ecumenical movement has worked very hard in recent decades to increase the participation of laity, women, youth, and minorities. At recent Assemblies of the WCC, for example, it has been simply unacceptable for churches to send delegations solely comprised of white male clergy. While the Orthodox churches generally mirror this development (albeit more slowly), it is the bishops who direct the Orthodox Church, and this deeply affects how ecumenism is received on the local level. What Orthodox ecumenists and anti-ecumenists have in common is their conviction that the Holy Spirit has spoken through the history of the church, no less than through the Scriptures, that the Spirit continues to be present and to teach today, and that it is the bishops who are the principal means for maintaining the fidelity and unity of the church.

The bishops’ task is fundamentally one of spiritual discernment on any given question. They are to discern how to keep the balance between faithfulness to the consensus of the past while listening to what the Spirit is saying in the present. Clergy and laity aid, advise, and challenge the bishops. They must also ultimately receive or reject the bishops’ decisions, and church history is full of occasions when the rest of the church rejected episcopal pronouncements (e.g. those of the councils of Lyons and Florence). But if anyone wishes to appreciate the invisible heart of Orthodox Christian self-understanding, then they must take seriously the central role given to bishops all over the Orthodox world—regardless of geography, ethnicity, nationality, culture, history, or any other secondary factors.

If the ecumenical movement is to improve its reception in the Orthodox churches, it must engage much more directly and actively with the bishops. As long as the ecumenical movement remains the preserve of clergy and lay specialists, while bishops are mainly on the periphery, one should not expect much improvement in reception by the Orthodox churches.

Revisiting Three Twentieth-Century Proposals for Christian Unity

Sergius Bulgakov (1871–1944)

Fr Sergius Bulgakov was the most prolific Orthodox theologian of the twentieth century, a leading Orthodox representative in the emerging ecumenical movement, and a vigorous participant at the Faith and Order conferences at Lausanne (1927) and Edinburgh (1937). While adhering steadfastly to the view that the Orthodox Church is the fullness of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church, he became controversial for pushing the boundaries of ecumenism. On the one hand, he wrote in 1932: ‘Only an agreement between the Churches, founded on the maximum of their common inheritance, can lead the Christian world to real union. This maximum is Orthodoxy’ (Bulgakov 1988: 188). But Bulgakov was also a realist. Given the state of the Orthodox Church, he did not envisage mass conversions of non-Orthodox and their incorporation into existing Orthodox churches. Instead, in keeping with the Orthodox pattern of national autocephalous churches in communion with each other, he could foresee that the various Christian churches would preserve their historical character, but would gradually become increasingly Orthodox in doctrine and life and become autocephalous churches in their own right, in communion with the Orthodox.

Bulgakov did not accept the standard Orthodox view that full doctrinal agreement necessarily had to precede eucharistic communion. Ecumenical discussions have been important, he argued, but on their own they cannot bring the needed breakthrough. This God alone can do through a new inspiration (Bulgakov 2003). The way to this new inspiration must be a common spiritual life: common prayer, common devotion to the word of God, and above all common participation in the sacraments. He argued that this is not so radical as might appear at first, because there is already a wide swathe of united sacramental life. Churches that have preserved the priesthood have also preserved true sacramental life, whatever dogmatic differences may have arisen in the course of history. So, while divided doctrinally, there is still mutual recognition that their faithful are truly participating in Christ through the sacraments. If we can agree that we are communing in the same Christ—albeit in different churches—that could be a huge factor in overcoming our remaining differences.

He insisted that this was no shortcut to avoid dogmatic divisions. On the contrary, it is an eminently practical way to address them directly and to overcome them through mutual love and shared life. It was clear to him even at that time that theological dialogue—‘the tournaments between theologians’—has proved incapable of erasing the divisions, and has indeed reinforced them (Bulgakov 2003: 65).

Bulgakov’s thinking on ecclesiology appears to have developed further as he grew older. He was less and less inclined to think of the Orthodox and the other Christian churches as being separate. They were all part of a much larger, cosmic, divine whole, which for him was the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. In his book, The Bride of the Lamb, published posthumously in 1945, Bulgakov was much more bold in speaking about the ecumenical movement’s aim as that of making visible the sacramental and institutional unity that already exists mystically and invisibly among Christians.

He accepted that the Spirit of God has guided the historical development of the Orthodox Church. But the precise forms that the Orthodox Church has taken—indeed all forms of historical ecclesiastical existence—are contingent and temporary, because no single form can encompass the fullness of divine life in Christ. If the Spirit’s life in the world is seen as the life of the church in this invisible, noumenal sense, then its limits are boundless. ‘The Spirit breathes here unfettered by the limits of the ecclesiastical organization. A depth of the Church that remains beyond these limits operates here; the partitions of the historical Church do not reach heaven’ (Bulgakov 2002: 273).

