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EDITORIAL 

 
A biannual editorial can hardly pretend to topicality. But writing 
never escapes its topos, and the topos of England, June, 2017 has an 
ominous weight that threatens any effort at coherence a country 
suffering the repatriation of terror, a state in denial of its raison d être, 
a weak government in thrall to delusions of grandeur. No wonder the 
Archbishops of Canterbury and York require next month s Synod to 
debate a motion entitled After the general election a still small voice 
of calm  which, inter alia, urges Christians everywhere to put pressure 
on politicians of all parties to put cohesion of the nation and its 
communities at the heart of their programmes.  
Many of this issue s contributions stem from two anniversary events. 
Our five initial items, from the Parables of Communion Journeying 
Together  conference held in October 2016 at Rostrevor Monastery to 
mark fifty years of this journal s publication, are followed by four 
addresses delivered at the Reformation Then and Now  
quincentennial symposium held in February in Cambridge. 
In the latter, Rowan Williams mentions Teresa of Avila s verdict on 
her times as a world on fire . At Rostrevor, Sr Pierrette identified the 
world of today a world on fire , in mortal need of peacemakers, and 
not fomenters of conflict; firefighters and not arsonists; preachers of 
reconciliation and not instigators of destruction  (Pope Francis to the 
international peace conference, Cairo). 
How do we use words, when the worst does happen  (cf. Meyer)? We 
may need the mystical, poetic register exemplified by the tenth 
century Armenian monk, St Gregory of Narek, recognised two years 
ago as a doctor of the universal church (Grigor Narekatsi, Nersessian). 
For everything indeed begins within our own hearts where the root of 
all divisions is found, those deep hurts that need to be visited, that 
they may welcome the peace of God  (Sr Pierrette). 
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JOURNEYING TOGETHER 

Notker Wolf OSB* 
Christian Unity has become more and more urgent. In view of our 
global problems Christians can no longer afford to live in divisions. They 
are challenged to work together in order to overcome the many 
problems in our world. It would be a Copernican revolution in our 
ecumenical relations if we would start to serve one another. The 
Benedictine contribution to unity is the model of unity of a community 
in diversity. The Benedictine Confederation is an example of living the 
Rule of St Benedict in many ways but still in the same spirit. 

I. The desire for Unity 
Ecumenical coexistence is becoming more and more urgent. We live in 
an age of globalization; people, cultures and religions are growing 
together. The question of Christianity and the solidarity of Christians is 
becoming ever more urgent. Not least because Christians are being 
harmed in many parts of the world. Representatives of other religions 
want to make contact with Christians, but with whom? Who represents 
Christianity? So far Christians have given an example of dissent and 
divisions. This must worry us, it cannot leave us in peace. We need 
contacts to the outside, we need to find and be partners. But we also 
need unity within. Jesus prayed for the unity of his disciples. This refers 
certainly also to the unity of the Christian communities. This unity was 
missing from the beginning. In my conversation with the abbot of 
Megisti Lavra many years ago, I said: How shall we accomplish unity 
when we think of the church of Corinth? They had a holy founder, they 
were animated by the first zeal, and yet St Paul could not accomplish 
unity, as we see from the Second Letter to the Corinthians. And from a 
later letter of Pope Clement of Rome, we can see that the problems were 

                                                           
* Dom Notker Wolf OSB, PhD, Abbot primate emeritus, born 1940 in Southern 
Bavaria, joined the Archabbey of St. Ottilien in 1961, and was ordained priest 
in 1968. Studies of Philosophy in S. Anselmo in Rome, Theology and Natural 
Sciences at Munich University, 1971-77; Professor of Philosophy and Theory of 
Science in Rome; 1977 elected Archabbot of St. Ottilien; 2000-2016 Abbot 
Primate of the Benedictine Confederation. 
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still going on.  The Abbot answered, Yes, even the Apostles were 
already at odds with each other.  So the question of unity is deeply 
rooted in people s hearts. Ultimately, only the grace of God, the 
fulfillment of the prayer of Jesus Christ, will be able to accomplish this 
longing for unity. By the way, with regard to our Orthodox brothers, I 
discovered more of their thinking the next morning. On bidding them 
farewell, the guest-father told me, I find you very sympathetic. I would 
be happy to baptise you.  We are therefore still far from unity between 
Catholics and Orthodox. Pope Francis clearly saw it during his visit to 
Georgia. And yet time and circumstances are pressing. The world is 
growing together globally, and we, as Christians, can no longer afford to 
separate ourselves from each other because of theological disputes. This 
is all the more true in view of the fact that nationalism has recently 
awakened, and that people and cultures are once again delineated and 
building walls. We Christians have to be a leaven for the unity of the 
human family.  

1. What kind of Unity? 
Of course, after so many centuries, the differences are no longer simply 
about theological questions: the creeds and confessions have become 
inculturated, have formed their own traditions, which are valuable to 
them, and which they do not want to give up. Agreements such as the 
Doctrine of Justification in 1999 in Augsburg are not sufficient. This 
document was signed at a time when few of the faithful knew what the 
concept of justification means. Other issues are more significant to 
them. Theological commissions are of great importance because 
theological differences form the background for our separations. But 
today s people place greater emphasis on other questions, if they are 
still open to religion at all. We should think of the question of unity, or 
unity itself, from the perspective of the human being and his/her desire 
for salvation amidst the disasters of our modern world. Perhaps we have 
more unity in this desire than we perceive. The Christian message 
should still be an answer to this longing. 
   People are, in fact, responsive to the call of Pope Francis to see the 
core of the Christian message in the merciful love of God. How much 
cruelty has happened in the history of Christians, often claiming fidelity 
to the true Christian faith. One might even say, for example, that in the 
Middle Ages theology led to the Inquisition and the burning of witches 
by appealing to the truth. This is a scandal and contradicts the message 
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of Jesus in countless ways. Many serious people have therefore turned 
their backs on God. 
   Furthermore our internal Christian conflict has a scandalizing effect. 
People of today are looking for meaning, for identity. They struggle for 
their existence. Often they are self-centered because they no longer 
look beyond themselves and want to consolidate their meaning on this 
earth. They no longer find any ambassadors who show them the way to 
the truth of life, who are able to translate the message of Jesus into 
today s language. Jesus is the truth, not we church people; Jesus is the 
way, and we must uncover this way, so that people may find it. Jesus is 
the life in contrast to which the modern search for wellness is fragile. 
Compared to the existential needs of today s workers, of patchwork 
families, of refugees, our theological disputes seem almost ridiculous.  

2. Dialogue of existence 
Today we need more than a theological dialogue. Theological dialogue 
must be embedded in a dialogue of life, in an existential dialogue. There 
we will find each other more easily. Perhaps we ought not to 
understand our different traditions as contradictory, but rather as 
complementary to each other. As Christians we are responsible for 
finding an answer to the needs of our contemporaries and together 
trying to satisfy these needs. Their concern is more about the fears of 
terrorist attacks than the question of whether the Holy Spirit comes 
only from the divine Father or from the Son or from both. The same 
holds true with regard to the wars in the Middle East. Out of the blood 
and death of innumerable people, our arms exporters enrich themselves 
in the most scandalous manner. Where is the much vaunted Christian 
West! The service of mammon is far greater than the service of God and 
man. This also applies to environmental issues, for humans have 
exploited the environment instead of cultivating a paradise garden. I 
think together we Christians have something to say to influence public 
opinion for the good of the people.  
   Our message, however, is not a political one, but it has an impact on 
politics if it wants to be credible. Our message does not give us an 
answer to economic questions, it does not tell us how international 
financial transactions should be carried out, but it tells us that we are to 
make friends for ourselves by means of dishonest wealth (cf. Luke 16:9); 
we should use it for human well-being. What is the significance of our 
differences of faith in the face of our modern problems! We as 
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Christians bear a common responsibility for the future of humanity. Is 
it still relevant to see each other as heretics? We are baptized in a 
denomination and grow up in our customs. It is natural that we 
consider our own Christian way of life as the only true one until we 
realize that there are other people who live their lives based on the 
same gospel but who are baptized in another denomination. We are 
socialized in our faith, but today we need a greater socialization. With 
whom, by the way, should Buddhists enter into a dialogue if they want 
to encounter Christianity? How can we bring the thousands of Christian 
denominations in South Africa together? We Catholics and Protestants 
in the People s Republic of China suffer from the anti-religious laws, 
which are supposedly not anti-religious, but are more directed against 
some evangelical groups which work in the underground and to some 
extent against the government.  

3. A common responsibility 
We share a common responsibility for the message of Jesus. Jesus came 
to save the world. He wants us to be one, to carry on his work of the 
salvation of our world, to take responsibility for the salvation of 
mankind in common, so that all men will partake in the Kingdom of 
God. Of course, it will be the work of the grace of God, the Spirit of God 
within us, but God has given us a co-responsibility. Churches and 
denominations which are struggling, even fighting together, stand in 
stark contrast to this mission. If we examine the past and don t want to 
be held back by it, it seems to me that we can no longer call each other 
heretics, for the separation took place long ago, and with the passage of 
time has become more sociological than theological. We have to forgive 
each other for what we have done in the course of history. Forgiveness 
is an imperative for the future. We must learn not to hurt each other, 
but to keep the commandment of Jesus: Love one another as I have 
loved you.  

II. The Benedictine contribution to Unity 
This is the larger framework I wanted to stake out. Let us now come to 
the concrete, the contribution of Benedictines to Christian unity. There 
are some monasteries which feel obliged to foster the relations among 
Christian churches. But I want to point out something else which is 
more basic. You have come here to a Benedictine monastery. We 
Benedictines live according to a rule that precedes the great divisions in 
the East and West churches, as well as the churches of the Reformation. 
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We are rooted in a time when the Christian Church was united, apart 
from the early divisions. We are, therefore, called in a special way to 
foster the longing for unity and the hope for unity, and to work towards 
the unity of Christians, to develop a passion for unity. In our history, we 
have also learned that there are different ways to live the Rule of St 
Benedict, and recognize each other. An American monastery is other 
than a French one, a Spanish one other than an Austrian one. Yet 
Benedict s rule breathes in all these monasteries. So we accept each 
other in solidarity and work together in many ways. It remains the one 
Benedictine spirituality.  

1. The search for God 
Benedictine Spirituality means first of all that we are seeking God. God 
remains the greatest mystery to us. No particular piety characterizes us, 
it is both the individual and the common search for God. We do not 
possess God, but allow ourselves to be grasped and caught up by the 
mystery of God. We set off with Jesus, who from time to time withdrew 
himself from his disciples, in order to pray on the mountain, to be in 
union with the will of his divine Father, and we try to accompany him, 
saying, as the disciples said: Lord, teach us how to pray. Teach us to do 
the will of your Father.  We see also in other Christians and Non-
Christians this search for God which gives us a common ground for 
ecumenical and interreligious dialogue.  

2. Liturgy  
This prayer continues in the prayer of the Church, in the daily liturgy. 
We sing the Psalms of the Old Testament several times a day, so that we 
may stay with God continually. But God remains ultimately the great, 
incomprehensible, glorious mystery whose wonderful deeds we are 
praising and celebrating. This is what we offer our guests. We want to 
share with them our wealth, a different kind of wealth than the world 
understands. It is the fullness of the life that Jesus has promised us, the 
fullness of being with God. It is, however, also the modesty that we are 
quite small before God, and can scarcely touch the hem of his garment.  
3. Living the Word of God 
Therefore, we are listeners to the Word of God. The word of God is at 
the center of our search. We chew the sacred words until they become 
completely flesh and blood, until we ourselves become living witnesses 
of the Word, to the living Word of God, in following Jesus, who was and 
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is the Word in human person. In following this path, we Christians 
become witnesses of the Good News. We will get even closer, if we have 
a shared lectio divina. What room then for clashes and disputes, these 
typical purely human behaviors! They must be neutralised in our 
spiritual reality.  

4. Living in the Spirit of God 
For the Spirit of God is the unifying bond. He creates the unity that we 
cannot manage ourselves. For us monks, the Holy Spirit is not an object 
of high speculation, He is our life-reality. He lives in our communities 
and unites them. It is therefore again a scandal when a monastic 
community does not live together in unity, does not pray and work 
together. If all the Churches and Denominations would see the unifying 
Spirit behind our Christian ways of life, we would start to love one 
another. 

5. Unity as an ongoing process 
Of course, the characters of individual monks are quite different. 
Finding unity in a community is a perpetual, constant process. Everyone 
must strive to do so, the chief responsibility lying with the abbot. We 
always want to shape others according to our image and likeness, adapt 
them to our ideas, and forget that they are created according to the 
image and likeness of God, not of ourselves.  The prescriptions for unity 
in a community are reconciliation, forgiveness and mercy. They will be 
equally effective in the unifying process of the Churches. 

6. Unity in diversity 
If we now see the diversity of Christian beliefs in the light of the variety 
of characters in a monastery, we must conclude that each one was born 
and grew up in his faith, and one day he is confronted with other faith 
traditions. Then the question arises: Who has the truth, and not only 
that, but who is right? It becomes a question of power. Should we not 
regard the diversity of traditions as we do the variety of characters? And 
then try not to judge or condemn them all according to our ideas? St 
Benedict appeals to his monks to endure each others  physical and 
character foibles in great patience, that is, accepting, obeying, and 
serving one another. Diversity is then no longer an obstacle, but a 
richness, and we learn to serve each other. Serving instead of ruling is 
the maxim of the gospel. Imagine that we, the different denominations 
would first try to serve one another I mean, that would lead to a kind 
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of Copernican revolution in our ecumenical relations. Then we would 
also come to the idea of caring for each other, each in his own way and 
together for the salvation of the world. A new horizon would open up, 
not because we had found a new method for obtaining unity, but 
because together we put ourselves under the guidance of the 
gospel. This takes time, but we have to start with this kind of 
paradigm shift. Slowly we will get used to it. When we listen to the 
Word of God, we will also learn to listen to each other. This is not easy: 
The abbot should know what difficult task he has undertaken to lead 
people and serve the peculiarities of many.  (RB 2,31) Some, of course, 
will find a natural fascination in the other, but for many, living together 
will take some time to get used to. We can very well live together 
peacefully, as was the case in India before the emergence of 
nationalism. Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Sikhs lived harmoniously 
side by side. Whether they really lived and worked with each other, I 
don t know. All the more, Christians should strive to live and work 
together. 
   But there are two factors that hinder us. Everyone is convinced that 
his way is the right one, that he or she has the truth. The consequence 
is: I am right, the other is not; and already the idea of superiority opens 
the way to the idea of power, the second factor. But precisely this is 
opposed to the ministry of Jesus, as I have already said. We must learn 
to respect each other, to take each other seriously and to do things 
together, especially to testify to Christian love, to serve the poor, to 
promote the good in our societies, and to meet the needs of our world. 
This requires a preliminary step: we must get to know each other, and 
the more we know each other, the more we grow in respect and 
affection. We look into the heart of the other; let us allow the other to 
see into our own heart. Then we may still be of different opinions, but 
we understand each other and become friends. 

7. Hospitality 
Particularly important to St Benedict is hospitality. All guests should be 
accepted as Christ. If nothing is not to be preferred to the love of Christ, 
then we must love the guest in whom we see Christ. Therefore, Benedict 
leads the guest first to prayer and the divine word, to share with him 
the most precious thing that the community has only then does he 
attend to the physical reception and fortification. This kind of respect 
for the guest, in recognizing Christ, leads to a special kind of encounter 



ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 51 NO. 1 

 

9

which goes beyond discussions and is something quite different from 
being received in a pension. A monastery therefore is no holiday home 
or B. and B., but a place of spiritual and existential encounter. In 
addition, they can, of course, run a hotel or a pension in order to have a 
source of income for the community. But Benedictine hospitality means 
more. People who are searching, find a new spiritual footing, a new life 
orientation. Spiritual people from other religions or denominations find 
here a receptive atmosphere for their spiritual questions, an atmosphere 
of seeking God and of worship. They will find pilgrims travelling with 
them. For, according to the definition of the Second Vatican Council, 
the Church is the people of God on pilgrimage. In reality all Christians 
are pilgrims. Therefore, guests will find an unbiased, free atmosphere 
where they can breathe and find their way to God. Monasteries as 
places of human encounter become places of God. Here people meet 
monks and nuns who have aligned their lives to God. In worship and in 
silence, they themselves can experience the nearness of God.  

8. Reconciliation 
And guests will see something special. Monks and nuns are not perfect 
people. Even in monasteries, there are disputes and conflicts. But there 
is a medicine: forgiveness and reconciliation. The sun should not set 
(on your anger), without the contending brethren again making peace  
(RB 4,73; Eph. 4:26). On the same day as it arises, the dissent must be 
mended. Otherwise, it will grow deeper and deeper, and a finally 
division occurs. This can be food for thought for the guests of the 
Christian churches. How long shall we continue an argument or an 
excommunication and a condemnation? For still more decades and 
centuries? Can this be the Christian mission? Is this a credible 
testimony to Jesus Christ, He who was and is concerned with the unity 
of his disciples, and of people with God? Who has demonstrated unity 
with his divine Father? It is in the union of Father and Son in the Holy 
Spirit that our unity is rooted. Monasteries set us a challenge and a 
hope that divisions can be overcome. This is also a service of the 
monastic communities on the way to a new unity. Strength grows from 
weakness. 

9. Patience 
And yet there will still be a long way to go to full unity. Will it come at 
the end of days? Is it a kind of apocalyptic prospect? The disciples 
themselves did not achieve this unity. In spite of the presence of Jesus, 
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they contended for the first place, even after the announcement of his 
suffering and dying. Unity will be a gift of God Himself. That is why it is 
beyond our imagination. God alone knows. We know the principle, of 
unity in diversity. I would like to say with Paul in 1 Cor. 13: our unity is 
not an equality of theories, it is not uniformity. Our unity consists in 
mutual love and in a common love for God and man. In this way, we 
may already have more unity than we are aware of. Monastic 
communities can also be an example. Characters are, and remain, 
different, but live together, they are a testimony of love, even though 
imperfect love. We are and remain human beings and sinners. But it 
remains a miracle how, over decades and centuries, monastics can be a 
leaven of love and unity in a region. That keeps us humble. We should 
not boast, but God s love and glory shall and should be visible among 
us. 

Conclusion 
In the end, I would like to ask you three questions: 1. How should 
theologians continue to work ecumenically? What is important? 2. 
What does ecumenism mean for our religious life? What is 
important? 3. What does the Christian message mean for our present 
world? What is important? Question 3 seems to me to have priority. 
Jesus is sent into the world to save humankind. We stand in this 
mission which Jesus gave to His disciples, and thus also to us. The 
second question comes next. Is the common celebration of the Holy 
Eucharist really the most important thing at this moment? We 
recognize the validity of baptism. There is also a Eucharist of life.  
   As of now we can hold agape celebrations. We should be able to 
celebrate the Eucharist together, but that is the end point, the 
expression of unity achieved. Till then, we suffer this thorn in the flesh. 
This is when question 1 becomes important a question which we 
should tackle together, in a shared search for the truth. And unity 
cannot result from mere exegesis, as Otto Kuss, former professor of New 
Testament at Munich University, used to say: there are simply too many 
possible interpretations. Rather, we must focus on our Church history, 
and exorcise our prejudices. May this symposium increase our passion 
for Unity and be another piece in the mosaic of the path to unification.
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EVANGELICAL COMMUNITIES:  PARABLES OF 

COMMUNION 

Peter Scherle* 

This paper sees evangelical community  as a group of people willing to 
expose themselves to the spiritual dynamic between Christ, to whom 
they belong, and the social culture in which they live. This is 
evangelisation. The crisis of modern Christianity is ecclesiocentrism: 
the divinization of particular, time-bound social forms, a mistake 
evident in The Church: Towards a Common Vision. Everywhere, we see 
political and ecclesial movements constructing new borders
nationalist, ethnic or class-driven. Instead, Christians need an 
incarnational, diaspora strategy, which sees church not as a definite  
social form, but as an open network of ecclesial domains. 

My wife and I are very grateful for the invitation to Rostrevor and to 
experience here, in the Monastery of the Holy Cross, what we are 
reflecting on in this conference: a time and a place to embody the 
communion we hope and long for (as Christians). 
   I was invited to talk and reflect about Evangelical Communities as 
Parables of Communion. The best way of doing that clearly is to listen 
to those who live in and shape such communities. Therefore I would 
be inclined to give the floor to the testimonies , scheduled for later. 
But since it wouldn t be fair to the organizers of our conference to 
stop talking now, I will share some thoughts with you that may help 
our discussions. 

                                                           
* Peter Scherle, born in Stuttgart, Germany 1956, is Professor of Church 
Theory and Cybernetics and Director of Theological College, Herborn. He 
took his MPhil in ecumenical studies in the Irish School of Ecumenics, Trinity 
College, Dublin, and his Doctorate in theology from Heidelberg University. 
Main research areas are: ecumenical theology and social theory; public 
theology and social ethics; ecclesiology and governance in church and society.  
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Evangelical Communities the dynamic of Evangelization 
First I want to clarify how I understand the term Evangelical 
Communities . In the Protestant context the term is associated with a 
certain piety-movement, the so-called Evangelicals. Used in such a 
way it could mean dissociation from the established Protestant 
churches and be disruptive to the ecumenical endeavour. Such an 
understanding would not be helpful. The term, I understand, was 
chosen by the organizers to get the widest possible term in order to 
describe all sorts of Christian communities that seek to embody the 
Gospel message in a specific way. These Christian communities may 
be established religious orders  living their vows as evangelical 
counsels  or less institutionalized forms of a Christian life in 
community. Thus, Evangelical Communities  may be part of one 
denomination or understand themselves as open to all 
denominations. They may have been founded around different 
concerns but they are all shaped by the Power of the Holy Spirit and 
they have two focal points: Christ, to whom they belong, and the 
world, the society in which they live. 
   These two focal points our relation to Christ and our social 
existence and the dynamic between Christ and Culture is what the 
New Testament calls evangelization . The Bible does not know the 
term mission , which for many Christians still indicates that some 
inhabit the Good News and then spread it to the world. The biblical 
texts are rather invitations into the spiritual dynamic of discovering 
the Gospel in the process of exposing oneself to the world. An 
Evangelist who is not him- or herself evangelized has nothing to say. 
Therefore, an Evangelical Community is a group of people prepared to 
expose themselves to this spiritual dynamic by which they themselves 
become evangelized and form the kind of community that God calls 
them to be. Only then they can become and bear witness as Parables 
of Communion .1 

                                                           
1 

Plenary Council of the Order: Our Fraternal Life in Minority, General Curia 
OFMCap, 2004, n. 31). 
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Evangelical Communities and the Churches different 
social forms of being Church 
Some of you may now ask, if the same consideration would not be 
true for the Church, meaning the institutionalized churches we all 
belong to. And should we not better talk about the churches as we 
strive to be one in Christ  and not about a specific social form like 
Evangelical Communities? Indeed, most of the intellectual efforts in 
the modern ecumenical movement are focussed on the question of the 
unity of the Church. But this ecclesiological concentration is itself a 
result of the transformation of the churches in the modern world. 
This, by the way, is a long historic process by which the Church loses 
immediate political power, then loses the monopoly of explaining the 
world and the universe, and finally loses control over souls and bodies 
of individual persons. To make the churches as institutions or 
organizations the centre of concern, is the result of a deep crisis of 
modern Christianity. And the churches have mostly reacted by trying 
to intensify their institutional or organisational character.  
   Because of this ecclesiocentrism , and associated clericalism, our 
understanding of the Christian Church has been narrowed 
dramatically. Since New Testament times there has been a richness of 
social forms of being Church. They are all effected by the dynamic of 
evangelization already described. In theological terms this dynamic 
between Christ and Culture, by which we are evangelized, can be 
called ecclesiogenesis . 
   Let me explain that: the Greek term ecclesia  for Church means the 
ecclesia in specific places and at specific times, i.e. any form of 
gathering of two or three in the name of Christ. But it also means the 
ecclesia beyond all places and times i.e. the communion of the triune 
God with all, the communion of saints. Church, then, is no platonic 
idea that exists apart from the social reality. It exists only as social 
reality. But as such it must understand itself as being effected by 
Godself and may understand itself more fully in and through such 
attributes as Body of Christ , Temple of the Holy Spirit , People of 
God  or the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church . These attributes 
are not descriptions of a specific social form of Church. Rather, they 
are faith-statements and, therefore, rightly can only be confessed in 
the Creed. 
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   This dynamic understanding of Church informed all efforts of being 
Church throughout history. A major effect has been that there has 
always existed a plurality of ecclesial social forms. So, besides the local 
churches in Jerusalem, Alexandria or Rome (not to mention the 
different localizations in houses, cities or regions) the New Testament 
tells us of wandering charismatic groups. With the establishment of 
Christianity as official religion in the Roman Empire, groups of 
individual ascetics and monastic orders began to emerge. The latter, 
especially the ones following the rule of St Benedict, were essential to 
give birth to a new European civilisation after the so-called Dark Ages. 
The mendicant orders, above all Dominicans and Franciscans, were 
born in response to the problems that urbanization posed to the 
territorial logic of the diocesan and parochial organization. And the 
manifold so-called apostolic orders that have emerged since the 
eighteenth and  nineteenth centuries did so in answer to the social 
and spiritual needs in an accelerated civilisation marked by growing 
fluidity. 
   We could go on and describe the same diversity of social forms
now focussed on a territorial form of organization as the norm, as well 
as ever new forms of Evangelical communities responding to new 
social, cultural and spiritual challenges, which can also be seen in the 
Reformation churches. To cut a long story short: there have always 
been other social forms of Church beside the institutional forms of 
church. Evangelical communities are the most obvious of these social 
forms of Church in our time. They offer places and times to gather in 
the name of Christ and seek to embody that communion, which is 
effected by the triune God. 
   Our churches have different ways of dealing with this plurality of 
social forms. This not only depends on their ecclesial self-
understanding their ecclesiology but also on the way in which they 
are open to the dynamic between Christ and Culture. But if we just 
limit ourselves to the situation on this island of Ireland, it is fairly 
obvious that all the historical churches follow the territorial 
imperative as institutional norm: they consider themselves to be a or 
the Church of Ireland, whether accepting the state border or not. Yet 
too, from all these historical churches, who follow the territorial 
imperative, there have emerged Evangelical Communities of various 
kinds. Additionally, and this can be seen as a specific feature, we see 
plenty of small congregational churches, evangelical or charismatic, 
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trying to claim that the dynamic of evangelization can only take place 
in their local congregation or community. This exclusive claim is 
nothing new. Rather, it is a constant threat to all forms of Church: to 
identify one s own preferred social form though it excludes other 
Christians with the communion of the triune God, that we confess as 
all-inclusive. 

