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EDITORIAL 

 
It is especially pleasing that this issue includes a reflection on the 
image which has formed the cover logo of ONE IN CHRIST since its re-
launch in 2008. In his article O'Loughlin analyses the significance of 
what we choose to remember—and not to remember: a process 
fundamental to the 500th Reformation anniversary celebration/ 
commemoration, various dimensions of which provide the topic for 
the majority of this issue's contributions. 
 
This is the final editorial of my ten year custody of ONE IN CHRIST: 
parental metaphors are inevitable with regard to the editorial role. 
Besides that of parenting, the editorial metaphor of which I have 
become progressively conscious is the one evoked by Newman in one 
of his prayers, namely, of being ‘a link in a chain, a bond of connection 
between persons.’ And of course, in the ecumenical context, it is 
doubly appropriate as a motto, for both editor and publication alike. 
 
It is surely faithful bonds of connection which sustain all engaged in  
Interchurch Marriages (Reardon, Bernhard-Bitaud, Connell)—a 
perennial concern for ONE IN CHRIST, and rightly so for an ecumenical 
journal which aims to hold the dual focus of ecumenical studies and of 
the grassroots realities of interchurch relationships. Where else are 
ecumenical realities more clearly in evidence, or more acutely (and 
not infrequently painfully), or more fruitfully lived? 
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COMMEMORATING THE REFORMATION: A CHALLENGE 

AND AN OPPORTUNITY FOR ROMAN CATHOLICS 

+ Bernard Longley 

A talk given by the Rt. Revd Bernard Longley, Archbishop of Birmingham, 
on 18 October 2017 to the Society of Ecumenical Studies, for whose 
cooperation in publishing this talk we are grateful. 

If you should ever visit the Gesú, the principle Jesuit Church in Rome, I 
would encourage you to go to the North transept where you will find 
the altar and tomb of St Ignatius of Loyola.  For Roman Catholics it is a 
place of pilgrimage, inviting our prayers at the shrine of the Jesuit 
founder. For liturgists and art historians it is an illuminating example of 
baroque splendour, emphasising a significant moment in the story of 
the Counter-Reformation. For ecumenists it is an astonishing witness to 
the age of polemical discourse and the passions which the Reformation 
of 1517 stirred at the heart of Catholicism. 
   The altar of marble, ormolu and lapis lazuli is flanked by two 
enormous sculptural groups. The group on the right is entitled Religion 
banishing Heresy and it shows the female allegorical figure of Faith, 
wielding a large cross and trampling on two male figures being attacked 
by serpents and being banished to the nether regions. Under the skirt-
tails of Faith is a typically chubby and playful cherub tearing pages out 
of a thick book and on the spine of the book is the name Luther. He is 
sitting on a pile of books whose names include Huss and Calvin—
presumably next on the list for the wrecking treatment. 
   Today I hope it amuses more than it offends, but it is an abiding 
reminder of the passions aroused by the Reformation on both sides of 
the growing divide. It represents perfectly the official and widespread 
attitude of Roman Catholics to the events of the Reformation, pretty 
well up until the time of the Second Vatican Council. This, in turn, 
helps to account for our lack of appetite for much by way of fruitful 
ecumenical engagement until the Council offered the theological 
insights which began to make this not only possible but desirable—and 
we would add today necessary. 
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   Fortunately today Roman Catholics are officially encouraged to take a 
very different view of the Reformation, though in practice that will be 
for many a struggle and a challenge before it is understood as an 
opportunity for grace and blessings. The international Lutheran- Roman 
Catholic dialogue has recognised this for some time. This dialogue—the 
Joint Lutheran–Roman Catholic Study Commission first met in 1967—
and you will know that its most important achievement to date was the 
Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification agreed and signed 
between the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic 
Church in 1999. 
   In 2013, looking forward to the 500

th
 Anniversary of the Reformation 

this year and anticipating some of the difficulties involved in observing 
this anniversary ecumenically, the dialogue published a preparatory 
report under the title: From Conflict to Communion: Lutheran–Catholic 
Common Commemoration of the Reformation in 2017. The commission 
encouraged joint reflection and a fresh assessment of the events of 1517 
together.  It said: 

Catholics and Lutherans will jointly look back on the event of the 
Reformation and reflect on 50 years of official worldwide ecumenical 
dialogue during which time the communion they share anew has 
continued to grow. This encourages Lutherans and Catholics to celebrate 
together the common witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Yet, amidst 
this celebration, they will also have reason to experience the suffering 
caused by the division of the Church, and to look self-critically at 
themselves, not only throughout history, but also through today’s 
realities. 

The report emphasises the contemporary context in which this 
anniversary is being observed and it highlights three factors which make 
this commemoration an opportunity for Roman Catholics to deepen in 
faith. It is the first time a Reformation centenary has fallen within the 
ecumenical age. Therefore, the report says, the common commemoration 
is an occasion to deepen communion between Catholics and Lutherans. 
This is the first time the centenary has fallen in an age of globalization 
and so the common commemoration must incorporate the experiences 
and perspectives of Christians from South and North, East and West. 
With the growth of new religious movements and the growth of 
secularization this Reformation anniversary has to recognise the need 
for a new evangelization. Therefore, the common commemoration has 
the opportunity and obligation to be a common witness of faith. 
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   Last March I took part in a joint commemoration of the 500
th

 
Anniversary of the Reformation at St George’s Roman Catholic 
Cathedral in Southwark. Coming together was a powerful sign of our 
commitment to continue praying and striving for the unity of the 
Church and it offered us an opportunity to demonstrate the measure of 
unity in faith which we believe we already enjoy together.  
   Too often we allow ourselves to be identified and characterised by 
those features of our Christian traditions that distinguish us from one 
another. Many of these features have developed over the centuries as 
the result of our different histories and some of them have been shaped 
more by the accidents of culture or politics than by the Christian 
convictions that arise from the Word of God. 
   In our own time we have a fresh opportunity to stand together in the 
presence of the Word of God made flesh, to face him beside each other 
and to listen attentively and obediently to what he says to us in the 
Scriptures. Our ecumenical journey has encouraged us to come face to 
face so as to recognise the presence of Christ in one another and in each 
other’s Christian way of life. Now the Scriptures and our common 
calling to evangelize bid us trust one another enough to follow the Lord 
side by side. 
   Lutherans and Roman Catholics can and do profess together that the 
Scriptures are the foundations of the life of faith that has been handed 
down to us to live and to cherish, to develop and to hand on in turn to 
the coming generations within each of the traditions that have 
nourished and formed us. The Scriptures are central to the common 
identity in Christ that we are seeking to rediscover together, through 
the encouragement that this Reformation commemoration is giving us. 
The Scriptures have the power to draw us closer together as we reflect 
on their message and as we treasure the rich legacy with which they 
have entrusted us. 
   At the same time, a growing understanding between our traditions 
and a deepening affection in Christ have enabled us to recall and 
remember the events of the Reformation together on a number of 
occasions. Fifty years ago it would have been impossible to imagine 
Catholics and Lutherans meeting at St George’s Cathedral, on the basis 
of a Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification jointly agreed by our 
two Communions, or that we should be able to face the challenging 
story of the Reformation with equanimity as well as gratitude for this 
year’s commemoration.   
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   Even twenty years ago it would have been difficult for anybody to 
foresee that Pope Francis would travel to Lund Cathedral to 
commemorate the Reformation with Bishop Munib Younan, the 
President of the Lutheran World Federation and sign the Joint 
Statement with its five imperatives. In his homily in Lund Cathedral on 
31 October 2016 Pope Francis said: 

As Catholics and Lutherans, we have undertaken a common journey of 
reconciliation. Now, in the context of the commemoration of the 
Reformation of 1517, we have a new opportunity to accept a common 
path, one that has taken shape over the past fifty years in the ecumenical 
dialogue between the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic 
Church. Nor can we be resigned to the division and distance that our 
separation has created between us. We have the opportunity to mend a 
critical moment of our history by moving beyond the controversies and 
disagreements that have often prevented us from understanding one 
another.

1
 

On that remarkable occasion the Pope said that this was a moment for 
joint repentance, reflecting with mutual love and understanding on 
what had divided us. He urged us to look with love and honesty at our 
past, recognizing error and seeking forgiveness, for God alone is our 
judge. Then he said that we ought to recognize with the same honesty 
and love that our division  distanced us from the primordial intuition of 
God’s people, who naturally yearn to be one, and that it was perpetuated 
historically by the powerful of this world rather than the faithful people, 
which always and everywhere needs to be guided surely and lovingly by its 
Good Shepherd.  
   While there was a sincere will on the part of both sides to profess and 
uphold the true faith nevertheless we closed in on ourselves out of fear or 
bias with regard to the faith which others profess with a different accent 
and language. Here is the challenge directed to us as Roman Catholics 
by our own Holy Father—to recognise our responsibility for the 
divisions created by the Reformation in a way which we have never been 
encouraged to do before with such a degree of authority. 
   And there is a further challenge for Roman Catholics, to recognise a 
great blessing that we have all received through the Reformation. Pope 
Francis said:  

                                                           
1
 For this text and others from the Joint Commemoration in Lund and Malmö 
in October, 2016 see One in Christ, 53/2 (2016): 317-30. 
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our separation has been an immense source of suffering and 
misunderstanding, yet it has also led us to recognize honestly that 
without him we can do nothing; in this way it has enabled us to 
understand better some aspects of our faith. With gratitude we 
acknowledge that the Reformation helped give greater centrality to 
sacred Scripture in the Church’s life … Let us ask the Lord that his word 
may keep us united, for it is a source of nourishment and life; without its 
inspiration we can do nothing. 

The Joint Declaration made the same day by Pope Francis and Bishop 
Younan highlights and encourages us to develop the opportunities 
offered by our common commemoration. It says that, alongside our 
dialogue of fifty years,  

we have drawn closer to one another through joint service to our 
neighbours—often in circumstances of suffering and persecution. 
Through dialogue and shared witness we are no longer strangers. Rather, 
we have learned that what unites us is greater than what divides us.  

For Roman Catholics the Joint Declaration sets out three particular 
challenges which themselves offer opportunities for growth in faith. The 
first requires a change of heart that enables us to repent for our 
Church’s part in the division of Christians at the Reformation. The 
second calls for another transformation in our reading of the 
Reformation, seeking out the graces which it brought, and not only the 
graces of the Counter-Reformation. The Pope and the Bishop declared:  

While we are profoundly thankful for the spiritual and theological gifts 
received through the Reformation, we also confess and lament before 
Christ that Lutherans and Catholics have wounded the visible unity of 
the Church … While the past cannot be changed, what is remembered 
and how it is remembered can be transformed. We pray for the healing 
of our wounds and of the memories that cloud our view of one another. 

The third challenge concerns the eucharist and it is sometimes referred 
to as the neuralgia point in our inter-ecclesial relations. In the context 
of our common commemoration Pope Francis and Bishop Younan 
clearly identified and set this challenge before us when they said: 

Many members of our communities yearn to receive the Eucharist at one 
table, as the concrete expression of full unity. We experience the pain of 
those who share their whole lives, but cannot share God’s redeeming 
presence at the Eucharistic table. We acknowledge our joint pastoral 
responsibility to respond to the spiritual thirst and hunger of our people 
to be one in Christ. We long for this wound in the Body of Christ to be 
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healed. This is the goal of our ecumenical endeavours, which we wish to 
advance, also by renewing our commitment to theological dialogue. 

For Lutherans and Roman Catholics together there are five inter-related 

opportunities highlighted by Bishop Younan and Pope Francis: 

 We commit ourselves to further growth in communion rooted in Baptism, 

as we seek to remove the remaining obstacles that hinder us from attaining 

full unity. 

 We renew our commitment to theological dialogue. 

 We pray to God that Catholics and Lutherans will be able to witness 

together to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, inviting humanity to hear and 

receive the good news of God’s redeeming action. 

 That we may stand together in service, upholding human dignity and 

rights, especially for the poor, working for justice, and rejecting all forms 

of violence. 

 We pray for a change of hearts and minds that leads to a loving and 

responsible way to care for creation.        

The Reformation commemoration offers all of us a unique moment to 
commit ourselves afresh to these five opportunities: growth in 
communion rooted in Baptism, theological dialogue, witnessing 
together to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, standing together in service and 
caring for creation. 
   The work of Christian unity is directly linked with the search for 
justice and peace that lies at the heart of the Church’s mission. The 
Church is called to demonstrate not uniformity but the kind of 
unanimity that characterises the Kingdom of God. To work together for 
the growth of God’s Kingdom is to be at the service of the world. 
   Today I wish to acknowledge and give thanks for the growing 
relationship here in the UK between Lutherans and Catholics, and 
especially for those who have fostered it over the last thirty years. I 
recall with gratitude the ecumenical heart of Dean Lennart Söström 
from the Ulrika Eleonora Swedish Church in Marylebone and in 
particular his encouragement for the Joint Lutheran-Roman Catholic 
pilgrimage to the Shrine of St Bridget of Sweden at Vadstena in 
celebration of the Joint Declaration. 
   I also remember the steady commitment of the Reverend Tom Bruch 
at the Lutheran Council of Great Britain in fostering fruitful Lutheran-
Roman Catholic relations and the friendships we have enjoyed with 
Bishop Walter Jagucki, Bishop Jana Jeruma-Grinberga and Bishop 
Martin Lind. These ecumenical friendships flow from our shared 



+ LONGLEY Commemorating the Reformation 

 

185 

baptism, and in them we recognise the grace-filled fruitfulness of each 
other’s ministries—these are among the gifts already exchanged which 
enable us to be at home with one another today. 
   In Evangelii Gaudium—The Joy of the Gospel—Pope Francis recognises 

the unity that comes from our focus on the Word of God and allowing 

the Holy Spirit to be our guide: 

How many important things unite us! If we really believe in the 
abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn so much from 
one another! It is not just about being better informed about others, but 
rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which is also 
meant to be a gift for us … Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit can 
lead us ever more fully into truth and goodness. 