Nicolas Afanasiev (1893–1966)

Fr Nicolas Afanasiev was a younger colleague of Fr Sergius Bulgakov, active in the ecumenical movement, and an official observer at the Second Vatican Council, where he was seated next to Pope Paul VI on 8 December 1965 for the closing of the council. In his essay, ‘Una Sancta’, Afanasiev proposed a model of autonomous local churches, each gathered around a bishop and self-organized, who share a unity that is not imposed, but emerges from their mutual recognition or ‘reception’ of the faith and life of the others. With such a model, it is possible to have disagreements and still be in communion. This is not new, he says, because ‘history knows no period in which there was absolute dogmatic harmony’ (Afanasiev 2003: 28). Similarly, there can be a break in communion which is nevertheless recognized as a break within the one church. A break in communion—it was particularly the break between Catholics and Orthodox that Afanasiev was considering—therefore ‘does not involve the deepest part of ecclesial life’. All who continue to participate in the Eucharist, in both churches, are still partaking of the one Eucharist, since there can only be one Eucharist eternally offered in Christ (Afanasiev 2003: 24).

What happened in 1054, therefore, was a break in communion but not a break in ecclesial unity. Orthodox and Catholics remain part of the one church of Christ. Their sacraments remain those of the church, even though they are not received by each other. Unfortunately, the polemics after 1054 were used to legitimate the separation rather than to heal it. The following centuries of increasing mutual isolation and acrimony as a result of the lack of love produced further deformities in the churches of East and West.

Despite this, Afanasiev believed that an effort of love would produce renewed communion, and that this in turn would lead to reunion in dogma (exactly the reverse of the current Orthodox position). But this would mean accepting each other as is, without first placing demands on the other. Doctrinal disagreements (for instance, over papal authority) would remain for the time being, and debate would continue, but as in the ancient church such disagreements would cease to be church-dividing. Afanasiev recognized the difficulties posed by his proposal. However, he said: ‘In the face of the intransigence in which we live, Love ought to be the strongest feeling, for only Love can conquer such hardness of heart’ (Afanasiev 2003: 27).

Nicholas Zernov (1898–1980)

By the late 1950s, like many early participants in the ecumenical movement, Nicholas Zernov, the first Spalding Lecturer in Eastern Orthodox Studies at the University of Oxford, was disappointed by the slow rate of progress, and wondered if there was not something fundamentally wrong with the method of dialogue. He was also convinced by his experience with other Christians that something more had to be possible.

In the days of my youth, when I first found the church, I was impatient in my zeal for the truth. I was convinced that only we, the Orthodox, and the Russians most particularly had preserved the authentic apostolic tradition and had the fullness of the sacraments. I wanted to save everyone else by bringing them into Orthodoxy. But gradually I became convinced that we don’t have a monopoly on truth.

My acquaintance with the non-Orthodox gave me the possibility of meeting a stream of leading western Christians—deeply thoughtful people with sacrificial hearts and holiness of life. They placed before me the mystery of the church’s division. I came to be convinced that it was no accident that the Providence of God allowed the members of the Church to lose their agreement. Right now, throughout the world the ecumenical movement has begun to reunite the broken pieces of the Church. This is a difficult but necessary schooling to lead us all to a fuller understanding of truth than was accessible to us as divided Christians on our own.

(Zernov and Zernov 1973: 556)

Building on the insights of Bulgakov, Afanasiev, and others, Zernov advocated an approach that would submit the ecumenical impasses to ‘Divine arbitration’. By this he meant permitting ecumenical Christians to receive communion together and asking God to unite them in one mind. Zernov pointed out that: ‘It is a difficult decision to make for both sides, so convinced are they of the truth of their own position and the errors of their opponents’ (Zernov 1961: 177). But once the churches had become tired of the stalemate Zernov hoped that his proposal might ‘elicit warm support from those Eastern and Western Christians who believe that with God’s help the seemingly irreconcilable conflict between the Orthodox and Roman versions of Catholicity can be solved’ (Zernov 1961: 177).

Zernov envisaged beginning this movement with the Orthodox and Catholic Churches, but considered that eventually it could embrace other churches as well. ‘The hope of reintegration rests not so much on the return to some arbitrarily chosen point in the past, but on a generous forward movement inspired by confidence in the guiding and healing power of the Holy Spirit which makes all things new’ (Zernov 1961: 174). Assuming that complete intercommunion between all churches is still unrealistic, as a first step Zernov advocated at least opening the doors of communion in the Orthodox Church. This would ‘accelerate the process of the reintegration of the Church and the same results are likely to be achieved if some Orthodox were authorized by their bishops to participate in the communion services of those separated confessions which seek unity with their Mother Church’ (Zernov 1961: 187).

Kenotic Ecumenism

Without necessarily taking up the bold proposals of Bulgakov, Afanasiev, or Zernov (see also Jillions 2009: 301–309), and without tampering with any church’s ecclesiological assumptions, there is nothing that should prevent churches from being generous and self-emptying, following the pattern set by the Lord Jesus Christ.

Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited but emptied himself [ekenosen], taking the form of a slave. (Phil. 2:4–7)

Kenotic ecumenism begins with a conscious rereading of the Gospels, and seeing that Jesus regularly consorts with the ‘wrong’ types of people. He puts the kingdom of God and the pastoral needs of real people ahead of ideology and rules, in line with a vision that placed mercy above sacrifice (Matt. 12:7).