Parables of Communion human community and Divine 
Communion 
This is why I like the term, Parables of Communion , that we have to 
look at now. It reminds us that the churches, as well as Evangelical 
Communities, are not realizations of the divine communion on the 
one hand, and yet are more than a testimony, on the other hand. 
Those of you who know the ecclesiological debate may be aware of the 
inherent ecumenical problem. Superficially the churches may agree on 
describing themselves as signs  or instruments  of the mission of the 
triune God. But the churches do not agree on how they are 
instrumental or significant. The Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
temptation is to identify the Church as institution with the attributes 
of the divine communion. The temptation of the Reformation 
churches is to see the institutional church as just the human response 
to the Word of God. 
   In this situation, the term parable  is a helpful intermediary and 
bridge. Parables are rooted in biblical texts and remind us how Jesus 
of Nazareth used parables in order to express the Gospel message. The 
parable of the Prodigal as narrative, is Gospel. Listening to the 
parable in and through its human language and narrative of 
everyday experiences may disclose the way in which God is for us. 
The disclosure itself, however, is not something we can control or 
make. We may call such a disclosure: evangelization.  
   If we call institutional churches or Evangelical Communities 
Parables of Communion , we must keep them anchored in these 
biblical notions. That means first of all: we have nothing but our 
human language and our day-to-day experiences with which to build 
our ecclesial form. There is nothing divine in our structured 
relationships, our economic household or our legal frameworks or 
organizational provisions. These are all taken from society, even 
though we may have taken up these models centuries ago and 
divinized them. The theology of the two natures of Christ cannot be 
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directly applied to the Church. Nor can it be directly applied to 
Evangelical Communities. For them, as well as for all the new 
evangelical or charismatic congregations, the temptation is to perceive 
such new social forms as somehow divine, because they overcome or 
supersede older institutional forms. But here again we have to say: 
they are nothing but social forms from within human history. 
   I know that this can be dismissed as a Protestant theological 
approach that does not appreciate the other traditions. This, indeed, 
would be true, if I would end here and not take into consideration 
that the parables Jesus used are the Gospel and (potentially) disclose 
God to us. If we are serious about the Incarnation, then the world and 
human history are the actual place of God s self-disclosure. Even more 
so, we need to assume, that the preferred place of that self-disclosure 
is the actual brokenness of the created world. Evangelization takes 
place whenever and wherever a parable event  takes place, by which 
the world becomes transparent to God s salvific presence. I would 
have no problem in calling this a sacramental event, if the parable told 
or the Word spoken by someone and for someone is embodied in and 
connected with elements like water, wine or bread: But only say the 
word and my soul shall be healed.  This is what a sacramental event 
and a parable existence  are about.  
   If Evangelical Communities are in such a way Parables of 
Communion , we can now unpack some of the consequences. Such 
communities are themselves the effect of an evangelization, of a 
dynamic created between Christ and Culture. A deep participation in 
the needs of humans or other creatures and a passion for life, as well 
as being affected by the Word of God, are needed to call forth or 
trigger the foundation of an Evangelical community. This dynamic 
may also gather other people in. But in order for a stable, enduring 
community to develop, a narrative is needed around which people 
may gather. And this narrative needs to connect the community with 
the Christ-event and the communion of the triune God.  
   It is this significant connection of human community  and divine 
communion  that transforms the sense of human cooperation into a 
form of parable existence . The evangelical vows  in religious orders 
may be a strong expression of that. But we can also recognize other 
ways by which individuals commit themselves, though they may look 
like weak expressions of a longing for communion, grounded in 
nothing but the experience of an existential rupture or a spiritual need 



ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 51 NO. 1 

 

17

to fill the emptiness of Christ s absence. We may, following the 
modern mystic Michel de Certeau, even understand this absence of 
the risen Lord, that his female disciples experienced at the empty 
tomb, to be the foundational dynamic of all human efforts to be one 
in Christ. Christian community cannot and must not be an 
institutionalization of a dead body, but rather, of the transformed and 
living Christ who gives room to our different and deeply human ways 
of trying to be in communion. We are possibly never closer to Christ 
and to one another, than when we allow ourselves to be exposed to 
the ruptures and contradictions of today s life, in the same way in 
which Christ did. In Christ, we become parables of communion by 
Living-in-Between. 
   Here we are touching on another ecumenical theological problem: 
the term communion , Latin communion , and Greek koinonia , has 
been used in recent ecumenical texts to develop an ecclesiology that 
fosters the unity of the churches. In the recent Faith and Order 
document The Church: Towards a Common Vision the problem I want 
to think about comes clearly into view. The claim of the text is that 
the understanding of ecclesial communion is derived from the 
communion of the triune God. But the way in which the Trinitarian 
koinonia  is presented in that text shows that this is carrying various 
projections and understandings of community that are basically pre-
modern if not anti-modern. If this is the case, then we cannot speak of 
churches or communities as parables of communion, but only as 
reflections of our specific denominational or social concepts of 
community. 

Trinitarian Koinonia a Reflection on Divine 
Communion   
This, in fact, is not easy to avoid. But the chances are better, if we 
make ourselves aware of the particular theological operation that is 
driving this.  
   The fundamental agreement certainly is that we derive our 
understanding of communio  or koinonia  from the revelation of the 
triune God through Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit. Our 
insight then, is a result of the way in which God has revealed the 
divine personality to us in the acts of the original and ongoing 
creation (ex nihilo and continua) and in our hope for the Church s 
transfiguration as a new creation. God s being is communion and this 
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communion extends to creation for no other reason than God s free 
communicative and creative being. 
   The Church as a social reality can only be defined in relation to this 
divine communion . But the way in which we assume or perceive 
what communion  is will be dependent on and shaped by our social 
conception of community . Thus, the divine koinonia is made the 
object of all kinds of projections: both ancient concepts of the 
(patriarchal) household, medieval concepts of stable and closed 
estates, and modern concepts of the nuclear family, or postmodern 
concepts of open and dynamic relationships. We need to remember 
that all these different projections are present in our theological 
reflections on the Trinity. If they are identified with the divine 
communion they tend to become exclusive formations, e.g. 
contrasting community and individuality, separating religious 
communities from the secular world, or opposing homogenous unity 
and colourful plurality. 
   For all its benefits, the danger of a communio-ecclesiology therefore, 
is that it can lead us to identify God s all-inclusive koinonia with our 
exclusive social forms which exclude personal individuality, secularity 
and plurality from communion . The recent ecclesiology document of 
the Faith and Order Commission has clearly unfolded such a counter-
worldly and anti-modern understanding of Church. This is surprising, 
since the warnings of the danger of such a communio-ecclesiology 
have long been recognised in theology. As such, it is not able to reflect 
the real social being of the church theologically. And it is not able to 
reflect the theological essence of the church in social terms. If we do 
not heed this, the intention of the Second Vatican Council, to opt for a 
theology of the Pilgrim People of God as sign and instrument  for all 
people on earth, is undermined or frozen. 
   If we talk of Evangelical Communities as parables of communion  
we need to be aware of this problem. We should avoid projecting 
either a past social reality, or visions of future communality into the 
triune God. We do need to be open for the signs of the times, i.e. the 
fact that we are forced into a form of existence that is limited to the 
present. A Parable Ecclesiology  is totally dependent on the present 
Christ-event, is an existence that keeps opening itself to the world in 
order to be evangelized. Parable existence  follows the kenosis of 
Christ into a Diaspora existence . Diaspora in this sense is not a 
punishment but as in the parable of the fourfold seed Diaspora is 
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the true calling of the Church. Like seeds, we are dispersed into the 
real world which in the parable is not readymade soil for 
evangelization with no guarantee that our institutions or strategies 
will result in growth or bear fruit. 
   This implies that our confessing of the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic Church  is not about institutional oneness, holiness, 
catholicity and apostolicity but about the way in which we are ready 
to be dispersed as Church among humanity and the created world. It 
is in the event of discovering in practice the sighing creature as 
brother or sister, and it is in the event of imagining a renewed and 
healed world, that we become parables of the all-inclusive koinonia 
which we confess as one, holy, catholic and apostolic. And these 
Parables of Communion  include individuality and communality, 
religiosity and secularity, oneness and plurality. 
   It is not only but also the Evangelical Communities that have helped 
us to discover that our understanding of the divine communion 
should not be locked into anti-modern concepts of community. We 
heard it from one of our speakers yesterday: to be one in Christ  today 
does not deny plurality and diversity, individuality and secularity. And 
as pilgrims journeying together we are called into a Diaspora-
existence in the twenty-first century . In this process of evangelization 
we have discovered that the loss of immediate political power, the loss 
of control over the souls and bodies of the individual and the loss of 
the monopoly over explaining the world and the universe has 
liberated the Gospel from those determinants that have been 
associated with ethnicity, sexual identity and social class. This is the 
hope Paul had expressed in Galatians 3: 28 for the Baptized. 
   But today all over the world, we observe political and ecclesial 
movements that try to re-establish new borders along the lines of 
ethnicity, sexual identity and social class. I consider this to be the 
major challenge for unity in Christ and the unity of the world. 
Churches and Evangelical Communities are confronted with a new 
challenge. 

Netdoms Evangelical Communities as Parables of 
Communion in the (post-)modern society 
But there is also another challenge to Evangelical Communities. The 
people who may want to join this In-Between-Life are being shaped by 
the world we live in. At the beginning of the twenty-first century we 
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live in a world society that is extremely fluid  (Zygmund Baumann) 
and can be characterized by the flow of streams  (Manuel Castells) of 
goods, services, money, traffic and human beings. All social 
institutions, organisations and associations are losing stability. The 
rise of so-called social networks  indicates a possible re-arrangement 
of society. But current network theories  would emphasize that the 
naked nets of life  we now discover under former social arrangements 
are just the material out of which new social stabilities will emerge. 
And we cannot be sure whether these will be new versions of 
nationalism or racism etc., or new social aggregations such as 
netdoms  (Harrison White). 
   If we take seriously this understanding of a liquid modernity , it may 
be fruitful for us to work out an ecclesiology that interprets church as 
liquid church as the Netdom of Jesus Christ  that embraces the 
whole creation and has different ecclesial domains (be it parishes or 
evangelical communities), embedded in an open network of 
individuals that see and understand themselves in relation to Christ. 
This is the challenge that the churches in open societies now face. The 
institution is no longer adequate. It has lost the power to define or 
encompass Church in social terms. People decide for themselves 
about their connection with Church and can only be reached by 
domains that attract their attention. For Evangelical Communities this 
offers a new perspective, since they obviously are such attractive 
domains for people as we see to be the case in this monastic 
Benedictine Community of the Holy Cross. 
   The institutional crises of religious orders and churches (in terms of 
membership and long term stability) in this perspective are basically 
signs of an overall transformation. In this situation it does not make 
sense to search for a definite  social form but to be open to the power 
of the Holy Spirit and take the risk of open connections with the social 
nets of life . This incarnational strategy is nothing new for Evangelical 
Communities. But as ecclesial domains in an open network of 
Christians and all humanity they will become Parables of a 
Communion such as we have not yet imagined. Yet, in listening to 
witnesses from such Evangelical Communities later today, we may get 
an understanding of how we are to be dispersed in and exposed to the 
world, while remaining, as a complex Netdom of God, One in Christ . 
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DIVERSITY AND DIALOGUE IN THE SERVICE OF 

COMMUNION: THE EXAMPLE OF ST IRENAEUS OF 

LYONS 

John Behr* 

This article examines the work of St Irenaeus of Lyons, the first great 
theologian of the Church Catholic, in bringing about peace and unity 
amongst the different Christian communities, in the context of an 
increasingly unified Church. As we will see from a brief history of the 
communities in Rome during the second century, and the way in which 
Irenaeus writes to Victor of Rome, Irenaeus understood the catholicity 
of the Church not in terms of a uniform monolithic structure, but rather 
as a celebration of diversity in unity: our difference in practice confirms 
our unity in faith .  

The topic of Diversity and Dialogue in the Service of Communion  is a 
vital one for Christians today. The wonderful ecumenical dialogues 
and efforts of the past century were guided by Christ s prayer, that 
they may be one , which is also an exhortation to us. But those efforts 
now, in many ways, seem a world away: we live in much more diverse 
societies than ever before, and have come, rightly, to embrace 
diversity. We also live, at least in the Western world, in an 
increasingly post-Christian context, one which is perhaps showing to 
us that our unity as Christians might in fact be deeper than the 
divisions between us. But might there perhaps, or in fact, be other 
ways of understanding diversity and unity amongst Christians, 
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bringing both diversity and dialogue together into the service of 
communion. 
   The greater part of Christian history was lived under the idea of a 
Christendom, the Christian world, the various attempts at Christian 
empires after the conversion of Constantine. Even if that reality 
fragmented the split between East and West, and the fragmentation 
of the West after the Reformation the power of the image still lives 
with us. What I would like to do today is to go back to a period before 
the idea of a united Christendom was even a possibility, back to the 
second century, a pre-Christian world, where Christian communities 
across the world, and even in big cities, were still learning how they 
relate to each other. 
   The figure I would like to consider is St Irenaeus of Lyons, the first 
great Father of the Church: in his writings, for the first time, we find a 
complete and confident theological vision sketched out, framed 
within the first explicit and self-conscious articulation of 
orthodoxy appealing to the canon of truth, tradition, and 
succession, in the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ by the apostles 
in accordance with Scripture and embracing all aspects of the 
economy of God, from the beginning of creation to its completion, in 
the living human being, the glory of God  (haer. 4.20.7), whose alpha 
and omega, the beginning appearing at the end, is the one Lord Jesus 
Christ, recapitulating all things in his coming.1 
   So foundational is his work that it might appear surprising that 
many of his writings no longer exist, and those that do, Against the 
Heresies and the Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, do 
not survive in their original language, largely, I suspect, because there 
was nothing original , as it were, about the theology he was 
expounding; on the other hand, large passages of the parts of his work 
recounting the various errors of the Gnostics and others were 
preserved by later heresiologists, even though these opponents were 
now long dead. A century ago Swete lamented that: No early 
Christian writer has deserved better of the whole Church than 
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CTIC (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), from which much of this paper 
is drawn. 
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Irenaeus. 1 But if he passed into the shadows, as an uncontroversial 
and unremarkable theologian in his own age, he has emerged again 
under the spotlight over the last half-century. With the rediscovery of 
many of the writings of his opponents at Nag Hammadi and the 
renewed fascination with Gnosticism , Irenaeus has often come to be 
regarded with distain. He is the lonely Irenaeus  and the ugly 
Irenaeus , as Charles Hill ironically entitles two chapters in his book 
on the great Gospel conspiracy .2 The image of Irenaeus in much 
modern scholarship is of a bishop concerned for his own authority 
and intolerant towards others, using unjustifiable (by modern 
standards) rhetoric in demonizing his opponents with the general 
label of Gnosticism , showing how they all derive from a single figure, 
Simon Magus, in a genealogy that stands opposed to the true 
succession of legitimate bishops traced back to the apostles, all in the 
aid of establishing a monolithic and patriarchal universal Church. This 
ugly  character is, it is often claimed, also lonely ; for his community, 
with its own claims to orthodoxy  and catholicity , is only one 
amongst many and diverse others, each with their own legitimate 
claim to represent Christianity. The Church Catholic  he is imagined 
to represent is not the universal Church embracing all, but rather a 
monolithic and authoritarian entity; yet the reality, as we will see, 
could not be further from the truth (one wonders who the real 
opponent of much modern scholarship in fact is). 
   It is increasingly recognized that Irenaeus  exposition of what 
constitutes theological orthodoxy is polyphony, reflecting God s 
symphony of salvation, harmonizing the human being to this 
symphony; so, for instance, his appeal to a canon of truth  does not 
function to curtail thought, but to make reflection possible, for 
without a canon , a rule , thought is lost in an infinite regression. This 
is furthermore shown, as we shall see, by his activity, set within the 
context of what we know of Christianity in second-century Rome. 
Exploring this, we will be able to appreciate, with greater sensitivity 
and accuracy, Irenaeus as one who brought peace among the 
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churches, as an advocate of toleration and diversity in contrast to 
those who lacked this irenic quality. 
   We know precious little about Irenaeus’ early life. He was born in 
Asia Minor, probably around 130 AD. In his youth he had known 
Polycarp of Smyrna well, and had perhaps accompanied him to Rome 
in 154/5 AD or perhaps had travelled west with his family and renewed 
his acquaintance with Polycarp when the aged bishop visited Rome. 
Irenaeus first steps on to the historical scene in Rome shortly after the 
persecutions in Vienne and Lyons in 177 AD, bearing a letter from the 
confessors of the churches of Vienne and Lyons, and also a personal 
commendation to Eleutherus: 

We pray, father Eleutherus, that you may rejoice in God in all things 
and always. We have requested our brother and comrade Irenaeus to 
carry this letter to you, and we ask you to hold him in esteem, as 
zealous for the covenant of Christ. For if we thought that office could 
confer righteousness upon any one, we should commend him among 
the first as a presbyter of the church, which is his position.1  

Irenaeus mission in Rome was connected with disturbances 
occasioned by the rise of a new prophetic movement in Asia and 
Phrygia, led by Montanus, reverberations of which seem to have to 
spread to Rome, disrupting the Christian communities there. The 
confessors of Vienne and Lyons wrote to Eleutherus, a leader of one of 
the Christian communities in Rome, and another letter to their 
brethren in Asia and Phrygia, so acting, in Eusebius’ words, as 
‘ambassadors for the sake of the peace of the churches’ (h.e. 5.3.4). 

Irenaeus and Eleutherus 
The way in which the confessors of Gaul introduce Irenaeus to 
Eleutherus—‘if we thought that office could confer righteousness 
upon any one, we should commend him among the first as a presbyter 
of the church, which is his position’—points to the troubles in Rome 
being not simply reverberations from the New Prophecy in Asia, but 
more immediately concerning the role of the office of presbyter within 
the church and between the different communities in Rome.  
   Recent scholarship, especially that of Peter Lampe, has shown 
clearly that the origins of Roman Christianity lie in ‘fractionated’, that 
is, diverse  and separate,  communities that slowly  coalesced, through 

                                                             
1 Preserved in Eusebius of Caesarea, h.e. 5.4.2. 
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struggle, separation, and exclusion over the course of the first two 
centuries.1 Christians had made their way to Rome by the middle of 
the first century, as traders, immigrants, and travellers, establishing 
communities in an ad hoc manner. When the apostle Paul wrote his 
letter to the Romans, in the second half of the 50s, Christians had 
already been in Rome for a number of years  (Rom. 15:23). Paul also 
knows of a number of different communities: Prisca and Aquila and 
the church in their house  
16:5), those who belong to the family of Aristobulus  and those who 
belong to the family of Narcissus  (Rom. 16:10, 11), together with two 
further groups some of whose names are mentioned (Rom. 16:14, 15).2

Christianity in Rome was a microcosm of Christianity throughout the 
empire. Made up largely of immigrants, coming from all over the 
Mediterranean, with their own indigenous local Christian traditions, it 
was further enriched by their own personal social and educational 
backgrounds, not to mention their own distinct personalities and 
temperaments. Christianity in Rome, as far as we can discern, was 
diverse to begin with, and this diversity only increased with the influx 
of more Christian teachers and leaders. 
   Nevertheless, countering these decentralizing forces, there was also 
a strong sense of being, together, one Christian community: one spoke 
of the Church in Rome, as well as of the churches there present. So 
Paul only sent one letter, clearly expecting the Christians in Rome to 
pass his greetings on to one another. Likewise, writing at the 
beginning of the second century, Ignatius of Antioch specifies that he 
is writing to all the churches  in Rome, but nevertheless addressed his 
letter to the church , 
clearly unsure whom he was addressing.3 In reverse, Christians in 
Rome could write a letter collectively, the so-called First Epistle of 
Clement, and also could send aid and assistance collectively to 
Christians abroad, something that by the late second century was 
praised by Dionysius of Corinth as their ancestral custom  (h.e. 
4.23.10). Despite being many and presumably diverse communities, 
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Christians in Rome clearly sensed that they were also members 
constituting a single body. 
   However, over the course of the second century, there was as yet no 
clearly organized structure for this single broader community. One 
catches, here and there, glimpses of ways in which the communities 
and their leaders related to one another. For instance, Hermas 
mentions the assembly of presbyters and addresses his work to the 
leaders of the Church  
who take the first seats  
reform their ways.1 There is evidently discord and tension between 
them, especially regarding privileges  

  2 He notes how those who have an exalted 
attitude, wishing to have the first seat , avoid the assembly of 
righteous men  and shun them , preferring to remain in a corner  with 
the double-minded , giving empty speech to the empty-minded.3 It 
seems that each leader or elder was responsible for the oversight 
( ) and well being of their own community.4 Yet, while 
meeting together in assembly, they also assigned specific tasks
secretarial to Clement and charitable to Grapte5 for their communal 
work, giving concrete expression to their communal life. Hermas 
approaches this fractious situation of Christianity in Rome with the 
zeal of a reformer, not, however, separating to form a separate church, 
but calling all to repentance.6 

                                                           
1 Hermas, Vis. 2.2.6, 2.4.2-3, 3.9.7. Cf. Matt. 23:6; Mark 12:29; Luke 11:43, 20:46. 
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5 Hermas Vis. 2.4.2-3. 
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Orthodoxy and Heresy in Second Century Rome , Harvard Theological Review
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   Another example of this common assembly is shown in the case of 
Marcion, who had come to Rome as a rich ship-owner and donated a 
considerable fortune to the coffers of the Church there. He soon 
gathered a number of followers around him, as he began working on 
his book the Antithesis, pointing out the contradictions between the 
Old and the New Testament, each proclaiming different gods. What 
Tertullian describes as Marcion introducing a new god  in July 144 AD, 
seems, according to Epiphanius, to have been Marcion s action of 
requesting to meet with the presbyters and teachers  of the city to 
discuss with them the meaning of Christ s injunction not to put new 
wine in old wineskins.1 What happened next is unclear. Tertullian uses 
vocabulary that suggests that the presbyters themselves took the final 
step, ejecting Marcion from the Christian community in Rome.2 This 
is the scene as Harnack dramatically portrays it, with Marcion 
standing, as Luther, before an organized Roman Church gathered in 
council and standing in judgement over him, while he stands for the 
truth of the Gospel.3 But that is Harnack! As Lampe points out, what 
else could the presbyters do, once put on the spot in such a manner 
and being asked to reject their Scriptures and turn to a new god? 
What would have happened , Lampe askes, if Marcion had been 
satisfied in his house community with only teaching his own 
followers? If he had not had the missionary impulse of a reformer of 
Christianity who sought to force decisions on other congregations by 
means of a synod? 4 To this point, and for several more decades, the 
Christian communities in Rome, though clearly having a unified sense 
of their own faith sufficient not to accept Marcion s teaching, had not 
yet coalesced into a body organized enough to take upon itself the 
action of collectively excluding a figure such as Marcion. It was 
Marcion himself, as a zealous and intolerant reformer, that went his 
own way, establishing his own churches. 

                                                           
1 Tertullian, Marc. 1.19; Epiphanius, Pan. 42.2.1; the saying as given by 
Epiphanius is closer to Matt. 9:16-17 than Luke 5:36-37. 
2 Tertullian, Praescr. 30:   
3 Adolf von Harnack, Marcion: Das Evangelium von fremden Gott; Neue 
Studien zu Marcion, 2nd edn. (1924; repr. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftlich 
Buchgesellschaft, 1996), 27; abridged translation, Marcion: The Gospel of the 
Alien God, trans. John E. Steely and Lyle D. Bierma (Durham, NC: Labyrinth 
Press, 1990), 18: Who does not here think of Luther?!   
4 Lampe, Paul to Valentinus, 393. 
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   It seems likely that a similar dynamic is at work in the case of 
Valentinus. The adoption of a language which differentiates between 
true believers, the pneumatics  who do not simply have a higher or 
deeper understanding of the common faith but a knowledge which 
recontextualizes that faith in terms of an overarching theology or 
mythology, and the simple psychics , whose faith is not totally false 
but inadequate, is already evidence of their own perceived difference 
from the majority. In the case of the followers of Valentinus, it seems 
that this differentiation was also geographic: the only archaeological 
traces of likely Valentinian provenance come from a villa near the Via 
Latina, a suitable wealthy suburban location for those seeking retreat 
in a house holy and silent .1 They had thus already differentiated 
themselves from the other Christians communities, even if those 
communities were slow to recognize the fact. The break was not as 
dramatic as with Marcion, but it was already implicitly there. 
   It is important to note that in this period, so far as we are able to 
determine, such divisions occurred on the initiative of those who 
separated. It is, therefore, simply mistaken to characterize these 
developments in terms of an original plurality and toleration gradually 
being replaced with an increasingly intolerant Orthodoxy . If 
intolerance is shown anywhere, it is on the part of the various leaders 
mentioned by Hermas who, in their desire for the first seat  shun the 
common assembly preferring to remain with the double-minded , or 
more dramatically with Marcion, breaking violently with the common 
assembly to form his own churches, or again Valentinus and his 
followers, thinking higher of themselves and gradually moving to the 
outskirts of Roman Christianity. 
   One can also catch hints of other means by which the communities 
worked together, enhancing their sense of communal identity: sharing 
the eucharistic gifts between the communities (about which we will 
see later), appointing certain people with the task of corresponding 
with Christians elsewhere in the empire or with the oversight of 
domestic and international charitable activity. We have no indication 
of how often the assembly of presbyters met, or of how representative 
they were, though the case of Marcion, presenting to the presbyters 
and leaders his distinctive teaching, presumes that it was largely 
representative. Nor do we have any clear sense of how representative 

                                                           
1 GosTruth 25.25. Cf Lampe, Paul to Valentinus, 298-318; Behr, Irenaeus, 27-34.  
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the other cooperative works were. Nevertheless, it is clear that not 
only was there a conviction that the Christian Church is a single body 
as an ideal, but concrete efforts were made to manifest this ideal in 
the functioning of the particular communities. In this way, as 
Thomassen notes, though initially resembling other models of 
decentralized religious groups, such as the semi-autonomous Jewish 
synagogues, the cells of mystery religions, the schools of the 
philosophers, or the private clubs of the collegium type, the Christian 
Church was an innovation in the religious sociology of antiquity .1 The 
word church  designated at once both the local community and the 
broader body; to adapt the image Paul uses for individuals as the 
members of church in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor. 12:27), the Christian 
community, individually and collectively, is the one body of Christ. 
   It is, then, into this context of the Christian communities in Rome 
working out how to relate to each other collectively, that Irenaeus 
steps, as we have seen, on a mission of peace, bearing a letter from the 
confessors of Vienne and Lyons commending Irenaeus to Eleutherus 
of Rome (174/5-89). Given the nature of the other letter composed by 
the confessors, addressed to their brethren in Asia and Phrygia, with 
its allusions to the Montanist movement, and what we will see later of 
the actions of Eleutherus  successor Victor (189-98), it seems that 
Eleutherus was thinking of dissociating himself and his community 
from the communities in Rome made up of immigrants from Asia and 
Phrygia, most likely using their enthusiasm for the New Prophecy as 
the occasion. This unprecedented proposed action of Eleutherus 
demonstrates a new confidence of one of the leaders of the 
communities in Rome, an indication in the development of 
monepiscopacy that we will see increase under Victor. This is, 
furthermore, bound up with the list of episcopal succession in Rome 
preserved by Irenaeus, beginning, not with Peter, but with Linus, and 
culminating with Eleutherus  position as twelfth, thus emphasizing 
the fullness of his apostolic authority. We have no indication that 
prior to Eleutherus, any Christian leader in Rome thought of himself 
as being the leader of the whole Church there, made up of numerous 
diverse communities.2 As nothing more is heard of this incipient clash, 

                                                           
1 Thomassen, Orthodoxy and Heresy , 248-9. 
2 On the episcopal list, preserved in Irenaeus haer. 3.3.3, see Behr, Irenaeus, 
47-50. 
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we should conclude that Irenaeus was indeed able to effect peace 
between the communities in Rome.1  

Irenaeus  First Letter to Victor  
We next hear of Irenaeus corresponding with a Roman presbyter 
called Florinus. According to Eusebius, Irenaeus  letter was known as 
On the Sole Sovereignty or That God is not the Author of Evil, a 
substantial extract of which is preserved by Eusebius (h.e. 5.20.1). The 
title of the letter suggests that it was concerned with the ditheistic 
teaching of Marcion, although that is not dealt with in the extract 
preserved by Eusebius. According to Eusebius, Florinus was then 
drawn to the teachings of Valentinus, and Irenaeus responded with a 
work called: On the Ogdoad. We have an extract, preserved in Syriac, 
of a letter from Irenaeus to Victor concerning Florinus who, in the 
introduction to the extract, is described as a presbyter, who was a 
partisan of the error of Valentinus . The text reads as follows: 

Now, however, inasmuch as the books of these men may possibly have 
escaped your observation, but have come under our notice, I call your 
attention to them, that for the sake of your reputation you may expel 
these writings from among you, as bringing disgrace upon you, since 
their author boasts himself as being one of your company. For they 
constitute a stumbling-block to many, who simply and unreservedly 
receive, as coming from a presbyter, the blasphemy which they utter 
against God. Just [consider] the writer of these things, how by means 
of them he does not injure assistants [in divine service] only, who 
happen to be prepared in mind for blasphemies against God, but also 
damages those among us, since by his books he imbues their minds 
with false doctrines concerning God.2 

Although the inscription to the letter, and the extract itself, have no 
external point of corroboration, they do coincide well with what 
Eusebius says about Florinus and Irenaeus  work On the Ogdoad. If we 
accept the trustworthiness of this witness, it would seem that, having 
formerly exhorted Florinus to return to their shared inheritance, 

                                                           
1 Cf. C. Trevett, Montanism: Gender, Authority, and the New Prophecy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 56-9; Lampe, Paul to 
Valentinus, 394-5. 
2 Syriac fragment no. 28 in the edition of Harvey (vol. 2, p. 457); in ANF 1 (p. 
576) it is numbered as fragment no. 51. 
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Irenaeus wrote not to Florinus himself this time, but to Victor, urging 
him to action.  
   As far as we can tell from the extract, however, Irenaeus does not 
request Victor to dismiss  or excommunicate  Florinus. Even 
Eusebius, when describing earlier on what happened to Florinus, 
simply says that he had fallen away from the presbytery of the 
Church  
who suffered a similar fall  (h.e. 5.15). Rather than thinking of Florinus 
as being a presbyter  of the bishop  Victor, all indications are that 
they both belonged together to the presbytery of the Church  in 
Rome. But that, as we have seen, during the second half of that 
century, the disciples of Valentinus were progressively distancing 
themselves from the broader community. It is in this context that we 
should read the assertion in the above extract, that Florinus was 
boasting of being one of the company  of Victor, no doubt to urge the 
acceptance by others of the books that he had authored or was 
circulating. Victor s standing amongst the Christians in Rome is 
thereby also indirectly established. Quite what Florinus was teaching 
is unclear.1 In response to this, Irenaeus urges Victor to clarify the 
situation, not by commanding the destruction of these books, as he is 
sometimes presented, but rather by taking a stand against these 
books.2 It is noteworthy, however, that, despite his standing and 
authority in Rome, Victor seems to have been unaware of what was 
being circulated with association to his name. 