There is a particular significance for Roman Catholics and Lutherans in 
commemorating together the events of 1517. Those events have a 
different though nonetheless important significance for other non-
Lutheran Churches that established a life and mission independent of 
Rome in the course of the Reformation. It is important to note that the 
World Methodist Council adopted the Joint Declaration in 2006 and in 
July this year the World Council of Reformed Churches also signed the 
Joint Declaration. 
   The Church of England and the Anglican Communion have a different 
history, certainly influenced by the Reformation in Europe but taking a 
different course some twenty years later. On 31

 
October Westminster 

Abbey is hosting a Service to mark the 500th Anniversary of the 95 
Theses and the beginning of the Protestant Reformation. This is being 
organised in partnership with the Council of Lutheran Churches and an 
address is to be given by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Archbishop 
Justin Welby. 
   I understand that the Anglican Communion Office is planning to 
make a statement associating the Communion with the Joint 
Declaration, affirming its significance during the Reformation 
commemoration and welcoming the substance of the agreement. This 
will also be a fruit of our common commemoration and it will serve to 
strengthen the real though incomplete communion between Anglicans 
and Roman Catholics. I would like to broaden the scope of my reflection 
tonight by considering Anglican-Roman Catholic relations, since this is 
of particular importance to the Catholic Church in England and Wales.       
   In Birmingham the Anglican and Catholic Cathedrals play a 
prominent role in ecumenical relations within and beyond the city of 
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Birmingham. The inter-church friendships that have developed over the 
last fifty years would have been inconceivable to the clergy and lay 
patrons who saw St Chad’s Catholic Cathedral first open its doors in 
1841. But since the Second Vatican Council encouraged us to recognise 
elements of goodness and truth in other churches and ecclesial 
communities there has been growing friendship and partnership 
between our two cathedral foundations. 
   At the end of January this year (2017) some seventy Anglican and 
Roman Catholic bishops, led by Cardinal Vincent Nichols and 
Archbishop Justin Welby, met together to pray, first in St Chad’s 
Cathedral and then in St Philip’s Anglican Cathedral. We recognised the 
good relations between both cathedrals and I was very grateful that 
Canon Gerry Breen as Dean of St Chad’s was able to achieve so much in 
co-operation with Dean Catherine Ogle, who is now the Dean of 
Winchester. 
   I should also note the growing relations between St Chad’s and 
Lichfield Cathedral, developing around a shared interest and an 
increasingly similar devotion to the memory of St Chad as our common 
patron. I was delighted to welcome the new Bishop of Lichfield, Bishop 
Michael Ipgrave, to St Chad’s to pray before the Shrine of St Chad above 
the High Altar just before his installation in September 2016. We 
recently led a joint pilgrimage walk carrying a relic of St Chad from 
Birmingham to Lichfield as our commemoration of the Reformation 
anniversary.  
   At the gathering of Anglican and Catholic bishops I was able to report 
on the meeting between Archbishop Justin and Pope Francis that took 
place in Rome last year and to reflect on its impact on international 
relations between the Anglican Communion and the Catholic Church.          
   At the end of October 2016 I was privileged to take part in a sequence 
of celebratory gatherings that had been organised by the Anglican 
Centre in Rome as a way of marking the Fiftieth Anniversary of the 
Centre itself. The celebrations proved to be a catalyst for some serious 
academic ecumenical dialogue and they also provided the occasion for 
some significant symbolic gestures. 
   For relationships between Christians to develop and thrive they have 
to be accompanied by an ecumenism of the heart. Personal contacts 
between theologians, Religious and Church leaders are always needed 
for our ecclesial communion to deepen—and no personal contacts have 
been as important to the progress of Anglican-Roman Catholic relations 
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as the friendship that has grown between successive Popes and 
Archbishops of Canterbury.  
   But relations between Archbishops of Canterbury and Popes while 
always personal can never be wholly private (and the same is true for 
Anglican and Catholic bishops, Deans of Cathedrals and others in 
positions of leadership). Their actions in relation to one another, no less 
than their joint statements or dialogues, are always invested with a 
communal and ecclesial character. 
   That is why gestures of friendship while often spontaneous have also 
on occasions been carefully arranged with a view to how they might be 
read and interpreted. Sometimes such gestures, while personal and 
expressive of the friendship that lies at their core, also carry theological 
significance.  
   The most recent gesture took place during an ecumenical Vespers in 
the Church of San Gregorio in Rome, in the presence of more than 
twenty Primates from across the Anglican Communion and nineteen 
pairs of Anglican and Catholic bishops who were commissioned during 
the same ceremony by Pope Francis and Archbishop Justin.   
   The Archbishop gave the Holy Father a silver replica of the Coventry 
Cross of Nails which he immediately put on in place of his own pectoral 
cross. Then Pope Francis gave Archbishop Justin a replica of the crozier 
of Pope St Gregory the Great in memory of the mandate received by St 
Augustine which resulted in the foundation of the See of Canterbury. 
This crozier was actually made in Rugby, less than fifteen miles from 
where the cross had been made near Coventry.  
   Such gestures remind us that our two Communions are still 
determined to pray and work for the unity that our Lord wills for his 
Church. The obstacles to unity that we have encountered have made us 
more aware that the road ahead is a long one, much longer than those 
who initiated our dialogue nearly fifty years ago might have expected.   
   But those fresh challenges have also brought a sharper focus to our 
dialogue and a determination to find ever more creative ways of 
witnessing to what we hold in common and of shaping the life of our 
two Communions towards the unchanging goal of full, visible unity. 
   When Pope Francis and Archbishop Justin met they encouraged and 
gave fresh energy to the work of our two complementary international 
commissions. ARCIC (the Anglican-Roman Catholic International 
Commission) sustains the face-to-face character of dialogue, while 
IARCCUM (the International Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission for 
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Unity and Mission) supports the side-by-side ecumenism of joint social 
outreach, mission and witness. 
   ARCIC is now in the third phase of its work, responding to the new 
mandate we received in 2010—a mandate that falls into three parts. 
ARCIC was asked first to gather together the five agreed statements of 
our predecessors in ARCIC II with a narrative that describes their origin 
and purpose as well as their reception to date within both 
Communions. Secondly, drawing on the existing corpus of all the 
agreed statements, ARCIC has also been asked to study the nature and 
mission of the Church as communion, local and universal. Finally, we 
have been asked to consider how as local and universal communion the 
Church comes to discern right ethical teaching. 
   ARCIC has now completed the first of these tasks.  During those 
October days in Rome Archbishop Justin and Pope Francis were 
presented with the single volume of the Agreed Statements of ARCIC II, 
under the title Looking to a Church Fully Reconciled. This was intended 
to prompt the formal acceptance by the Provinces of the Anglican 
Communion and the Magisterium of the Catholic Church.   
   We have to be realistic about the challenges this may pose. It cannot 
be taken for granted that the response of our two Communions today 
will be as enthusiastic as it might have been twenty or thirty years ago. 
It is possible that some of those responsible for receiving ARCIC’s work 
today will not share the understanding or judgment of their 
predecessors.   
   The story of the last fifty years of ecumenical dialogue, joint work and 
witness echoes the pattern of many friendships. As a friendship 
develops and deepens it often leads beyond the discoveries about each 
other towards unexpected discoveries about ourselves. The better we 
come to know our friends and come to be understood by them, the 
more clearly we see the truth about who we are, reflected back through 
our encounters with one another.   
   The same is true of our common commemoration of the Reformation. 
As the Catholic Church refocuses on what we have only recalled for so 
long as a painful episode of our own history we are now able to do so 
with ecumenical friends—friends whose experience and insights can 
help us understand it in a fresh light. We understand our own story 
better and we realise that the pathway ahead is one that we will always 
walk in company with all those baptised in Christ and witnessing to his 
Gospel in the world. 
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FOOT WASHING, REMEMBERING, AND THE SEARCH 

FOR UNITY AMONG CHRISTIANS: A REFLECTION ON 

THE LOGO OF ONE IN CHRIST 

Thomas O’Loughlin* 

This journal’s logo,1 unusually for an image of the Last Supper,  
foregrounds the foot washing which—unlike the Eucharist—has 
generally slipped the Christian sacramental memory. In the liturgical 
mime of Holy Week, the presbyter temporarily adopts a servant pose, 
confirming his iconic status as alter Christus. But for St John, all must 
be involved in foot washing if we are to be in Christ. Traditionally 
marginalized and neglected, foot washing—again unlike the 
Eucharist—lies in a theologically conflict-free zone. Thus it represents a 
potent opportunity for inter-church encounters to share a sacramental 
dimension—as Jean Vanier has demonstrated e.g. at the WCC. 
 

Images are among the most potent elements in our memories: we 
want to see our flag flying high, others will object if another flag is 
flown ‘which should not be’, we watch Trooping the Colour, and we 
must be careful that the logo of every sponsor of an event is properly 
displayed. We might find some of these concerns silly, provincial, even 
parochial—but such images matter and it would be foolish for anyone 
to claim immunity from their power. Moreover, we know—or at least 
we always believe we know—what something significant looked like in 
the past, what it should look like, and, indeed, what it can look like in 

                                                           
*
 Thomas O’Loughlin is Professor of Historical Theology in the University of 

Nottingham, and the current President of the Catholic Theological Association. 
One area where he works is  the interface between the churches’ historical 
liturgies and the liturgy today. He recently published a book on looking again at 
Eucharistic origins  in view of current debates (The Eucharist: Origins and 
Contemporary Understandings, London, 2015) and another on foot washing a 
powerful liturgical practice for our time (Washing Feet: Imitating the Example of 
Jesus in the Liturgy Today, Collegeville, MN, 2015). 
1
 This image © Olivetan Sisters of Vita et Pax was adopted as the One in Christ 
logo at the journal’s relanch in 2008. 
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the future. Anyone who seeks to change these objects or ‘sites of 
memory’

1
 not only goes against the grain of how humans construct our 

identity—and hence such reforms are always slow and complex—but 
is likely to produce as much heat as light. Here lies one of the great 
problems of the ecumenical movement: it is easy to agree that one is 
in favour of that unity for which the Christ prayed (John 17:22), it is far 
harder to detach oneself from images and attitudes that have been 
ingrained in one’s personal and group memory for centuries. Change 
in such circumstances is, almost invariably, seen as losing 
something—even when that which is lost is somehow toxic for the 
group; and for many, any such detachment is seen in terms of 
betrayal, deviation from the way that has stood them well in the past, 
and something which demands vigorous resistance. The question of 
the Eucharist provides us with a case in point: all look back to it as an 
image, indeed as an image of unity, and yet it is the issue that 
provokes the greatest friction not only in formal discussions of 
ecumenism, but in any community. Often behind these hardened 
positions stands an image of what the Eucharist is about and then, in 
turn, of the Last Supper. 
   So what was the Last Supper like? Our starting point is not with the 
texts in the, now canonical, scriptures—for those five accounts are 
themselves the products of communities’ remembering and 
representing to themselves a salient memory that contributed to 
making sense of their own practices. Rather, it is the images that we 
have now of that object in our memories known as ‘the Last Supper’. 
How would you draw it? Do you imagine it as a great, long table with 
Jesus in the middle and twelve men around the table? What would 
you show on the table: a full meal or just bread and wine? How would 
these be shown: many individual tumblers as in that by Leonardo da 
Vinci, or a single cup, or should we refer to that as a chalice? How 
does one show the bread? Is it a single loaf to be shared by all or a dish 
of bread ready for use by many? Is it a normal loaf, such as one would 
buy from a baker’s shop, or some sort of unleavened wafer? What is 
Jesus doing in the image? Is he speaking or silently handling the cup 
or loaf? Is he ‘blessing’ one or other item with his hand in the same 
way that a priest blesses an object or a congregation? Is he 

                                                           
1
 I am using the language of Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory 
(Chicago and London 1992 [original French 1941 and 1952]). 
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motionless—presenting something—or is he doing something such as 
breaking a loaf or passing a cup? Does the group include women—and 
if so where are they located: at table or serving the table? Are they 
sitting on chairs/forms or reclining on couches? Is the overall image 
an illustration of a great event recorded in the Bible—akin to the 
relationship between ‘the Pilgrims Landing on Plymouth Rock’ and 
American identity; or is it an idealisation of something continual—
akin to the Tube Map when getting around London? 
   On virtually every point mentioned, there is conflict among 
Christians and the different images map onto different theological 
positions, differing ways of doing theology, and different practices 
often perceived as invariable. If Jesus is seen as ‘blessing’ an object, 
then, in effect, the image is a retrojection of the actions of a modern 
ritual actor—and almost certainly he will see himself as a sacerdos and 
as he is ‘an alter Christus,’ so the image is that of another parish priest. 
If, on the other hand, the image is full of local colour, strives after 
‘realism,’ and has a mixed group of disciples (see Mark 14:16), then the 
notion that the various accounts in ‘the bible’ are themselves ideal 
constructions of memory produced in the churches will be rejected in 
a scramble for ‘facts’ in the life of the historical Jesus. Our images of 
the Last Supper are so potent, that when they come into contact with 
ideas we otherwise find unproblematic, the result is often conflict and 
the image wins the day. Moreover, the image is usually the base upon 
which, and around which, we arrange the various ‘bits’ of our 
remembering. So, for example, we have little difficulty in having a 
scene like that of Leonardo in mind as we read the discourses of that 
evening from John’s gospel (John 13-17) despite the fact that John 
makes no mention of ‘an institution of the Eucharist’ and has no 
‘eucharistic words.’

1
 Just as the crib-scene reconciles/harmonizes the 

conflicting infancy narratives, so our Last Supper images cover over all 
the difficulties in the stories of that supper, the differences between 
them, and their very different theologies associated with that memory 
found in Paul, the gospel writers, and in other references in early 
Christian texts. 
   That this is the case can be very easily demonstrated. Despite the 
fact that the central action of Jesus in the memory of that evening in 

                                                           
1
 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘The “Eucharistic Words of Jesus”: An Un-noticed 
Silence in our Earliest Sources,’ Anaphora 8, 1(2014): 1-12. 
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John’s gospel is his washing the feet of his disciples, it is rarely recalled 
as a Last Supper image. Occasionally, late medieval artists left a jug 
and basin in the foreground of their pictures, but only a fraction of the 
viewers would have linked the narratives. The Last Supper is one 
image, and seen as related to the on-going life of the churches for it 
gives ‘the institution of the sacrament’, and the Foot Washing is 
another scene: a touching memento of a moment in the life of Jesus 
akin to his beckoning Zacchaeus down from the tree (Luke 19:5) or 
meeting the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4). 
   Here lies the strength of the logo of One in Christ. It rightly 
identifies that the memory of the Last Supper relates to the goal of 
Christian unity and that it is the stumbling block that fosters conflicts, 
in that it portrays the table with a cup and loaf upon it, but it is also 
links that meal to another memory, which within John’s theology is 
explicitly sacramental, which may allow Christians to move forwards 
towards that unity which is a key part of John’s presentation of the 
mind of the Christ. Put another way, can picturing the foot washing as 
part of a journey towards Christian unity be helpful? 

Remembering and Forgetting 
Remembering is an explicitly demanded activity for Christians: we can 
point to teaching about remembering (e.g. 1 Cor. 11:24 or John 14:26), 
we can speculate how at the centre of liturgy is the link between 
remembering and thanking in contrast with forgetting and 
ingratitude,

1
 and we hardly ever gather without reading our ancient 

texts. Moreover, every church is proud of its ability to remember that 
which it should remember whether that is thought of as loyalty to the 
bible or adherence to the tradition; and the greatest slur one can pass 
on any church is to suggest that they have forgotten something 
essential. But in the midst of this ecclesial self-praise for the integrity 
of our memories, there is also the fact that, both as individuals and 
churches, we forget—and of its nature that which is forgotten passes 
from our consciousness. While one imagines one knows what one 
remembers, it is very difficult to have any sense of what one has 
forgotten! Yet the whole tradition of reform, renewal, and 

                                                           
1
 This linkage of anamnesis / eucharistia : amnesia / acharistia was developed in 
detail by Philo—and it underpins much of the reflection of the early followers of 
Jesus; see Jean LaPorte, Eucharistia in Philo (New York, NY, 1983), 42-7. 
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reconnection in the churches is predicated on the notion that we can 
recall that which has been forgotten!

1
 The new is invariably presented 

as the old that has slipped our memory. These churches are always 
remembering, but are simultaneously always forgetting! 
   We are very conscious that we recall the Last Supper/Eucharist but 
we do so invariably as the memory streaming backwards from what 
that means to us now—and so our remembering conflicts with others’ 
memories because no group’s memory is complete: in focusing here or 
there on what the present moment deems salient,

2
 we each forget 

what another may remember. But, for the most part, we do not 
remember the foot washing—or, if we do, we think of it as a single 
moment in the past, as part of our group memory. While there are 
churches—nearly all having their origins in the sixteenth century 
Reformation—where foot washing is part of their liturgy,

3
 for most 

churches it is a much more obscure affair. It is either just a biblical 
scene or else a liturgical rarity performed occasionally among the 
liturgically enthusiastic. In short, just as the Eucharist is remembered, 
so foot washing is forgotten. 