• He mixes with outsiders and sinners despite the appearance of scandal (Mark 2:15–17; Luke 19:7).

• He affirms that nothing from outside can defile a person (Mark 7:1–23).

• He is dismayed by the hard-heartedness of his own people (Mark 6:1–6).

• He repeatedly shows that his flock includes those who are outsiders (Mark 9:38–41; Luke 17:11–19; Matt. 8:5–13).

• He says that whoever believes in him ‘I will not cast out’ (John 6:37).

• He says that whoever does the will of the Father is ‘my brother, sister, mother’ (Matt. 12:49–50).

• He insists that his Father’s house is to be a house of prayer for all nations (Mark 11:15–18).

• He warns that ‘the vineyard’ will be given to others ‘from east and west’ while the unfruitful ‘sons of the kingdom’ will be cast out (Mark 12:1–12; Matt. 8:5–13; Luke 11:29–32).

• He has sheep unknown to his current flock and plans to bring them together into one fold (John 10:16).





At the heart of the Gospel, Jesus teaches his disciples that the one who wishes to be great must be the servant of all (Matt. 20:26), and he pictures his community as a very mixed and imperfect assembly: a fishing net full of good and bad fish, a field with wheat and weeds, a flock of sheep and goats. Only at the end will God determine which is which (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43; Matt. 25). For now, ‘let them grow together’ (Matt. 13:30).

Christ’s self-emptying generosity became the pattern for the early church, which was revolutionized by the inclusion of the Gentiles. But this expansive ecclesiology was also the single greatest threat to the peace of the early church, as traditionalists held on to an exclusivist model of the body of Christ.

‘One Loves Precisely what is Debased and Ugly’

The kenotic way of Christ points the church to a refreshing yet ancient way of looking at others, and it could open a new ecumenical method. Up to now, Orthodox have proceeded from the presupposition that ecumenical dialogue is successful when they recognize in other churches the beauty, if only partial, of the Tradition they alone have retained in all its fullness. But Christ’s self-emptying for the sake of the other turns this idea on its head.

Metropolitan John Zizioulas (born 1931) underlines this essential point, saying that Christ’s love—precisely as love of the ungodly and ugly—overturned the classic Greek formula of love for the good and the beautiful. The more one is purified in Christ of ‘self-affirmation’, the more one will be willing to shed one’s glory and to love what is debased and ugly, even as Christ did.

In the ascetic experience, based on kenotic Christology, one loves precisely what is debased and ugly and this means that one loves free from all rational or moral necessity or causality…The ascetic loves first of all and above all the sinner, not out of condescension and compassion but out of a free existential involvement in the fallen human condition. (Zizioulas 2006: 304)

The Lord embraces the one who is ugly, weak, and sinful—beginning with ourselves—not just because he embraces the fallen human condition, but because he sees past that to the beauty of the divine image that can never be eradicated. If the Orthodox have questions about the imperfection and ‘ugliness’ of others—including other churches—then those very questions should be the motivation not to stand apart from them, but to engage with them, and to look for and see their beauty in Christ.

The Jesus Prayer, Communion with God, and the Future of the Ecumenical Movement

In 1930, as the Lambeth Conference was about to get under way, Evelyn Underhill wrote to Cosmo Lang, the Archbishop of Canterbury. She thought that the church was distracted by too many secondary tasks and was thus failing miserably in its primary mission: the nurturing of ‘theocentric souls’. She said, ‘God is the interesting thing about religion, and people are hungry for God’ (Underhill c.1930). As long as the ecumenical movement is focused elsewhere than on the love of God then it will be incapable of igniting a fire. Conversely, if it were consciously to refocus on communion with God, then it might prompt a lot more interest at the grassroots across a wide range of churches.

Paul Couturier (1964), Walter Kasper (2007), and most recently Pope Francis (e.g. 2014) have called for a spiritual ecumenism, stressing the importance of common prayer among Christians. However, what Evelyn Underhill proposed was a step before that: cultivating the inner life of personal prayer. If ‘God is the interesting thing’ about ecumenism, then the Orthodox practice of the Jesus Prayer might also contribute to spiritual ecumenism and Christian unity: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me’ (some add, ‘a sinner’). These constantly repeated words are a simple way to put into practice St Paul’s injunction to ‘pray unceasingly’ (1 Thess. 5:17; for an Orthodox approach to the relationship between prayer and ecumenical engagement, see Porumb 2017).

St Dorotheos of Gaza (sixth century) says of unity that we should imagine a wheel with its centre and spokes. The circle is the world, and Christ is at the centre: the closer we come to Christ, the closer we come to others at the same time. ‘If we were to love God more, we should be closer to God, and through love of him we should be more united in love to our neighbor; and the more united we are to our neighbor the more we are united to God’ (Dorotheos of Gaza 1977: 139). The Jesus Prayer could be used to unite all Christians around the name of Jesus, thus making God ‘the interesting thing’ at the centre of the wheel of Christian unity.
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