                                                           
1 The universal history of the tenth-century Agapius (Mahboud) of Menbidj 
gives an account of Florinus  literary and teaching activity, which some have 
thought to be Valentinian, but is not really so; this report, however, is of 
dubious reliability. Cf. Agapius, Kitab al- Unvan, PO 7.4, pp. 516-7; Einar 
Thomassen, Spiritual Seed: The Church of the Valentinians (Leiden: Brill, 
2008), 500-1, ftn. 37.  
2 Contrary to Elaine Pagels  claim (Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas 
[New York: Random House, 2003], 147-8) that when Irenaeus confronted the 
challenge of the many spiritual teachers, he acted decisively by demanding 

that his opponents were al  Irenaeus nowhere demands that 
anyone destroy certain books. As Raymond Starr ( The Circulation of Literary 
Text in the Roman World , Classical Quarterly 37.1 [1987], 213-23, at 219) points 
out, even emperors in this time would have had difficulty carrying out such an 
action.  
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   Florinus was not the only Roman presbyter to receive a written 
rebuke from Irenaeus about this time, for he also addressed a work, 
On Schism, to Blastus (h.e. 5.15, 20.1), who had broken from the 
church, perhaps on the basis of paschal practice.1 It was regarding the 
celebration of Pascha, and the conflicts that had arisen regarding the 
Quartodeciman practice of Asian Christians, that is, their celebration 
of Christ s Pascha on the fourteenth of Nisan, that Irenaeus wrote one 
more time to Victor, and that is the last we hear of Irenaeus.  

Irenaeus  Second Letter to Victor 
According to Eusebius, no small controversy  arose because the 

 as though by a 
more ancient tradition , to observe the feast of the Savior s Passover 
on the fourteenth day of the moon, and so to finish the fast on that 
day, whatever day of the week it might be  (h.e. 5.23.1). Yet such was 
not the custom, Eusebius claims, in the churches throughout the rest 
of the world, for from apostolic tradition they kept the custom which 
still exists that it is not right to finish the fast on any day save that of 
the resurrection of our Saviour  (ibid.). Eusebius then asserts that 

  
 were held about this, and all unanimously 

formulated in their letters the doctrine of the church for those in 
every country that the mystery of the Lord s resurrection from the 
dead could be celebrated on no day save Sunday, and that on that day 
alone we should celebrate the end of the paschal fast  (h.e. 5.23.2). He 
asserts that still extant are the letters of those who meet in Palestine, 
in Rome, in Pontus, in Gaul, in Osrhoene, and in Corinth, and of very 
many more who expressed one and the same opinion and judgement 
and gave the same vote  (h.e. 5.23.4).  
   Eusebius then mentions a letter from Polycrates on behalf of the 
bishops in Asia, addressed to Victor and the Church of Rome, in 
which he asserts the apostolic precedent for their practice, with Philip 
and John, and the other great luminaries who have shone in Asia: 
Polycarp of Smyrna, Thraseas of Eumenaea, Sagaris of Laodicaea, 
Papirius, and Melito of Sardis (h.e. 5.24.2-5). All these kept the 
fourteenth day of the Passover according to the Gospel, never 

                                                           
1 Cf. Ps-Tertullian, Adv. omnes. haer. 8.  
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 (h.e. 5.24.6). After mentioning his own background, as 
the eighth bishop of his family, having lived for sixty-five years in the 
Lord, and having studied all holy Scripture, he asserts that he is not 
afraid of threats  and that I could mention the bishops who are 
present whom you 

 ], and I did so  (h.e. 5.24.7-8). 
   Upon receiving this letter, Victor, who presided at Rome,  took 
immediate and drastic action: in Eusebius s words, Victor: 

immediately tried to cut off from the common unity [  
 

heterodoxy, and he indited letters announcing that all the brethren 
there were absolutely excommunicated [ h.e. 5.24.9) 

This action, not surprisingly, caused an uproar! Bishops issued 
counter requests to Victor, urging him to consider the cause of peace, 

h.e. 5.24.9). 
Among these was Irenaeus, who exhorted Victor at length not to cut 

 ]  for 
following a tradition of ancient custom (h.e. 5.24.11). Eusebius then 
transcribes two extracts from the letter of Irenaeus. The first is as 
follows: 

For the controversy is not only about the day, but also about the actual 
character of the fast; for some think that they ought to fast one day, 
others two, others even more, some count their day as forty hours, day 
and night. [13] And such variation of observance did not begin in our 
own time, but much earlier, in the days of our predecessors who, it 
would appear, disregarding strictness maintained a practice which is 
simple and yet allows for personal preference, establishing it for the 
future, and none the less all these lived in peace, and we also live in 

confirms our agreement [ h.e. 5.24.12-13) 

The second extract follows immediately, recalling earlier history, and 
seems perhaps to have preceded the first extract. 

Among these too were the presbyters before Soter, who presided over 
the church of which you are now the leader, I mean Anicetus and Pius 
and Telesphorus and Sixtus. They did not observe it themselves, nor 
did they enjoin it on those who followed them, and though they did 
not keep it they were nonetheless at peace with those from the 
communities in which it was observed when they came to them, 
although to observe it was more objectionable to those who did not do 
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so. [15] And no one was ever rejected [
but the presbyters before you who did not observe it sent the eucharist 
to those from other communities who did [    

   
 blessed Polycarp was staying in Rome 

in the time of Anicetus, though they disagreed a little about some 
other things as well, they immediately made peace, having no wish for 
strife between them on this matter. For neither was Anicetus able to 
persuade Polycarp not to observe it, inasmuch as he had always done 
so in company with John the disciple of our Lord and the other 
apostles with whom he had associated; nor did Polycarp persuade 
Anicetus to observe it, for he said that he ought to keep the custom of 
those who were presbyters before him. [17] And under these 
circumstances they communed with each other [
and in the church Anicetus yielded the celebration of the Eucharist to 
Polycarp, obviously out of respect, and they parted from each other in 
peace, for the peace of the whole church was kept both by those who 

   h.e. 5.24.14-17) 

Eusebius then simply concludes his account of this controversy by 
saying that Irenaeus, who deserved his name, making an eirenicon in 
this way, gave exhortations of this kind for the peace of the church 
and served as its ambassador, for in the letters he discussed the 
various views on the issue which had been raised, not only with Victor 
but with many other leaders of the church  (h.e. 5.14.18). 
Unfortunately we do not have any other mention of these other 
letters, to indicate whether they were directed solely to leaders of 
communities in Rome or further afield, to Asia and perhaps elsewhere. 
   Eusebius has presented us with a heavily redacted account of the 
controversy, which needs to be analyzed very carefully.1 The first point 
to note is that although Eusebius says many letters are extant, 
including one from Irenaeus, expressing a unanimous consensus that 
the paschal fast should not conclude on any day save that of Sunday, 
the day of the resurrection, the only two letters he cites, Polycrates 
and Irenaeus (no less!), testify to the opposite practice, that the 
apostolic tradition they knew was to conclude the fast the fourteenth 
day of the moon, whatever day of the week it might be. Eusebius s 
                                                           
1 Eusebius 
Attridge and Gohei Hata eds., Eusebius, Christianity and Judaism (Leiden: 
Brill, 1992), 311-25. 
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interpretation of the two letters he has in hand is clearly shaped by 
the step taken by the Council of Nicaea in 325 to separate the date of 
Pascha from the Jewish calendar and to insist that it be celebrated 
universally on the same day, eventually coming to settle on the 
Sunday following the first full moon after the vernal equinox.1  
   Likewise, although Polycrates does himself refer to a request from 
Victor to summon bishops together to give their consideration, 
Eusebius clearly sees the controversy in a fourth-century perspective, 
with many bishops meeting in diverse places to come to a conclusion.  
   Finally, although Eusebius reports that Victor tried to cut off from 
the common unity all the communities of Asia , it is almost certain 
that this refers to communities of Asian Christians in Rome, with their 
striking paschal celebrations, rather than, again in a fourth-century 
perspective, the action of a Pope of Rome against Christians in Asia 
Minor. This is made all but certain by the reference in Irenaeus  letter 
to the practice of exchanging eucharistic gifts: it is surely impossible 
to imagine that eucharistic gifts were sent from Rome to Asia Minor! 
If the eucharistic gifts were exchanged, and so common unity was 
maintained, this must have taken place within Rome. And so, in turn, 
if there was a rupture in communion, with Victor wanting to take 
action against other communities for their liturgical practices, this 
was also an intra-Roman event. 
   It is also probable that the difference of practice at stake here might 
be greater than is immediately apparent.2 What is being observed  (or 
not) has been a matter of great scholarly controversy, for the verb has 
no object. As Eusebius records two letters from the supporters of the 
Quartodeciman practice, but does not provide any comparable 
evidence for an alternative practice, it is possible that Victor s 
community had no annual celebration of Pascha, but only the weekly 
commemoration of the Lord s resurrection on Sundays; the 

                                                           
1 For the evidence we have of what was discussed at Nicaea, see Peter 
L Huillier, The Church of the Ancient Councils: The Disciplinary Work of the 
First Four Ecumenical Councils (Crestwood: SVS Press, 1996), 19-26, and, more 
generally, Alden A. Mosshammer, The Easter Computus and the Origins of the 
Christian Era, OECS (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
2 Cf. A. Stewart-Sykes, The Lamb s High Feast: Melito, Peri Pascha and the 
Quartodeciman Paschal Liturgy at Sardis (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 205, ftn. 288. 
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(subsequent?) celebration of Pascha on the following Sunday would 
seem to be a compromise position. 
   In this controversy, Irenaeus, again in the name of the Christians of 
Gaul, intervened, reminding Victor that his own predecessors had 
accepted a diversity of practices, for our disagreement in the fast 
confirms our agreement in the faith . In particular it is once again the 
example of Polycarp that Irenaeus calls for precedent. And, as a result 
of this embassy of peace by Irenaeus, the peace of the whole Church 
was kept both by those observed and those who did not . 
   St Irenaeus of Lyons thus presents us with a striking, and perhaps 
timely, reminder not only of the nature and coherence of theology in 
his writings, but, through his activity, of the way in which peace 
amongst the churches is maintained.  The two are, of course, bound 
up with each other: our differences of practice confirm our unity of 
faith differences which, quite likely for Irenaeus, embrace more than 
we are accustomed to accept today. But they can only do so when the 
focus is on the faith in the one Lord Jesus Christ, whose one body we 
are rather than on the practices in and of themselves. It is possible 
that Irenaeus could only maintain this at that unique juncture of 
Church history, as diverse and distinct communities were developing 
from independence through federalization to a unified structure. But 
then again it is also possible that our situation today, unlike the 
intervening centuries, might call us forward to a similar ecclesiology 
as it also calls us to greater focus on the apostolic faith. 
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THE VIVID DANGERS OF SCRIPTURE:  
AN UNLIKELY PARABLE OF COMMUNION FOR THE 

CHURCH IN OUR TIME 

Katherine P. Meyer* 

The canon of scripture is recognised as being functionally authoritative 
for all the Christian churches, and yet its texts continue to be 
experienced as staggering , even scandalous . The canon, therefore, 
cannot simply be normative with regard to its historical content. It 
must also be understood to be normative with regard to its restless 
inner dynamic, that is, the demand for ongoing engagement and 
interpretation which its texts so often embody and which is extended in 
surprising ways to those who read and hear them. The ongoing embrace 
of such an invitation might well be the ecumenical adventure of our 
time. 

1 
I begin with a quotation from the North American writer, Annie 
Dillard, who in addition to her essays, also wrote an autobiography 
entitled, An American Childhood. In this brief excerpt, she vividly 
recalls her Presbyterian Sunday School in Pittsburgh. 

The Bible s was an unlikely, movie-set world alongside our world.  
Light-shot and translucent in the pallid Sunday-school watercolors on 
the walls, stormy and opaque in the dense and staggering texts they 
read us placidly, sweet-mouthed and earnest, week after week, this 
world interleaved our waking world like a dream. 

                                                           
* Originally from the United States, Katherine P. Meyer has lived and worked 
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member of the Explorers, a local scripture reading group for the adventurous 
from all traditions. 
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The adult members of society adverted to the Bible unreasonably 
often.  What arcana!  Why did they spread this scandalous document 
before our eyes?  If they had read it, I thought, they would have hid it.  
They didn t recognize the vivid danger that we would, through 
repeated exposure, catch a case of its wild opposition to their world.1 

Annie Dillard s adult memory of scriptural half verses and resonances 
as stormy , opaque  and wild  no doubt catches more of the truth of 
Scripture than many sermons. But much more importantly, perhaps, 
she evokes her childhood sense that a place in which the Bible was 
actually being read would be a shimmering and restless place, a place 
of unexpected and perhaps even fearful transformations. The 
dominant self-understanding of her Presbyterian Sunday school 
appears not to have been up to the task of recognising, let alone 
confronting, such vivid dangers. But we are left with a disturbing 
question: What about our own? 
   One of the many ironies of the ecumenical movement which forms 
part of our shared heritage today can surely be located in the ease 
with which all concerned have embraced the Christian Bible as a given 
in our life together and a warrant for our journey.    
   And rightly so, for the Bible is undeniably both of those things. The 
irony, however, is revealed in the oddly complacent way in which, like 
the placid and earnest adults lodged in Annie Dillard s memory, we 
have sometimes failed to grasp the vivid yet life-transforming dangers 
of repeated exposure  to these staggering texts . 
   What I would like to explore with you, then, is the possibility that 
the canon of scripture, as a collection of writings functionally 
authoritative for the churches, is normative in at least two ways, one 
obvious, and the other less so. On the one hand, and most clearly and 
non-controversially, the canon has a normative function with regard 
to the historically irreplaceable character of the texts themselves. This 
is true whatever one might go on to say about their content and 
interpretation. That is a historical reality, as much as it is a theological 
one. 
   On the other hand, however, the canon also needs to be seen as 
authoritative in the way these texts invite and establish a practice of 
reading for the community of faith. And this is done, we might say, 
not by telling us how to read, but by showing us.   

                                                           
1 Annie Dillard, An American Childhood (London:  Picador, 1989), p. 134. 
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   Or we could put it this way. Perhaps it is not only the texts 
themselves which have been canonised. Canonised, too, perhaps, and 
thus authoritative in their way, are the internal rhetorical processes of 
interpretation these dense and staggering texts display. For it is 
precisely these internal interpretive openings and risks and intrusions 
which go a long way to making these texts into the scandalous 
document  which Annie Dillard still remembers being spread before 
her eyes.   
   That is not all, however. For if this is how we are to understand what 
it means for us to hold in common a functionally authoritative canon 
of scripture in the churches, then surely a freshly imagined 
relationship of the churches to this scandalous document which is 
their canon has the potential to lend new liveliness and depth to our 
continuing ecumenical journey. And the creative embrace of 
something we might call a hermeneutics of vivid dangers might well 
help us to discover and enact new parables of communion for the next 
fifty years, expressions of unity which are dependent neither on any 
kind of hegemonic construct nor on a willingness simply to settle for 
the pallid Sunday School watercolours , the things deemed possible or 
acceptable in present circumstances.  
   For we live, at least in the churches in Ireland, in deeply anxious 
times. Speaking out of my own tradition, that anxiety often leads with 
a sad predictability to demands for a greater public coherence:  a need 
to know that others know that we know what we think, and who we 
are. The more tired expressions of this demand, I suppose, take the 
form of an increasing rigidity of doctrine, and an ongoing insistence 
on a tightly enforced and meticulous conformity. 
   However, I suspect that the same anxiety is also being made 
manifest in certain newer forms of Christian community. These newer 
communities are typically very strong on hospitality, but that 
openness is often allied with a language of family intimacy which, at 
best, fails to recognise its dangers. And in both cases, an apparent 
unity of belief or purpose may mask an underlying insecurity, and an 
identity which is weakened by its lack of any built-in self-critical 
impulse. You could say, therefore, that no one needs the vivid dangers 
of scripture more than we do. 
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2 
So, to the canon itself. As you know, the formation of the canon, 
though not completed until the fourth century, was a decisive event in 
the history of early Christianity. As a historical development, the 
canon bears witness to the increasingly consensual nature of Christian 
faith, but it also represents a conscious affirmation of multiplicity.1   
   In addition, it is important to point out that the Christian canon 
contains, by deliberate decision, the synagogue Bible, which 
constituted the earliest sacred scriptures of the Christian church. This 
conscious embrace of the writings later known to Christians as the 
Old Testament was significant on two counts. It affirmed that these 
texts are necessary and irreplaceable for Christian self-understanding 
and identity. And it also publicly identified the Christian church with 
a text whose meanings were under negotiation.   
   This embrace of interpretive risk and diversity was then mirrored in 
the formation of the New Testament, not only in what was included, 
but also in the nature of the writings themselves. In his 
characteristically provocative style, Leander Keck suggests that what 
the church canonized as the New Testament was a series of twenty-
seven minority reports .2 That is to say, the writings of the New 
Testament represent, in a sense, a series of fundamental critiques of 
the ways in which churches were already preaching and embodying 
the gospel, critiques which themselves claimed to be rooted in the 
tradition. 
   So we might put it this way. The first Christian centuries were 
characterized, perhaps above all else, by a thoroughgoing diversity 
which must have been as stimulating as it was at times unsettling.3 So 
much so, in fact, that the polyphonic nature of early Christianity was 
at least to some extent recognized and embraced in the process of 
canon formation.   

                                                           
1 Gerd Theissen, A Theory of Primitive Christian Religion, trans. John Bowden
(London:  SCM Press, 1999), p. 250. 
2 Leander E. Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit: The Renewal of Biblical Preaching 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1978), p. 90. 
3

Unity and Diversity in New 
 Novum Testamentum 6 (1963). 
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   At the same time, it is undeniable that the very process of canon 
formation was itself, at least in part, a response to the more 
uncontrollable side of this same diversity. At least one of the things 
canon formation was about was recognizing the authority of certain 
writings, to the end that they might be used to arbitrate between 
competing claims.   
   And yet once a text is established as orthodox in some sense, the 
problems of interpretation replace those of orthodoxy. And that leaves 
us with an important paradox at the heart of the canon.   
   On the one hand, there is its exclusive, determining aspect, 
orthodox in the eyes of those for whom it is authoritative, fixed, and 
wedded to clear boundaries. In this aspect, of course, the canon has 
often been allied with social and political power.   
   And yet on the other hand, the very certainty and clarity of this 
understanding of the canon inevitably give rise to  something else, to 
an equally strong subversive dynamic, rooted in the possibility of 
variant interpretations and nurtured precisely by the fixity of the text. 
   For once the historical formation of the canon has more or less come 
to an end, an interesting transformation begins to take place. The 
contexts in which its various writings were completed become more 
and more distant, at least in chronological time. At one level, and 
increasingly, the text may no longer appear to speak directly to 
current issues or questions. At another level, however, it must so 
speak, because it has become authoritative. And so it is that the very 
process of canon formation endows the canonical writings with 
growing depth and richness, and begins to transform them into a 
bottomless well of interpretive possibilities through which guidance 
and insight may be sought by later generations. 
   The Jewish scholar Moshe Halbertal underlines this point succinctly 
when he says: The more canonized the text, the broader [the] 
interpretative possibilities it offers. 1   
   This, then, is the core of the paradox. In a certain sense, the 
historical process through which the canon takes shape, and the way 
in which the fixed canon operates within the community, both tend 
toward exclusion, fixity, closure and control. And yet in another sense, 
such a canonical impulse is bound to fail, for it embodies within itself 

                                                           
1 Moshe Halbertal, People of the Book:  Canon, Meaning, and Authority 
(Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 44. 
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those very forces which will necessarily lead to a fresh, even shocking, 
interpretive boldness. The very bounded plurality of canonized voices, 
and the inevitable passage of time into new seasons of hermeneutical 
desire and longing, will finally issue not in stability but in a kind of 
interpretive abundance, a canon which is in a deep imaginative sense 
not closed but furiously, dizzyingly open. A canon whose vivid 
dangers in anxious times are wonderfully real, and present. 

3 
Now before we turn to the canon itself and to an exploration of a 
particular text, I want to take a brief detour into a somewhat different 
landscape, and take a quick look at the canon and its vivid dangers 
from another angle. 
   The psychoanalyst and theologian Ann Belford Ulanov has argued in 
her work for the importance of destructiveness in the spiritual life. 
Indeed, she would claim that only by including destructiveness in the 
spiritual life can that spiritual life survive.1 
   She acknowledges that all human images of God are constructed, 
and that they are best understood as projections, funded both by 
experience and by tradition. As such, they are a human reflection of 
God s primary creativity, and are able to play a helpful role in a 
healthy spiritual life. Until, that is, the day comes when their 
incompleteness, and thus their inadequacy, is revealed. This 
destruction of one s treasured images can be a gradual process, a kind 
of maturing, or it can come suddenly and painfully in the aftermath of 
personal or societal upheaval, when, as Ulanov puts it, the worst does 
happen . And then we are left to face the darkness with no functional 
or adequate images to guide us, our only landmark the gap between 
what we imagined to be true and what now is. Ulanov points here to 
the person of Job, whose image of the God of ethical monotheism is 
destroyed by events. And yet Job has the courage not only to 
acknowledge but also to enter the gap between his own best 
understanding of God, and the living God who comes to him. 

                                                           
1 I am referring specifically here to the 1995 Cheney Lecture at Yale Divinity 
School given by Ann Belford Ulanov, then Professor of Psychiatry and Religion 
at Union Theological Seminary in New York. The lecture was entitled 
Destructiveness and the Spiritual Life , and it was made available afterwards 
on cassette tape from the Student Book Supply, YDS, New Haven, CT. 
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   The God who meets Job in the gap, Ulanov argues, the God who 
comes to us from the other side of the destruction of our projections, 
is the God who makes all things new.1 This is the God beyond 
projection who is destroyed neither by the harshness of life nor by  the 
violence of human image-shattering, and who returns to shape the 
energy of our destructiveness into a fresh apprehension of what is 
external to us, what is Other. It is precisely out of the energy of that 
new imagination that a renewed spiritual life is made possible, one 
rooted in expectant gratitude and ethical responsiveness. 
   A healthy spiritual life, therefore, carries a paradox at its heart. The 
more firmly grounded are our images of God, or of the way things are 
in the world, the more they are shattered in the presence of the living 
God. And out of the fragments of what has been destroyed, a deeper 
truth takes shape, one which is new, and yet one which would not 
have been possible without the shattering of what was once so 
profoundly valued and embraced.   
   This is perhaps the internal energy which Annie Dillard s childhood 
self intuited as staggering  and wild , and which is canonised in order 
that it may present to us its vivid dangers. Perhaps in this canonical 
sense it is also true that destruction lies at the heart of a healthy 
spiritual life. 