Inscribed actions 
Given that the canonical memory of foot washing, John 13:1-20, comes 
with an explicit instruction that the action should be repeated by the 
disciples, indeed it is declared to be an example for imitation,

4
 this 

marginalization within our ecclesial memories is very interesting. Why 
was one action remembered and fixed firmly in our minds, when the 
other has not even been seen by most Christians?

5
 The most obvious 

                                                           
1
 See Gerhard B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought 
and Action in the Age of the Fathers (Cambridge, MA. 1959). 
2
 See B. Schwartz, ‘The Social Context of Commemoration: A Study in 

Collective Memory,’ Social Forces, 61 (1982): 374-402. 
3
 See Thomas O’Loughlin, Washing Feet: Imitating the Example of Jesus in the 

Liturgy Today (Collegeville, MN, 2015), 1-30. 
4
 John 13:14-15: ‘If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you 

[plural] also ought to wash (opheilete) one another’s feet. For I have given you 
an example (hupodeigma), that you [plural] also should (poiéte) do as I have 
done to you.’ 
5
 In most churches a foot washing only occurs on the evening of Holy 

Thursday which has not established itself as a very popular liturgy; moreover, 
in those churches where the foot washing is an element in their liturgical 
books, it is usually an optional ritual which is readily omitted. 
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point about foot washing is that it is awkward: it is now, and it always 
has been. In the ancient world it was the task of the lowliest female 
slaves, and while it may be revolutionary as a prophetic action, it was 
seen as subversive of good social order.

1
 And, whenever it has made an 

appearance on our ritual horizon, it has been criticised as dangerous 
in one way or another. All involved in ecumenical endeavour should 
note this: we remember most that which pleases us, and that which is 
disturbing of our sense of comfort we push to one side. 
   Memory, moreover, is usually thought of as a matter of the mind, 
but our deepest memories are always bodily inscribed, we remember 
because we have done something over and over and over again.

2
 That 

which we do regularly becomes, quite literally, part of us. We have 
ways of doing this or that, and these ways become habitual, such that 
we find it hard to change the ‘habits of a lifetime’. So, for example, 
different churches have different ways of celebrating the Eucharist—
and these patterns of activity are so ingrained that they survive 
changes in rubrics, texts, and theology. By contrast, that which is 
rarely done does not inscribe itself in our learned behaviour and each 
time it is performed requires fresh consideration, deliberation, and 
decision—and within that process there is a weighing of ‘pros’ and 
‘cons’ and we just might decide against it. For example, if one were to 
ask a Catholic presbyter to preside at Mass, he could do so without a 
second thought: how to preside is so deeply inscribed in his memory 
that it is ‘second nature’. But ask the same man to preside at a foot 
washing and there will be, at best, a look of bewilderment. How does 
one do this? Should one do it? What will people expect? Have we the 
necessary permission? Have we a suitable bowl, towel, jug, … ? Do we 
really need to do it? Perhaps we should just postpone it until next time 
when we will have had time to think about it in detail? This process of 
questioning leading to inaction is not linked in any special way to the 
action of foot washing, rather it is a human response to any action that 
is socially awkward. Foot washing is not only a prophetic action by 
Jesus, but one that can reveal aspects of our human nature as ritual-
remembering animals. 

                                                           
1
 See Janet M. Lindman, Bodies of Belief: Baptist Communities in Early America 
(Philadelphia, PA, 2008), 84-6. 
2
 See Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge, 1989), 72-104. 
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   That no church took up the command in John 13 and made it part of 
their regular practice,

1
 is a sobering reminder to each church about 

imagining that it preserves the memory of the Christ whole and entire. 
Foot washing points to the fact that everyone needs to remember 
some things that have slipped from consciousness, possibly delete 
some other memories that have lodged themselves in our praxis, and 
acknowledge that every church can learn from others. 

False paths 
When on those rare occasions a congregation does observe or engage 
in a foot washing, it is instructive to ask what they imagine they are 
doing in this act of remembering. The most common answer—and 
one that is facilitated by the manner of its liturgical performance—is 
that this is a great mime.

2
 The scene is Holy Thursday evening, the 

night of the Last Supper, and the text of the pericope from John is read 
as the gospel lection. Then the Last Supper images flood in: the 
president imitates the actions of Jesus in removing ‘a garment’ and 
takes off the chasuble, then wraps himself with a towel and proceeds 
to wash the feet (or at least pretends to wash one foot

3
) of twelve (the 

imagined number in the image of the supper) men (and this becomes 
important since only men/apostles/bishops are imagined at that 
supper)—and any other arrangement encounters resistance as recent 
reactions to Pope Francis’s new rubrics testify.

4
 What is going on: we 

are acting out on the night of the Last Supper an item from history 
that is proper to that event. The concern, therefore, is to get the mime 

                                                           
1
 It was made either an annual item in a major festival or an event that only 
took place occasionally. The Eucharist became so inscribed because it was 
every week—both regular and frequent—already by the time of the Didache. 
The one great exception is that foot washing became a regular, weekly part of 
monastic practice: see O’Loughlin, Washing Feet, 17-20. 
2
 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘The Washing of Feet: the Interplay of Praxis and 

Theology,’ Anaphora, 7/1 (2013): 37-46; and ‘Celebrating the New Command-
ment: Foot-washing and our Theology of Liturgy,’ Scripture in Church, 43 [n. 
169] (2013): 118-27. 
3
 See Adrian Howells, ‘Foot Washing for the Sole,’ Performance Research: A 

Journal of the Performing Arts 17(2012)128-31 for a devastating critique of the 
manner in which this ritual can be subverted by ceremonial. 
4
 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Foot washing on Holy Thursday: New Rubric, 

Renewed Paradigm,’ The Pastoral Review,  12/2 (2016): 10-13. 
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historically correct: no women, no more nor less than twelve, and as 
much verisimilitude to actions of 1950 years ago as possible. 
   While such mimes are to be found elsewhere in liturgy, even among 
Catholics, it is an approach that is explicitly rejected with regard to 
other Last Supper memories. Mime is not sufficient to explain the 
actions with loaf or cup, nor would one accept that the Eucharist can 
only be celebrated on one night of the year or that is cannot only be 
celebrated with twelve men. Mime does, of course, make the memory 
a safe one: it is not saying anything new to each other about our 
relationships but simply recalling an unusual one-off event in the life 
of Jesus. Mime allows to spectate without engaging in the more 
problematic aspects of our membership of the church which foot 
washing was intended to challenge. It is also important to note how 
mime always produces a new reading / interpretation that replaces the 
reading (i.e. John 13) which is being mimed. In virtually every parish 
where this takes place and just one person washes the feet of some 
others (i.e. the parish priest washes the feet of a selection of people) 
the action becomes an expression, in mime, of a relationship within a 
particular social hierarchy: the minister to the ministered to. But 
this—especially interpreted verbally in terms of care of one for 
others—misses the point of the original message completely. For the 
evangelist, the whole point of the foot washing is that there is no 
social hierarchy in the church: there is not one group which is active 
and giving, alongside another which is passive and receiving. Rather, 
each and every individual is a minister to everyone else, and each is 
ministered to by everyone else. 
   An element of the text of John is that this action is that of a master 
acting as a slave to give an example, and so the obvious example 
involved is that of humility. Once again, this has been a major element 
in Holy Thursday foot washings: before 1955 it was, among Catholics, 
only performed by bishops (and other significant leaders

1
) and it was 

to be done to the poor—as an act of charity. In effect, the pope, the 
emperor, the bishop, sets aside for a moment the order within the 
human universe of rich/poor, rulers/ruled, VIPs/nobodies, and ‘sets an 
example.’ The message is actually a fraudulent one because the very 

                                                           
1
 The exception to this, was its use in monasteries; the most important fact is 
that it was never done in a Catholic parish and so very few people even knew 
there was such a ceremony, much less have seen it done. 
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act of setting aside status for a moment supposes that a world of 
hierarchy is what is real. The ritual becomes but another scene in the 
liturgy of power within society whether there is an actual washing of 
feet or whether it is a monetary substitute.

1
 The real beneficiary is the 

potentate concerned: good images bolstering an inchoate statement 
that the status quo is the will of God. 
   But perhaps we should not take the words of John’s gospel seriously: 
this is one of those strange actions that we ritualise, reflect upon, but 
put into a parallel ‘spiritual’ world. For example, in Isaiah 20 we have 
the tale of the prophet walking naked, and we know that the world 
needs prophets, but we would not countenance such behaviour in our 
society today. So while it is the case that Jesus did strange things and 
made extreme demands—e.g. love you enemies (Matt. 5:44)—and we 
should respect these challenging memories, we should not seek to 
operationalize them in anything more than a ritualistic way. Foot 
washing—and notions of mutual service—fall within this category, 
and so should be performed for people, but it should be seen as 
detached from everyday reality. 
   What is significant about these last two objections to the ritual is 
that they invoke an attitude to liturgy that suggests that Christianity is 
more akin to an idealistic moral philosophy than a vision of a way of 
life. They invoke, moreover, a notion of religion as that which stands 
in opposition to everyday experience while, paradoxically, confessing 
that the Logos became an individual human being dwelling among us 
(John 1:14). 
   Recalling foot washing has the effect of showing people from a range 
of churches that they may be far less consistent in their liturgical 
theology than they might otherwise assert. 

Foot washing as an ecclesiology
2 

If we leave aside notions of the foot washing in John 13 as a curious 
tableau from the night before the crucifixion we find that it contains 
some surprising elements. Firstly, its salience in the evangelist’s 
memory is that it deals with the nature of the relationships that 
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should exist in the community to which he is preaching. It is a 
message about how church members should view their relationships 
to one another. Each is to see him- or herself as the servant of the 
others; each is to minister and each is to be ministered to. This is not 
teaching on church-relationships that is confined to John, even if the 
action of foot washing is found only with him. In the Synoptics the 
church is to be distinct in its relationships from those which exist as 
‘normal’ among the gentiles: 

their great men exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among 
you; but whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever would be first among you must be your slave (Matt. 20: 25-7 // 
Mark 10:43-4 // Luke 12: 25-6). 

Far from being a once off, the foot washing contains a core truth about 
ministry that only came into effect in the future time of the church. 
There are very few statements that are as clearly linked to later church 
behaviour as this: it models an ecclesiology of service. 
   Another aspect of the story in John now comes into view. The 
modelling of behaviour by Jesus is what the audience’s behaviour 
should be. We are not to imitate Jesus, but rather do what we should 
do and that ideal behaviour has been modelled by Jesus as an example 
to us. The presbyter, already convinced of his own unique iconic 
status as alter Christus vis-à-vis those around him, thinks that he now 
should imitate Jesus and wash others’ feet, but such a reading is 
simply not supported by the text. All those in the church should be 
washing one another’s feet: the presbyter that of his brother, the sister 
that of the presbyter her brother. Each both washes and is washed—
and so a new set of relationships, unique to the disciples of Jesus, is 
performed. Foot washing, both doing and having it done to one, is as 
much a sign of belonging to the community of Jesus as sharing in the 
loaf or being willing to drink from the cup.

1
 ‘You ought to wash one 

another’s feet’ is addressed to all who hear the gospel in the Church. 
   Being a member of this new distinctive community of foot washers 
and of having one’s feet washed is to belong now to Christ—it is a 
share (meros) in him, and, significantly, those who reject the new 
equality that exists in this community are rejecting those that share in 
him. As such, it is a reciprocal covenant of giving and receiving 
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whereby each person is established as a disciple within the community 
of the Christ. Peter’s rejection becomes the foil by which John drums 
home the message that if is the ‘Teacher and Lord’/’Lord and Teacher’ 
who washes feet, then all must be willing do likewise to one another. 
Foot washing reminds us that ecclesiology is not simply the 
structures/politics of the Christian group: it is a proclamation of the 
corporate endeavour of those belonging to the way. We can pray that 
we might be one in the Christ, but read from the starting point of 
John’s discourse, we have to be involved in mutual foot washing if we 
are to be in Christ. Long debates in the literature on this passage as to 
whether this has a baptismal/remission of sins dimension misses the 
point:

1
 if one does not embrace the nature of the relationships that the 

church should exhibit, made visible awkwardly in this action, one 
cannot share, be one with the Christ.

2
 

Neutral sign 
Some years ago Jean Vanier was invited to address a meeting of the 
World Council of Churches and, based in his experience in L’Arche, he 
organised a foot washing. His analysis was that actions speak more 
eloquently than words and that there was something healthy for all 
concerned when an Orthodox bishop had to kneel and wash the feet 
of a black, woman church-leader from America.

3
 Our first reaction is 

to praise Vanier’s brilliance for invoking an action, whose authority 
none involved could question, which would have taught all involved 
more than a learned paper. But we should not stop there. Vanier had 
touched on a basic element of Christian corporate life: if we do not 
perform our vision of who we are in Christ when we gather, then we 
may have betrayed the reality we claim to proclaim. 
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   But of all the signs that we need to perform as part of our path 
toward unity with Christ, foot washing has one special characteristic, 
already noticed by Vanier and L’Arche: it is a theologically neutral 
sign. We may find it awkward, distasteful, and that which we seek to 
avoid, but we cannot point to tomes and centuries of arguments about 
what it ‘means,’ how it ‘signifies,’ who can perform it, nor under what 
circumstances can it be performed. Due to a tradition of 
marginalization and neglect, foot washing lies in a theological 
conflict-free zone. Ask any group of Christians from a variety of 
churches if they can celebrate the Eucharist together and the reactions 
can often tear to shreds the good will that has brought them together 
in discussions: and each can appeal to an impressive weight of 
theological evidence as to why communio in sacris is, if not 
impossible, so tense as to be unworkable. The effect is that in many 
inter-church encounters, the sacramental dimension of our humanity 
is placed in un-ending epoche, a topic best left untouched, and the 
power that is inherent in ritual to move us beyond theological 
difference is left untapped. But there is no body of defensive reflection 
that circumscribes the mutual washing of feet. 
   Foot washing, in the context of ecumenism, has also another 
dimension. If we can imagine bishops, ministers, priests, moderators, 
women and men who are church leaders all engaged in a single action 
of mutual service, we have a very different perspective on what unity 
looks like and feels like. We have a situation where each must see 
her/himself as a servant and having to learn from the others, all being 
aware that there is much that each church has forgotten. Their various 
titles, ranks, and ways of dressing all testify to remembering; the 
strange ritual, to the fact that all forget. Much ecumenical ‘discussion’ 
slips almost unawares into the errant child being re-integrated or the 
stubborn old-timer finally facing up, and when this happens those 
concerned have slipped into a hierarchical model of relationships: one 
is the giver, the other the receiver, one the part of the trunk, the other 
the errant branch. But foot washing allows each to discover, perhaps 
for the first time in shared liturgy, a different set of relationships: each 
sharing equally with the other and each open to learning. But do we 
actually need to do it? If we know this, could we not avoid all the 
mess—not to mention the embarrassment? This question—so often 
heard—actually cuts to the base of all human ritual activity and fails 
to take account of who we are as ritual using, ritual making beings. By 
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the very fact that foot washing is a ritual action, rather than an 
everyday action (e.g. putting on our shoes) demonstrates that we 
know that it brings before us that which we know should be the case 
among Christians.