4 
So I invite you now to turn your attention with me to a particular 
narrative about the loss and rediscovery of scripture. This narrative, 
which takes place during the reign of the Judean king, Josiah, is found 
in II Kings 22:1-23:3.2  
   Josiah reigned in Judah in the late seventh century BCE. An early 
account of his kingship may have been written during or immediately 
after his reign, but it would certainly have been revised at a later stage, 
possibly during the exile. In any event, however, this narrative now 
reflects the wider theological preoccupations of this later time, 
including in particular a concern for the worship of the Lord alone in 
the place that the Lord your God will choose .3  
   And sure enough, the events of this story are set in motion by 
Josiah s fidelity to the ongoing project of the maintenance of the 
                                                           
1 Revelation 21:5. 
2 See also II Chronicles 34:1-33. 
3 Deuteronomy 12:5 
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Jerusalem temple.1 This involved among other things ensuring that the 
skilled workers who carried out the repairs were properly paid from 
temple funds.  
   The king s secretary and the high priest were given joint financial 
oversight of these important transactions, and this particular narrative 
begins when Shaphan, the king s secretary, is sent to Hilkiah, the high 
priest, to arrange for the latest round of payments. 
   However, as soon as Shaphan reaches Hilkiah, the high priest 
informs him that I have found the book of the law in the house of the 
Lord. 2 He gives the book to Shaphan, who reads it. Without 
comment, Shaphan returns to the king, and reports that the financial 
transactions have been completed and are in order. The implication is 
that the secretary, temporarily rendered speechless by the significance 
and import of the finding, responds as a well-trained civil servant and 
automatically completes the task at hand to the expected standard 
before returning promptly to the king and informing him of this 
significant development. 
   When Shaphan reaches the king, however, he defers to the king s 
judgment by simply announcing to him: The priest Hilkiah has given 
me a book. 3 Shaphan then proceeds to read the book aloud to the 
king, thus underlining the spoken, prophetic character of the event, 
and in keeping with the terrible significance of the finding, the king s 
response could hardly be more dramatic. He tears his clothes with 
distress, and immediately sends Shaphan and Hilkiah together, along 
with several others, to inquire of the Lord for me, for the people, and 
for all Judah, concerning the words of this book that has been found , 
for the king has already heard in the reading of the book a litany of 
disobedience stretching back for generations, and now bearing down 
with judgment upon his own.4 
   Here the narrative takes another shocking turn, as five powerful 
men of the court and temple go and seek the interpretive wisdom of 
Huldah, a woman and a prophet, as a result of the king s request. 
Apart from this story, Huldah is not mentioned anywhere else in the 
                                                           
1 See II Kings 12:1-16. 
2 II Kings 22:8.  In 23:2, the scroll is referred .  It 
is widely assumed to have consisted of an early version of part or all of the 
present book of Deuteronomy. 
3 II Kings 22:10. 
4 II Kings 22:11-13. 
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Old or New Testaments, but in this carefully constructed narrative her 
stature as a prophet is reinforced immediately as she begins to speak. 
Not only does she make use of the prophetic formula, ‘Thus says the 
Lord, the God of Israel,’ she then refers to the king of Judah simply as 
‘the man who sent you to me’.1 She reinforces an ominous sense of the 
disastrous consequences which are now set to ensue from Judah’s 
failure to worship the Lord alone. And in referring to the king simply 
as ‘the man who sent you to me’ she also recognises his embedded 
complicity in the inherited disobedience of the community.  
Eventually, however, she acknowledges the moral leadership he has 
exercised even in his distress as she names him a second time, and 
this time accords him his title, king of Judah.2 
   This mark of respect, though, is bittersweet. Huldah proceeds both 
to acknowledge the king’s genuine anguish and remorse, and to insist 
that although Josiah will not see the worst of the destruction to come, 
it cannot now be averted. Somewhat surprisingly, Josiah responds to 
the prophetic message with energy and moral resolve, gathering the 
whole community together, both leaders and people, at the house of 
the Lord, reading the book of the covenant aloud in their hearing, 
leading the people in the making of a covenant in accordance with 
what they have heard, and inaugurating a set of wide-ranging religious 
reforms. The narrative goes on to describe these in great detail, and 
finally, to report how Josiah was eventually killed in an unrelated  
battle. Huldah’s prophetic witness is thus confirmed, as Josiah does 
not live to see the destruction of Jerusalem. 
   Such a short synopsis cannot do the narrative justice, but it does 
provide a basis on which to make several observations, both with 
regard to the interpretive complexity and abundance of the canon and 
with regard to its vivid dangers.   
   First, it is important to note that the finding of the scroll of the 
covenant represents the recovery of Israel’s best knowledge and 
understanding of God. And it is precisely this knowledge and this 
understanding, with all their depth, richness, and validity, which form 
the basis of the programme of reforms subsequently instigated by 
Josiah.  It is  worth  noting, too, that  the  reforms are  significant,  and 

                                                             
1 II Kings 22:15. 
2 II Kings 22:18. 
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were later recalled as having extended well beyond the area of cultic 
and liturgical practices to that of economic justice for the poor. 
   Second, however, the recovery and reinstatement of Israel s best 
knowledge and understanding of God in the form of the book , while 
absolutely necessary for the continuing life of the community, does 
not avert the eventual destruction of Jerusalem. This older knowledge 
and insight is in no sense discredited, indeed quite the reverse. And 
yet, once the scroll of the covenant is found, it cannot simply be 
reclaimed and taken up again in an unaltered form, not because it is 
in any sense less true, but because those who have gathered to hear it 
are now in a new place. Their best knowledge of God has been both 
recovered and shattered. 
   When the king sends Shaphan to Huldah to inquire of the Lord, it is 
clear that the importance of the scroll s recovery and the reading of its 
contents has in a significant way already registered not only with 
Josiah, but with Hilkiah and Shaphan before him. Still, Huldah goes 
on both to interpret and to authorize the text, confirming the link 
between the worship of other gods and the destruction which is to 
come. Her testimony to the inevitability of that destruction is in effect 
a claim that the truth of the present situation cannot be adequately 
faced or lived through simply by reinstating past understandings and 
images of God. Again, this is not because they are inherently 
misleading, but rather because in the presence of the living God, they 
can only be shattered and constructed all over again. 
   Finally, to those who now hear, from a later perspective, the 
canonical story of the finding of the scroll during Josiah s reign, and 
the seeking of its authoritative interpretation from the prophet 
Huldah, awareness of the destruction and exile which were to 
overtake Judah within a few short decades is impossible to avoid. 
When, in Ulanov s words, the worst happens , the commandment to 
worship God alone in the place of God s choosing is itself shattered, 
and can only be reconstructed from the place of exile.   
   Here, too, however, we are given a fleeting but important 
perspective on what becomes possible among the fragments. When 
the prophet Jeremiah later writes his well-known letter from 
Jerusalem to the exiles in Babylon, he exhorts them:  Build houses and 
live in them, plant gardens and eat what they produce . . . seek the 
welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the 
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Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 1 The 
letter is taken to Babylon on Jeremiah s behalf by none other than the 
son of Shaphan and the son of Hilkiah, sons of fathers associated with 
the exemplary reign of Josiah. And what Jeremiah s letter offers to the 
exiles, of course, is precisely a fresh perceiving of God. In the wake of 
devastation, there is a fresh hearing and sighting of the living God 
among the fragments, a shocking new possibility of what it might now 
mean to worship God in the place of God s choosing. 
   Thus what is offered in the text of this narrative is a canonized life of 
interpretive exhilaration. Here, a return to the text is neither a 
reproduction of current arrangements of power nor an embrace of the 
logic of the way things are. Rather, it is an embodied expectation that 
the presence of the living God both destroys and makes new. Texts are 
returned to not in the confidence of settled authority nor in a spirit of 
endless indeterminacy, but as a way of valuing and ordering 
interpretive diversity, dissent, and risk-taking in concrete situations. 
And where questions of power arise, as they always do, such diversity 
and dissent are then available to fund that much needed critique of 
present arrangements which is at the heart of biblical religion.  
   It is therefore the work of the canon to embrace that textual 
vibrancy which will always bring an alternative perspective to bear, 
inviting fracture for the sake of insight, disjuncture for the sake of 
possibility, and destruction for the sake of fresh perceiving. The return 
to the text, whether in liturgy, in prayer, or in study, embodies this 
interpretive passion, this hermeneutic of vivid dangers. And its end is 
always a lived human encounter with the One whose presence is 
understood to be both the shattering and the new creation of the 
community s life. 

5 
And so it seems, in conclusion, that in these deeply anxious times the 
canon of scripture with its vivid dangers may well continue to offer to 
the churches an imaginative and interpretive space of great promise, 
and a wholly unexpected parable of communion.   
   And in light of the contemporary pressures I alluded to earlier, we 
might even dare to hope that a church which locates itself in this 
space will also come to understand that its integrity will never be 

                                                           
1 Jeremiah 29:5-7 
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found in forced coherence. Rather, it will be found in remaining open 
to, and reachable by, that which comes to it from outside its current 
self-understanding. It will be more sturdily resistant to the practices of 
idolatry which take their most seductive form in an assent to the 
arrangements of the present. And as an interpretive community of 
vivid dangers, this church will be nurtured by the weekly placing of 
the community within hearing of a word which is familiar to them, a 
word they know, and yet a word which they still and always expect to 
interrupt and transform them. For they will have learned about such 
risk from scripture itself. 
   If they are asked what grounds them in this risk-filled world, they 
will point simply to the integrity of God, and then to their growing 
understanding of what it is to be human in God s sight: reachable, and 
available to be undone and then given new life, in plain sight of the 
world. And they will know that this visible unity, seen in destruction 
for the sake of insight, and the releasing of one s grip for the sake of 
new life, is in the end the only witness they, that is, we, have to offer. 
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PARABLES OF COMMUNION: THREE TESTIMONIES 

The four articles above (pp. 2 - 48) were given as papers at the Parables 
of Communion: Journeying Together Conference held at Holy Cross 
Monastery, Rostrevor, 19-22 October 2016. The three Testimonies which 
follow were also delivered at the conference, which celebrated the fiftieth  
year of publication of One in Christ. 

Sr Pierrette: The Community of Grandchamp 

It s a great joy for me to come back to Rostrevor, to be with you, and 
to meet up once again with the community of brothers. There s been a 
close communion between our two communities for a long time
especially since the call received for Ireland, but also well before then 
through our links with the monks of Bec Hellouin and the sisters of St 
Françoise  Romaine and these have deepened with the years. 
   The Grandchamp Community was born in French-speaking 
Switzerland towards the end of the 1930s, with the rediscovery of 
spiritual retreats in the churches of the Reformation. Today we are 
about fifty sisters of different churches from various countries and 
cultures. 
   The ecumenical vocation of the Community was there at its 
beginning. It is a gift of God, the fruit of a history, of a life. It is at one 
and the same time a gift of grace received at the start and a calling: A 
grace put into the hearts of the first sisters who bore in themselves the 
suffering of Christian division. They prayed for unity, rooted in God s 
Word, in the prayer of Jesus the night before his passion when he 
prayed: 

That they may be ONE  so that the world may believe that you 
sent me  

   At the heart of our vocation is Br Roger s passion for unity . A 
grace and a calling, a vocation because the seed sown in the hearts of 
our sisters demanded a lifetime commitment, yesterday as it does 
today. In her love for the One Church, Mother Geneviève was 
convinced of the importance of theological work, but it had to be 
supported by what, in her eyes, she considered to be essential : the gift 
of one s own life for unity in Christ and through Christ, until the day 
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when God will be all in all. Her vision was far-reaching, looking to the 
fulfilment of God s plan, namely a reconciled world! 
   The young community was encouraged, confirmed and 
strengthened on its path: 

by the prayer, the welcome and the support of Anglican, Catholic 
and Orthodox communities.  Those early contacts allowed the first 
sisters to be rooted in that long tradition of the Church, and to 
discover their own way in it. They had much to learn about 
monastic life. Their own poverty was in fact a grace that opened 
them to the treasures of the One Church in its various aspects;  
by crucial meetings especially with the great apostle of unity 
Father Paul Couturier of Lyons, with Mother Marie Elisabeth of 
Wavrechin, and Dom Grammont of Bec Hellouin; with Father 
Curtis, with Dom Oliver Rousseau of Chevetogne, with Russian 
Orthodox theologians in Paris, like Leon Zander and Paul 
Evdokimov and of course very early on with Brother Roger and 
the Taizé Community, whose Rule and Office the sisters would 
adopt. Not forgetting either the support and vital role of teachers 
in the Theological Faculty of Neuchâtel at that time; 
by the arrival of sisters from different Churches of the Reformation
and, from the beginning of the 50s, of sisters marked by the war 
(from Germany, France and the Netherlands) who wanted to make 
a common commitment for the sake of Christ and the Gospel as 
if God was inscribing into the flesh of the community the call to 
live reconciliation in yet another way. 

In our common prayer, day after day, we repeat: 
Lord, help Christians to reveal the communion that is in You. 

 
   Help Christians, help us, in our daily common life together, to reveal 
the communion which is in You: seeking the unity of Christians not as 
an end in itself, but so that our witness may be credible, to be together 
a page of the Gospel, a visible sign, however poor that may be, of this 
communion of love that God wants for the whole of humanity; seeking 
unity so that together we may be a leaven of peace and reconciliation 
in the world of today a world on fire, bruised by violence, hate and 
divisions, where new walls are being built and where the growing 
temptation is to turn in on oneself. 

   May your good Spirit lead us towards a united earth!  This prayer, 
inspired by Psalm 143, has been much with us during recent years. It 
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speaks both of the starting point a God of infinite goodness, and of 
the goal of our journey a reconciled world. It also speaks of an in-
between place , that place favoured by the Spirit, a path to follow. And 
the first step on that path is for us to live that unity in ourselves.        

Everything indeed begins within our own hearts where the root of 
all divisions is found, those deep hurts that need to be visited, that 
they may welcome the peace of God. The call is there with its two 
dimensions, on the one hand to seek solitude with Christ: Come apart 
and let yourself be unified by his love; and on the other, to open 
ourselves with him to a communion with all people: Enlarge the space 
of your tent, of your heart. This is the slow and patient transfiguration 
of our lives which the Holy Spirit can accomplish, through our 
consent. 
   The way is to seek unity also amongst ourselves, day after day. Living 
together the parable of community, a parable of communion, that is 
what our common life is about. When we speak of communion we are 
speaking of learning to accept differences. Differences are a gift of 
God, and an immense challenge, of living unity in diversity, a diversity 
which, even on our small scale, has grown over the years with the 
arrival of sisters from Western and Eastern Europe, from Asia and 
Africa,  enlarging our confessional diversity and diversity of language, 
culture, generations, and so also of our ways of praying, of thinking, of 
working, of relating to one another.  

A great richness, yes, and a big challenge: living unity in diversity, a 
parable of communion. Differences can be a source of tensions, hurts, 
conflicts. And for us, it is in community life that we learn to overcome 
conflicts in love and truth, with the strength of the non-violence of 
the Gospel, every day living forgiveness which is the only way to open 
our relationships to an ever new future, and exercising responsibility 
not as power, but as service. That is where we learn to love, by 
accepting our gifts and our fragility, our poverty, our failures, by living 
reconciliation and forgiveness and always starting over again. It is an 
often long and painful way of becoming more human, knowing too 
that we carry within ourselves the memory of hurts from our 
collective history. Community life is the concrete place where we can 
enter into Christ s work of reconciliation, and tell of the gift of a 
communion always offered through forgiveness, received and given. 
   To live unity in diversity, and open ourselves to the gifts found in 
the different traditions, that is the challenge for the whole church. 
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Still more, as we all know from experience, it is the living together
which is the greatest challenge today in our multicultural and multi-
religious societies, where differences are often seen as a threat, giving 
rise to prejudices and fears that we must resist more than ever in these 
times.   
   The call to reconciliation extends to include the whole human 
family. For some time this call has turned us towards the people of the 
first covenant, to Judaism, in our desire to go to the source of our faith 
and to inhabit that first split between Church and Synagogue. For 
nearly sixty years, we have had a small group of sisters in the Holy 
Land, a simple presence of prayer and friendship, opening ourselves to 
the two peoples who live there, Israelis and Palestinians. At the same 
time we had another community in Algeria of sisters living among 
those most deprived, and this presence also opened us to the world of 
Islam. Today this need for relationship is present in the daily life of 
our own society. Going to meet the other who is different, weaving 
bonds of friendship, is essential so as not to give in to distrust and fear 
in the face of growing violence, and the threat of attacks. We have the 
privilege of being linked to a group of Sufis with whom we have been 
able to share times of prayer. 
   And beyond that, the monastic vocation binds us to the deepest 
aspirations of every human being in their struggles and hopes. It 
opens us to an authentic communion with so many men and women 
who seek God in ways that are different from our own, but who are 
peacemakers, people of reconciliation between the Churches no 
doubt, but also between peoples and cultures. Many look for places of 
ressourcement, and call in or stay with us; then we experience, as it 
were, a foretaste of God s promise: My house will be a place of prayer 
for all nations. 
   Today, as we can no longer assure our presence in the Holy Land or 
anywhere else on our own, we feel that God is calling us to leave what 
is familiar to us, to dare to follow new paths. We are listening. Could 
our more limited means be the place or the way by which the Spirit of 
God wants to push us further on the way to unity, to reconciliation? 
And how? In the world, we are living an inter  time (inter-
confessional, inter-religious, inter- a time of inter-
dependence. We experience more and more these days our need for 
one another, in community, as in the Church and in the world, in 
order to seek together, in and through the challenges, the way to a 
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future for all, a future of peace. At the heart of all our limitations and 
fragility could there be a hidden grace? 
   This has been our experience in Lille, in a faith adventure between 
four communities, two Catholic and two Protestant. There are six 
elderly sisters living a presence of prayer in community, open to the 
different churches in the region and to the reality of a new 
neighbourhood that is still under construction. It is a small 
community born out of the poverty shared by our different 
communities and open to a new reality, an adventure of faith 
together, an unexpected widening of the gift of communion. This was 
also the recent experience of one of our sisters in the Holy Land when 
for three months she shared in the daily life of a sisterhood of the 
Little Sisters of Jesus. Will we dare to dream, that the way for the 
future might be in that openness to others, in order that together we 
might be a presence of prayer and friendship on this torn earth, a 
small sign of reconciliation, of hope? 
   And aren t such provisional experiences a way of responding to the 
invitation of Pope Francis in 2015 to all consecrated men and women 
during the Year of Consecrated Life? He asked them to dare to create 
new spaces where the gospel sense of gift, of brotherhood, sisterhood, 
of acceptance of diversity, and of mutual love are lived out already.  In 
a world where our own countries are not spared the rising violence, 
surely we must feel the urgency of reconciliation, firstly between 
Christians, more than ever? Isn t religious life, monastic life, 
ecumenical in its very roots? Shouldn t we dare to tread, to open new 
paths, making small steps, in our communities and with others, so 
that together we can be witnesses to the hope of the Gospel? 
   The five hundredth anniversary of the Reformation in 2017, which 
prolongs the extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy called by Pope 
Francis for this year, also seems to us to be a special moment to 
celebrate the Christ of communion, thanking God for what the 
Reformation brought and for the gifts given to each church and 
community, and for the steps forward we have taken on the way to 
Unity. But also an occasion when together we ask for forgiveness of 
God and each other for the sufferings inflicted on all sides and for the 
obstacles we still put on the path to visible communion. And finally 
too, a chance to dare to take new, concrete steps in listening to what 
the Spirit is saying to the Churches today, to Christ who never stops 
praying to the Father for us:  
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That they may be ONE so that the world will believe that you 
sent me  I have made known to them your name,  that Name 
which is Mercy and I will make it known to them again, so that 
the love with which you loved me might be in them and I in them.   
 

Sr Benedict Gaughan: Minster Abbey 

I was asked to say a few words, at the beginning of this reflection, 
about how I came to be involved in Ecumenical Dialogue. I was 
brought up in a very traditional Roman Catholic family. My father was 
Irish and I remember him telling me that Protestants weren t 
Christians. We lived opposite an Anglican Church in North London 
and he would often watch the people going into the Church and say 
That s not really a Church at all.  I became more and more confused 
by his attitude as I grew up and got to know Protestants . 
   Latter on, I became friends with an Evangelical Christian. One day 
after crossing a very busy, dangerous main road, she told me how 
worried she had been about me. When I asked her why, she 
responded by saying, If you had got killed crossing that road you 
would have gone straight to Hell.  Why? Because I could not say the 
words, I am saved.  
   So, I was brought up to believe that there was no salvation outside 
the  Catholic Church and then, as a teenager, was told that there was 
no salvation inside the Catholic Church By the time I joined the 
Monastery I knew that both attitudes were wrong. I thank God that 
the community I joined was open not only to other Denominations 
but also to other Faiths. I would like to share with you a little of the 
recent expressions of Ecumenical Dialogue at Minster Abbey.  
   We began hosting Conferences in 1996 in response to the Apostolic 
Letter of St John Paul 11, Orientale Lumen. We particularly felt moved 
by the following words: I feel that meeting one another is very 
important  I hope that monasteries will make a particular effort, 
precisely because of the unique role played by monastic life within the 
Churches and because of the many unifying aspects of the monastic 
experience, and therefore of spiritual awareness in the East and the 
West.    
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   These Conferences focused on the common sources of East and 
West. Initially they were held every two years and later annually. They 
were open to monks and nuns. We enjoyed the generous hospitality of 
Abbot Kyrill and the community of St John the Baptist in Essex and 
that of our local Coptic and Greek Orthodox community. We felt that 
the experience of the Liturgy was crucial to our dialogue. We also 
enjoyed the support of Sr Esther from Turvey Abbey and that of our 
Anglican Benedictine sisters of St Mary s, in nearby West Malling. 
   Prior to our first conference and by way of preparation, I was able to 
spend a week at the Orthodox Monastery in Essex. It was a wonderful 
experience for me. I remember arriving feeling rather lost and was 
guided by a very gentle sister into the little Church. It was dimly lit by 
candles and the Jesus prayer was being recited. The sister took me by 
the hand and found a place for me I felt surrounded by bodies! As 
she left me the icons began to appear as my sight adjusted to the light. 
This was my first experience of Orthodox prayer and was a blessed 
time for me. 
   I felt very welcome by the community especially in the Church and 
Refectory. I discovered some of the differences in our practice, East 
and West. I arrived full of wonder and questions and left with awe and 
many questions left aside. I prayed often at the tomb of Fr Sophrony 
who founded the Monastery in the 60s.  He died on 11 July on the 
Feast of St Benedict. I became immersed in the Jesus prayer and this 
immersion has been life transforming. 
   Around this time we were also deepening our contacts with the 
sisters at Malling Abbey and with our local Coptic and Greek orthodox 
Parishes. These contacts remain today. 
   We soon realised the need to open out our Conferences to a wider, 
non-monastic participation. We began to have open days hosting up 
to 70 participants. So far our studies have included: the works of St 
Basil the Great; Coptic and Ethiopian history, prayer and Spirituality; 
and the Early Fathers including Ss Macarius and Maximus. 
   In the year 2000, during Unity week we had an unexpected visit 
from the then Dean of studies of the Theological Institute at 
Balamand, Lebanon: the Syrian monk, Archimandrite Paul Yazigi. This 
encounter, along with that with Archbishop Yohanna Ibrahim, the 
Syrian Oriental Orthodox Archbishop of Aleppo two years later, was 
to transform our dialogue which, with the exception of that with our 
local Greek and Coptic community, from something largely spiritual 
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and academic to a human encounter. This pair of holy men are the 
two Archbishops of Aleppo who were kidnapped without trace to this 
day, over three years ago whilst on a humanitarian expedition on the 
borders of Syria and Turkey. 
   We have a large photo of them, which was taken outside our Abbey 
Chapel in 2002, now placed beside our Madonna in the Chapel. This 
reminds us and all who come, of the need to pray constantly, not only 
for them, but for the entire Middle East. Holy Mary Mother of God, 
pray for us. 
   When the then Abbot Paul first visited he arranged for two of his 
students to attend our next conference in 2000. They were full of hope 
for their beloved Syria and keen to share their joy with us. We have 
been close ever since. One of them, Demetrios, is now Bishop in 
Safita, Syria. Very sadly, he is no longer able to come to visit due to 
the inability of obtaining a visa for him to enter the UK. 
   The other student, Najah, is now married and fled Aleppo with her 
family at the beginning of the uprising. They are now refugees in 
Germany. I was able to visit them last year and became the proud God 
Mother of little Michael Adnan, during a beautiful Orthodox service in 
Germany. 
   We could not have imagined when we first had the text of Orientale 
Lumen read in our refectory in 1995, the way this path would have led. 
We now feel passionately committed to the dialogue of a love which 
bleeds our hearts and unites us to the sufferings of Christ through the 
suffering Christians of the Middle East. 
 

Sr Mary Owen: West Malling Abbey 

I m Sister Mary Owen from the Anglican Benedictine Community at 
St. Mary s Abbey, West Malling. I would like to thank Father Mark-
Ephrem and the monks of Holy Cross, Rostrevor, for asking me to give 
a testimony about my community s engagement with Christian Unity. 
To introduce myself: I was raised in an inter-church family, baptized 
in the Roman Catholic Church and confirmed in the American 
Episcopal Church. In 1994 I came to England to explore a monastic 
vocation, and was solemnly professed in the Anglican Benedictine 
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Community of St. Mary at Malling in 2000.  I serve the community as 
infirmarian, Chapter scribe and assistant kitchen gardener.  
   As I was preparing, I came across an intriguing reference to the 
nature of testimony. A recent Bible commentary claims that 
testimony arises from trauma .1 The author cites the Torah, compiled 
during the exile, as an example; this immediately suggests a further 
truth: testimony may arise from trauma, but it will not be produced 
nor proclaimed until the time after the trauma, when those who have 
been traumatized have taken their first deep breath, so to speak, when 
they have begun, not only to take stock, but to take their first step 

move on and to try to wrest some meaning from catastrophe is a 
component of testimony. My testimony today is from one, admittedly 
narrow, Anglican monastic perspective; it is testimony that arises from 
trauma.     
   Malling Abbey was founded for nuns in the year 1090 by Blessed 
Gundulf, a monk of Bec. His foundation lasted for almost 450 years.  
There are a few surviving records and ruins, but otherwise the nuns 
left no testimony at all except, perhaps, one by way of silence. On 29 
October 1538 when Henry VIII s officers came to claim Malling Abbey 
for the crown, the nuns did not sign the deed of dissolution. The 
Abbey passed into secular ownership and, within two or three 
generations, the monastic church had become one of those bare 
ruin d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. 2                       
   We shall have to fast forward through history, but I d like to pause at 
the year 1800. Charles Blomfield, Bishop of London, is said to have 
remarked that on Easter Day of that year, at the only celebration of 
the Holy Eucharist at St Paul s Cathedral, no more than six persons 
were found at the Table of the Lord. 3 At the start of the 19th century, 
sacramental life in the Church of England was at a low ebb.4 The 

                                                           
1 David Carr,  (New Haven: Yale 

Interpretation 70:3 (July 2016): 279.  
2 William Shakespeare, Sonnet LXXI. 
3 Clifton Kelway, The Story of the Catholic Revival  1833-1933 (London: Philip 
Allan, 1914) 18. 
4 George Guiver CR, points out that, following the Reformation, Anglicans lost 
a weekly celebration of the Eucharist but maintained a tradition of daily 
liturgical prayer.  Company of Voices (London: SPCK, 1988), 115.     
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devotion of the 17th century Caroline Divines had dissipated and the 
fervour of the 18th century Methodist revival had departed.  1833 marks 
the beginning of what has come to be known as the Oxford 
Movement. A comment made by one of the tractarians concerning the 
development of an Anglican sisterhood could stand for the whole of 
this remarkable renewal: It was not planned by man; it originated in 
the Providential leadings of God. He began: He carried it on: He gave 
strength. . . .  it was not planned, it grew. 1 The impetus behind this 
Movement was neither doctrinal nor liturgical; it was the quest for a 
holy life, so it is not surprising that religious life re-emerged in the 
English Church. It is interesting that this re-emergence occurred first 
among women,2 one of the reasons, perhaps, why it was so vigorously 
resisted. In 1849 when charges were brought against the Devonport 
Sisterhood, the Bishop of Exeter held a public enquiry. He concluded 
that he could wish the cross and flowers had not been placed on the 
altar in the Oratory. But ladies were ladies. 3 He also pointed out that 
these ladies  were doing heroic works of mercy: the sisters lived 
among the poor; they nursed their sick, educated their children, cared 
for women on the streets and sheltered orphans.       
   It was the care of orphans that brought religious sisters back to 
Malling Abbey. The last secular owners, an Anglo-Catholic family, 
offered the use of the Gatehouse to a nursing sisterhood in 1871 and, 
by 1876, it was being used as an orphanage.4 In 1892, ten orphans from 
the Orphanage of the Infant Saviour at Kilburn were being cared for 
there by Sisters Agatha and Paula of the Community of the Holy 
Comforter. That same year, a woman named Charlotte Boyd 
purchased Malling Abbey and conveyed it in trust to the English 
Abbey Restoration Trust and, in a subsidiary trust, to the Anglican 
Benedictine Community of St. Mary and St. Scholastica where she was 
an oblate.       
   In the Spring of 1893, the Gatehouse orphanage closed; Sisters 
Agatha and Paula moved to active work in a London parish, and the 
first Benedictine community since the dissolution returned to Malling 
                                                           
1 Edward Bouverie Pusey, cited in A.M. Allchin, The Silent Rebellion: Anglican 
Religious Communities  1845-1900 (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1958), 68. 
2 Allchin, Rebellion, 120. 
3 Ibid. 66. 
4 Sister Rosamira, Memories of the First Twenty-six Years of S. 
Community  
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Abbey, the sisters singing a Te Deum as they processed through the 
gates. There was, however, further trauma ahead. First the London 
and then the Malling communities came under the influence of Dom 
Aelred Carlyle. By 1903, the community in London had begun to 
evolve in a contemplative direction; when the sisters lost their living 
in the parish due to the ritual controversies, they moved to Somerset, 
taking simple Benedictine vows in 1906. In the same year, Dom Aelred 
arranged for an abbatial election at Malling. Under their new Abbess 
Scholastica, the community grew, but difficulties arose with the 
English Abbey Restoration Trust. In 1911, citing a lack of space to 
accommodate vocations, Abbess Scholastica moved her community to 
Milford Haven where it became known as St. Bride s. In March 1913, 
Dom Aelred and his community at Caldey, and Abbess Scholastica 
and the community of St. Bride s seceded to Rome. Apart from the 
small, virtually unknown, community in Somerset, Benedictine 
monasticism in the Anglican Church was in ruins.                
   Litigation over the vacant Malling Abbey property took three years 

reverted to the English Abbey Restoration Trust, and the community 
in Somerset was invited to take up residency. An appeal over the name 
of Viscount Halifax1 was launched to enable the move in 1916. The 
final paragraph of this appeal is worth quoting: The Benedictines have 
a special claim on all those who believe, and this Order has 
opportunities special to itself for promoting that reunion of 
Christendom for which we all so earnestly pray. . . . 2 It was from this 
statement that my community derived its special obligation to pray 
for Christian unity.3  
   Testimony arises from trauma,  in this case, the trauma of Christian 
division. My community s testimony was, and is, prayer for Christian 
unity. It is the first item in the litany at our daily Eucharist. It is 
difficult, one hundred years on, to know how our early sisters 
envisaged what they were praying for. Year by year, they rigorously 
observed the Church Unity Octave with a continuous watch, one all 