1
 If we are to be fellow disciples, we must be fellow 

servants. And, foot washing is a modelling, in our bodies and so in the 
depth of our identities, of the nature of the church and its unity. 
   How significant that in adopting this image as the logo of One in 
Christ, we are given a clear reference to Eucharist, the centre and 
summit, of union with Christ by the presence of a loaf and cup on the 
common table, but the focus of attention is the action of foot washing. 
It is as if we must start there, and then progress to the next action of 
blessing and thanking the Father as we share that cup and loaf. 
   The mutual washing of feet as part of our celebrations of who we are 
is alien to the experience of the majority of Christians today. Yet is has 
impeccable precedents—not only in the gospel according to John but 
in the practice of monks where it both welcomes the stranger and 
models mutual service—and more ‘sure warrants’ for its performance 
in our gathering than almost anything else. Perhaps by unlocking its 
power to show us who we are as disciples it can help us to overcome 
our divisions and move toward that unity, in loaf and cup, which can 
seem so far away.

 2
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FIFTY YEARS OF METHODIST-ROMAN CATHOLIC 

DIALOGUE 

David Carter* 

This article looks at the progress of the Methodist-Roman Catholic 
dialogue on its fiftieth anniversary, noting the development of overall 
relationships between the two communions as well as the specific 
achievements of the dialogue, particularly over its last few quinquennia. 
Recently, in October 2017, Pope Francis received some world Methodist 
leaders in audience and called on Catholics and Methodists to continue 
to journey together. Reconciliation will be the topic for the next 
quinquennium of the dialogue. 

In July 2016, the report of the tenth quinquennium of the international 
Methodist-Catholic dialogue (MRCIC), The Call to Holiness: From 
Glory to Glory was published and launched at the British Methodist 
Conference. 2017 sees the fiftieth anniversary of the beginning of the 
dialogue. 
   In 1749, John Wesley published his Letter to a Roman Catholic in 
which he frankly admitted major doctrinal differences but 
nevertheless argued that ‘if we cannot all think alike, at least let us 
love alike’. He argued that there were ways in which Catholics and 
Methodists  might ‘endeavour to help each other on in whatever we 
are agreed leads to the Kingdom’.

1
 Unfortunately, Bishop Challenor 

did not rise to the bait, nor was Wesley always as irenic on other 
occasions. His famous sermon on Justification by Faith began with the 
assertion that it was this grand doctrine that ‘first drove popery from 
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these kingdoms’.
1
 The context of eighteenth century Britain was too 

hostile and sheer mutual misunderstanding between Protestants in 
general and the tiny minority of Catholics too great.

2
 

   For the next two hundred years, relationships were at best distant, at 
worst condemnatory. At the first Ecumenical Methodist Conference in 
1881, a speaker argued that the three great foes of the true gospel were 
infidelity, intemperance and popery. To most Catholics, Methodism 
was yet another heretical sect. As late as 1937, Henry Bett could 
contrast the experiential emphasis of Methodism with the dogmatic 
one of Catholicism as if Methodism did not have its own doctrinal 
standards or the Catholic Church its great contemplatives and 
mystics!

3
  

   Even before Vatican II, there were signs of changing perceptions. 
When the dialogue began in 1967, consideration of Wesley’s irenic 
letter came to the fore, together with a stress on the need to share in 
mission for the sake of the world. The first quinquennium set the tone 
that has been followed in the dialogue ever since, that is of seeking as 
much common ground and practical co-operation as possible, 
accompanied by frank honesty as to remaining difficulties and 
differences yet to be successfully tackled. The dialogue has never 
underestimated the latter or allowed the Catholic and Methodist 
people to think that full visible unity is only just round the corner. On 
the other hand, it has always witnessed to such growing convergence 
as has been possible and, particularly in the last three reports (2006, 
2011, 2016),to the increasing exchange of gifts and mutual challenges 
between the two partner traditions. The very fact that Roman 
Catholics and Methodists have been willing to challenge each other on 
issues to reconsider is a sign of growing confidence, not simply in each 
other but also in the work of the Spirit in and through the dialogue. 
   The dialogue has always worked in five year cycles, the timing being 
determined by the quinquennial meetings of the World Methodist 
Council.

4
 The reports issued have always been presented at these 

                                                           
1
 Works of John Wesley (Abingdon edn, 1985), vol 1, 128-9. 

2
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eighteenth century (1995). 
3
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4
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successive meetings and also to the Vatican. The normal tradition has 
been for the WMC to welcome them and for the Vatican to appoint a 
suitable theologian to evaluate them. The World Methodist Council 
has no doctrinal authority per se; more recently, the British Methodist 
Faith and Order Committee has attempted some evaluation of the 
reports.

1
 

   By the time of the fourth report (Nairobi, 1986), the members of the 
Commission were sufficiently confident in the continuing guidance of 
the Holy Spirit to proclaim that the ultimate aim of the dialogue was 
henceforth to be ‘full communion in faith, mission and sacramental 
life’.

2
 

   This report represented a sort of ‘moving up a gear’ in terms both of 
growing relationship and common vision. It was the first report to 
concentrate exclusively on ecclesiology and to highlight the increasing 
importance of the ecclesiology of communion, as rooted in the New 
Testament understanding of koinonia and as having deep roots both 
in Catholic theology and in Methodist experience.

3
 It included a 

prophetic paragraph, stating that ‘Methodists accept that whatever is 
properly required for the unity of the  whole Church must by that very 
fact be God’s will for His Church’.

4
 ‘A universal primacy might well 

serve as focus of and ministry for the unity of the whole Church’: this 
statement prepared the ground for Methodists to respond positively to 
Pope John Paul II’s later invitation in Ut Unum Sint to the leaders and 

                                                                                                                           
website and in successive editions of Growth in Agreement (WCC/Paulist 
Press).  
1
 The World Methodist Council is a consultative body of churches in the 
Methodist and Wesleyan theological traditions. It has no binding theological 
or governmental authority over its member churches, each being governed by 
its own Conference. In 1996, it issued a statement of Wesleyan Essentials of 
Christian Faith, which would be generally recognised. However, it has no 
equivalent of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 
2
 Towards a Statement on the Church (Nairobi, 1986), para 20. 

3
 In Catholic theology, see the work of Johann Adam Möhler, Unity in the 

Church, or the Principle of Catholicism Presented in the Spirit of the Church 
Fathers of the first Three Centuries (1825, ET 1996). For Methodism, see the 
‘hymns for the Society meeting, giving thanks, praying and parting’ in the 
classic Collection of Hymns for the use of the People called Methodists (1780) 
edited by J. Wesley. 
4
 Nairobi, para. 58. 
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theologians of other churches to discuss the nature of the exercise of 
the Petrine ministry.

1
 

   Another visionary statement foresaw the possibility of an eventual 
communion between Catholic and Methodist bishops within a single 
Episcopal college.

2
 An important section on ways of being one church 

explored the possibility of the two communions becoming sister 
churches within a framework of mutual recognition of differing 
authentic typoi of Christian life.

3
 

   Recognition of the developing relationship led to a decision that the 
fifth dialogue quinquennium should concentrate on the Apostolic 
Tradition and its transmission across the ages. It was hoped that a 
commonly acceptable overview might lead eventually to a resolution 
of some continuing differences between the two  traditions.  
   Certainly, the resulting report displayed theological elegance of the 
highest order. It began by stressing that growth in understanding of 
the Tradition came through hearing and assimilating the word of God, 
in which it was important to hold communion with those who had 
preceded us in faith whilst also recognising that the faith always needs 
restatement in each changing situation. Both communion with 
preceding generations and reception of new vision and insight were 
essential.

4
 A symbiotic relationship with human cultures is stressed in 

para. 62. ‘From the human environment the Church derives riches 
that nurture it and which it transforms into intimations of the 
Kingdom.’ A particularly important section on the pattern of Christian 
life roots baptism in the paschal mystery and stresses that ‘the 
eucharist remains the focus where the pattern of life specific to 
Christians is shown forth.’

5
 The pastoral nature of the ministry is 

strongly stressed with a statement relating ministers both to God and 
to the community of the faithful. ‘The ordained minister is chosen 
from among the people to represent the people to God and to act in 
Christ’s name and person.’

6
 Mission is stressed. ‘God’s love is pure gift 

... it is other-centred and boundless in its range and scope, devoted to 
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2
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3
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the whole world. In particular, it pushes us out to the poor, the weak, 
the unloved.’

1
 

   Finally, faced with the problem of the validity of ministerial orders, 
this report made an important suggestion that ‘the mutual recognition 
of ministry ... will also depend upon a fresh creative act of 
reconciliation which acknowledges the manifold yet unified activity of 
the Holy Spirit throughout the ages.’

2
 

   At this point, it is helpful to pause and reflect on three things that 
Catholics and Methodists have in common: a stress on the universal 
call to holiness;

3
 emphasis on the universality of the mission; and the 

interdependence of all churches, a point on which Methodism has 
more in common with Catholics than with some other Protestant 
churches.

4
 Methodism developed precisely as a movement to ‘spread 

scriptural holiness throughout the nation.’ It worked from the 
beginning on the principle that the needs of the overall mission took 
precedence over the wishes of any particular local congregation.

5
 Its 

ministers worked collegially, ‘watching over the Connexion and each 
other in faith and love’, a practice analogous to that of Roman Catholic 
bishops who share a common concern for the whole Church as well as 
specific watching over their own dioceses.  
   The sixth quinquennium looked at faith, understood both as fides 
quae creditur, the dogmatic content of faith and as fides qua creditur,  
confident faith in God as such.

6
 To these it added the very useful 

concept of the fruitfulness of faith as a way of stressing that the life of 
the Church has always been characterised by innovation in forms of 

                                                           
1
 Para. 40. 

2
 Para. 94, moving beyond any idea of a simple one-sided return or necessary 

gift, rather reflecting what the Catholic bishops were to say later in the mid-
nineties in their response to the ‘Called To Be One’ process, envisaging ‘a 
common quest for a new and deeper realisation of the unity the Lord wills and 
gives to his Church’. Cited in One in Christ (1999), 230. 
3
 Already given considerable attention in the third dialogue report (Honolulu, 

1981). 
4
 Baptists, Congregationalists and some other Protestants churches stress the 

independence of each local congregation ‘under the invisible headship of 
Christ’. 
5
 In accordance with Wesley’s direction, ‘Go not to those who need you, but to 
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6
 The Word of Life: A Statement on Revelation and Faith. The Rio Report (1996). 
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devotion and practical Christian service, through which new ways 
have been found of witnessing to Christ, and of individual and 
corporate living out of the values of God’s Kingdom. One may argue 
that the two traditions have been particularly fruitful across the ages 
in this respect. The Catholic Church had its sodalities and lay 
confraternities to say nothing of the plethora of religious orders, the 
latter showing constant signs of innovation and adaptation from the 
active women’s orders of the seventeenth century through to modern 
movements, inclusive in some cases of non-Catholics, such as the 
Focolare and Chemin Neuf. Methodism had its class meetings and 
modern adaptations, its organisations for particular sections of the 
Methodist community and/or for particular causes, such as the 
(British) Methodist Laymen’s Missionary Movement and the Wesley 
Guild. Both churches engage in the Ecumenical Movement, aware that 
their own catholicity is wounded by lack of communion with other 
churches.

1
 

Significant recent progress 
Over the last three quinquennia the dialogue has made its greatest 
progress, being particularly active in suggesting forms of local co-
operation and reception to draw the two communions ever closer. The 
eighth round of dialogue deepened mutual ecclesiological reflection, 
drawing into conversation the Catholic practice of communion and 
the Methodist charism of connexionalism as a particular way of 
embodying and expressing the communion of the Church.

2
 This is a 

point at which Catholics and Methodists recognise in each other 
similar perspectives. As Fr Michael Robertson observed to me, the first 
time that he heard connexionalism explained by a Methodist minister, 
he instinctively recognised it.

3
  

   A key statement of this eighth round of dialogue, The Grace Given 
you in Christ: Catholics and Methodists Reflect Further on the Church,  
indicates the growing maturity of the relationship. 

It is time now to return to the concrete reality of one another, to look 
one another in the eye, and with love and esteem to acknowledge what 

                                                           
1
 Cf. Decree on Ecumenism, para. 4. 

2
 To adopt the expression used by Sr Lorelei Fuchs SA (a current member of 

MRCIC) in her contribution to John Rodano’s Century of Ecumenism, 116. 
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 Fr Robertson is ecumenical officer for the diocese of Clifton. 
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we see to be truly of Christ and the Gospel , and thereby of the Church, 
in one another.

1
  

This is a challenge to reception on the part of both traditions. It is a 
challenge not just to respond to the prompting of the partner to 
consider receiving things which previously may have been neglected 
or even regarded as unacceptable; it is also a challenge to perceive 
gifts that ought to be received, to take the initiative in inviting the 
partner-tradition to explain the gifts that it has to offer. Methodists 
accepted that, as a result of the dialogue, there was much they might 
learn from periods of church history that they have tended to neglect. 
There were also Catholic devotional practices, such as the Stations of 
the Cross that they might adopt. ‘Greater awareness of the 
communion of saints and the Church’s continuity in time, the 
sacramental use of material things and the sacramental ministry to the 
sick and the dying, are also ecclesial elements that Methodists might 
profitably receive from Roman Catholics.’2 

   Catholics recognised the small groups for mutual fellowship and 
discipline that had played such a role in early Methodism. They felt 
that they resonated with the growing emphasis on small communities 
in many parts of their own church.3 They recognised the inspiring 
missionary example of the Wesleys, a point echoed by the late Bishop 
Michael Putney at the Durham Receptive Ecumenism Conference of 
January 2006 when he paid tribute to the inspiration he drew from 
them for his own ministry.4 Catholics said they would like to share 
with Methodists ‘the absolute confidence in Christ’s action through 
the ministry of word and sacraments.’5 Methodists had previously 
been hesitant about this, largely in reaction to their previous fear that 
an ex opere operato theology might encourage a magical or mechanical 
view of grace. I add that I do not share this fear. I am aware that 
Catholic teaching has always expected right dispositions in those 
receiving the sacraments and that Catholics accept that, though 
sacramental grace is always available, it is not received fruitfully by 
those who are unbelieving or unrepentant. 
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   For the first time in the overall dialogue, the final chapter 
contained a detailed list of principles and proposals for developing 
relations between Catholics and Methodists. Clearly, the Commission 
thought that the time had come to call for a much wider degree of 
local contact, co-operation and mutual reception. Catholics and 
Methodists were reminded of the earlier, 1986 commitment to the goal 
of ‘full communion in faith, mission and sacramental life.’ Both 
communions could now recognise each other as ‘fellow Christians’ and 
their churches as ‘ecclesial communities in which the grace of 
salvation is present and effective.’1 

   Other provisions included an obligation ‘for the sake of Christ’s 
mission to the world ... to share resources where possible’. In their 
relationships each communion should respect the other’s discipline.2 
In accordance both with the teaching of the Decree on Ecumenism 
and the Methodist Deed of Union of 1932, the sharing of gifts was 
commended.3 ‘These gifts are not owned by anyone, but are held in 
trust for the one holy, Catholic and apostolic Church and its mission 
to the world.’4 

   Finally, wide ranging proposals and suggestions were made for co-
operation in mutual learning, including through attendance at each 
other’s services of worship, collaboration in evangelism and in service 
of the poor.5 

   The ninth round of the dialogue looked at the sacraments of 
Baptism and Eucharist. Already preliminary consideration had been 
given to eucharist and ministry in the first and second rounds of the 
dialogue, though the Commission had then been wary of claiming too 
much convergence as a result of the gap between the teaching 
represented in Charles Wesley’s hymns and the teaching and practice 

                                                           
1
 The term ‘ecclesial communities’ is used out of respect for Catholic 
difficulties in recognising all Reformation and post-Reformation churches as 
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2
 Particularly, no doubt, where Eucharistic sharing and hospitality are 
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3
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of contemporary Methodism.1 However, between 1976 and 2006, much 
had changed both within the wider oikoumene and in Methodism, 
especially in Britain and America. Within the oikoumene, the huge 
WCC Faith and Order statement, Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry had 
been launched as a potential convergence statement. Within 
Methodism, on both sides of the Atlantic, liturgical revisions, affected 
by both the ecumenical and the liturgical movement, had taken place 
and the eucharist had moved into a more prominent place in 
Methodist worship and spirituality. British Methodism had, in 1999, 
issued a new Worship Book and a statement on Eucharistic faith and 
practice, His Presence makes the Feast, in 2003. The American national 
Catholic-Methodist dialogue had studied the eucharist and issued a 
joint statement in which the main divergences related more to 
eucharistic hospitality than to theology as such.2 

   It was clearly time to readdress eucharistic theology, though in a 
wider perspective and not simply comparatively. The Commission 
took as its lead text Philippians 2:1-11 with its call to Christians to enter 
into the mind of Christ Jesus, as exemplified in the paschal mystery. It 
is a passage at the heart of both Catholic and Methodist 
understanding of Christ, in worship and discipleship.3 Both Baptism 
and Eucharist were then discussed as means of entry into and 
involvement in the paschal mystery.4 Baptism posed few problems, 
both communions practising infant baptism, seen as a powerful sign 
of God’s prevenient grace.5 Both accept the validity of each other’s 
baptism. Both increasingly see baptism as entry into a lifelong 
pilgrimage of faith and discipleship.6 Both acknowledge the pastoral 
problems that naturally flow from the acceptance of infant baptism 
and the need to encourage Christian parents to ensure the proper 
upbringing of their children in faith and the contextual concurrent 
responsibility of this in the local congregation or parish.7 
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   The Commission took the bold step of looking at the eucharist in 
the light of Charles Wesley’s Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, published in 
1745 and constituting the largest single source of eucharistc hymnody 
in the Church Universal.1 This procedure could be questioned. Only a 
minority of the hymns have ever appeared in subsequent Methodist 
hymnals. They have never, unlike John Wesley’s sermons, his Notes on 
the New Testament and his revision of the Articles of Religion, had 
official status in any branch of Methodism. However, it should also be 
stressed that Methodists have always sung their faith and that Charles’ 
hymns have played a part second to none in forming the Methodist 
typos of spirituality and worship. Ressourcement, recovery of 
forgotten riches deep within the Tradition, has been at the heart of 
both Catholic and Methodist ecumenical renewal. The use of the 
hymns helps both Catholics and Methodists to make the vital 
connection between what Christ offers us in the eucharist and the way 
in which we need to respond to Him. The beginning of section II, ‘We 
enter together more deeply into the saving mystery of Christ’ makes 
the point brilliantly. 

   ‘Christ is present in the eucharist so that his disciples can be one 
with him, and be drawn more deeply into his saving mystery.’2 Both 
communions admit, however, that in the past their understanding of 
the eucharist has focussed too much on the death of Christ and too 
little on the fact that it is also the memorial of his glorious 
resurrection.3 

   Some old controversies are laid to rest. Methodists are assured 
that Catholics do not see the eucharist as repeating or adding to the 
once for all sufficient sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Both 
communions can now acknowledge that Christians do not merely 
receive the benefits of Christ’s sacrifice; they are united with it, and 
can say to Christ: 
   ‘We jointly before God appear 
   To offer up ourselves with Thee.’

4
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This point is then developed in the section ‘Christ unites the Church 
with his self-offering’. Great emphasis is also laid upon the eternal 
priesthood of Christ and on his sacrifice as taking us to the very heart 
of the life of the Triune God. In what is perhaps the deepest and most 
beautiful paragraph yet produced in the overall dialogue, we read, 

This sacrificial self-giving of Christ is something ‘made flesh’ once-for-
all in human history on the cross, but the innermost reality of Christ’s 
‘Grand Oblation’ is an eternal mystery at the very heart of the Holy 
Trinity. God the Father eternally begets the Son—who is true God from 
true God—and the Son eternally responds to the Father in total self-
giving. Jesus’ death on Calvary can be understood as the ‘sacrament’—
the making tangibly, visibly available to all humanity for our 
salvation—of this eternal self-giving of God the Son to God the Father 
in the love of the Holy Spirit, and of the Father’s ready welcome and 
acceptance of that self-giving.

1
 

The report also stresses two key emphases of Methodist eucharistic 
theology, the role of the Holy Spirit, the ‘divine remembrancer’ as 
Charles calls Him and the eucharist as ‘the foretaste of the heavenly 
banquet prepared for all humankind’.2 A warm tribute to the work on 
the eucharist in this report was paid by Bishop Christopher Hill, a 
doyen of ARCIC. He stated that the ARCIC conversations on the 
eucharist would have benefitted greatly had they been able to have 
access to the later MRCIC text. 
   Chapter Four takes a further look at some of the issues relating to 
ministry previously examined in earlier reports, particularly the fourth 
and eighth. In particular, it raises the issue of the understanding of the 
relationship between the priesthood of all the faithful and the specific 
priesthood of ordained presbyters. The root issue is said to be 
‘whether and how it is possible to regard the ordained ministry as the  
means through which Christ makes his priesthood present and 
effective amongst the people of God at the celebration of the 
eucharist.’3 This, however, comes up against a particularly exclusive 
interpretation of the priesthood of all believers, one which certainly 
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influenced the phrasing of the 1932 (British) Methodist Deed of Union 
of 1932.1 It will require patient work. 

Addressing the common stress on the universal call to 
holiness 
The most recent session of the dialogue dealt with the theme of the 
universal call to holiness, stressed strongly at Vatican II and a 
foundational concern of Methodism. It is too early to give a full 
appreciation of yet another remarkable contribution from MRCIC, but 
some points certainly deserve a mention. It is, to the best of my 
knowledge, the first international dialogue report devoted primarily to 
the theme of holiness, though Anglicans and Orthodox can justifiably 
refer to their most recent report, In the Image and Likeness of God, as 
dealing with a closely related theme. The fourth chapter, ‘The Saints 
Above’, is the first to deal with the life to come in an international 
dialogue, though the American-Lutheran-Catholic dialogue of 1986 
dealt with some of the same issues.2 ‘The Saints Above’ is a valuable 
reminder to the western Christian world of an aspect of Christian 
hope which has tended to be marginalised over the last fifty years or 
so. Chapter 5 contains a very useful summary of key points of 
agreement as recorded in each of the four preceding chapters, 
accompanied by notes on some continuing points of difference. It also 
suggests points for regional and local dialogue between Catholics and 
Methodists, indicating its hope for ‘grass roots’ reception in both 
communions. Two other points of interest are, firstly, the inclusion at 
the end of each of the first four chapters of potted biographies of two 
saints, one from each tradition, and secondly, the inclusion of some 
hymns and prayers from each tradition for the faithful to use and 
appreciate, particularly those coming from the partner tradition. 
   There is a strong emphasis on the link between holiness and unity, a 
link deeply rooted alike in Methodist hymnody and lived experience 
and in the teaching of Vatican II.3 ‘Holiness and Christian unity belong 
together as twin aspects of the same relationship with the Trinity such 
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that the pursuit of either involves the pursuit of the other’.1  The call to 
holiness is defined as ‘relational, dynamic and holistic’. It relates to 
Christians both as individual disciples and corporately.2 The life of 
holiness is defined as ‘fundamentally a walking with the risen Christ’.3 
It is social in nature, echoing the teaching of John Wesley that ‘there is 
no holiness but social holiness’. The delicate question of the holiness 
of the Church, still a point of tension in ecclesiological dialogue 
between Protestants on the one hand and Orthodox and Catholics on 
the other, is dealt with in a nuanced way.4 The Church has the 
essential means of grace, the Word, the sacraments, ministry, both of 
the ordained and of those with particular charismatic gifts but, at the 
same time, acknowledgement of these divine gifts must not obscure 
Pope Francis’ description of it as a ‘field hospital’, nor mask the reality 
that ‘for the Christian community, holiness is lived through the 
practices of love despite, and in, our woundedness.’5  
   Chapter 4, on ‘the saints above’, deals sensitively with the issues of 
invocation of the saints and purgatory, traditionally regarded by 
Methodists with suspicion, though less so in an era that has seen 
British Methodist liturgical revision accommodate an increasing desire 
to thank God for the inspiration of the departed saints and even 
express a sense that those beyond this life may still in some way need 
the  prayers of the pilgrim Church.6 Catholics commend the beautiful 
teaching of Benedict XVI in Spe Salvi to the consideration of 
Methodists as a way of approaching the mystery of continuing 
purification beyond this life. Benedict describes the pain of any 
encounter between the soul and Christ as ‘a blessed pain in which the 
holy power of his love sears through us like a flame, enabling us to 
become totally ourselves and thus totally of God’.7 The section on 
‘Mary: Life and Sign of Holiness’ strangely makes no reference to the 
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pioneering work of the British national dialogue in the 1990s nor does 
it refer to the work of some other British Methodists, such as John 
Newton, Gordon Wakefield and Norman Wallwork through the 
Ecumenical Society of the Blessed Virgin Mary.1  
   It will be noted that the work in this report, as in its predecessors, 
constantly harks back to discussions in earlier quinquennia of the 
dialogue, whilst building from these earlier bases. The Call to Holiness 
builds particularly on the third, eighth and ninth quinquennia. It 
reveals the particularly disciplined way in which this dialogue has 
proceeded, seeking at each stage to reinforce earlier teaching whilst 
making further advances where possible. 
   From the point of view of British Methodism, this report comes at a 
particularly apposite time when the Church, under the influence of 
such people as Martyn Atkins, is seeking to recover the disciplined 
vitality of the early Methodist search for social holiness.2 The 
President and vice-President of the British Conference for 2016-7 took, 
as their theme for that connexional year, Holiness and Justice. British 
Methodists will find in the report much material that complements 
other material currently being produced by the Inspire Movement. We 
may hope that they will see the connection and resonance with the 
concerns and teaching of Pope Francis and the Roman Catholic 
Church and that they will hope to make the search for holiness 
genuinely connexional and unifying, one in which both churches 
‘kindly help each other on’.3  

A few conclusions 
Where are our two churches now, after fifty years of dialogue? They 
are certainly in a much closer relationship than was the case in 1967. 
Increasing numbers of Methodists and Catholics, both church leaders 
and ordinary faithful, know, understand and appreciate each other 
better. This is not, of course, all down to the dialogue. Much is also 
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due to the changed ecumenical atmosphere since Vatican II, itself 
largely the result of the reception by the rest of Christendom of the 
implications of that Council and the very positive way in which it led 
to a new evaluation of the positive gifts developed amongst the 
‘separated brethren’ (to use the term then employed). Much is also 
due to those individuals who, at the basic local level, have made it 
their business to form links with each other,  such people as the unity 
contacts in the parishes of the Archdiocese of Southwark. 
   The dialogue has, however, done much vital theological spade work 
and made some important advances, most notably in shared 
eucharistic theology in the 2011 report. It has balanced vision and 
caution in a most nuanced and responsible way. It has acknowledged 
the final goal, the one Christ Himself prayed for. Some would even 
argue that an acceptable degree of consensus is within sight on almost 
all issues.1 
   At the same time, the MRCIC Commission is aware of three key 
problems still to be overcome. The first is the widely differing context 
of Catholic-Methodist relationships across the world. In some places, 
they are good, as is generally the case in Britain. In some parts of the 
world, particularly where Methodist churches are small but live in a 
context where the Catholic Church has been historically dominant, 
they are much less good as a result of memories of discrimination, 
sometimes apparently continuing, despite the teaching of Vatican II 
and Charta Oecumenica.2 In such situations, extremes in popular 
devotion on the part of one tradition or the other, may have an off-
putting effect. The second problem is that of inertia and inadequate 
reception. Even where historic animosity is now renounced as 
unbecoming and unprofitable, it is not necessarily replaced by a desire 
to make what the Methodist Covenant service calls ‘new ventures in 
fellowship’. Church life in all traditions, not just in Methodism and the 
Catholic Church, can be very tribal and conservative, not  anxious to 
do the sort of rethinking and reception of riches from others implied 
in the stress, both in the dialogue and elsewhere in the Ecumenical 

                                                           
1
 The late Fr Michael Richards, a member of MRCIC in the 1990s, told me he 
felt a basis for consensus had been achieved through the work in The 
Apostolic Tradition, though the question of integrating the ministries was still 
problematic. 
2
 A charter for good ecumenical practice, drawn up by the Council of 

European Churches and the European Catholic Bishops’ Conference. 
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Movement, on the ‘exchange of gifts’. Finally, there are a few problems 
that still seem intractable, particularly that relating to the ordination 
of women to presbyteral and episcopal ministry, where no solution 
seems in sight. Methodists will welcome the recent decision of Pope 
Francis to set up a commission to study the possibility of ordaining 
women as deacons. 
   In the light of so much progress made on other questions, the 
apparently intractable ones can easily cause loss of hope and élan. 
However, the present MRCIC commission take the only Christianly 
appropriate stance when they record that ‘when we have encountered 
differences which keep us from being in full communion, we have not 
experienced them as dead ends, but as areas where further work is 
necessary, and where the Spirit of God will need to show us a way 
forward in God’s time.’

1
 

   The current MRCIC Commission speak warmly of the way in which 
their fellowship at work ‘has strengthened that sense of a real 
communion that binds us in God’s love’.2 Additionally, Clare Watkins, 
a British lay Catholic member of the Commission has talked of the 
relationship as an affective one, an assessment that would be endorsed 
by those of us who have worked in national Catholic-Methodist 
dialogues or otherwise in close ecumenical contact with each other.3 
   It is that spirit, of concern for truth and love, which hopefully will 
influence both the future of the dialogue and the work of its reception. 

                                                           
1
 Holiness, para. 170. 

2
 Ibid. para. 172. 

3
 There are four national Methodist-Catholic dialogues, in Britain, in America, 

in New Zealand and in Australia (in the last case the dialogue is with the 
Uniting Church in Australia, which Methodism joined in 1977). Clare Watkins 
made her observation at a meeting of the CTE Theology and Unity Group. 
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COMMON DISCERNMENT: A CATHOLIC PERSPECTIVE 

ON THE CHURCH: TOWARDS A COMMON VISION 

Edward P. Hahnenberg* 

The 2013 Faith and Order text The Church: Towards a Common Vision 
calls on the churches to take positive steps towards common 
discernment. This essay makes a Roman Catholic case for moving 
forward along this path by advancing two claims: First, the logic of 
Catholicism’s own theological commitments requires Catholics to 
attend to the faith experience of other Christian communities in 
discerning the sensus fidelium. Second, this attention to others has 
implications for how the Catholic Church goes about its own ecclesial 
discernment. An example from the process of discernment within the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America concludes the essay. 