                                                           
1 The leader of the Anglican contingent in the 1921-26 Malines Conversations. 
2 
Malling, Kent, 191. 
3 Ibid.  
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night vigil, and a variety of mortifications;1 all this, despite the fact 
that the aim of the Octave was the reunion of Christendom under the 
See of Peter. The tension between what our sisters were praying for 
and what they had done, or rather, not done is striking, especially as 
their monastic observance was indistinguishable from the observance 
of the Roman Church. From 1904 until 1963, we maintained a Latin 
Office despite much criticism  and misunderstanding  within our own 
communion2 and only in 1929, when a guest chapel was built, were the 
sisters permitted to take solemn Benedictine vows. Our chaplain 
insisted that this step could not be taken until our enclosure was 
completed in compliance with Roman Canon Law.3        
   Imitation is often said to be the sincerest form of flattery, but it may 
also have a dark underside as most siblings are aware. According to 
René Girard s theory of mimetic desire, imitation almost invariably 
leads to rivalry and conflict. It is a fact that during the years our 
monastic observance most closely conformed to a Roman model, we 
had the fewest contacts with Roman Catholics, or with any other 
Christian denomination for that matter. This began to change after 
the Abbé Paul Couturier s visit to us in 1938.4 It was he who, almost 
singlehandedly, transformed the observance of the Church Unity 
Octave by advocating what he called universal prayer  which could be 
a meeting point, where, under the banner of Charity, the prayers for 
unity of all. . .Christians, though they be separated, can flow together 
into the Heart of Christ. 5 In his view, this was not merely prayer for
unity, it was, in a sense, unity realized in the prayer of  the Whole 
Christ, Christ risen, and living in every loyal and sincere soul. . . , 6 no 
matter what his or her denomination might be.   
   Aside from prayer, our other work  for unity came from an 
altogether different and unexpected direction. In 1951, Andre Bloom, 
later Metropolitan Anthony, the priest in charge of the Russian 
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate in London, asked us to 
receive an Orthodox woman who felt called to religious life. At that 
                                                           
1 History, 513. 
2 Ibid. 56. 
3 Ibid. 101. 
4 Ibid. 521. 
5 Abbé P. Couturier, The Universal Prayer of Christians for Christian Unity

 
6 Ibid. 12-13. 
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time, there were no Orthodox monasteries either in England or in 
Europe.1 Lydia Gysi came to Malling Abbey and underwent the usual 
training for a Benedictine novice. On 24 September 1958, she was 
professed in our church according to the Orthodox rite, taking the 
name Sister Maria. The following day, the Orthodox Liturgy was 
celebrated in our church for the first time. It continued to be 
celebrated there every few weeks for the next seven years. We could 
not, of course, communicate, but we participated as the choir, 
learning to sing Slavonic. During her fourteen years at the Abbey, 
Mother Maria opened the treasures of Orthodox spirituality to us. In 
1965, she was joined by a second Orthodox woman. Together, they set 
out to found the Orthodox Monastery of the Assumption. In 
thanksgiving, the Patriarch of Moscow sent us an icon of the Mother 
of God as a token of his joy at the new Orthodox foundation which 
was being made from our Abbey. 2    
   The 1960s and 70s were a time of revolution in the Church. The 
Second Vatican Council had an enormous knock-on  effect in 
Christian churches and communities throughout the world, including 
mine.  As Catholics and Protestants were now able to meet and to pray 
together, ecumenical contacts increased exponentially. We began to 
correspond with communities on the continent and to receive visits 
from Roman Catholic superiors, Orthodox patriarchs, and 
representatives of Protestant churches and communities. This 
interchange was, and is, encouraging and enriching, and it confirms 
what our experience of Orthodoxy had taught us: dedication to God is 
primary and differences in observance secondary. This truth, obscured 
by the trauma of centuries of Christian division, seems to have been 
accepted by the early Church. No less a personage than Gregory the 
Great, in the first year of his pontificate, was writing that: because 
there is one faith, diverse tradition (consuetudo diversa) does no harm 
to holy Church. 3   

                                                           
1 History, 535. 
2 Ibid. 546. 
3 De trina vero mersione baptismatis, nil respondiri verius potest quam ipsi 
sensistis, quia in una fide nihil officit sanctae Ecclesiae consuetudo diversa
Gregory, Registri Epistolarum 1.43; Migne, PL 077:497. 
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   It is a truth which we are recovering, albeit slowly, and it is a truth 
which communities of Christians, monastic and otherwise, are in a 
unique position to teach to a world so dangerously divided. 
   Testimony arises from trauma, but it is given voice only when grace 
has initiated and continues to facilitate healing. The presentations and 
testimonies of this jubilee conference demonstrate how far we have 
come toward realizing Christian unity. That is a matter for great 
thanksgiving. There is still some way to go, but we are now committed 
to journeying together. It is as we journey together that we shall come 
to know that we are, as the title of the journal we are celebrating here 
reminds us, One in Christ.   



ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 51 NO. 1 

 

63

SYMPOSIUM:  REFORMATION THEN AND NOW 

On 23 February 2017, a symposium with the title Reformation: Then 
and Now was held at the Church of St Edward King & Martyr on Peas 
Hill in Cambridge, where Robert Barnes is deemed to have given the first 
Reformation sermon in England on Christmas Eve 1526. The 
symposium, timed to coincide with the visit to Cambridge of the 
European Roadmap  Storymobile that has been travelling around 
Europe, was jointly organized by the Council of Lutheran Churches and 
the Church of England s Council for Christian Unity.  It was chaired by 
the Rt Revd Nick Baines, Anglican Bishop of Leeds and Co-Chair of the 
Meissen Commission, which oversees the Church of England s 
relationship with the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, and featured 
a rich variety of musical contributions from the German Choir of 
London. 
   Opening remarks from the Bishop of Leeds were followed by the main 
paper of the symposium, from Lord Williams of Oystermouth, the 
former Archbishop of Canterbury. There were then two responses from 
younger theologians, one Lutheran and one Anglican: the Revd Dr Åste 
Dokka, guest scholar at the University of Oslo and working for the
Bishops  Conference in the Church of Norway, and the Revd Dr Jamie 
Hawkey, Dean of Clare College, Cambridge. Their contributions, of 
which the text is given below, generated a lively discussion among the 
140 or so people present, on a day that Storm Doris  caused extensive 
disruption to travel arrangements. 
 

+ Nick Baines 

It is fitting that we are meeting in this church of St Edward s, 
Cambridge, a place which is so important in the history of the English 
Reformation. You see in front of you Hugh Latimer s pulpit. You will 
remember that when he was about to be burned at the stake on 16 
October 1555 in Oxford, he said to his friend, Ridley, Be of good 
comfort, Master Ridley, and play the man; we shall this day light such 
a candle, by God s grace, in England, as I trust shall never be put out.
And here we are today. 
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   This church has been here approximately for more than a thousand 
years. There is a continuity of prayer, of worship, of engaging with the 
culture of Cambridge and the world outside as that world has gone 
through many, many convulsions. And perhaps that sets a wise 
context for us as we consider the Reformation that so disrupted the 
world five hundred years ago.  
   Thank you for coming today. You ve weathered the storms do you 
remember when we used to just say it was a bit windy? Now we give 
these storms a name, and suddenly they become terrifying. I do 
remember being in Wittenberg for the first time with Rowan Williams 
when he was Archbishop of Canterbury, and I realized seeing as it 
was freezing cold there in January-February why Luther was so 
angry. 
   I d like to welcome our guests from the EKD Evangelische Kirche in 
Deutschland Dr. Hans Ulrich Anke, who is the William Nye of the 
EKD and runs the Church Office headquarters in Hannover; and 
Bishop Susanne Breit-Kessler, the regional bishop in Munich and 
Bavaria, who is going to be preaching at Evensong at King s College, 
and is a member of the Meissen Commission. 
   I am Nick Baines, I am the Anglican co-chair of the Meissen 
Commission and have been for the past ten years. We have other 
members of the English Committee here, including Jonathan Gibbs, 
the bishop of Huddersfield; Robert Jones, the Archdeacon of 
Worcester; and Bishop David Thomson, bishop of Huntingdon.  
   We have what I hope will be a stimulating programme; the Rt. Revd 
and Rt. Hon. the Lord Williams of Oystermouth will be addressing us 
shortly, after which there will be a response from a Lutheran guest, 
the Revd Dr Åste Dokka; and then from an Anglican perspective, the 
Revd Dr Jamie Hawkey. After this we are hoping for questions and 
comments from the audience.  
   The Meissen Commission holds together and develops the relations 
between the Church of England and the EKD, and we do that in a 
number of ways. It has to be said that it is probably the most 
enjoyable ecumenical body that I have ever been part of, and what we 
do today is partly set in the context of two churches two national 
churches that strive in very different contexts, facing common 
challenges, to serve the world. We have common roots in the 
Reformation tradition. I am aware that when we talk about the 
Reformation, we often mean different things; I had a meeting this 
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week with a Senior Executive of the BBC who told me that the 
corporation is now getting to grips with the celebration of the 
Reformation from different perspectives, to which I said, Well, it s a bit 
late! It s happening now.   
   Why has the Reformation not had the impact this year in England that 
it has had, for example, in Germany? We have the Reformation 
Storymobile on Parker s Piece right now, which you shall be welcome to 
visit later today.  
   Trying to explain the impact of the Reformation in a secular society 
such as England is not easy. It often gets reduced to the cultural, 
historical, or literary traditions the Reformation s impact on language, 
for example and what often gets left out is what lay at the core of that, 
which is the faith. It seems to me somewhat ironic. The impact of the 
Reformation was not just about faith; but now we live in a culture where 
we can talk about other things but not faith.  So, we hope to remedy that 
a little today.  
   I have just been reading Diarmaid MacCulloch s latest book of articles 
on the Reformation, and I came across this right at the beginning: 

One of the reasons it is important to represent the Reformation for our 
own times is to remind modern Westerners of the sheer strangeness of the 
16th century. There is no question that the English need to be reminded of 
that more than the Scots and the Welsh; certainly more than the citizens 
of the United States of America. But even those who think that they know 
what the Reformation was about generally do not; in the 16th century 
Europeans burned one another for denying that bread could become God, 
or that Jesus was fully God, or fully God and fully human, whilst some 
hanged others for not believing in government by bishops. In the past they 
did indeed do things very differently.1 

And that strangeness, the translation of what happened five hundred 
years ago to our own context now, is something of what we want to 
explore today; Reformation then and now. We covered this theme in the 
Meissen Theological Conference in September 2015 in London, and the 
papers are published by the Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, Leipzig, under 
the series title Beihefte zur Ökumenischen Rundschau 109. 
   It is now my pleasure to introduce our keynote speaker this morning, 
Dr Rowan Williams, Lord Williams of Oystermouth. 

                                                           
1 D. MacCulloch, All Things Made New: Writings on the Reformation (London: 
Allen Lane, 2016), p. 5.  
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+ Rowan Williams* 
It is an enormous pleasure and privilege to be able to speak at this 
event, but I must say that, given the choice, I would much prefer to 
hear the choir singing for another hour or so not least, of course, 
because that is what will tell us the most about the lasting legacy of 
the Reformation. 
   Some years ago, Jürgen Moltmann wrote an article on Martin Luther 
and Teresa of Avila1 one of those rather unusual partnerships, you 
might think, possibly even qualifying for what the poet W. H. Auden 
referred to as purgatory mates , between people who would least like 
to spend eternity in each other s company (Auden s favourite example 
was Tolstoy and Oscar Wilde).2 But is the partnership of Teresa of 
Avila and Martin Luther quite such a purgatory partnership as it 
might first appear? Moltmann argued that it wasn t, for a number of 
interesting reasons. And it is in the spirit of his remarks that I want to 
focus on something that Teresa of Avila herself says about the 
Reformation. In a book addressed to her nuns, The Way of 
Perfection , where she speaks about the importance of the vocation of 
her sisters, she tells them that the world is on fire .3 
   Speaking from Spain, she writes about what is happening north of 
the Pyrenees and describes the ravages committed by the Lutherans
in France. I think the good Reformed Christians of France would have 
been rather shocked to be described as Lutherans; but Teresa simply 
thinks that north of the Pyrenees, they must all be the same kind of 
heretics and therefore doing much the same damnable things.  
   In Teresa s eyes, the most damnable thing they are doing is taking 
the reserved sacrament out of the churches. They are destroying the 
church itself by removing the sign of God s faithfulness to his 
promises, which is the Eucharist; and for Teresa, the life of her own 
sisters in community is a way of making reparation for this terrible 
offence against God s faithfulness. The community life that the 
                                                           
* © Rowan Williams. 
1 Teresa of Avila and Martin Luther: the turn to the mysticism of the cross , 
Studies in Religion, 13/3 (1984): 265-78.  
2 See Humphrey Carpenter, W.H. Auden: A Biography (London: George Allen 
& Unwin, 1981), p.301. 
3 The Complete Works of Saint Teresa of Jesus, vol.2, translated and edited by 
E. Allison Peers (London: Sheed and Ward, 1950), p.5.  
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Carmelite sisters lead is a kind of replacement for the ravaged 
churches of France. It is a sign of fidelity; of God s faithfulness to 
God s promises.  
   A great deal has been written about how Teresa understands this 
and what it means, but the irony is that of course the Reformation is 
itself a profound protest to do with God s faithfulness a profound 
rediscovery of God s faithfulness. And for Teresa to see the 
Reformation as an offence against that fidelity is a very strange 
misunderstanding, if no stranger than the misunderstanding that 
Luther and others might have had of what was going on in Carmelite 
convents.  
   The fundamental point is that Luther s protest was to do with a 
sense that the faithfulness of God, the active transforming character of 
God s commitment to his promises, was being trivialized and 
undermined by a view of grace which was no longer active and 
transformative. Above all, Luther protested against the 
commodification of grace; grace becoming a thing that could be 
negotiated and dispensed. 
   But of course, if grace is a thing that can be negotiated and 
dispensed, we can be more or less successful in our handling of God s 
grace. And if we can be more or less successful in our handling of 
God s grace, we are condemned to life-long anxiety as to whether we 
have negotiated and handled it to our best advantage.  
   Luther s theology is always deeply autobiographically grounded. He 
looks back to a phase in his life as a young friar when he lived with 
consuming and paralyzing anxiety about whether he was indeed 
negotiating  properly with God. Had he put God sufficiently in his 
debt to guarantee his salvation? You can see the heart of the 
Reformation protest as a realization that God cannot be and never is 
in our debt. God owes us nothing.  
   Luther goes on to draw the rather bold corollary that, in a sense, we 
owe God nothing. Debt and payment, virtue and reward, have nothing 
to do with the relation of grace. Because God is God, He freely bestows 
upon us the gifts he wants to give. Those gifts so transform us that our 
lives become transparent to the self-giving of God. That wonderful 
early work of Luther s, The Freedom of a Christian ,1 sets out in the 

                                                           
1 See The Freedom of a Christian  in e.g. Martin Luther, Three Treatises 
(Fortress Press, 1970). 
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fullest possible detail the difference between supposing that we pay a 
debt to God so that God pays a debt to us, and the new Biblical 
realization that our good works are manifestations of God not debts 
paid to God. To live according to God s will is to live so that God 
appears active in us, and there s an end of it. Forget debts forget 
negotiation and therefore also, forget anxiety. That is the theological 
ground of Luther s revolution. Grace cannot be commodified; and this 
may at one level plunge us into the deepest possible despair, into the 
Anfechtung that Luther so eloquently describes because if we can t 
please God, what are we to do? The recognition of this is the first step 
towards the recognition that all we can do is to depend on God s 
freedom to be God.  
   So the Reformation in its origins is, you might say, a rediscovery or a 
rebalancing of theology in favour of an active God, a God never other 
than active, never other than taking initiative. The theological and 
devotional rhetoric to which Luther most objects is precisely that 
which says, God has established that certain things we do can be 
guaranteed to win his favour . Whether that corresponds to the actual 
theology of any sixteenth century scholastic is much debated, but the 
language is ambivalent enough to lead to that impression and that 
anxiety. So we are lead back towards what Luther would have said is 
the fundamental of a Biblical theology of God; that God is always 
active, and therefore we need not fear, therefore we can echo the 
twentieth century Russian Orthodox writer St Silouan: Keep you 
mind in hell and don t lose hope. 1  
   But along with, and because of this, Luther s protest is against what 
you might call a hierarchical stasis in the church. If grace is 
commodified, then its merchants are the clergy. The mercantilisation
of hierarchy is part of what he is objecting to. Are clergy there simply 
to dispense the commodity we call grace? Clearly not, but in that case, 
we must challenge at every level, up to and including the papacy, all 
those forms of hierarchy which freeze or immobilize the recognition 
of God s active grace.  
   All of that, for Luther and all the majority of the reformers, was not 
the invention of a new church, let alone a new denomination . 

                                                           
1 The Life and Teachings of Elder Siluan by Bishop Alexander and Natalia Bufius.
Translated by Anatoly Shmelev at 
http://www.orthodox.cn/saints/silouan-athonite/eldersilas_en.htm 

http://www.orthodox.cn/saints/silouan-athonite/eldersilas_en.htm
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Nobody in the sixteenth century would have known what you meant 
by denomination nor would they have warmed to the idea that 
there was more than one church. As I have sometimes enjoyed saying 
to students, Is the Pope a Catholic?  was not a joke in the sixteenth 
century. The question was, where is the Catholic Church? The 
Catholic Church, which holds and teaches the integral Catholic faith 
of Christian people, the Catholic Church in which the wholeness of 
God s grace is communicated that is what we are in search of in the 
sixteenth century. The idea still lazily marketed in text books and 
historical dramas on television that people were fed up with the 
Catholic  Church and decided they wanted to be Protestant is 
about the most serious mistake we can make in reading about the 
sixteenth century.  
   Everyone was arguing about where the Catholic Church is and who 
is in it and neither Luther nor his later followers and colleagues had 
any notion that they were establishing a new church, an idea which 
would have been abhorrent to them. It s Calvin who gives us possibly 
the most vivid image for this. In his letter to Sadoleto, he speaks about 
stray and tattered vestiges as will enable you to perceive that there 
Churches lie half buried . The Church is buried, the Church is 
obscured, the Church is almost invisible beneath the accumulating 
debris the blown sand and drift of history.1  
   And yet the Church is the Church, and abides. Which is why, for 
Luther and Calvin and many others, continuity was as important as 
discontinuity. The search for Catholic truth is a search for the deepest 
level of continuity. That is of course why argument was so fierce about 
Christology and the Eucharist in the sixteenth century. It was an 
argument about where the bones of the Church could be felt and 
discerned, an argument about the stone under the sand; about 
excavating the essential structure of the Christian community. When 
the reformers protest about this or that practice, this or that form of 
structuring the Church s life, it is for the sake of that excavation, of 
true continuity, the heart of an identity which is still there, yet 
overlaid. All of that, of course, is often presented in melodramatic 

                                                           
1 John Calvin & Jacopo Sadoleto: A Reformation Debate, ed. John C. Olin 
(Harper Torchbooks, The Academy Library, 1966), p. 76. 
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form in terms of the Church s capture or kidnap by hostile alien 
forces: the Babylonish captivity of the Church, the hostile takeover of 
the Christian body by the malignity of successive popes. As I said, it is 
a melodramatic version of history, and not a wholly accurate one, as I 
think most Protestants would now grant. But the very idea of a 
takeover, a kidnap or capture of the Church supposes that all the way 
through, there is a reality which abides. That is something which you 
would expect from people who believe that the Church is God s act 
and God s creation because if the Church is God s action, the effect 
of God s initiative, a place where God s initiative is still proclaimed 
and enacted, then of course the gates of Hell will not prevail. Then, of 
course, the Church does not simply vanish. It may be buried, it may be 
diverted, may be imprisoned but it s there. That again has to do with 
the way in which the Reformation and its origins are meant to 
challenge a mindset of Christian anxiety. Are we doing this right? Do 
we have the Church sorted? Are our definitions of inside and outside 
tight and accurate enough to save God s church from the 
consequences of history? But Luther, Calvin, all the great Reformers 
along, probably, with the consensus of Catholic Christendom say, If 
God can t defend himself, you have to ask what kind of God you 
believe in.  
   So if we are to talk about Reformation then and now, I suggest that 
one of the questions we need to draw out is how those concerns 
impinge regularly upon our sense of belonging in the Church today. 
How far do the controversies of the Reformation give us a set of 
diagnostic tools for understanding how the Church is captured or 
buried or obscured, how Christians are imprisoned by anxiety, how 
the primacy of God s act is to be rediscovered, affirmed and witnessed 
to in the church, how we avoid the commodifying of grace? Those are 
still, I suggest, pertinent and good questions for us. 
   The Reformation is not an attempt to found a new church. It is 
rather an attempt to persuade the Church that it can afford to ask 
itself awkward questions about its integrity of witness to the act of 
God. It is a kind of virtuous circularity.  
   If the Church truly is creatura verbi, the creation of God s word, and 
a place where the prior act of God in calling and redeeming and 
transfiguring is at work, then the church ought to be capable of self-
scrutiny at a very deep level, for the simple reason that it knows such 
scrutiny will not destroy it. If God is at work here, then the questions 
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we ask, however searching, however apparently fundamental and 
unsettling, will not mark the end of God s work.  
   The Church is what it is because God is who he is. Therefore, we can 
ask questions about its integrity, about how we discover its deep 
structure; the bones under the flesh, the stone under the sand. The 
anger and resentment which characterizes and so often disfigures the 
language of Luther is in part the fury at being betrayed by a Church 
refusing to even consider that question; a Church which believes it 
can deal with fundamental spiritual challenge by administrative 
shuffling, or simply silencing.  
   So Reformation now perhaps has the same essential characteristics 
as Reformation then not looking for a new Church, which will 
somehow mysteriously be better than the old one. The Church is the 
Church. It is the creature of the Word the effect of God s act, the 
precipitate  of God being active in our history, and so not something 
we constantly seek to defend or to invent again from scratch. Our 
Reformation, wherever it is to be found, however exactly it is to come 
into being, is simply a matter of going back to that essential question 
about liberating a sense of God s action in the Church.  
   Our Reformation must be something which warns us of the 
paralyzing risks of anxiety in the Church. Are we doing enough to put 
God adequately in our debt? Are we adequately paying our debt to 
God? And whether the voices of revolution come from left or right, 
that is not the question they should be asking. Part of the liberating 
effect of the Reformation is a liberation of praise, as we have heard 
musically already this morning. This is something very powerful in 
Luther himself and in the Lutheran tradition the absolute priority of 
witnessing to God s gift and God s glory for its own sake. It is a 
tradition which flowers and extends for centuries, reminding us of 
ways in which our Christian identity begins not with the payment of a 
debt, but with the joyful acknowledgment of a gift back to the 
freedom of the Christian. 
   The expression, the coding  in liturgy and music of the Reformed 
and Lutheran traditions is a key to understanding what it is about. I 
am not, of course, saying that it is unique to Reformed Christians, but 
at that particular cultural moment, this is one of the things that is set 
free one of the springs of fresh water that is unblocked in the life of 
the Church. 
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   And for that to be, as emphatically it was, a giving voice to the whole 
people of God, songs that everyone could sing, is again a visible and 
audible mark of what was said about the nature of the Christian 
community not a body managed by the merchants of grace, but a 
body whose praise is animated by the ministers of the gospel. 
   I am not here this morning to talk about how and where the Church 
needs reforming, or even about reform and renewal  as a programme 
in my own confession, but about what, age after age, reformation 
must mean if it is faithful to that extraordinary, difficult, confusing 
moment in the sixteenth century to which we look back, perhaps with 
mixed feelings and certainly with mixed thoughts. 
   For me, the priority in looking back to that moment is to do with 
recovering the fundamental character of gratitude in our witness, a 
fundamental awe and amazement at the priority and the majesty of 
God s free action, the sense of the living unpredictability of grace; 
above all the sense that a truly Catholic, integral Christianity will 
constantly find itself free to scrutinize itself deeply, sometimes 
painfully, not to keep up with the times, not to respond to this or that 
particular pressure, but simply to remind itself that it is on the 
receiving end of a gift. 
   I end with one of the finest quotes about the Reformation that I 
know, from my greatest predecessor, Archbishop Michael Ramsey. 
Some of you will know the passage well, but I make no apology for 
reading it again. It comes in Michael Ramsey s book on The Gospel and 
the Catholic Church: 

 the scriptures, and is 
compelled to face very seriously the questions raised by the Reformers 
of the sixteenth century and by the revived Reformation teaching on 
the Continent to-day. Formal Protestant systems he rejects, but the 
initial and creative impulses both of the Reformation and of the 
Barthian revival The Word of God,  sola fide,  sola gratia,  soli Deo 
gloria he again and again pauses to ponder. For these are 
Catholicism s own themes, and out of them it was born. But they are 
themes learnt and re-learnt in humiliation, and Catholicism always 
stands before the Church door at Wittenberg to read the truth by 
which she is created and by which also she is judged.1  

                                                           
1 Michael Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church, 2nd ed. (London: SPCK, 
1990), p.180. 
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Åste Dokka 
First, I would like to thank the organizers of this event. It is an honour 
to be here, to listen and to speak myself. It was a great experience to 
hear your insightful speech.  
   Some of you might know the Norwegian novelist, Sigrid Undset. She 
received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1928. Undset was, like most 
Norwegians, born and baptized a Lutheran. But unlike most 
Norwegians, she converted to Catholicism as an adult. She was a 
public intellectual in her time, and she took part in many debates
some of them on theology. One of the things she said about the 
church it is said about the Catholic church, but I think it is true also 
about our Protestant churches: 

I long for the old church on the cliff that never said that a thing is good 
because it is new, or good because it is old, but has, on the contrary, in 
its sacrament, wine, which is best when old, and bread, which is best 
when fresh.1 

I think Undset let us know the following: the church consists of new 
things and old things. Some things are good because they are old; 
other things are good because they are new. The task for us is to 
discern which is which. What is to be considered bread and should be 
newly baked what is to be considered wine and should be stored for 
many years? And we could also add, what is to be considered wine 
that once was good, but does not store well and should be poured out?  
   Christianity is a historical religion. This means that we will always be 
looking back. The constitutive events of Christianity happened a long 
time ago; in a cradle, on a cross. However, Christianity is not only a 
historical religion it is a contemporary religion. The past in and of 
itself has no value; it is only when brought into our time, into 
contemporary lives and made meaningful, that the old gains its 
important and influence. Therefore, the function of the past is always 
a contemporary thing.  