In September 2015, the North American Academy of Ecumenists 
(NAAE) dedicated their annual meeting to crafting a response to the 
Faith and Order Commission’s convergence text, The Church: Towards 
a Common Vision (TCTCV). Within a generally positive assessment of 
the document, the participants highlighted in particular the attention 
it gives to the issue of discernment. Commenting on the opening 
section of TCTCV’s chapter 2, titled ‘Discerning God’s Will for the 
Church,’ the NAAE authors wrote, ‘Of all the chapters touched upon 
in our discussion, this one may be said to have elicited the greatest 
level of agreement. The fundamental consensus reflected here attests 
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to the importance of engaging together in the discernment of God’s 
will for the followers of Christ.’1 They went on to emphasize the need 
to pursue greater common understanding of criteria for discernment, 
and concluded: ‘we recognize the urgency at this stage in our history 
of pursuing the work of dialogue on a host of issues related to the 
actual structuring of communion—in particular, to structures of 
discernment and decision-making in the life of the church.’2 
   The following essay explores questions about ecclesial discernment 
that are raised by TCTCV.3 In particular, I would like to respond as an 
individual Catholic to the document’s invitation to the churches to 
consider: ‘what positive steps can be taken to make common 
discernment possible?’4 As I hope to demonstrate, Catholics can begin 
to move in this direction by recognizing that our own theological 
commitments require that we attend not only to the sensus fidei 
present in other Christian communities, but also to the ways in which 
these communities go about discerning that sense of the faith. To 
acknowledge that we all have something to learn is to take a small step 
toward the ‘common discernment’ envisioned by TCTCV. 

                                                           
1
 ‘Responses to The Church: Towards a Common Vision from a September, 
2015, Gathering of the North American Academy of Ecumenists,’ Journal of 
Ecumenical Studies 51 (2016): 320-36, at 323. In addition to 2015, the NAAE 
devoted its 2014 conference to discussing this text. The papers from that 
conference were published in the Journal of Ecumenical Studies 50 (2015). 
2
 ‘Responses to The Church,’ 333. 

3
 This essay originated in a June 2017 presentation at the annual meeting of the 

Catholic Theological Society of America. The presentation was part of a three-
year interest group, which produced the following essays: Catherine E. 
Clifford, ‘Catholic Perspectives on The Church: Towards a Common Vision,’ 
One in Christ 49 (2015): 192-203; Kristin Colberg, ‘Questions of Unity, Diversity 
and Authority in The Church: Towards a Common Vision: Advances and Tools 
for Ecumenical Dialogue,’ One in Christ 49 (2015): 204-18; Brian P. Flanagan, 
‘Catholic Appropriation and Critique of The Church: Towards a Common 
Vision,’ One in Christ 49 (2015): 219-34; Susan K. Wood, ‘The Correlation 
Between Ecclesial Communion and the Recognition of Ministry,’ One in Christ 
50 (2016): 238-49; Stephen Bevans, ‘The Church: Towards a Common Vision: A 
Missiological Reading,’ One in Christ 50 (2016): 250-56. I am indebted to these 
earlier contributions, and to the helpful feedback on my presentation 
provided by John Burkhard, Kristin Colberg, and Ormond Rush. 
4
 The Church: Towards a Common Vision, Faith and Order Paper No. 214 

(Geneva: WCC Publications, 2013), n. 30 (italics in original). 
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The Turn to Discern 
The NAAE’s interest in discernment reflects a larger trend within 
ecumenical dialogue, which has shown a growing preoccupation with 
questions concerning how our various ecclesial bodies come to make 
decisions. How do our churches discern God’s will for the community? 
What are the processes for determining who we are, what we teach, 
and what we do? 
   The recent ecumenical interest in discernment and decision-making 
was ignited, in no small part, by a series of controversial decisions 
made by several churches in recent years in the realm of human 
sexuality—in particular, decisions concerning the status of gay and 
lesbian clergy in committed same-sex relationships and the ritual 
blessing of same-sex partnerships and marriages. It seems that what 
was once a source of unity among differing ecclesial communities—
namely, Christian moral teaching—has now become a source of new 
divisions. While putting it this way may be overly simplistic, the 
ecumenical concerns of the twentieth century, which revolved around 
traditional issues of faith and order, have given way to a twenty-first 
century preoccupation with ethical questions. John Gibaut, former 
Director of the Commission on Faith and Order, and one who 
adamantly insists that the commission has a long and deep history of 
engaging the intersection of doctrine and morality, nevertheless 
admits: ‘As I know from my own Anglican context, there is today 
much more anxiety about the dividing positions on human sexuality 
than about the ecumenical issues of a generation ago, such as 
eucharistic sacrifice, the historic episcopate, or universal primacy.’1 
   Two American examples give some evidence of this turn to discern: 
(1) the 2014 statement of the Anglican-Roman Catholic Theological 
Consultation in the U.S.A., ‘Ecclesiology and Moral Discernment: 
Seeking a Unified Moral Witness,’2 and (2) the current round of the 

                                                           
1
 John Gibaut, ‘Building Up the Body of Christ: Reflections on Ecclesiology and 
Ethics in the Dialogue of Faith and Order,’ The Ecumenical Review 65 (2013): 
388-400, at 388. This paragraph relies on Gibaut’s contextualization. For an 
excellent overview, see Michael Root, ‘Ethics in Ecumenical Dialogue: A 
Survey and Analysis,’ Journal of Ecumenical Studies 45 (2010): 357-75. 
2
 ARC-USA, ‘Ecclesiology and Moral Discernment,’ at www.usccb.org/beliefs-

and-teachings/ecumenicl-and-interreligious/ecumenical/ecumenical-
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U.S. Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue, whose theme, ‘Faithful Teaching,’ 
was inspired in part by fallout from the 2009 decision of the ELCA 
Churchwide Assembly to approve gay clergy in committed same-sex 
partnerships.1 
   At the international level, the Faith and Order Commission has 
increasingly attended to questions of discernment, particularly in the 
realm of moral decision-making. In 1993, the fifth World Conference 
on Faith and Order (meeting in Santiago de Compostela) 
recommended a study on ‘Ethics and Ecclesiology’ that led to three 
study documents over the next four years: ‘Costly Unity’ (1993), ‘Costly 
Commitment’ (1994), and ‘Costly Obedience’ (1996).2 The debate over 
ethics and ecclesiology gradually gave way to concerns about 
processes of moral formation and discernment.3 In 2006, the Standing 
Commission on Faith and Order decided to ‘conduct a study of the 
ways in which the churches formulate and offer teaching and guidance 
with respect to moral and ethical issues—especially those that are or 
may become church-dividing, e.g., human sexuality.’4 This 
recommendation launched a study process that lasted for seven years. 
Thus, at the same time the commission was working on TCTCV, 
members of Faith and Order were also engaged in an iterative and 
inductive process of reflection on moral reflection, which produced the 
2013 study document Moral Discernment in the Churches. That text, to 
quote from its introduction, ‘does not focus on moral questions per se, 

                                                                                                                           
documentsdocuments-and-news-releases.cfm#CP_JUMP_106433. See Mitzi J. 
Budde, ‘Lived Witness,’ Journal of Ecumenical Studies 50 (2015): 391-416. 
1
 For context, see: Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, ‘A Social 
Statement on Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust,’ adopted by Churchwide 
Assembly, August 19, 2009, at https://www.elca.org/Faith/Faith-and-
Society/Social-Statements/Human-Sexuality. 
2
 Published together with additional papers in Thomas F. Best and Martin 

Robra, eds., Ecclesiology and Ethics: Ecumenical Ethical Engagement, Moral 
Formation and the Nature of the Church (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997). 
3
 Isabel Apawo Phiri, ‘The Ecclesiology and Ethics Debate and the Pilgrimage 

of Justice and Peace: An African Perspective,’ The Ecumenical Review 676 
(2015): 621-34, at 12, citing ‘Costly Commitment,’ in Best and Robra, 
Ecclesiology and Ethics, 48. 
4
 Minutes of the Standing Commission on Faith and Order, Faverges, Haute-

Savoie, France 2006, Faith and Order Paper n. 202 (Geneva: WCC Publication, 
2007), 43. 
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but rather on the discernment process.’1 Moral Discernment in the 
Churches appeared as Faith and Order Paper No. 215, right after Faith 
and Order Paper No. 214, The Church: Toward a Common Vision. 

Defining Discernment 
TCTCV does not provide a definition of discernment, but Moral 
Discernment in the Churches does. It does so by distinguishing moral 
discernment from moral decision-making. Moral decision-making 
refers to the common human phenomenon of assessing, evaluating, 
and responding to a question or situation of ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ Moral 
discernment, at least according to the authors of this text, refers to 
moral decision-making that occurs within the church. It is the process 
by which a person or community of faith attempts to discover God’s 
will.2 These two characteristics of moral discernment—ecclesial 
context and relation to God’s will—can be appropriately extended to 
the more general discernment discussed in TCTCV.3 
   Discernment enjoys a venerable Christian pedigree as a way of 
describing efforts to know, love, and live according to God’s 
intentions. Treated primarily in reference to the spiritual life of the 
individual Christian, in recent decades the notion of discernment has 
been extended to groups of Christians, thus describing communal 
processes of reflection, deliberation, and decision-making—some of 
which are ancient, some of which are new.4 

                                                           
1
 Moral Discernment in the Churches: A Study Document, Faith and Order 
Paper No. 215 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2013), 2, at: 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/faith-
and-order/i-unity-the-church-and-its-mission/moral-discernment-in-the-
churches-a-study-document (italics in original). 
2
 Moral Discernment in the Churches, 11. 

3
 The expansion is warranted by the repeated placement of the word ‘discern’ 

alongside references to the ‘will of God’ (TCTCV, nn. 11, 30, 51) or the work of 
the Holy Spirit (nn. 30, 51, 53, 63) throughout the document. 
4
 Over the past fifty years, the Roman Catholic Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) 

developed an extensive literature on communal discernment within the 
context of religious life. See the early studies by John Carroll Futrell, ‘Ignatian 
Discernment,’ Studies in the Spirituality of Jesuits 2 (1970): 47-88; Jules J. 
Toner, ‘A Method for Communal Discernment of God’s Will,’ Studies in the 
Spirituality of Jesuits 3 (1971): 121-52; Ladislas Orsy, ‘Toward a Theological 
Evaluation of Communal Discernment,’ Studies in the Spirituality of Jesuits 5 
(1973): 139-88; and the Spring 1996 issue of The Way Supplement (vol. 85). 
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   The move from the individual to the communal raises a host of 
complicated questions. For not only do we have to face all of those 
theological dilemmas inherent in the very notion of discernment—for 
example, the relationship of the divine will to human freedom, the 
nature of providence and predestination, the workings of grace and 
the limits of spiritual experience.1 We also have to acknowledge a 
range of ecclesiological concerns. This is particularly true when we 
consider that species of communal discernment that entails the 
attempt to discover God’s will not only within the church, but also on 
behalf of the church. This later process is what I will call ecclesial 
discernment, in order to distinguish it from communal discernment 
more broadly understood. Ecclesial discernment is a subset of 
communal discernment; it is a type of communal discerning that is 
oriented toward, and often culminates in, an authoritative decision or 
definition on behalf of a church body as a whole. Thus understood, 
ecclesial discernment cannot be separated from such issues as 
collegiality and synodality, authority and power, magisterium, co-
responsibility, reception, subsidiarity, and ministry. In addition, to 
speak of ecclesial discernment can easily conflate a series of distinct 
processes. Defining, deliberating, discussing, debating, determining, 
deciding—these are not all the same thing. But they often are all 
subsumed under the one rubric of ecclesial discernment. 
   In its appeal to discernment, TCTCV does not enter into these 
underlying theological issues. Instead, it uses the term in a broad 
sense to describe the whole process by which individuals and 
communities of faith come to know and follow the will of God. The 
document applies the term in four broad contexts: (1) questions of 
continuity and change (n. 24); (2) the relationship between unity and 
diversity (nn. 11, 28-30); (3) issues of authority, collaboration, and 
synodality (nn. 39, 51-53) ; and (4) moral discernment proper (nn. 62-
63). 

                                                                                                                           
Three prior superior generals addressed the issue: Pedro Arrupe, ‘De Spirituali 
Discretione,’ Acta Romana Societatis Iesu 15 (1971): 767-73; Peter-Hans 
Kolvenbach, ‘On Apostolic Discernment in Common,’ Acta Romana Societatis 
Iesu 19 (1986): 720-40; Adolfo Nicolás, ‘Common Apostolic Discernment,’ 
Review of Ignatian Spirituality 40 (2009): 9-20. 
1
 See Edward P. Hahnenberg, Awakening Vocation: A Theology of Christian 
Call (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010). 
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   Having briefly set out the context for TCTCV’s statements on 
discernment and having offered some initial definitions, in the 
remainder of the essay, I would like to do two things. First, I argue 
that Catholics, following the logic of our own understanding of 
ecclesial discernment, have an obligation to attend to the faith 
experience of our separated brothers and sisters. Second, I assert that 
this attention to other Christian communities has implications for the 
ways in which the Catholic Church goes about ecclesial discernment. 
These two points I take as modest, but necessary steps in moving 
toward the common ecclesial discernment to which TCTCV calls the 
churches. 

Discernment and the Sensus Fidelium 
First, according to its own theological commitments, the Catholic 
Church is obligated to attend to the faith experience of other Christian 
communities in its efforts to discern the will of God for the church. 
The key text for Catholics is Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on 
Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, n. 8: 

This tradition which comes from the apostles progresses in the church 
under the assistance of the holy Spirit. There is growth in 
understanding of what is handed on, both the words and the realities 
they signify. This comes about through contemplation and study by 
believers, who ‘ponder these things in their hearts’ (see Lk 2, 19 and 51); 
through the intimate understanding of spiritual things which they 
experience; and through the preaching of those who on succeeding to 
the office of bishop, receive the sure charism of truth. Thus, as the 
centuries advance, the church constantly holds its course toward the 
fullness of God’s truth, until the day when the words of God reach their 
fulfilment in the church.

1
 

If Catholics understand ecclesial discernment as the process of 
discovering God’s will for the church, then this process can be seen as 
the discovery of God’s eternal truth within the context of our 
historical reality in this place and at this time. In other words, ecclesial 
discernment is the handing on of the Gospel, the transmission of the 
apostolic faith. According to the Second Vatican Council, this faith is 
handed on—it progresses and grows—through three interrelated 

                                                           
1
 Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum), n. 8, in Decrees of 
the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 2, ed. Norman P. Tanner (Washington, DC: 
Georgetown University Press, 1990), 974. 
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activities: the contemplation and study of believers (theology); the 
preaching of bishops (magisterium), and the ‘intimate understanding 
of spiritual things which [believers] experience’ (sensus fidei).1 By 
locating this last category (which actually comes second in the text), 
the sensus fidei, within a living, dynamic conception of revelation, 
Vatican II teaches that the ‘sense of the faith’ not only witnesses to 
Christian truth, ‘but also contributes to the emergence of the 
understanding of that truth’.2 Thus it plays an indispensable role in 
discerning God’s will for the church. 
   Moreover, Catholics are on solid theological ground in 
acknowledging that this sense of the faith (sensus fidei) extends to all 
the baptized; and thus the sense of the faithful (sensus fidelium) 
includes all of the Christian faithful. Many years ago, Francis Sullivan 
argued that Vatican II is at least open to such an interpretation. On 
the one hand, Sullivan acknowledged that there is certainly a more 
restrictive understanding of ‘the faithful’ at work in the council texts. 
Vatican II’s teaching on the sensus fidei came in the wake of modern 
papal pronouncements on the Immaculate Conception and the 
Assumption of Mary. In issuing these proclamations, both Pope Pius 
IX and Pope Pius XII explicitly cited a consensus of belief among the 
faithful. Thus the teaching on the sensus fidei found in Lumen 
Gentium, n. 12, ought to be read with these Marian doctrines in mind.3 

                                                           
1
 The term sensus fidei does not appear in Dei Verbum, n. 8; however, when 
read in relationship to other relevant passages from the council documents, 
particularly Lumen Gentium, n. 12, it becomes clear that the concept was 
intended by the phrase ‘ex intima spiritualium rerum quam experiuntur 
intelligentia.’ See John J. Burkhard, ‘The Sensus Fidelium: Old Questions, New 
Challenges,’ in Learning from All of the Faithful: A Contemporary Theology of 
the Sensus Fidei, eds. Bradford E. Hinze and Peter C. Phan (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick Publications, 2016), 125-42, at 134-36. This interpretation is offered by 
the International Theological Commission’s document ‘Sensus Fidei in the Life 
of the Church (2014),’ n. 46, at www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations 
/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_20140610_sensus-fidei_en.html. 
2
 Burkhard, ‘The Sensus Fidelium: Old Questions, New Challenges,’ 136. 

3
 See Francis A. Sullivan, Magisterium: Teaching Authority in the Catholic 

Church (New York: Paulist Press, 1983), 19. Pius IX spoke of ‘the constant sense 
of the Church, the unique agreement of bishops and faithful’. With regard to 
the Assumption, Pius XII acknowledged that ‘this truth is deeply embedded in 
the minds of the faithful.’ Cited in Sullivan, ‘The Sense of Faith: The 
Sense/Consensus of the Faithful,’ in Authority in the Roman Catholic Church: 
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As Sullivan puts it, when the text states, ‘[t]he universal body of the 
faithful who have received the anointing of the holy one . . . cannot be 
mistaken in belief,’ what it really means is ‘the universal body of the 
Catholic faithful’.1 Given context and intent, this would be a fair 
reading of the text. Yet, on the other hand, Sullivan asked whether or 
not such an interpretation is consistent with the rest of the council’s 
teaching—particularly the council’s decision not to claim an exclusive 
identity between the church of Christ and the Catholic Church. He 
would cite not only the famous subsistit in of Lumen Gentium, n. 8, 
but also the council’s recognition of the presence and saving activity of 
Christ’s church in other Christian churches and ecclesial 
communities.2 ‘This suggests that “universal agreement of the whole 
body of the faithful” ought to mean agreement among the faithful of 
all the major Christian communities.’3  
   John Burkhard points to several Catholic scholars who claim an 
inclusive, ecumenically conscious understanding of the sensus 
fidelium, including Patrick Hartin, J. Robert Dionne, James Heft, and 
Guido Vergauwen.4 Hartin points to Vatican II itself as an example of 

                                                                                                                           
Theory and Practice, ed. Bernard Hoose (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 85-93, at 
92. 
1
 Sullivan, Magisterium, 19. John Burkhard shares this conclusion: ‘The 
description of an episcopally structured Church that follows and the explicit 
reference to the “sacred magisterium” sound like expressions of how the 
sensus fidelium is understood in the Roman Catholic Church.’ See John J. 
Burkhard, ‘Sensus Fidei: Recent Theological Reflection (1990-2001) Part I,’ 
Heythrop Journal 46 (2005): 450-75, at 462. 
2
 See Francis A. Sullivan, ‘Quaestio Disputata: The Meaning of Subsistit In as 

Explained by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,’ Theological 
Studies 69 (2008): 116-24. Arguing from an intra-textual and inter-textual 
reading of Lumen Gentium, n. 12, Ormond Rush comes to the same 
conclusion. See Ormond Rush, ‘Receptive Ecumenism and Discerning the 
Sensus Fidelium: Expanding the Categories for a Catholic Reception of 
Revelation,’ Theological Studies 78 (2017): forthcoming. 
3
 Sullivan, ‘The Sense of Faith,’ 92. 

4
 John J. Burkhard, ‘Sensus Fidei: Recent Theological Reflection (1990-2001) 

Part I,’ 460-62; id., ‘Sensus Fidei: Recent Theological Reflection (1990-2001) 
Part II,’ Heythrop Journal 47 (2006): 38-54, at 39, 51-52. See also Ormond Rush, 
The Eyes of Faith: The Sense of the Faithful and the Church’s Reception of 
Revelation (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 
249-51; id., ‘Receptive Ecumenism and Discerning the Sensus Fidelium.’ Peter 
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the Catholic Church re-appropriating beliefs ‘that had been preserved 
by the sensus fidelium of other Christian denominations’, such as the 
role of the Bible in the church, the presence of Christ in the liturgy of 
the Word, various liturgical changes, and the importance of the Holy 
Spirit.1 Moreover, Catholics have acknowledged the importance of an 
inclusive notion of the sensus fidelium in ecumenical dialogues with 
the Orthodox, the Anglicans, Evangelicals, Disciples of Christ, and 
Methodists.2 The 1999 statement of the Anglican Roman Catholic 
International Commission, The Gift of Authority, devotes several 
paragraphs to the sensus fidei, affirming, ‘In every Christian who is 
seeking to be faithful to Christ and is fully incorporated into the life of 
the Church there is a sensus fidei.’ Speaking of ‘the Church’ together, 
as Anglicans and Catholics, the document states: ‘The exercise of the 
sensus fidei by each member of the Church contributes to the 
formation of the sensus fidelium through which the Church as a whole 
remains faithful to Christ.’3 
   Finally, the 2014 statement of the International Theological 
Commission, ‘Sensus Fidei in the Life of the Church,’ unambiguously 
affirms the presence of both the sensus fidei and the sensus fidelium 
beyond the boundaries of the Catholic Church. The sensus fidei, as an 
interior disposition in the individual, flows from the theological virtue 
of faith. But faith does not necessarily imply an explicit knowledge of 
the whole of revealed truth. Thus ‘a certain type of sensus fidei’ exists 
among Christians who do not ‘profess the Catholic faith in its 
entirety.’ And therefore, the Catholic Church ‘needs to be attentive to 
what the Spirit may be saying to her by means of believers in the 

                                                                                                                           
Phan goes even further, arguing that Christian theologians need also take into 
account the insights of non-Christians. See Peter C. Phan, ‘Sensus Fidelium, 
Dissensus Infidelium, Consensus Omnium: An Interreligious Approach to 
Consensus in Doctrinal Theology,’ in Learning from All of the Faithful, 213-25. 
1
 Patrick J. Hartin, ‘Sensus Fidelium: A Roman Catholic Reflection on Its 
Significance for Ecumenical Thought,’ Journal of Ecumenical Studies 28 (1991): 
74-87, at 83-84. 
2
 The ITC text ‘Sensus Fidei in the Life of the Church’ cites notable agreed 

statements in footnote 106. 
3
 Anglican-Roman Catholic Dialogue, ‘The Gift of Authority: Authority in the 

Church III,’ n. 29, at www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/ 
/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_12051999_gift-of-autority_en.html. 
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churches and ecclesial communities not fully in communion with 
her.’1 
   The Spirit moves not only within the faith intuitions of individual 
Christians (sensus fidei), but also through the faith of Christian 
communities (sensus fidelium). The ITC document recognizes broad 
agreement among the churches that it is the whole body of the 
faithful—lay as well as ordained—that bears responsibility for 
maintaining the church’s apostolic faith and witness. It then asks two 
questions from the perspective of Catholic faith: First, is the sensus 
fidelium, understood as the common consent of all Christians, 
required before a teaching can be considered true and binding? To 
this the answer is no. For it ‘goes counter to the Catholic Church’s 
faith and practice.’ However, that is not the end of the story. The 
second question allows for more nuance: Do separated Christians 
participate in and contribute to the sensus fidelium ‘in some manner’? 
To this the answer is yes. Citing Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on 
the Church, Lumen Gentium, n. 8, and Pope John Paul II’s encyclical 
on ecumenism, Ut Unum Sint, n. 14, the text continues: 

The Catholic Church acknowledges that ‘many elements of 
sanctification and truth’ are to be found outside her own visible 
bounds, that ‘certain features of the Christian mystery have at times 
been more effectively emphasised’ in other communities, and that 
ecumenical dialogue helps her to deepen and clarify her own 
understanding of the Gospel.

2
  

The presence of elements of sanctification and truth—which includes 
visible, institutional forms—outside the Catholic Church’s structures 
of ecclesial discernment suggests that Catholics can learn not only 
from other Christian individuals but also from other Christian 
churches. 
   To sum up: If ecclesial discernment for Catholics involves the 
interplay of theological investigation, magisterial authority, and the 
sensus fidelium; and if the sensus fidelium includes the faith insights 
and experiences of other Christian communities; then ecclesial 
discernment within the Catholic Church must incorporate the insights 
and experiences of other Christian communities. 

                                                           
1
 ITC, ‘Sensus Fidei in the Life of the Church,’ n. 56. 

2
 Ibid. n. 86. 
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Learn to Discern 
The second major claim of this essay is that attention to the insights 
and experiences of other Christians and other Christian communities 
has implications for the processes by which the Catholic Church goes 
about ecclesial discernment. There is already a great deal of 
ecumenical agreement on what ecclesial discernment entails, at least 
at a high level of generality. Take for example the three-fold activity 
described in Dei Verbum, n. 8: magisterium, theology, and sensus fidei. 
TCTCV adopts the very same framework when it says that, ‘Many 
bilateral dialogues have acknowledged that ecclesial interpretation of 
the contemporary meaning of the Word of God involves the faith 
experience of the whole people, the insights of theologians, and the 
discernment of the ordained ministry.’1 Later this convergence text 
situates the sensus fidelium within the mutual interplay of the other 
two agents of discernment: 

The ‘sense’ for the authentic meaning of the Gospel that is shared by 
the whole people of God, the insights of those dedicated in a special 
way to biblical and theological studies, and the guidance of those 
especially consecrated for the ministry of oversight, all collaborate in 
the discernment of God’s will for the community.

2
 

Despite such high-level agreement, the question of ecclesial 
discernment among the churches gets much harder the closer you get 
to the ground. When TCTCV invites the churches to consider what 
positive steps can be taken to make common discernment possible, 
what exactly does it have in mind when it uses the phrase ‘common 
discernment’? 
   The quick answer is: We don’t know yet. That’s the point. However, I 
think we can make some distinctions to help clarify what the text is 
aiming toward. On the one hand, in its call for ‘common discernment,’ 
the text is clearly not talking about separate discernment, which 
involves two completely separated church bodies or ecclesial 
communities, each with its own distinct processes, criteria, and 
structures of ecclesial discernment, working their way through issues 

                                                           
1
 The Church: Towards a Common Vision, n. 39. A footnote identifies 
statements produced by several different dialogues: Lutheran-Orthodox, 
Methodist-Roman Catholic, Anglican-Roman Catholic, Disciples-Roman 
Catholic, and Reformed-Oriental Orthodox. 
2
 The Church: Towards a Common Vision, n. 51. 
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independent of one another. On the other hand, the passage does not 
seem to be talking about what I would call one discernment. One 
discernment assumes that there are no longer two separated churches, 
but a single, unified church body that engages in ecclesial discernment 
through a single set of processes, criteria, and structures. One 
discernment may be the ultimate goal, but it presupposes that the 
ultimate goal of the ecumenical movement has already been achieved, 
namely, ‘visible unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship, 
expressed in worship and common life in Christ, through witness and 
service to the world.’1 
   Common discernment falls somewhere in between. It implies two 
church bodies—two ecclesial agents—engaging in ecclesial 
discernment in some kind of relationship to one another. What kind 
of relationship? That is the crucial question. It seems to me that there 
are at least three ways we might imagine the nature of that 
relationship, three different levels of common discernment. And the 
failure of TCTCV to clearly distinguish these different levels 
contributes to an ambiguity in the text. 
   Level 1 of common discernment would involve two church bodies 
engaged in their separate processes of ecclesial discernment around a 
particular issue, who at the same time engage in dialogue with one 
another, seeking to learn more about that particular issue, so as to 
inform their own discernment, and thus grow toward a more closely 
shared understanding of the issue. Level 2 would involve two church 
bodies who step back from the particular issue at hand, reflect on their 
own processes of discernment in light of the differing processes of the 
other, in order for each to renew or reform their internal processes, 
and thus grow toward a more closely shared understanding and 
similar practice of ecclesial discernment. Level 3 would involve two 
church bodies who share one process of ecclesial discernment and 
actually discern together. 
   To illustrate, take the example of ecumenical dialogue. On the face 
of it, all three levels of common discernment seem to be in play. 
Representatives from two different ecclesial communities get together 
precisely in order to learn from one another about a particular issue 
(Level 1). They agree on the process of discernment that they will 
share—usually some combination of biblical and historical 
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exploration, discussing differing doctrinal affirmations, articulating 
possible convergences, noting divergences, and so on (Level 2). And 
these representatives genuinely seem to be discerning together, 
through a process that involves not only study and scholarly exchange, 
but also collegial conversation, meal fellowship, and prayer (Level 3). 
   However, are all three levels actually involved? No, not if we are 
talking about ecclesial discernment as I have defined it above as a 
species of communal discernment oriented toward an authoritative 
decision or definition on behalf of a church body as a whole. No one 
would say that a group of representatives in a bilateral dialogue is 
making decisions for their respective church bodies. Any particular 
agreement or insight gained through a bilateral dialogue still has to be 
submitted to the larger church bodies, which—through their own 
internal processes of ecclesial discernment—either receive this 
agreement or do not. 
   To underscore this point, note that one of the greatest achievements 
of the modern ecumenical movement, the Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification, operates fundamentally on Level 1. It is a 
historic coming-together in understanding around the particular issue 
of justification, but in its official promulgation it remains the result of 
two separated communities engaged in two different and distinct 
processes of ecclesial discernment. The Joint Declaration is, after all, 
not one declaration, but a joint declaration made by two church 
bodies. We ‘declare together’ is not equivalent to we ‘declare as one.’1 
None of this should detract from the incredible achievement of the 
Joint Declaration. There is still so much work to be done on the level 
of particular issues, so much growth that still needs to take place in 
our mutual understanding. However, as the controversies surrounding 
human sexuality make clear, the differing ways churches go about 
making decisions—the processes of ecclesial discernment—demand 
attention as well. 
   Along these lines, the history of the Joint Declaration is instructive. 
The initial official Catholic response to the Joint Declaration, released 
by the Vatican on June 25, 1998, identified several points that needed 
clarification. One of Rome’s concerns had to do with the 

                                                           
1
 The Lutheran World Federation and The Roman Catholic Church, Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 2000), 41. 
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‘representative quality’ of the Lutheran World Federation, which, by 
definition, is not a church or a synod, but a federation of Lutheran 
communities. According to the Vatican’s response, this structure, 
which worked admirably to achieve a ‘magnus consensus’ among 
Lutheran synods, nevertheless raised ‘the question of the real 
authority of such a synodal consensus, today and also tomorrow, in 
the life and doctrine of the Lutheran community.’1 This language cast 
doubt not on the agreement itself, but rather on the process by which 
Lutherans came to affirm the agreement. Subsequent dialogue and 
clarification led to the composition of an ‘Official Common Statement’ 
and an ‘Annex’ to that statement, both of which were approved as 
prerequisite to the signing of the Joint Declaration by representatives 
of the LWF and the Catholic Church on October 31, 1999.2 
   The initial Catholic response to the Joint Declaration seemed to call 
into question the structures and processes of discernment used by the 
LWF in arriving at consensus. The ‘Annex’ explicitly affirms these 
processes, stating: 

The Response of the Catholic Church does not intend to put in 
question the authority of Lutheran Synods or of the Lutheran World 
Federation. The Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation 
began the dialogue and have taken it forward as partners with equal 
rights (par cum pari). Notwithstanding different conceptions of 
authority in the church, each partner respects the other partner’s 
ordered process of reaching doctrinal decisions.