                                                           
1 Sigrid Undset, in a letter to Nini Roll Anker in 1920, quoted by Tordis 
Ørjaseter, Menneskenes hjerter. Sigrid Undset: en livshistorie  (Oslo: 
Aschehoug, 1993). My translation from Norwegian. 
gamle kirken paa klippen som aldrig har sagt at en ting er god fordi den er ny 
eller god fordi den er gammel, men tværtimot har til sakramente vinen som er 
bedst naar den er gammel og brødet som er bedst naar det er nyt.  
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   When celebrating and commemorating an anniversary like the 
Reformation, questions of past and present are brought to the fore. 
What is to be celebrated and brought to life what is to be deemed 
outdated and even wrong, and therefore left behind? And what 
criteria are to decide?  
   What do we say when the then and the now are in conflict? When 
passing judgment on what is good theology, we should never be 
content with saying that the old is good and the new is bad, or that 
the old is bad and the new is good. As Protestant churches we have to 
be critical and sympathetic to both. We are therefore called to discern, 
to throw out, and to keep.  
   When dealing with Luther and the Reformation events, we must 
make our discernments based on general theological criteria, such as: 
Is this true? Is it relevant? Is it good? Is it Christian? Such criteria are 
not easily maneuvered. Although we can operationalize them and 
make some rules of thumb, we know that in the end, it is our own 
judgment as church, as theologians, and as believers that has the last 
word. And we also know that our judgment can be confused and even 
blind therefore all theological statements are tentative. When we 
know and acknowledge that, we are also set free to take part in the 
endeavor of constructing theology. 
   There are many things Lutheran that should be thrown out. Luther s 
anti-Semitism, for example. However, what is in my opinion the most 
important legacy from Luther? What should be kept? I would say, 
Scripture alone. Sola scriptura is the most important thing. 
   Now, why would I say that? I m a progressive Christian. I am a 
feminist. I don t agree with Paul on all points. Claiming sola scriptura
can get you into trouble. Still, I find the sola scriptura to be of great 
importance.  
   Some things are easily defendable: Sola scriptura meant and means 
that clerical authority was undermined. It placed the reading, the 
hermeneutical process and appropriation of the gospel in the hands of 
everyone. That is a gift of egalitarianism, democracy, and maybe most 
importantly: the power of criticism. By establishing an authority 
independent of church hierarchies, people were given a tool to 
develop arguments against those in power. There is no doubt that this 
has had a great impact on modern, egalitarian democracy in Northern 
Europe. Tied to this are consequences for the view of priesthood and 
ecclesiology. The priest was no longer as important as before. His 
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authority was now not automatic, but rested on how he exegeted the 
scriptures. According to Luther, the real priesthood was all believers, 
because of baptism. 
   Also, sola scriptura meant a ground-breaking respect for the 
vernacular. Because of Luther, not only did the Bible get translated 
into a myriad of languages, but the languages themselves were 
systematized and developed as scriptural languages. 
   In Norway, there was no public-school system prior to the 
Reformation. Mainly rich people knew how to read and write. In 1736, 
the Danish-Norwegian King Christian VI made confirmation 
mandatory for all subjects. As a result thereof, young people also 
needed to be literate. This directly caused the establishing of the 
Norwegian school system. Three years later, in 1739, school was made 
mandatory for all children between the ages of 7 and 14.  
   These are the indisputably good things about sola scriptura. What 
about the bad things? For we all know, the scriptures are never alone. 
They do not, contrary to what the reformers said, interpret 
themselves. If that were the case, then why is there so much 
disagreement and debate over how to righty understand the Bible? 
   Hermeneutically, we cannot accept sola scriptura. There is no clean 
reading, no one reading. But although hermeneutically impossible, 
sola scriptura is dogmatically necessary. Here, I turn to the American 
theologian Kathryn Tanner, who is Episcopalian. She says that exactly 
because of sola scriptura, the monolithic authority of scripture, we 
have doctrinal multitude.1 
   The reason, Tanner says, is that sola scriptura dismantles the 
authority of clergy or tradition in interpretation. There is no one right 
reading that a small group has identified. Therefore, we have many 
readings, all claiming to be right. How is this an advantage? This is an 
advantage because scripture always will criticize the readings. It can 
always be held as a criterion for destabilizing any reading. No 
saturation of interpretation is dogmatically possible, because no one, 
except scripture itself, can define its meaning. Paradoxically, the sola 
scriptura principle secures a dynamic and very broad process of 
interpretation.  

                                                           
1 Kathryn E. Tanner,  Theology and the Plain Sense,  in Scriptural Authority 
and Narrative Interpretation, eds. Garrett Green and Hans W Frei 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987). 
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   Facing an event such as the anniversary of the Reformation, it is 
clear we still must make choices. What is bread, what is wine? What 
should we keep, what should be thrown out?  
   Can Luther be trusted on all points? No. When we must use our 
judgement, make choices, between keeping what is Lutheran and 
what is Christian, the Lutheran impulse is to keep what is Christian 
and discard what is Lutheran. 

Jamie Hawkey 
Thank you, it is a great honour to be here.  
   Lord Williams drew our attention to Archbishop Michael Ramsey s 
important statement in The Gospel and the Catholic Church, that 
Catholicism always stands before the Church door at Wittenburg to 
read the truth by which she is created and by which also she is 
judged. 1 There are particular lessons the whole Church often needs to 
learn and relearn, principally the need to avoid the commodification 
of grace (about which Lord Williams spoke), and the danger (as Avery 
Dulles put it) of institutionalism in the Church s life. But at the 
beginning of this short response, I want to ask what we can learn from 
standing at the side of the Church door at Wittenburg, in other words, 
observing ourselves and different traditions coming to learn and 
relearn such lessons.  
   In a Church which is semper reformanda, and in an ecumenical 
context of mutual learning, how do we discern and evaluate whether 
reform in particular churches might genuinely be of the Holy Spirit? 
Of course, there are the benchmarks of scripture and tradition, but 
even the most cursory glance at current debates in the Church of 
England alone reveals that what is and what is not adiaphora, first 
order or second order, is not always agreed upon. Nor is it 
straightforward to identify what are genuinely new questions or 
challenges. As Dr Dokka put it, what is bread, what is wine?  
   Reform can be creative or destructive. It can, of course, also be both. 
In each case, we need to pay attention to the ethics of reform. One of 

                                                           
1 See above, p. 72. 
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the fundamental truths in which so many of the sixteenth century 
reformers attempted to ground their work was the eternal faithfulness 
of God. From Luther to Zwingli, from Calvin to Cajetan, the non-
capricious faithfulness of God was the seedbed out of which a diverse 
range of theological convictions grew. In an atmosphere where we 
now assume that legitimate theological insight is not just the preserve 
of one or other of our traditions, we can consider each situation by 
asking, from the side of the church door: Is this person, is this church, 
is this tradition seeking to be faithful to the faithfulness of God? Is it 
intensifying that basic relationship of ecclesial discipleship, or is it
moving away from it? This is of course not a simple task, but paying 
attention to that basic question is a good start in considering the ethic 
of ecclesial reform. It is a way of under-tunnelling some of the 
theological road-blocks which don t always allow us to begin analysis 
from theological first principles.  
   So, from standing at the side of the Church door, we must now 
return to standing before it. I said a moment ago, the need to avoid 
the commodification (and indeed commercialisation) of grace is a 
fundamental lesson to learn and re-learn in each generation. From 
ethics to liturgy, there is hardly an area that this does not touch. If the 
whole world is the arena of God s saving action, and if the life of 
communion in the Risen Christ is appropriated simply and radically 
by faith through grace, then are we in need of further root-and-branch 
reform? Have the layers of the Church s life once again become so 
thick that they cannot be porous enough to the heart and heat of 
Pentecost, as Newman put it? Do advances in human culture and 
social science demand a second reformation? Ultimately, I think not
partially because we are not looking for a new church, but also largely 
because the first has left us with quite enough material to be getting 
on with! In 1981, the German theologian and pupil of Rahner, Johann 
Baptist Metz, published a book entitled The Emergent Church. Metz s 
work on grace deserves consideration not by a Third Vatican Council 
or Second Reformation, but ecumenically for the good of both church 
and world. His attention to grace helps us to consider the necessary 
dynamic of faithful reform which is at the heart of the Church s life.  
   Metz claims that the heart of the Reformation s question how can 
we attain to grace? is absolutely central to the pressing pastoral and 
theological concerns of all the churches. Reformation, he says, should 
be understood as the restoration of original relationships and 
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connections .1 He argues for a second reformation where grace returns 
to the senses, to freedom and to politics.2 Protestantism, Metz says, 
has historically been too detached from the senses. Grace is 
minimised when we snatch it away from the senses and thereby from 
the social suffering of humanity. Those of you who know Metz s work 
will be unsurprised by the immediate political inferences he draws. He 
claims that the Reformation s fear of sin became another kind of fear, 
a fear of contact with the Earth, with the senses, of that bodily social 
life within which grace is lived. Over many centuries, Metz claims that 
Christianity has been marked by a kind of dualism between the world 
of grace and the world of the senses.3 The reformers  obsession with 
pure doctrine  failed to engage with the reality of human life and 
frailty, leaving it at an abstract level. The aim, he says, must be to 
reunite confessional formulas with human beings and their praxis . 
Once again, there is an echo of that reformation question: as Lord 
Williams put it, Where is the Catholic Church, and who is in it?  
   Such a project is hardly foreign to the life of our churches: from the 
Church of England s shared conversations on sexuality to the debate 
over the implementation of Amoris Laetitia, this is precisely what is 
often attempted; the reunification of confessional formulas with 
human beings and their praxis. When such discernment remains 
solely dependent on abstract theological reflection, Metz would 
doubtless say that grace remains thereby in the realm of invisibility 
and intangibility. 4 Graciousness which we choose to bestow upon, 
and withhold from, others, risks becoming Bonhoeffer s cheap grace : 
something that does not penetrate our lives but just overarches our 
earthly-social life .5 
   If Metz diagnoses a suspicion of the senses in Protestantism (and it s 
worth saying again that this was written in 1980, and was probably 
slightly anachronistic even then!), in Catholicism he highlights a 
constitutional suspicion regarding grace as freedom. 6 Although 
Vatican II made strides on this in its work on freedom of conscience 
                                                           
1 Johann Baptist Metz, The Emergent Church: The Future of Christianity in a 
Postbourgeois World (Crossroad Publishing, 1981), p. 50. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Metz, p. 52. 
4 Metz, p. 55. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Metz, p. 56. 
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and religious freedom, Metz still asks whether structures in particular 
mitigate for or against the operation of God s transforming grace. This 
is a very major question.  
   If two major blocks of denominational traditions come in for 
criticism, so does the political agency of ordinary Christians. Living 
differently , or living under grace, was frequently in history a 
characteristic mark of the Christian community. Metz writes,  

Grace signifies the ability to interrupt, to stop: it means not simply 
having to go on living as before. Grace is the capacity 
ourselves and evaluate ourselves with our own eyes but with the eyes 
of our victims, out of which in the end, [Christ] himself looks upon us. 
It is precisely this change of viewpoint that is at stake in our politics 
today humanism of expediency  is determining our politics, rather 
than the gratuitous shaping of grace.1  

   So, through the senses, through promoting liberation, and in 
political life, can we attain to grace once more? Such a profound focus 
on grace really does start to relativize everything else, or perhaps more 
precisely, to re-order everything else so that theological connections 
can be remade and priorities re-established. If communion itself
koinonia is truly a free gift of grace through faith, how we guard  it, 
curate it, even manage it, needs very careful theological attention. The 
current debates, perhaps, are holding our noses right up against 
Wittenberg s door!  
   Furthermore, if the arena of God s grace is not just the Church but 
also wider culture, how do we assess the contributions made to 
theological and ecclesial discernment from wider culture? Our 
reformations (including, essentially the Counter Reformation) were 
prompted at least in part by the emergence of sources which had been 
lost or ignored, by precise reading in original languages, by deeper 
connections which push boundaries a fruit which we still have to 
fully harvest is perhaps a graceful theological methodology which 
would take into account the work of science and social science on the 
contested issues we currently seek discernment on, and to read that 
work in counterpoint with scripture and tradition. In all this we must 
hold one another faithful from the side of the church door to 
discerning how such developments are seeking to be faithful to God s 
own faithfulness.  

                                                           
1 Metz, p. 61. 
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   In a lecture of 1968, during that very early period after Vatican II, 
Metz noted that reform necessarily emerges through painful and 
critical process, and that reform is essentially rooted in faith itself. 
Genuine reform does not come from liberal minimalism and a 
modernistic desire for adaptation 
restlessness of faith.  This restless faith is able to engage with what he 
calls other  truth, not because it believes so little, but because it 
believes so much. In a richly Christological vein, he continues, The 
Church belongs to the Son and becomes his Church only when it goes 
beyond itself, when it risks going out into the unknown, about which 
the Son himself said that this unknown was his own possession. 1

Grace and faith, again, enlarging the frontiers and freeing us from the 
danger of idolatry. 
   Reformation is not always something to rejoice in. In the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries it resulted in bloodshed and a tearing of 
the social fabric of Europe at the deepest level. So, conscious of the 
dangers of division, we must try to address as many of these questions 
as possible, honestly and together. And when one moves faster or 
slower than the other, instead of rushing to anathema or premature 
judgment, we might each ask: how is this person, this Church, seeking 
to be faithful to the faithfulness of God? That sort of questioning 
builds up communion, expands our understandings of koinonia rather 
than narrows it down.  
   Harvesting the fruits has become a great ecumenical metaphor in 
the last 15 years. But the fruits to harvest are not just those of our 
ecumenical dialogues, rather also, some of the fundamental 
theological fruits of the Reformation itself still hang ripe on the tree: 
an insistence upon grace and gift, a commitment to look closely at 
God s providence in history and in the life of the world, and the need 
to ensure that our attempts to re-pristinate the faith are accompanied 
by a relentless methodology of grace.  

                                                           
1 In Metz, p. 116. 
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GRIGOR NAREKATSI, MYSTIC AND POET: THE SOUL S 

SEARCH FOR IMMEDIACY WITH GOD   

Vrej Nerses Nersessian* 

         And now, accept these prayers of sighs and contrition, 
        as you inhale the scent of this bloodless sacrifice of words, 

King of Heaven. (Prayer 88b)1   

The tenth century Armenian monk s Book of Lamentations (aka The 
Narek or Book of Prayer or Speaking with God from the Depths of the 
Heart) immediately occupied a pre-eminence in Armenian literature 
and spirituality which it has never lost. The prayers express the ecstatic 
distress of a heart, convinced of its sinful and creaturely unworthiness, 
overwhelmed by God s loving condescension. As a doctor or teacher of 
the universal Church, his work, with its specifically eastern cultural and 
theological ethos, is now recognised as inspiration for all.  

Grigor Narekatsi, doctor universalis 
On 12 April 12 2015 Pope Francis officially declared St Gregory of Narek 
a Doctor of the Universal Church, following a pronouncement of his 
intentions on 21 February. The recognition coincided with the 
marking of the one hundredth anniversary of the Armenian Genocide. 
Immediately the electronic media were jammed by accusations, 
                                                           
* The Reverend Dr Vrej Nerses Nersessian was born in Tehran. Graduated 
from King s College London s Theological Department with BD (1972) and 
PhD (1975) from the Department of Greek and Byzantine Studies. From 1975 
to his retirement in 2012 was Curator of the Christian Middle East Section of 
the British Library. His last publication for the library was A catalogue of the 
Armenian Manuscripts in the British Library acquired since the year 1913 and of 
collection in other libraries in the United Kingdom (London: 2012). He was 
ordained priest in 1983.  
1 Quotations from the 95 prayers which make up the Book of Lamentations are 
given in the translation, and with the permission, of © Thomas J. Samuelian 
(Yerevan: Vem Press, 2002), freely available online at:  
http://www.stgregoryofnarek.am/intro.php 
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questioning how the Catholic Church could pronounce a monk of the 
Armenian Church doctor universalis when the saint concerned was a 
member of a Monophysite  Church, or a church that rejected the 
Council of Chalcedon and the Tome of Pope Leo in 451.  
   In an article Archbishop Levon Zekiyan gives a personal account of 
the procedure. On 4 September 2014 Nerses Petros XIXth, Patriarch of 
the Armenian Catholics appointed Zekiyan as postulatore whose task 
was to present the request arguing that the person nominated for 
recognition was a worthy candidate. Proof was needed that the 
candidate proposed for the honour was doctrinally orthodox. It had to 
be made apparent that the person did not just represent a faction in 
the Christian Church but that he had an ecumenical  standing and 
appeal. The positio (official report) had to convince the committee 
that although Grigor Narekatsi s theology did not match western 
theological categories his doctrinal status was not a controversial one. 
Astonishingly, proof was required that the Armenian Church has 
never been Chalcedonian  and that past condemnations were the 
result of misunderstanding [ ]1. The Armenian 
Church rejected the Council of Chalcedon and the Chalcedonian 
Definition for the same reason as most of the East: because they 
judged Chalcedon to have betrayed the faith of Cyril, in which they 
saw the faith of the Church .2  

Ecumenically minded scholars in the west have charitably explained 
that the Armenian Church rejected Chalcedon only because it was 
moved by non-theological factors such as nationalism or obstinacy or 
even incomprehension of the true meaning of the Council s formula.   

                                                           
1 Levon Zekiyan, Grigor Narekatsi Tiezerakan Vardapet , Banber Matenad-
arani, 22(2015), pp. 14-15. 
2 Andrew Louth, Why did the Syrians reject the Council of Chalcedon?  in
Chalcedon in Context Church Councils 400-700, ed. Richard Price and Mary 
Whitby (Liverpool University press, 2009), p. 114. 
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Grigor Narekatsi praying to the Virgin Mary with Child with below four scenes 
from the saint s life; the second illustrates Grigor s miracle of bringing to life 
the doves which he then fried for his friends  supper, earning a reprimand as it 
was a Friday fast day. Frontispiece from Commentary on The Book of 
Lamentations by Hakob Nalean, Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople 
(Constantinople: Norakazm Tparan, 1745). 
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Not altogether grateful for this version of the doctrine of diminished 
responsibility, Armenians rejected Chalcedon because they were good 
theologians: they had the capacity to recognise a heresy when they saw 
one.1  

The neatly balanced western interpretation of Chalcedon (two natures 
in one person) obscured the mystical power of what Cyril and Oriental 
theologians were trying to assert, through the subtle Alexandrian 
tradition of the deification of human nature. The idea in western 
theology that the whole argument affirming a union of God and the 
human in the Incarnation needs to be read through the lens of 
Chalcedon should be abandoned. In his study Archbishop Zekiyan 
expresses his astonishment as to how low key was the reception of the 
news of Grigor Narekatsi by the 
Armenian public, including intellectuals and even by some clergy.
The reason for this lack of enthusiasm has historical precedent. Only 
two church fathers of the Armenian Church, Saints Nerses Shnorhal 
and Nerses Lambronats i are among hundreds that have been 
favoured by the Mkhitarist fathers only after their theology has been 
contaminated by interfering with their works. In the 1893 Venice 
edition of Narekatsi s Book of Lamentations, by a deliberate 
misplacement of an accent (`) the entire doctrinal position of the 
author is made to support the Catholic doctrine of the Filioque . In 
the Constantinople 1774 edition the wording of chapter 75:6 reads: 

   .      
   ; while in the Venice 1893 

edition the accent is placed:       
     . The 

Mkhitarist scholar Gabriel Awetikian by a masterly touch does not 
place the accent either on the word with  [ ] nor on the word 
springs  [ ].2 

                                                           
1 Times Literary Supplement, 3 March 1966. 
2 We praise with the Father and the Son `/ the Lord Holy Spirit, which 
springs` inseparably/ forth  In the Venice 
editions the accent is placed on 
the Holy Spirit added by the Western Church to the Nicene-Constantinople 
Creed. The same alteration is introduced into Nerses Shnorhali s (1101-1173) 
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   The Armenian Church Fathers from 506 down to modern times have 
not changed their stance in relation to the Council of Chalcedon and 
to suggest that the rejection was the result of misunderstanding  is 
incomprehensible. The signing in December 1997 of the Common 
Declaration  between Garegin Ist Sargisian, 1995-99, Catholicos of All 
Armenians and Pope John Paul II, and all the Five Vienna  
consultations between the theologians of the Christian Oriental  
Orthodox Churches and the Roman Catholic Churches, prompted 
Francis Cardinal König to express his desire in his Preamble to the 
Communiqués and Joint Declarations  that while  

it is true to say that all obstacles between our Churches have not yet 
been removed, over the past two and a half decades, we have been able 
to regain an enormous amount of common ground, first and foremost 

spirit eventually to trickle down from the theologians to the individual 
Christian on the parish level, making for a yet deeper mutual 
enrichment of our respective traditions.1  

Literary legacy 
Grigor Narekatsi (known to western readers as Gregory of Narek), 
whose work crowns the classical period of Armenian literature and 
marks the beginning of medieval Armenian literature has left an 
indelible mark on Armenian Christian literature comparable to 

                                                                                                                          
 sun of justice  [  ,  

]. It is such devious interpretations of Armenian texts that are the 
source of suspicion. Babgen K Nalean ew 
Narekatsi  [Nalean and Narekatsi] Loys, new series, 2nd year (1906), pp. 1140-6; 
Gabriel Awetiki an,    [Commentary on the Prayers 
in the Narek] (Venice: Mkhit arist Press, 1859), p. 381. 
1  The Vienna Dialogue. Five Pro Oriente Consultations with Oriental 
Orthodoxy. Communiqués and Common Declarations. Booklet Nr.1 (Ferdinand 
Berger & Sohne, Austria, 1990), p. H. H. Karekin I and 
H.H. John Paul II. Some reflections on their Co
(unpublished) and The Christology of the Armenian Orthodox Church. The 
contemporary significance of Armenian Christology: On the controversy over 
the Joint Declaration of Karekin I and John Paul II (Jerusalem: St James Press, 
2001). 
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Homer for Greek and Dante for Italian .1 The Armenian poet Paruyr 
Sevak defines the literary legacy of Grigor Narekatsi as a temple of 
poesy, on which the destructive action of time has had no effect .2  
   The influence of his work on Armenian literature was recognised by 
his contemporaries, and highly regarded. The Armenian historian 
Ukht anes (940-1000) calls him Universal vardapet  [

]; Nerses Lambronats i (1153-1198) theologian and 
archbishop of Tarsus calls him an angel in a human body
[  ], while  Patriarch Hakob Nalean (1702-
1764) who wrote a commentary on the Book of Lamentations  says his
book is a light on the world  [     ].3 The 
earliest manuscript copy of his work Speaking with God from the 
Depths of the Heart [  ] is by the scribe 
Grigor Mlechets i, copied in the scriptorium of Skevra in Cilicia in 1173 
(Mat. MS. 1568)4 at the request of Nerses Lambronats i, who has added 
a biography of Grigor Narekatsi to the end of chapter thirty-three 
entitled The Life of the holy man of God Grigor Narekatsi  [

                                                           
1 Manouk Abeghyan,     [History of 
ancient Armenian literature] (Erevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences,   1944), 
Bk. 1, pp. 511-69; Hrant Tamrazyan,   VI-XV 
[Armenian literary criticism VI-XV centuries] (Erevan: Sovetakan Grogh, 1985) 
Bk. 2, pp. 87-159.  
2 Khach atryan Avag eds.,      :  

  «  »  1000-
[Word from the depth of our heart to Narekatsi: Dedicated to the 1000 
annive -36. 
3 Yakob Nalean, Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople,  

    [A commentary on the prayers of 
Saint Grigor Narekatsi] (Constantinople: Gabriel Sebastatsi Barseghian, 1749), 
1136 pp. The author ends his monumental work with the words   

   : For this palace studded with diamonds I 
made an entrance of mud and clay.  
4  Sirarpie Der Nersessian, Miniature Paintings in the Armenian Kingdom of 
Cilicia from the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Century (Washington D.C: 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1993), vol. I, p. 12, Figs. 21, 
22-24; Vrej Nersessian, Treasures from the Ark: 1700 years of Armenian 
Christian Art (London, The British Library, 2001), Catalogue Nr. 85, pp. 162-3.  
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    ].1 It is interesting to 
note that by 1173 Grigor was already recognised as a saint of the 
Armenian Church.2 Remarkably the biography by Nerses Lambronats i 
was enhanced by four full page portraits of the author writing, 
praying, holding a book and a cross, and prostrate before Christ, 
which are are among the earliest extant examples of portraiture in 
Armenian manuscript illumination. The presence of the author s four 
portraits with four different legends is explained by reference to his 
prayer 72.3 The first portrait depicts Grigor seated on a high chair like 
an Evangelist writing the first word of his Lamentation,  [The 
Voice].  
   In prayer 72 Narekatsi introduces himself to the reader in these 
words: ainst me, I was called, 

 [   ]. The first portrait has 
the legend Grigor the Philosopher  [  ] which 
corresponds to the above lines. Further on he says I was considered a 
saint by men though I am unclean before God  and alluding to the 
etymology of the Greek form of his name (Grigoros: the one who 
watches ) he adds: 
slumber in the sleep of mortality. On the day of salvation I was named 

losed my eyes to vigilance.  The legend: , 
 is written next to the portrait of him in prayer, hands raised 

                                                           
1  Matenadaran MS. No. 1568, fols. 119a-b; available also in the eight printed 
editions (Constantinople 1700, 1726, 1736, 1755, 1763, 1782, 1789 and Jerusalem, 
1868). 
2 Ter Davt yan, K .S., Armynskie zhitiya i mychenichestva, V-XVII vv
[Armenian lives and martyrologies, 5th to the 18th centuries] (Erevan: 1994), pp. 
69-71. For stories of miracles attributed to him see Vardan Devrikyan,

     [Episodes in the life of 
Narekatsi in manuscripts in the collection of Holy Ejmiadsin] (Holy See of 
Ejmiadsin Press, 2003). The Armenian church does not have a rite of 
Beatification. It is the popularity and veneration of the public that raises an 
individual to the rank of Sainthood . The last person to receive such 
recognition was Catholicos Movses Tatevats i III (1629-1642). In 2015 on the 
100th anniversary of the Armenian Genocide the 1.5 million victims were 
beatified by an Order of Canonization of the Martyrs of the Armenian 

.    
3 Azaryan, L.R., Kilikyan ma -xiii d.d [Cilician Miniature 
Painting] (Erevan: 1964), pp. 62-3.  
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Portrait of St Gregory of Narek prostrate before Christ from the manuscript of 
the Book of Lamentations copied by the artist Grigor Mlitchetsi commissioned 
by Archbishop Nerses Lambronatsi (1153-1198) at the Monastery of Skevra, 
Cilicia, 1179 (Mat. MS.1568, fol. 177v). 
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to the bust figure of Christ seeking pardon for his sins. The initials 
 (Y[isu]s K [risto]s i.e. Jesus Christ) are inscribed on either side of 

Christ s head. The third portrait has the inscription  
 (Saint Grigor the monk) which is a full frontal standing 

portrait of him holding a cross and book. The inscription of the last 
miniature (see preceding page) is obliterated, except for the letters 

. . (Yisus K ristos) but Grigor s humble attitude, prostrate before 
the  enthroned Christ, is in keeping with the general tenor of his 
Lamentations entitled From the depth of the heart, soliloquy with 
God.1  
   Nerses Lambronats i short biography The Life of our holy man of 
God, Grigor Narekats  [      

], copied in most of the subsequent manuscripts is our 
earliest source on his life. It begins: 

Our holy father, this priest and cleric [   ,  
 ] blessed by the graces of God was from the monastery 

of Narek in Armenia, in the province of Vaspurakan during the reign of 
the Roman King Basil II (c.925-after 985) and Constantine VII 
Porphyrogennetos (945-59) who ruled over Armenia and at the time, 
when the king of Vaspurakan was Sinek erim Artsruni (908-937) a 
pious man of the Artsruni [Royal House] was king of Vaspurakan in 
the Armenian era 432 [ = 432+551+983] with his brothers, 977-1003, 
during the patriarchate of Catholicos Vahan (965-972). He was the son 
of the daughter of the paternal uncle Anania tutor and abbot of the 
monastery of Narek. This blessed Grigor with his minor brother 
Yovhannes, nurtured and instructed in accordance with the Holy 
S n the request of pious 
brothers, he undertook the writing of these ninety-
left these for our church of Christ as his living memorial.2 

                                                           
1 V. H. Ghazaryan, ed.   
[Armyanskaya miniatura Portret; Miniature Armenienne Portrait] (Erevan: 
Grogh , 1982), figs. 108-110, fls. 7b, 55b, 120b, 178b., S. Der Nersessian, ibid. vol. 
II, figs. 21-24. 
2 Garegin I,Yovsep eants , Yishatakarank  Dzeragrats  (5 darits  minch ew 1250 
T , (Colophons of Armenian manuscripts (from the 5th century to 1250), 
Ant ilias, 1951, vol. I, pp. 143-146; . . ,  

 -  . [Colophons of Armenian manuscripts Vth-
XIII centuries] (Erevan: 1988), pp. 210-1. Cf. Arnold Toynbee, Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus and his World (OUP, 1975); R. H. H. Jenkins, ed. Constantine 
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The date of his birth is put around 945 contemporary with the 
incumbency of Catholicos Vahan I Siwnets i, 968-969.1 His death is 
placed around 1003, and he was buried in the Monastery, where his 
place of burial was a site of pilgrimage for Armenians until the first 
quarter of the twentieth century when the Monastery of Narek was 
destroyed during the Armenian Genocide by the Turks. 
   Although Grigor s fame is founded on his masterpiece, the Book of 
Lamentations, he is also the author of a Commentary on the Songs of 
Song of Solomon, composed in 977 at the request of King Gurgen 
(968-1003); a History of the Holy Cross of Aparan (c.1000), eulogies on 
the Holy Apostles, on Saint James of Nisibis and St Gregory the 
Illuminator, and a Letter of Confession written to the abbot of the 
Monastery of Kchway, defending himself against the accusation of 
being a member of the T ondrakian movement,2 as well as several 
canticles and odes celebrating the Feast of the Nativity, Resurrection, 
Transfiguration, Ascension, and Pentecost.3 
   As someone who lived with the Bible, and the large existing corpus 
of religious hymns and prayers, who had spent his childhood and 
youth in a monastery, thoroughly immersed in Armenian Christian 
tradition, Narekatsi was most unlikely to have remained immune to 
their spiritual and literary influence. In 2004 Hratchya Tamrazyan 
published the conclusions of his many years of study in which he 
                                                                                                                          
Porphyrogenitus De Administrando Imperio, vol.II  Commentary (University of 
London, 1962); Thomas Artsruni, History of the House of the Artsrunik, 
translation and commentary by T. W. Thomson (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1985). 
1 P. M. Khatchaturyan, A. A. Ghazaryan,   

 [Grigor  (Erevan: AAS., 
1985), p. 170. 
2 Nersessian, Vrej, The Tondrakian Movement. Religious movements in the 
Armenian church from the fourth to the tenth centuries (London: Kahn & 
Averill, 1987), pp. 56-58. For a full English translation of this letter see F.C. 
Conybeare, The Key of Truth. A manual of the Paulician Church in Armenia 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898), pp. 127-128; Leon Arpee, A history of 
Armenian Christianity from the beginning to our time (New York: The 
Armenian Missionary Association of America, 1946), Appendix I, pp. 319-324. 
3 K yoshkeryan Armine,   [Odes and canticles], (Erevan: 
Armenian Academy of Sciences, 1981);  Abraham Terian, The Festal works of St 
Gregory of Narek.Annotated translation of the Odes, Litanies, and Encomia
(Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2016). 
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discusses the influences of Neoplatonism on Grigor Narekatsi s 
spirituality largely through the works of Denys the Areopagite.1 The 
reliance of Grigor Narekatsi on the works of the Areopagite is 
exaggerated at the expense of the common shared exegetical and 
literary traditions epitomised in the exegetical and patristic literature 
of the early church. Sergio La Porte in his study on the extent of 
Narekatsi s dependence on Dionysius maintains, Grigor never 
explicitly cites Dionysius, lacks vocabulary particular to Dionysius and 
in contrast to the Areopagite s epistolary style to instruct his readers, 
Grigor employs penitential poetry seeking forgiveness for his sin. 2  
   Narekatsi s  masterpiece is his Book of Lamentations, popularly 
known as Narek or Girk  Aghot its  [Book of Prayers]. In the memorial  
[Yishatakaran] the author attached to his work he informs us that it 
was completed in 1002, a year before his death. Most of the work is in 
verse, except elegies 34, 75, 92 and 93 which are in prose, which have 
Christological and interpretative content. The work has survived in 
over 200 manuscripts the most copied text after the Gospels and 
60 printed versions, the first being by Voskan Erewants i in Marseilles 
in 1673.3 Narekatsi is the high point of Armenian spiritual literature. 
Armenian literature has come to bestow on this book a veneration 
normally reserved for a shrine, or almost equal to that due to an icon. 
Pious people for long centuries have put it and still do put it under 
their pillows as a guard against the power of evil. Extracts of his 
prayers have a permanent place in Armenian prayer scrolls [Hmayil] 
copied for personal piety.4 In a recent publication Seta B. Dadoyan, 
repeating the view of Arshak Chopanian, says that appreciating this 

otherwise betray a deep ignorance about his work and position  and 
instead maintains that one aspect of his personality was religious; 

                                                           
1 H.H. T amrazyan,      
[Grigor Narekatsi and Neoplatonism] (Erevan: Nayiri, 2004).  
2 Two versions of Mysticism: The corpus  Dionysiacum and 
the Book of Lamentation , Revue Théologique de Kaslik, 3-4(2009-2010), p.253.  
3 Khatchatryan, P.M. and Ghazinyan,  , ibid. pp. 24-
28. 
4 Karekin,  Sarkissian, A brief introduction to Armenian Christian Literature
(London: A Michael Barbour Publication, 1974), 2nd printing,  p.42.  
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otherwise he was identified as a philosopher, a poet, and a vigilant .1

Why is the company of St Ephrem the Syrian, St Augustine of Hippo, 
Simeon the New Theologian, and Thomas à Kempis less honourable 
than Homer? The epithets Dadoyan quotes are the designations 
Narekatsi uses in his seventy-second elegy to describe himself and are 
also employed by the artist in his portraits of the author. The author 
uses the words lament and lamentation  , 

   (2b, 102b) throughout to describe his 
work which in the English translation  has been variously rendered by 
the terms, prayers , elegies , soliloquy  and supplication .  
   Grigor Narekatsi defines his work as his will and testament  [ ] 
with these words: 

  And since I leave readers this testament [ ] 
  recording my misdeeds along the path of no return, 
  that they might pray to God through my words day by day, 
  may this book remain as a guide for repentance 
  continuously lifted in voice to you, Almighty Lord (54e). 

According to the author the work is his testament for clergy and 
monks, which in turn is a personalised dialogue with God in which his 
sinfulness, pitifulness and nothingness are revealed to him in and 
through his own person which he laments and deplores. The presence 
of God within him reveals him to himself in the truest condition of 
human frailty and misery. Thus, he sees himself unworthy and 
incapable on his own merits of that blissful enjoyment of God s 
presence in him. As a teacher he presents himself to his readers as a 
representative of all humanity taking upon himself their entire frailty 
from Adam till its last generation. 

Now to you, monastic brothers, 
communities of disciples 

                                                           
1 Seta, B. Dadoyan, The Armenians in the Medieval Islamic World. Paradigms of 
Interaction. Seventh to Fourteenth centuries (London: Transaction Publishers, 
2013), vol. II, pp. 200-02. Arshak Chopanian, in  [Literary 
figures](Paris: Gegharvestakan Tparan,1924), p. 27 says:   

      ,    
,      ; Cf. Hayk 

Gasparian,     
 [The appreciation of Grigor Narekatsi in French literature], 

Sovetakan Grakanut iwn, 6 (1966). 
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you who, bare-handed, have enlisted 
as the Lords s brothers, in expectation 
and hope of infinite good gifts, 
for you I set this table with 
my burnt sacrifice of words. 
Accept this testament of confession, 
for the edification and salvation of your souls. 
Know through it the frailty of the body. 
Remember the warning words of the prophet 
and the apostle: No flesh should exult before God .  
And, No one, not a single person, is just . ... 
For even I, who nourish you with these meagre fruits, 
willingly blame myself (72a).  

Narekatsi regards himself as a symbol and representative of entire 
humanity and sets himself before the throne of judgment: 

A new book of psalms sings with urgency through me, 
for all thinking people the world over, 
expressing all human passions 
and serving with its images 
as an encyclopaedic companion to our human condition, 
for the entire, mixed congregation of the Church universal (3b). 

The Christocentric character of Narekatsi s spirituality  
Rarely in Christian literature is the sense of sin the awareness of the 
alienation of man from God and the drama that follows upon this 
awareness felt so acutely and so deeply as it is in Narek. This 
awareness is not only in regard to his own sinful nature but also that 
of the entire universe. In a book of 8500 lines three sentiments 
dominate: I have sinned , I am doomed , and have mercy  [ , 

, ].1 The book is meant to guide the reader through 
three stages of contemplative prayer.2 To demonstrate the greatness of 

                                                           
1  He uses  51 words to describe various forms of sins (Prayer 7); 104 words to 
describe his sinfulness (Prayer 56) and 40 images to describe  the destruction 
death brings. He makes 1368 allusions and references to the Bible. 
2  In a colophon of a manuscript copied in 1266 (Mat.Ms.4965,fol.330a), The 
Book of Lamentations is described as the gate of the entry into the vestibules 
of God, which with penitence and through the prayers of the holy father 
Grigor recited in tearful, imploring petition renews men compounded in sin 
[and they become] of spirit, even as the angels . A.S.Matevosyan, 

   , [Colophons of 13th century 
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God Narekatsi does not enumerate or allude to God s actions on earth 
but sings the praises of what God can do, rather then what He has 
achieved. Rare are those instances, such as the following, where he 
refers to actual events in history brought about by God:  

Who transformed the liquidity of the sea 
into a wall of stone (Ex. 14:21-22) 
who caused a stream to spring and flow  
like a waterfall from the hard rocks of the desert (Ex. 17:6) ... 
and fortified the walls of Jericho 
symbolising the destruction of Satan s tyranny  
demolished by you as if it were a straw (Jos. 6:20) ... 
who shake the earth and its pillars from their foundations (Job 9:6)? ... 
You train the inanimate dawning sun as if on a bridle 
showing you can, if you wish, tame 
the evil impulses of nature (63a,b). 

This homiletic or heroic style is not very suitable to his poetic style. 
Narekatsi always prefers a eulogistic, lyrical style by which instead of 
searching for God s greatness in history he searches his soul and 
imagination for all the adjectives and predicates that he can ascribe to 
God. In such instances the long unending chain of adjectives resemble 
psalmic benedictions or creedal statements. Such for instance is the 
beginning of Prayer 91 which is an outburst of uncontrollable 
admiration:  

Lord, Lord filled with compassion, God of mercies (2 Cor. 1:3), 
majestic name, awe-inspiring voice, 
severe summons, unbroken silence, 
thundering speech, shocking sound (91a; cf. 3). 

Grigor Narekatsi is not just glorifying God but more important he 
finds himself so unworthy, insignificant  and defiled  that he implies 
he is defiling the purity of the Lord. In a section of Prayer 83, isolated 
and lonely in his cell, he makes this crushing comparison between 
himself and his creator: 

Especially since you are light and hope   
                                                                                                                          
Armenian manuscripts], (Erevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences, 1984), pp. 
338-9. Colophons of Armenian manuscript describe the book as: 

 [lantern inextinguishable],   
[divine holy book],          

,      [For this is the word (ban-logoi) and 
reproach to the sinful, and supplication to all saints].     
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and I am darkness and foolishness 
You are true good, praiseworthy Lord 
And I am thoroughly evil and helpless. 
You are the Lord of everything on earth and in the heavens 
(83a cf. 67, 72, 22). 

Prayer 20 contains eight remarkable sections, gushing out in one 
breath of self-condemnation: 

I breathing dust, have grown haughty, 
I talking clay, have become presumptuous, 
I filthy dirt, have grown proud, 
I disgusting ashes, have risen up, 
raising my hands with my broken cup,  
strutting like a swaggering peacock  (20d). 

The fear of sin brings with it the sources of sin, the price of sin. 
Nothing so real and vigorous expresses the fear of a monk locked up 
in his cell than the Prayer 12 called Accept with sweetness  [

] which has become part of the Service of the Night 
Office: 

Dispel all-bestowing God, my shameful sadness, 
Lift, merciful God, my unbearable burden, 
Cast off, potent God, my mortal habits 
Spoil, triumphant God, my wayward pleasures 
Dissipate, exalted God, my wanton fog 
Block, life-giving God, my destructive ways 
Undo, secret-seeing God, my evil entrapments 
Fend off, inscrutable God, my assailants 
Inscribe your name on the skylight of my abode 
Cover the roof of my temple with your hand 
Mark the threshold of my cell with your blood 
Imprint the outside of my door with your sign 
Protect the mat where I rest with your right hand 
Keep my cot pure from all seductions 
Preserve my suffering soul by your will 
Steady the breath of life you have given my flesh. 
Surround me with your heavenly host 
Post them on watch against the battalion of demons (12c). 

The poet has expressed the torturous sentiments of celibacy and 
through prayer seeks blissful rest like the slumber of death in the 
depth of this night through the intercession of the Holy Mother of 
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God . Dante s Hymn to the Virgin Mary with all its theological insight 
is not as heartfelt as Narekatsi s eulogy: 

Herald to mankind, angel in bodily form, heavenly queen, pure as air, 
clean as light, clear as the image of the sun at its height, higher than 
the forbidden dwelling place of the holy of holies (Heb. 9:7), place of 
the blessed covenant, a breathing Eden (Gen. 12:7, Gen. 2:8). (80a) 

This type of prayer is totally eastern. Grigor even describes his posture 
at the time of prayer in these words:  

I lift my hands, stretching my forearms 
with the participation of my kidneys 
sobering of my heart 
tongue and lips exclaiming. (93x) 

In another prayer his description is even more physical:  
I fall at your feet and kiss the traces of your footsteps. 
I confess my sin and publish my wrongdoing. 
I beat myself up and entomb my heart in sighs. 
I am wounded by pangs of conscience and smolder with fiery breath 
I burn with the salty dew of tears and my insides are on fire with grief. 
I am weak with words of grief and shaking with wretched cries 
I suffer with sorrowful afflictions  
and my soul shakes in alarm (66g). 

He could not be more explicit. The opening lines of the poem 
immediately reveal the tragedy that is being played in the monk s 
mind when he declares: 

The voice of a sighing heart, its sobs and mournful cries  
 I offer up to you, O Seer of Secrets, 
 placing the fruits of my wavering mind  
 as a savoury sacrifice on the fire of my grieving soul 
 to be delivered to you in the censer of my will (1a). 

These sentiments are about a troubled man and his relationship with 
God. This is not a man of gestures he does not strike a pose. Even in 
the most unhappy and tragic of situations he is convinced that God 
would tell him what to do and how to be right. As for his legacy, it is 
very simple: he shifted the perspective for everyone. 

 Gazing upon God, to become God 
One of the abiding tasks of Grigor has been to keep alive the patristic 
doctrine of deification (theosis). The idea of a man/woman becoming 
God for Grigor is far more than just a theological locus of his work, it 
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is an overarching principle which permeates his entire being. The two 
cardinal texts the Bible offers about this idea of human participation 
in God as an image of salvation is 2 Peter 1:4 and Psalm 82:6 (cited in 
John 10:34-5). As a theological theme theosis refers to the mystery of 
the Incarnation. We have discovered from Romans 5:20-6:23 that 
peace with God a continuing relationship of grace now and of glory 
in the world to come is the first privilege of the believer. The 
second unfolded in Romans 6 is his union with Christ, a state 
which leads to holiness. The assertion that Christ became what we are 
in order to make us what he is himself  goes back to Irenaeus of Lyons 
and Athanasius. Irenaeus speaks of The word of God, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who because of his limitless love became what we are in order 
to make us what even he himself is .1 St Athanasius gives this concept  
its most memorable expression in the saying: The Word of God  
became man that we might be made God  or, better translated, He 
became incarnate that we might be engodded  [ ]. 

   To most the idea of being engodded  is extravagant. To avoid 
drawing a too sharp distinction between the divine and the human in 
Christ, to the point where we might speak of a split personality, it was 
no heresy to posit, as St Cyril did, the one nature of the incarnate 
Word . Christ enables believers to share in the divine life which he 
made incarnate. Through baptism and the Eucharist we participate in 
the new humanity which Christ created and, as a result of his passion 
and resurrection, are exalted to the highest heaven. Grigor s 
understanding of deification was firmly incarnational and 
sacramental. Through Christ human nature is refashioned in 
accordance with the divine likeness, a refashioned human nature that 
can be appropriated by us through Baptism and the Eucharist.2 Grigor 
goes through the length and breadth of the Old and New Testaments 
to evaluate human nature and its destiny expressed through the 
Church s story of creation, fall, redemption: a community validated by 
the Bible and sacraments, and reaching its final consummation 
beyond this world of suffering.   

                                                           
1 Irenaeus, Against All Heresies , 5, Preface. 22. Athanasius, On the 
Incarnation , 54. 
2 John Meyendorff, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (St. Vladimir s 
Seminary Press, USA, 1975), pp. 193-7. 
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   The principle theme of the poem is the destiny of man, the question 
of his salvation. Man is at birth sinless, but during his life through 
temptation is corrupted and falls into sin. But man has the awareness 
of sin and the fear of damnation, and so to escape eternal loss, he 
seeks God s mercy. The hope of salvation is repentance. In order to 
regain his original purity and to save humankind, Narekatsi condemns 
his sins and, baring his soul, stands before God. The entire work has 
no narrative content but has inner unity as each of the chapters (in 
Armenian Ban,  i.e. Word or Logos, the Johannine term) begins 
with the same plea: Speaking with God from the depths of my heart  
[      ]. The fact that everything is 
permeated with and actualised through the logoi of God means that 
creation is a dialogue: God does not engage in a monologue through 
these logoi. God s creative action through the logoi means that God 
converses with the human person and, as such, the interaction and 
participation in this dialogue is a primary characteristic of existence. 
The fact that God s logoi do not constitute a monologue but call for a 
dialogue discloses existence as a dialogical experience, between 
creation and the uncreated God through the human person.  
   The scale of the work is large: 95 chapters, containing over seven 
thousand words. In it the author bewails the evils both of the times 
and of human society in general and pays homage to purity of spirit 
and the beauty of lofty sentiments. Being a monk and under the 
influence of the Bible, the idea of vanity and anticipation of the last 
judgement weighs heavy on his shoulders. This propels the work 
forward determining its length and in all its intensity advances the 
question of man s salvation. The purpose of Narekatsi is to produce 
completeness in the expression of grief and to bring a cleansing of the 
conscience of sin. A visionary and a mystic, yet as an acute observer 
Narekatsi writes in a precise, masculine style and attains rhapsodic 
heights in which divine intoxication is never without a homey 
common touch .1  

The religious and literary  background of his poetry 
The tenth century in which Narekatsi lived and worked was the most 
brilliant period in the history of Armenia, documented by the 

                                                           
 1 Ara Baliozian, The Armenians: their history and culture (New York: Ararat, 
1980), pp. 52-3. 
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Histories of Catholicos V Draskhanakertsi (898-929), T ovma Artsruni 
for the early period of the ninth and tenth centuries, and those of 
Asoghik and Aristakes Lastiverttsi for the later period of the eleventh 
century.  Prince Ashot II (913-928) assumed the title of king of kings  
which marked his authority over the local Muslim emirates as well as 
the Christian princes. His son Ashot III the Merciful (951-977) became 
totally independent of the Caliphate. During the reign of Byzantine 
Emperor Basil II (976-1025), Gagik I (989-1017) became supreme leader 
of the Amenian Bagradit kingdom. The highpoint of the Bagradit 
period occurred when Ani became the capital of the kingdom, by far 
the wealthiest and most distinguished city, considerably larger than 
any contemporary urban centres in Western Europe .1 Large monastic 
complexes which were also academies were founded, for example  in 
Tat ev (839), Narek (935), Sanahin (966), and Haghpat (976). The 
historian Asoghik writes: at this period the order of the clergy 
increased and flourished. In many locations monasteries were built in 

period the monastery of Narek was established in Rshtunik operating 
by the same rules, populated by singers and writers. 2 The monastery 
of Narek was populated by Armenian monks fleeing from the religious 
persecution in Cappadocia under emperor Romanus Lecapenus (919-
944). Resistance to Byzantine attempts at enforced union with the 
Greek Church figures prominently in this period. Political and 
economic stability encouraged religious ferment. After five centuries, 
the Chalcedonian controversy still dominated and hindered the 
realisation of oikonomia. The military campaign against the Paulicians 
to drive them out of the imperial provinces whose majority of 
adherents were Armenians took refuge in the Balkans and in 

                                                           
1 N. G. Garsoian, The History of Armenia  in Treasures in Heaven. Armenian 
illuminated manuscripts, ed. Thomas F. Matthews and Roger S. Wieck 
(Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 10.  
2 Step anos Asoghik, Patmut iwn Tiezerakan [Universal History] (St. 
Petersburg, 1885), pp. 173-4; K.Kostaneants,  .

 [Armenian monastic establishments. A brief survey]  (Moscow: 
1886);  Erwand Shahaziz,          
[Armenian monasteries and their impact on Armenian life], (Vtak/Tiflis]1901), 
pp. 254-302.  
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Armenia.1 The followers of the Paulician movement who took refuge 
in Armenia founded the T ondrakian movement, with the same social 
and political overtones, and characterised by the same physical and 
ideological attacks against the established church. A third group 
identified by Adontz under the contemptuous name of tsayt  (Gk. 
tzatoi, Arm )2 were ethnic Armenians who had adhered to the 
Orthodox confession, although they continued to use Armenian as a 
liturgical language. The Armenian author Poghos Taronats i (d.1123) 
says  so now you are tsayt, that is to say, you call yourselves Greeks 
although with an Armenian tongue  [

].3 As late as 1410 
Mkhitar Aparants i identifies the followers of the heresy he met in 
Caesarea of Cappadocia defines  as  half, insufficient or inadequate 
Armenians .4  
   In a Life of Grigor Narekatsi  we find this passage: the holy saint 
was concerned and worried regarding the unity of the church on 
account of the fact that the order of the church had been corrupted 
and neglected by idle and carnal-loving prelates which he desired to 

                                                           
1 Step annos T.Melik -Bakhshyan.,    [The 
Paulician Movement in Armenia](Erevan University Press, 1953); N.Garsoian, 
The Paulician heresy: A study of the origin and development of Paulicianism in 
Armenia and the Eastern provinces of the Byzantine Empire (The Hague: 
Mouton & Co., 1967); D. Obolensky, The Bogomils: a study in Balkan Neo-
Manichaeism (Cambridge University Press, 1948). 
2 Nikoghos  Adontz Nikoghos,   , Collected works in five 
volumes(Erevan University Press, 2006), vol. I, pp. 535-46.  
3  Taronats i Poghos,    

     
[The reply of Poghos vardapet Taronats i the philosopher against the evil 
letter of the Roman dyophysites], or simply     
[Against the Council of Chalcedon], Mat. MS. no. 1324, fol. 314  & MS. no. 573, 
fol.119b; Nikoghos, Ya. Marr. Tsati paleontologicheskii  in  

 [Marr and problems in Armenian Studies] 
(Erevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences, 1968), pp. 195-202. The author s 
thesis is that the name Tsayt or Tsat was applied to Chalcedonian Armenians.  
4 H. G. Manuch aryan,   [Poghos of Taron] (Erevan 
University Press, 1982), esp. pp. 96-112; F. C. Conybeare, The Armenian Church.
Heritage and Identity. Compiled with Introduction by Revd Nerses Vrej 
Nersessian (New York: St Vartan Press, 2001).    
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restore and renew.  The opponents of Grigor Narekatsi whom he calls 
cruel and brute  [   ] accused him of being a tsayt and 
disapproved of his attempts to reform the church. Other prominent 
members of the Monastery of Narek, among them Khosrov 
Andzevats I, Narekatsi s father, and Anania  Narekatsi the abbot of the 
monastery, were obliged to defend their doctrinal position. Khosrov 
Andzevatsi wrote a Commentary on the Divine Liturgy  and the 
Armenian Breviary. Anania Narekatsi composed his Book of 
Confessions, and Grigor Narekatsi is the author of Letter to the Abbot 
of the Monastery of Kchway . He also added chapters 75 and 93 in 
prose to his Book of Lamentations defending the use of Holy Chrism  
(miwron) and the sacredness of the visible Church .1 These three very 
prominent figures from the Monastery of Narek were suspected of 
being sympathetic with the views of the Tondrakean  movement. 
   Abraham Terian in an article and in the introduction of his 
translation of the festal works of St Gregory has come up with the 
unexpected view, contrary to all the contemporary sources  available 
to us, that the Tondrakeans were most likely Monothelite Eutychians, 

in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius.  He concludes that the 
appellation i" in the Armenian is simply a transliteration 

; and that it would be  strange for a 
heretical movement to derive its name from a toponym.  This 
conclusion is not supported by any of the primary Armenian sources 
nor by the extensive literature on the subject.2 It has been a passing 

                                                           
1 Xosrov Anjewac i Commentary on the Divine Liturgy. Translated with an 
introduction by S. Peter Cowe (New York: St.Vartan Press, 1991); Vrej 
Nersessian, The Tondrakian movement. Religious movements in the Armenian 
church from the fourth to the tenth centuries (London: Kahn & Averill, 1987), 
pp. 56-60. Reprinted in Princeton Theological Monograph series, Allison Park, 
Pennsylvania, Pickwick Publications, 1988. For an analysis of the sources on 
the Paulicians and Tondrakians, see Janet & Bernard Hamilton, Christian 
dualist heresies in the Byzantine world c. 650-c.1450. Selected sources translated 
and annotated (Manchester University Press, 1998).   
2 Abraham Terian, Gregory of Narek  in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to 
Patristics, K. Parry, ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), pp. 13-14 repeated in 
The Festal Works of St. Gregory of Narek. Annotated Translation of the Odes, 
Litanies, and Encomia (Liturgical Press, Collegville, 2016), p. xxi, n.11. The 
author has wrongly attributed the quotations he makes from my study on the 
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fashion to challenge the veracity of the Armenian sources and is in 
this instance totally misplaced. The fact that they were given a name 
after a locality firmly confirms their ethnic origins.1 Narekatsi whose 
Letter to the abbot of the monastery of Kchway is the most reliable 
source on the movement listing the fourteen tenants of the 
T ondrakeans associates their name  with T ondrak [ ,

, , ], a village in the province of 
Turuberan in Great Armenia.2 Grigor Magistros the most active and 
ardent persecutor of the sect says the holy spirit guided me and the 
prayers of my ancestor and spiritual father saint Grigor (i.e. St Grigory 
the Illuminator) came to Mesopotamia and from there went and 
reached the place where the "viper, aspic, serpent of evil" had made 
his home that is called T ondrak [ ], which he raised to the 
ground like his ancestor had done to Ashtishat (i.e. St Gregory the 
Illuminator who had destroyed the principle pagan centre in 
Armenia) .3 A manual known as the Key of Truth  copied in 1782 and 
believed to have been in use by the followers of the Tondrakean sect 
as late as the first half of the nineteenth century was discovered in the 
library of Holy Ejmiatsin in 1891 and translated into English by F. C. 
Conybeare who accepted the Key of Truth as an authentic work 

                                                                                                                          
Tondrakians to Der Nersessian [Sirarpie]. He does not cite my work in his 
bibliography.  
1  Ovhannes Draskhanakerttsi (850-929), Khosrov Andzewatsi (900-963), 
Anania Narekatsi (910-985), Bishop Ukhtanes (940-1000), Step nos Asoghik 
(935-1015), Grigor Magistros (990-1059), Aristakes Lastivertsi (1000-1073), 
Nerses Shnorhali (1102-1173), Poghos Taronatsi (d.1123) and fifteen catholicoses 
from Davit II Kakaghetsi (806-833) to Dioskoros Sanahentsi (1036-1037) took 
stern action against them.    
2 T Kh Hakobyan,     

 [Dictionary of toponomy of Armenia and adjacent territories] 
(Erevan University Press, 1968), vol. II, p. 469. The inhabitants of the village 
were called T ondrkatsik or T ondrakets ik  [ , ]. 
Cf. H. S. Ep rikean,     [Illustrated 
topographical dictionary](Venice: St.Lazar, 1903-05), vol. II, 45. 
3   :    

       .
[Letters of Grigor Magistros, text, introduction and notes by Karapet 
Kostaneants] Aghek sandrapol, Georg Sanoyeants, 1910), pp. 148-164. 
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originally composed in the period between the seventh and the ninth 
centuries.1 
   C. J. Yarnley in his article The Armenian Philhellenes  expresses the 
view that in the monastery of Narek, home of the poet and mystic, 
Gregory of Narek  the literary orientation was essentially Greek and 
men like Grigor had good opportunities for learning Greek and for 
access to Greek authors. He continues: 

For a long time Gregory of Narek was presumed to be, as it were, 
entirely indigenous; to have known neither Greek or Syriac and to have 
demonstrated what a splendid medium for mystical poetry is the 
classical Armenian language in an unadulterated form. Here 
unfortunately can be seen more national pride than scholarship. While 
it is unlikely that he knew any Semitic language, at least in a literary 
form, it now seems however, very likely that Grigor read Greek. His 
Panegyric to the Theotokos, like so much else in Armenian literature, 
appears to be based upon a Greek model, the famous Akathistos Hymn 
of the Byzantine liturgy. In form and in content the similarities of the 
two are so strong as to compel the belief that he was familiar with the 
Greek original.2  

This is a false assumption and it is not true to say that Armenian 
scholarship  has not investigated the Greek orientation  of Grigor 
Narekatsi .3 It must be remembered that the first Hellenophile School 

                                                           
1 Karapet Ter-Mkrtch ean, Die Thondrakier in unseren Tagen  [The new 
T ondrakians], Zeitschrif fur Kirchengeschichte, xv/2(1896), pp. 253-78; F. C. 
Conybeare, The Key of Truth: a manual of the Paulician church of Armenia
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898); S. Runciman in The medieval Manichee. A 
study of the Christian dualist heresy (New York: The Viking Press, 1961), has 
this comment on Conybeare s  evaluation of the document: As an Armenist 
Conybeare was excellent, and careful as a theologian. But his use of historical 
evidence sometimes betrays more hasty enthusiasm than judgment.  (note 2 
p.56);  Vrej Nersessian, New evidence on Yovhannes the priest: Author of the 
Key of Truth  in The Tondrakian Movement, pp. 89-96. 
2 C. J. Yarnley, The Armenian Philhellenes. A Study in the spread of Byzantine 
religious and cultural ideas among Armenians in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries AD , Eastern Churches Review, viii, 1(1976), p. 49.  
3 Hakob Manandyan,      
[the Hellenistic School and the stages of its development] (Vienna: Mkhitarist 
Press, 1928); R.Grigoryan,  -   

 [From the history of Greek-Armenian literary relations],
Patma Banasirakan Handes, 3 (1963), pp. 191-297; Paruyr Muradyan, 
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of translations extends from c.450 to 710 in four chronological 
sequences and then in the eleventh century a short period of 
Hellenophile interest remerges with the translations produced by 
Grigor Magistros, who rendered Euclid s Geometry and Plato s Phaedo 
and Timaeus, while his son Catholicos Grigor (Vkayaser or 
Martyophile) enriched Armenian hagiographical literature with 
translations of lives of the saints from Greek and Syriac originals.1 The 
movement was a mixed blessing  for Armenian culture in general and 
the Armenian language in particular. In its worst form, it resulted in 
an Armenian  that the reader had to have the Greek original of the 
given work before him in order to understand the translation.  It is 
apparent that once the original need was satisfied, and the language 
was once again able to stand once again on its own feet, the excess 
baggage was dropped. Armenian scholars, among them Gushakian 
(1931), Tchopanian (1924), K asouni (1959), and Garegin Trapizoni 
(1922) hold the view that Grigor knew not only Greek but also Syriac 
and Arabic.2 The similarities between his hymns and prayers with 
those of St Ephrem are so similar that many editions of his Prayer 
books also contain the Prayers of St Ephrem the Syrian.3 Patriarch 

                                                                                                                          
     , 

   [The Hellenistic School and its 
role in the creation of Armenian Grammar and   terminology] (Erevan: 1971); 
The Greek or Hellenistic School , in James Etmekjian, History of Armenian 
Literature. Fifth to thirteenth centuries (New York City: St Vartan Press, 1985), 
pp. 176-181. 
1 Lewon Ter Petrosyan,    [Ancient Armenian 
translations] (New York City: St.Vartan, 1992); Agop J. Hacikya, The Heritage 
of Armenian Literature (Wayne State University Press, 2000), vol. I, pp. 100-4. 
Among the Greek authors to which Grigor Narekatsi had access without 
needing Greek were Aristotle, Athanasius of Alexandria, Aristides the 
Apologist, Basil the Great, Cyril of Alexandria, Denys the Areopagite, 
Dionysius of Alexandria, Eusebius of Caesarea, Epiphanius of Salamis, Gregory 
of Nazianzen, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory the Theologian, Homer, Hippolytus 
of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Irenaeus of Lyons, John Chrysostom, Plato, 
Philo, Pindar Porphyry, and Timothy Aelurus.   
2 Eghia  Kasouni, Ver.     [History 
of Armenian education] (Beirut: Sewan, 1959), pp. 196-98. 
3 In several editions of St Ephrem the Syrian s Book of Prayers [  ] 
there are also prayers attributed to Grigor Narekatsi and vice versa. See 
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Torgom Gushakian is convinced that a careful and exhaustive  study 
of his literary output will reveal his mastery of the philosophical, 
theological, doctrinal, rhetorical, exegetic and even folk traditions 
skilfully woven together on a golden canvas of a pre-eminent poet. 1

Grigor had been educated and as Rector of the Monastery of Narek 
guided the monks in the seven liberal arts (septem artes liberales) 
divided into two categories (trivium and quadrivium) as part of the 
curriculum.2 Fully versed in the literature of the Hellenophile school 
and the Cappadocian Fathers, it is expected that he would have been 
influenced by Greek literature. It is providential that his use of 
classical Armenian is not infiltrated by the un-Armenian ponderous, 
artificial, and obscure language of the Hellenophile  style  of David the 
Invincible and Grigor Magistros.3 However, aside from any foreign 
influences, it is the style that defines the author . There is nothing like 
the Book of Lamentations in Greek or any other language before him 
or after him.  

                                                                                                                          
 1512-1800 [Armenian books printed between 1512-1800] (Erevan: State 

National Library, 1988), editions of 1736, 1741, 1779, 1793, etc. 
1 Torgom episkopos [Gushakian],   .

 [Narek Prayer book of Saint Grigor Narekatsi. Modern [western] 
Armenian translation], 2nd printing, (Jerusalem: St James  Press, 1931), p. 21. 
2 L.G. Khacherian,   

...    (V-XVI )
[Educational centres of Armenian learning  Schools, Seminaries, Monasteries, 
Lyceums, Academies and Universities in the Middle ages of Armenia and 
Cilicia, V-XVI centuries] (Lisbon, 1998), part 1, pp. 210-231, on Grigor Narekatsi
see pp. 553-9; cf. L. G. Khacherian,   

   (XIII-XIV  [The influence of 
Gladzor University on the educational thought of Armenia, XIII-XIV 
centuries] (Erevan: 1973), pp. 106-131; Ashot Abrahamyan, 

 [The University of Gladzor] (Erevan University Press, 1983); 
on Quadrivium  in The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, ed. Alexander P. 
Kazhdan (Oxford: 1991), vol.3, p. 1765. 
3 Prayer 93,       [A 
prayer of explanation on Holy Chrism] (pp. 682-726) is the only extract that 
could be a translation from the Greek, although a Greek original has  yet to 
discovered.  
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Narekatsi s spirituality: a holistic world-view 
The conflict between the soul and the body caused a storm in the soul 
of Narekatsi whose severity and consequences are vividly described 
thus: 

Look with mercy O Lord, on my anguish, 
on the many symptoms of dread afflictions 
I set out before you. 
Treat me like a physician, rather than examining me like a judge.  
Indeed I am overwhelmed by anxieties  
caused by vacillation and doubt. 
When the body is weakened by malady, 
When the soul is not fortified against evil (23b). 

Man is God s beloved, because of which he has given man free will, 
but that has also driven man towards sinning, from which to cleanse 
by God s commandment men must confess and repent. Being 
conscious and alert to this Narekatsi finds himself  abandoned: 

No one is so sinful as I,  
so unruly, so impious, 
so unjust, so evil,  
so feeble, so misguided, 
so foolish, so crafty, 
so mired, so embarrassed, so blameworthy, 
I alone, and no one else, 
I in all, and all in me (72c). 

This is the very source of the tragedy, since Narekatsi with his 
powerful spirit is striving to meet God by condemning himself for sins 
committed and not committed and seeks forgiveness. The sense of sin 
born from the conflict between the spirit and the body, compels him 
to investigate his inner being feeling bitter  and tormented : 

Now, tormented by bitter grief I pray 
to you, keeper of imperilled souls. 
Do not add to the pain of my sighs. 
Do not wound me, I am already injured. 
Do not condemn me, I am already punished. 
Do not torture me, I am already tormented, 
Do not cudgel me, I am already beaten (17a).   

The sense of sin and eternal damnation has shaken the poet, 
destroyed his essence, mind, existence. He then is forced to list 
innumerable  transgressions, stubbornly trying to be worthy of the 
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Lord Almighty s pardon. Narekatsi s sinful soul feels and sees his 
mortal weaknesses, and contrasts the Creator s righteousness and 
benevolence. He has no doubt as to his sinfulness, but is doubtful 
whether God will save him. Narekatsi appeals to God in these words: 

You clothed yourself in righteousness, 
O doer of good, and prepared  
shame and humiliation for me.  
For you, fitting glory, 
for me, deserving insult. 
For you, sweetness immemorial,  
for me vinegary bile. 
For you, praise, that cannot be silenced (20c). 

God is merciful, forgiving and kind this is the author s comforting 
conclusion and hope of salvation, and to be worthy of God s 
benevolence he opens to him the stormy, turbulent and bloodied door 
of his soul. The author s torment, which is caused by his deep desire to 
renounce the world and embrace eternity, creates deep emotions, 
from which also springs his kindness towards humankind, causing 
him further agitation, which he does not hide from God: 

I am impatient and my nature is sceptical, 
my legs shaky and my mind reeling, 
my passions are unruly and my habits intemperate. 
My body is laced with sin and my inclinations towards the worldly, 
my rebelliousness innate and my character contradictory 
(55e; cf. 56a). 

However intolerable his life, man can, by exercising his free will,  
abandon the world and seek immediacy with God. This is where the 
tragedy lies: the inevitability of death, which stalks man, blackmail s 
man to love life more and embrace it totally. Narekatsi finds man s 
unquenchable desire for life and his many weaknesses, natural. This is 
also the other deeply felt tragedy, for which the poet with intense 
pathos expresses his anguish and pain. In the words of the French 
poet Luc André Marcel Narekatsi demands from God the right to 
live .1   
   What is man s relationship with eternity and is his soul able to 
unite with the eternal? 

                                                           
1  Luc André Marcel, Grégoire de Narek et l ancienne Poésie Arménienne, (Paris: 
1953), p. 31. 
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Two cups in two hands, 
one filled with blood, the other with milk, 
two censers flickering,  
one with incense, the other with crisp fat, 
two platters piled with delicacies, 
one sweet, the other tart, 
two goblets overflowing, 
one with tears, the other with brimstone,  
two bowls at the finger tips, 
one with wine, the other with bile (30c). 

So great is Narekatsi s love for humanity that his lament is not to be 
understood as that of an individual but as belonging to all humankind: 
for the pain carried by the author, emerges as a literary device. 
Drawing a comparison between Narekatsi and Dante, the Armenian 
literary critic Mkryan writes: By making the inner emotions of man a 
subject of literary creation Narekatsi is ahead of Dante and is closer to 
Shakespeare. In Dante s work the tragic aspect of human life is 
portrayed in the form of tortures while with Narekatsi it is expressed 
by  inner conflicting  emotions. 1       
   The constant meditations upon and recitations of sacred writings 
informed the minds of the monks with a biblical and liturgical 
imagination that made the sacred word present in the mundane. It 
transformed the abstract and intellectual realm of the text into a 
physical, sensory, even sensual encounter between man and God. As 
the narrative develops it becomes clear that this mystic s aim is union 
with Jesus and ultimately with God the Father, since God, Jesus, and 
the Holy Spirit form the Trinity. Therefore he asks Jesus : 

And by the work of your incorruptible divinity 
you extended your hand to raise 
the man condemned to death by his mortal sins 
raising him along with his generations (14c). 

The Eucharistic offering is naturally the place where this is most 
immediately and clearly felt. The overwhelming experience of seeing, 
touching, tasting and ingesting the divine, of the communion between 
man and God, is profoundly expressed by Grigor Narekatsi. In prayer 5 
he is astonished at God s reaching out to him to bring him near: 

 
                                                           
1 Mkrtitch Mkryan,  [Grigor Narekatsi] (Erevan: 1955), 
p.213. 
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Nourished me with heavenly bread 
quenched my thirst with your blood, 
acquainted me with the impalpable and unreachable, 
emboldened my earthly eyes to seek you, 
embraced me your glorious light (5b). 

But even more astounding for Narekatsi is that God does not punish 
him for daring to reciprocate by coming into contact with the 
Eucharistic offering: 

You did not reprimand me for arrogantly associating with you, 
did not darken the sight of my eyes for gazing upon you ... 
did not crack the digits of my fingers for touching the word of life ... 
did not crush the rows of my teeth for chewing your communion ... 
did not dishonour me at your wedding party (5c). 

To approach the altar is to follow in the footsteps of Christ, and to 
receive the Eucharist, the vehicle of our salvation, is to come face to 
face with Christ. The correlation between the procession from the 
narthex to the altar and that of the soul from impurity to salvation is 
not new to Armenian monastic theology. Grigor Narekatsi employed 
the image on a grand scale: 

merely entering the vessel of the virgin womb purely 
and coming out joined with a body 
inseparable in essence, 
without any flaw in his humanity and lacking 
nothing in divinity, 
one and only Son of the only Father and 
the first born of the Mother of God, Virgin Bearer 
of the Lord (34e). 

Narekatsi firmly believes in the Incarnation and clearly accepts the 
notion that God is not the creator of evil, for evil proceeds from Satan, 
and he rejects the idea that God can rejoice in the perdition of man. 
All this creates the impression that Narekatsi wished to reassure 
himself and that he lives in constant fear that it is a just and vengeful 
God who will have the final say about him. 

The Concept of God   
It is all too clear that his conversation is with God. It is plain the 
author is unable to paint the portrait of God, for the latter is invisible, 
immaterial and unapproachable. He is a spirit, the ineffable creative 
power. Despite that, the poem is an endless, ardent conversation with 
the creator. Around the theme of the Last judgement and the 
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supernatural life he paints a series of pictures, but on closer scrutiny 
he is mainly concerned with events occurring in this life.  He remains 
firmly rooted in this world. He is convinced that the world is the 
creation of the Almighty but if that is the case why is he endlessly 
beseeching, sighing, pleading, intervening, protesting from the depth 
of his heart ? It seems that God soon after the creation left the 
universe imperfect, unfinished and chaotic. God has abandoned the 
world. Here it is not important what his relation with God is, but he 
implores the gaze of God on man. And it is in this context that God 
and the Trinity and Satan assume new meaning. It may seem that 
such an approach is burdening the poem with a Trinitarian  schema. 
But in reality his conception and understanding of these elements is 
so profound that he feels he does not need the traditional, abstract, 
dry, unemotional concepts of the church. The tormented hero instead 
finds himself between good and evil, between the forces of creation 
and those of destruction, between Christ and Satan. Christ has offered 
man his Blood, his Body and united him to Himself. Despite that, man 
is still inclined towards Satan, falling into the net of sin, burning 
between two fires. Narekatsi writes with wonder that Christ s 
greatness as evidenced not only by heaven with all its glories but also 
by the earth with all its humanity. Christ is great particularly because 
of the mercy and compassion he has shown towards man: 

For my impious tongue is not worthy to utter your name   
praised by all creation, 
but you, who are capable of everything, 
grant me the spirit of salvation, 
the sheltering right hand, the helping hand, 
the command of goodness, the light of mercy, 
the word of renewal, the cause of pardon (59c). 

The poet brings back to earth and to humanity the divine compassion 
through Christ. God has honoured man by driving Satan away through 
Christ s Crucifixion; but man is still inclined towards evil. God has 
created man with opposite elements, spiritual and material, 
harmonious in themselves; but man has abandoned his spiritual flight 
and descended into hell: 

Following our earthly nature, strayed like animals 
we were laid low and bound to the earth 
in some instances by disease, and others by cruelty, 
some by gluttony and passions, 
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as if a ravenous beast is joined to our nature (86a). 

Narekatsi likens his life to waves of the sea, my soul tossing in this 
world upon countless, endless swells  (25b). His description of the 
storm is extremely realistic as observed in these lines: 

Wrecked by the blows of the wild waves of the sea, 
like a ship whose rudder has become unhinged, 
whose tall mast has been ripped from the deck, 
whose flapping sails are in shreds (25b). 

However, it is his conviction that he will merit divine benevolence, for 
faith, love and hope are his allies in this eternal struggle: 

Will I ever see the wrecked ark of my body restored? 
Will I ever see my shipwrecked soul healthy again? (25d). 

The crucial thing for the poet is that Christ suffered for humanity 
among men. For this reason he devotes a splendid chapter to the 
Virgin Mary, in which one still hears the poet s pleading. He begins a 
beguiling conversation with the Mother of God, very delicately 
praising her beauty as well as her pure motherhood. He pleads that 
God, because of her boundless purity, will hear her intercession on 
behalf of man s salvation. The poet s majestic portraiture of the Virgin 
Mary has a very human touch: 

Lend me a hand, for I have fallen, heavenly temple.  
Glorify your Son,  
by performing upon me the divine miracle of mercy and pardon, 
handmaid and Mother of God (80b). 

Astonishingly in every instance he finds the correct emotional 
language, the corresponding style and the matching naturalistic 
feeling: 

Assist me on your wings of prayer, 
You, proclaimed Mother of all the living, 
so that my departure from this earthly valley 
may be without torment,  
leading to life in the lodgings you have prepared, 
that my death may be light,  
though I am weighed down by iniquity (80b).  

With the intercession of the Mother-of-God [Astuatsatsin] Grigor 
constructs a biography of God, from birth to betrayal. He paints the 
dramatic picture of Christ in the final hour of His life. 

You stood, with my nature, before a tribunal of your creatures ... 
You did not deliver your betrayer to death. 
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You did not struggle when bound 
You did not squirm when whipped 
You did not fight back when spat upon 
You did not resist when beaten 
You did not take affront when mocked  
You did not take affront when mocked  
before a motley crowd. 
They knelt before him in ridicule  
and put a crown of disdain upon his head ... 
They nailed You like a common criminal.  
They persecuted You, like an outlaw, treating 
You in your serenity, like a bandit (77b,c). 

He begs God to protect him from becoming the cohort of Satan
[   ], the prey of Satan, instead he says: May the 

a slingshot made of the spirit to ward off the legions of evil  (Ban 66, 
IV). He accepts that God has given him the advantage over the Satan. 
But Satan wants to take revenge and for that reason man is also to a 
degree made to suffer for God. 

What good is it to be brave as a lion among the weak 
and then be devoured by wasps? ... 
Impudent fleas swarm around me  
like flecks of flaming ash from a fire. 
If I escape being impaled on the horn of a unicorn, 
my flesh will crawl with the chewing of little worms. 
And even when huddled in the darkest corners of my closet, 
I could be accosted by the foulness,  
like heaps of dead frogs, to disgust me (68e). 

The final desired destination of Grigor is to unite  [   
], commix in him  [   ]. The terminology makes  

the theological point that God is in man and man is in God but also 
the thesis that God is everywhere and in everything. We see this 
quasi-pantheistic conception of the world: 

For you alone are in heaven beyond words,  
and on earth beyond understanding, 
in the substance of existence unto the ends of the earth, 
the beginning of everything  
and the completion of everything in all ways, 
blessed in the Glory forever (41b). 
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Narekatsi s ultimate goal is union with God , to melt in him . He cries 
out I am coming to you, Lord, in the words of your parable, uniting 
with you completely, inseparably  (85b). He backs up his desire by this 
extremely powerful but simple theological reasoning: who alone 
became human like us for our sakes, so that you might make us like 
you for your sake  (19a). We often notice that this type of mysticism 
develops into a sort of pantheism. Such a progression is natural, and is 
also present in Narekatsi but not to its fullest extent. In Grigor 
Narekatsi s pantheism in contrast to the Christian doctrine God 
created nature and everything in it, but he himself was not above 
nature or transcendental to it, but in union with it. The evidence of 
this is not only what we have alluded to in his concept of the union of 
God and man, in which he stresses the existence of God in man and of 
man in God, but also his conviction that God is present in everything 
and therefore everything is in God. We detect such conviction in the 
previous prayer (41, above). In another instance he speaks of God 
uniting his essence and our nature in a manner beyond human 
understanding  (80c). 
   The torment and the anguish the author experiences in his present 
life is his desire to ascend to God , for communion with God. 
Typically, Narekatsi took the doctrinal explanation and likened the 
relationship between the human and divine in the incarnate Christ to 
the wick in the candle : 

You gave the oil, and in this oil you placed a wick, 
Which exemplifies your union, without imperfection,  
with our condition 
formed and woven with your love of mankind, 
so that we, who find ourselves banished, in the shadow of death, 

 
And also by being spread upon the tree of death 
You spread us upon it as well, 
and thanks to this great mystery 
united us with the tree of life (93b). 

The persistent idea of grace in Narekatsi drew the attention of the 
Armenian Protestant author who claimed our writer is a Calvinist 
before Calvin .1 But he is a victim of a hasty conclusion, because the 
                                                           
1  Leon Arpee, A History of Armenian  Christianity from the beginning to our 
time (New York: The Armenian Missionary Association of America, 1946), p. 
147. 
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doctrine of grace in Narekatsi is neither scriptural nor rational, but 
rather experimental, mystical, as being revealed to him through his 
own personal touch with the divine and through the taste of its 
essence and power.1  

Conclusion  
Today at interfaith gatherings it is customary for representatives of 
various faiths Christian, Jewish, Islamic to offer a prayer from their 
own tradition. Grigor Narekatsi s Prayer 89 could not be more 
appropriate: 

God and Lord, life and and creator, 
merciful, compassionate, light, 
long-suffering, God who bears no grudges, 
all-merciful, generous God who loves mankind, 
saviour, blessed, praised, glorified, 
storehouse of steadfastness, bulwark of faith, 
good without guile, 
radiance without darkness,  
pardoner of sins, 
healer of wounds, 
creator of unknowable mysteries, 
most approachable of the unreachables, 
refuge from despair, 
your name is proclaimed, God the Son, 
and your Father s with you 
mighty and awesome, 
and your almighty Holy Spirit 
worshipped with you, 
glory and thanksgiving forever. 
Amen.  

Narekatsi wants everyone to hear his sorrow, his pleas, his laments, 
his songs, his psalms, and join in reciting these words: 

Expressed in practical words born of much grief 
on repentance 
on counsel for the benefit of the soul, 
on self-discipline, 
on the rules of contrite living, 
on dedication and commitment, 

                                                           
1 Karekin Sarkissian, vardapet, A Brief introduction to Armenian Christian 
Literature (London: A Michael Barbour Publication, 1974), 2nd printing, p. 43. 
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on exposing the unseen, 
on confession of sins, 
on disclosure of secrets, 
on laying open of the covered up, 
on reproach for the hidden, 
powerful salves for incurable wounds, 
effective medicines for invisible pains, 
multifaceted remedies for the pangs of turmoil, 
for the passions of all temperaments, 
occasions for tears, impulses to prayer  (Tenets of Prayer).   

In the memorial (hishatakaran or place of memory) of his work he 
addresses his readers with these words: 

In a tranquil period, 
when the enemies of the church were restrained, 
I undertook the writing of this book. 
I planned, arranged, compiled, took notes, 
gathered together, composed, and set it forth, 
bringing together in one comprehensive work, 
in a single style, passages from many different sources, 
to produce this sacred book. 
I, Grigor, priest of the faith, 
the last in rank among the poets and the least of the teachers, 
a member of the noble brotherhood of Narek Monastery.1 

In a sense, he strives to become an intercessor on earth for those who 
are less articulate than himself. He speaks to and speaks for humanity. 

And now, accept these prayers of sighs and contrition, 
as you inhale the scent of this bloodless sacrifice of words,  
king of heaven. 
Bless and sanctify the letters of this book of lamentation, 
and fix your seal upon it, as an eternal monument ... 
May it be preached to all peoples. 
May it be inscribed on the doors of the mind 
and imprinted on the threshold of the senses ... 
And although I shall die in the way of all mortals, 
may I be deemed to live 
through the continued existence of this book (88b). 

 

                                                           
1    (Memorial on the writing of this 
work), pp. 736-7. 
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THE CHURCH AS COMMUNION IN EARLY CHRISTIAN 

THOUGHT: THE TERMINOLOGY AND ITS MEANINGS 

Mark Sheridan OSB* 

In the New Testament the term koinônia denotes Christ’s sharing in our 
flesh and blood as well as the communion/fellowship among the 
members of the community because of the communion that we have 
with Christ, and with his Father. In the Pauline letters the phrases ‘in 
Christ,’ ‘in the Spirit,’ ‘one body’ are used to signify the abolition of the 
barriers and obstacles to communion. In the early Fathers we find an 
emphasis on the link between doctrine and communion as well as an 
emphasis on the unity of the community often centered on the bishop. 
In the Latin Fathers the question of doctrine is connected with the links 
with the apostolic churches and the unity among the bishops 
themselves is stressed. The Trinity itself is put forth by several fathers as 
a model of the unity that should exist in the church. Augustine stresses 
above all the unity of the Body of Christ and the connection of that 
unity with the Eucharist. A similar emphasis is found in John 
Chrysostom. Finally with Basil we find the relations within the Trinity 
described as a communion (koinônia), which in turn becomes the model 
for the communion within the church. 

The English word ‘communion’ comes from the similar Latin word 
‘communio,’ which derives from the words cum (with) and munis, an 
adjective  based on munus (duty or responsibility). That is com-munis, 

                                                             
* Mark Sheridan is a Benedictine monk living in the Holy Land and professor 
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of Shotep: Homilies on the Gospels of Matthew and Luke; and From the Nile to 
the Rhone and Beyond: Studies in Early Monastic Literature and Scriptural 
Interpretation. He is a specialist in Coptic language and literature. Since 2004 
he has been a member of the Joint International Commission for Dialogue 
between the Roman Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. 
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Again it is baptism ‘in a single Spirit’ which constitutes the Baptised in ‘a 
single body.’ The communion which is the principle of unity (e(/nwsij) in 
the Trinity is likewise the principle of unity of the body of Christ. 
   In addition to explicit theological statements about the nature of the 
church as a communion, one may cite the practice of the churches in the 
patristic period as evidence for a lived communion. Numerous visits, 
delegations and letters bear witness to it. One also finds more formal 
letters of communion, of recommendation and of peace. The 
excommunication of persons in one church is observed by other 
churches. The practice of the eulogion and the fermentum, as well as the 
rite for the ordination of bishops (by several bishops) and the practice of 
synods at different levels all bear witness to a consciousness of the church 
as a communion both of persons and of communities. 
   Among the many testimonies to this awareness that could be cited, one 
in particular, the funerary inscription of Abercius  from the end of the 
second century, offers a poignant witness:  

He (the chaste shepherd) sent me to Rome, to behold a kingdom  
8. And to see a queen with golden robe and golden shoes.  
9. There I saw a people bearing the splended seal.  
10. And I saw the plain of Syria and all the cities, even Nisibis,  
11. Having crossed the Euphrates. And everywhere I had associates  
12. Having Paul as a companion, everywhere faith led the way  
13. And set before me as food the fish from the spring  
14. Mighty and pure, whom a spotless Virgin caught,  
15. And gave this to friends to eat, always  
16. Having sweet wine and giving the mixed cup with bread.1 

Abbreviations 
ANF: Ante-Nicene Fathers           CC: Corpus Christianorum 
CPG : Clavis Patrum Graecorum  CPL : Clavis Patrum Latinorum 
ET: English translation    NPNF : Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 
PL : Migne, Patrologia Latina                       SCh: Sources Chrétiennes 

                                                             
1 ei)j r(wmhn o(/j e)/pemyen e)me\ basilei/an a)qrh=sai, kai\ basi/lissan i)dei=n 
xruso/stolon xrusope/dilon. lao\n d' ei)don ekei= lampra\n sfragi=da 
e)/xonta. kai\ suri/hj pedon ei)=don kai\ a/)stea pa/nta Ni/sibin, Eu)fra/thn 
diaba/j, pa/nta d' e)/sxon sunomgu/rouj, pau=lon e)/swqen. pi/stij pa/nth de\ 
proh=ge, kai\ pare/qhke trofh\n i)xqu\n a)pr\ phgh=j pammege/qh kaqaro\n, 
oi)=non xrhsto\n e)/xousa, ke/rasma di/dou=sa met' a)/rtou. Reallexikon für Antike 
und Christentum 1:12-17 (H. Strathmann and Th. Klauser). 
 
 















 









 








































