3
 

The expression of mutual respect for one another’s ‘ordered process of 
reaching doctrinal decisions’ reveals not only a coming-together 
around the specific issue of justification (Level 1), but also a coming-
together around processes of ecclesial discernment—if only in an 
initial and hesitant way (Level 2). If each communion can express 
respect for the other’s structures and processes, might there be 
something that we can learn from one another about ways to discern? 
If this statement of respect for ‘the other partner’s ordered process of 

                                                           
1
 ‘Response of the Catholic Church to the Joint Declaration,’ Clarifications, n. 6, at 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/
rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_01081998_off-answer-catholic_en.html. 
2
 See Susan K. Wood and Timothy J. Wengert, A Shared Spiritual Journey: 

Lutherans and Catholics Traveling Toward Unity (New York: Paulist, 2016), 58-
62. 
3
 Joint Declaration, 47. 
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reaching doctrinal decisions’ becomes the starting point for ongoing 
dialogue and internal reform, it may very well prove to be as 
significant for the future of church unity as the agreement on 
justification itself. 

Participating in Discernment 
In its several references to discernment, TCTCV is inviting the 
churches to take this leap from Level 1 to Level 2. When it calls for 
common discernment, it mentions: ‘(a) common criteria, or means of 
discernment, and (b) such mutually recognized structures as are needed 
to use these effectively.’1 Elsewhere the text indicates that individual 
churches need to be willing to reform their processes in order to move 
toward common discernment: 

We invite the churches to recognize and honour each other’s 
commitment to seeking the will of God in the ordering of the Church. We 
further invite them to reflect together about the criteria which are 
employed in different churches for considering issues about continuity 
and change. How far are such criteria open to development in the light of 
the urgent call of Christ to reconciliation (cf. Matt. 5:23-24)? Could this 
be the time for a new approach?

2
 

How might ecumenical engagement open the Catholic Church to 
reconsider its own processes, criteria, and structures of ecclesial 
discernment? In light of what I argued earlier in this paper, I suggest 
that Catholics attend not only to the sensus fidelium of separated 
Christian communities, but also to the ways in which these 
communities discern that sense of the faithful.  
   As one example, consider the process that led the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America to adopt its 2009 social statement on 
human sexuality, along with its decision to approve clergy in 
committed same-sex partnerships. Given all the pain that that 
particular Churchwide Assembly brought about within the ELCA, I 
imagine some of my Lutheran colleagues would find this a very 
unfortunate example—hardly what they would want to offer as a gift 
to other churches. However, might there be something for Catholics 
to learn from this process? 
   Within the ELCA, the production of a social statement falls within a 
broader vision of the church’s responsibility to equip members for 
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2
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engaging society, to encourage moral deliberation at all levels of 
church life, and to apply a Christian vision of the world through 
education and advocacy.1 Social concerns can be raised up at the local 
level through synod resolutions asking the national church to study a 
particular issue.2 A task force is appointed, study materials are 
developed and disseminated, drafts statements are produced, and the 
whole church is invited to comment.3 Recommendations can then be 
presented for a vote by the approximately 900 members gathered for 
the biennial (now triennial) Churchwide Assembly. A two-thirds 
majority is required for passage. Upon adoption, the statements are 
commended to congregations and individuals for study, but they are 
not binding on the thinking of individual members. 
   The language used by the ELCA was deliberately chosen to avoid 
secular political models and to underscore the ecclesial character of 
these gatherings. It is an ‘assembly,’ not a ‘convention.’ There are 
‘members,’ not ‘delegates.’ As the Rev. Lowell Almen points out, the 
most significant aspect of the gathering is worship, as the entire 
process ‘is shaped and undergirded by prayer and petitions for the 
guidance of God’s Spirit.’4 Nevertheless, it is perhaps the more 
‘democratic’ aspects of the Lutheran process that may be most 
appealing to Catholics frustrated with their own tradition’s more 
monarchical modes of church decision-making. 
   One particular aspect of the ELCA process offers an important 
insight into the Lutheran understanding of the sensus fidelium, and 
suggests an area where Catholics might reconsider their own 

                                                           
1
 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Policies and Procedures of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America for Addressing Social Concerns, 
adopted by the ELCA Church Council, April 2011, 1, at 
www.elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Addressing-Social-Concerns. The 
following description draws on Budde, ‘Lived Witness,’ 397-98; and Lowell G. 
Almen, ‘Authority and Scope of Documents, Official Statements, and 
Decisions of Ecclesiastical Governance in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America,’ unpublished paper of the U.S. Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue, Round 
XII, February 2014 (used with permission). 
2
 For example, the process that led to the 2009 social statement on sexuality 

was initiated by a synodical resolution submitted to the 2001 ELCA 
Churchwide Assembly as well as a resolution adopted by that assembly. 
3
 See Budde, ‘Lived Witness,’ 398. 

4
 Almen, ‘Authority and Scope,’ 4. 
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processes of ecclesial discernment. It has to do with participation. 
According to ELCA policy, at least sixty percent of the voting members 
at each Churchwide Assembly must be lay members, half of whom are 
to be women and half men. People of color and those whose primary 
language is other than English are to constitute a minimum of ten 
percent of the assembly’s voting membership.1 These stipulations—
along with the fact that voting members are elected by their respective 
synods gathered in assembly—are meant to ensure that the 
Churchwide Assembly reflect the whole church. In addition, the ELCA 
has committed itself to include in the process of study and 
discernment ‘representative and diverse groups,’ including ‘persons 
with needed specialized knowledge’ and, very importantly, ‘persons 
directly affected by the issue.’2 Thus, for example, the sexuality task 
force not only included experts in biblical and Lutheran theology, but 
also people knowledgeable on issues of church and society, young 
adults and older members, individuals from diverse socio-economic 
and ethnic backgrounds, and representatives who were heterosexual, 
gay, and lesbian. These guidelines keep discernment from taking place 
in a purely abstract way. Participants have to face the implications of 
theology and church policy in light of the concrete and embodied 
experience of people whose lives of faith do not always fit easily into 
dominant ecclesial frames of reference. 
   This respect for the minority voice, this attention to the 
marginalized challenges Catholics to reflect on the ways our own 
processes of ecclesial discernment so often ignore the ignored of our 
church and of our world. There is always the danger that theologians 
or church leaders get so caught up debating who counts as ‘faithful,’ 
that we overlook the prophetic presence on the periphery.3 Here too 
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 See Almen, ‘Authority and Scope,’ 4. 

2
 ELCA, Policies and Procedures of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

for Addressing Social Concerns, 6-7. 
3
 Gerald O’Collins make the case that a contemporary consultation of the 

faithful must give special attention to two categories of Christians that are 
too-often overlooked: prophetic persons and the oppressed and marginalized. 
See id., ‘Nota proposito della consultazione dei fedeli,’ La Civiltà Cattolica 138 
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the sensus fidelium can be heard. Even within the imperfect structures 
of discernment already in place, is the Catholic Church willing to 
welcome the faithful intuitions of those on the margins—with all the 
discomfort and risk such openness entails? 
 

 
 
 
 

We may conclude by saying that the most important thing that the 
Orthodox theologians discovered through their contacts with their 
non-Orthodox friends is the fact that they themselves must endeavour 
to practise a permanent conversion to Orthodoxy. And this has to be 
done together with our brothers and sisters who are members of other 
churches and who ‘confess Jesus Christ as God and Saviour of the 
world’, incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, to manifest 
the Holy Trinity. The Holy Trinity should never be regarded as 
something like a mathematical formula that is reserved for academic, 
dogmatic, or even worse, ‘systematic’ theologians. The Holy Trinity 
concerns every aspect of every Christian’s life. It is, or should be, the 
prototype of our relations within our community, our congregation, 
the gathering of the People of God. If we learn this kind of conciliarity 
(what the Russians call ‘Sobornost’), a unity of one body with the 
bishop who is not ‘above’ the community but ‘within’ it as a member of 
the Body of Christ, then we shall understand that this type of relation 
in the image of the Holy Trinity should involve us in responsibility for 
the whole of humanity. That we may be one, as Christ says, ‘that the 
world may believe that He was sent by the Father’, and that the Holy 
Spirit should lead us into the whole Truth, that is Jesus Christ who is 
‘the way, the truth and the life’. 

From Nicholas Lossky,  
Orthodoxy and the Western European Reformation  
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WITNESSING TO INTERCHURCH MARRIAGE - 1 
TOWARDS A SPIRITUALITY

1 
 

RUTH REARDON
* 

An interchurch marriage is a marriage between Christians. As in any 
other, the spouses are called together by God to commit themselves 
to one another for life, to live together in a love that reflects God ’s 
love for his people, Christ’s love for his Church. 
   In his post-synodal apostolic exhortation on the Joy of Love, 
Amoris laetitia, Pope Francis writes:  

Christian marriage, as a reflection of the union between Christ and his 
Church, is fully realized in the union between a man and a woman who 
give themselves to each other in a free, faithful and exclusive love, who 
belong to each other until death and are open to the transmission of 
life, and are consecrated by the sacrament, which grants them the 
grace to become a domestic church and a leaven of new life for society.  

This is just as much a description of interchurch marriage as it is of 
Catholic/Catholic marriage, although some in both categories would 
find themselves in situations ‘which do not yet or no longer 
correspond to the Church’s teaching on marriage’, as the passage 
continues (292). It should be noted, too, that ‘fully realized’ does not 
mean ‘perfectly realized’, as Pope Francis often insists (325).  
   Interchurch families have found themselves giving a warm 
welcome to Amoris laetitia. It was not that the document said much 
about interchurch marriages in any specific way, although it 
included a positive and helpful—if brief—passage referring to them 
(247). Rather it was that what was said about marriage and the 
domestic church could be applied to interchurch families as much as 
to same-church couples. It offered a spiritual approach that was 
equally relevant to all. And beyond that, something else stood out 
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from an interchurch family perspective; it was so easy to apply what 
was said in the text about relationships as they are worked out in 
marriage and family life to relationships between the churches as 
they commit themselves to walking the ecumenical path together. 
Amoris laetitia reinforced the conviction of interchurch couples that 
simply by their commitment to one another in marriage and—as a 
unit—to one another’s churches, they are contributing in a small 
way to bringing together those churches into the unity for which 
Jesus prayed. They are indeed living the path to Christian unity. 

A threat or a gift? 
An interchurch marriage is a fully Christian sacramental marriage; 
the two spouses are called together to form a domestic church—a 
church in their home. So what is distinctive about interchurch 
marriages? They are one type of cross-frontier marriage; they cross 
the boundary between two separated church communities. Like all 
cross-frontier marriages, they can be perceived as a threat to the 
communities from which they come, for when the two partners 
commit themselves to one another in marriage they are declaring 
their determination to confront together and overcome differences 
between themselves that their respective communities have not been 
able to handle. That was how ‘mixed marriages’ were seen by the 
Roman Catholic Church and other churches before the Second 
Vatican Council. They were a danger to the separate identities of 
their churches. So Catholics (if their marriages were to be 
recognised) had to promise to do all they could to ‘convert’ their 
partners to the Catholic Church, and both partners had to promise 
that all the children of the marriage would be baptised and brought 
up in that Church. In response other churches strongly advised their 
members not to marry Catholics. 
   But like other forms of cross-frontier marriages, these marriages 
can also be perceived by their communities as a gift and a promise. If 
by the grace of God the partners and their children can succeed in 
living together in love in their domestic church, may not their 
experience in some small way help their wider church communities 
to live together in unity too? Since Vatican II, with the official entry 
of the Roman Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement, this 
positive view of marriages between baptised Christians of different 
traditions has been able to gain ground, Catholic rules have 
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gradually been relaxed, and the fears and suspicions of other 
churches have lessened. There is still a long way to go, but the 
change in expectations and attitudes over the past fifty years has 
been phenomenal.  
   Mixed marriages between baptised Christians have claimed a 
distinctive terminology. They have distinguished themselves from 
other kinds of mixed marriages—interracial or interreligious, for 
example—by calling themselves ‘interchurch’, or else ‘inter-
denominational’ or ‘interconfessional’ families. Sometimes they have 
been called ‘ecumenical’ marriages. Starting with the French foyers 
mixtes in the Lyon and Paris areas in the early 1960s they have 
formed groups and associations of couples in a number of European 
countries and throughout the English-speaking world, supported by 
clergy and ministers, to encourage one another and to reflect on 
their situation. There is now an informal Interchurch Families 
International Network that links them together, and an international 
website: www.interchurchfamilies.org 
   In a paper adopted by the Second World Gathering of Interchurch 
Families held near Rome in 2003, they described what they meant by 
a ‘fully and intentionally’ interchurch marriage.  

An interchurch family includes a husband and wife who come from 
two different church traditions (often a Roman Catholic married to a 
Christian of another communion). Both of them retain their original 
church membership, but so far as they are able they are committed to 
live, worship and participate in their spouse’s church also. If they have 
children, as parents they exercise a joint responsibility under God for 
their religious and spiritual upbringing, and they teach them by word 
and example to appreciate both their Christian traditions’. (Interchurch 
Families and Christian Unity, Association of Interchurch Families, 
London, 2004, p.2)  

Interchurch couples recognise that not all mixed Christian marriages 
share these intentions, but would like to offer to others their 
conviction that this is possible and can be deeply enriching. They 
also recognise that a ‘fully and intentionally’ interchurch marriage in 
no way means a ‘perfect’ interchurch marriage—to return to Pope 
Francis’ thinking in Amoris laetitia, referred to earlier (122). 

www.interchurchfamilies.org
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A work of the Holy Spirit 
Many have seen the developments which have taken place over the last 
half-century in relation to mixed Christian marriages as a work of the 
Holy Spirit, leading us forward from the insights of the Second Vatican 
Council relating both to Christian unity and to Christian marriage. 
Indeed, the Indian Bishops’ Conference, in their mixed marriage 
guidelines, stated positively that the very existence of interchurch 
marriages can be seen as part of God’s plan. ‘Many circumstances of life’, 
they said, ‘and undoubtedly Divine Providence itself, arrange that at 
times compatible members of different Churches develop a desire to be 
united in a permanent bond of marriage … united in love.’

1
 

   From their earliest years of coming together in groups and 
associations, interchurch families discovered that they shared a desire 
to contribute to the growing unity of their two church communities, 
both in the sense of local congregations and wider denominations. They 
saw themselves as pioneers, going ahead of their churches because of 
their privileged experience, but always rooted in them and acting on 
their behalf. They desired to become both a sign of unity and a means to 
grow towards unity. They hoped to form a ‘connective tissue’ that would 
help in some small way towards the healing of the wounds in the one 
Body of Christ.  
   Gradually their ecumenical potential has been recognised by the 
Catholic Church. As early as 1970 Pope Paul VI’s motu proprio on mixed 
marriages admitted the possibility under cover of the negative: ‘mixed 
marriages do not, except in some cases, help in re-establishing unity 
among Christians.’ So ‘in some cases’ they can, concluded interchurch 
spouses, and prayed and worked to that end. Later popes encouraged 
them. ‘You live in your marriage the hopes and difficulties of the path to 
Christian unity’, said Pope John Paul II at York, England, in 1982. As 
they expressed that hope in prayer together, in the unity of love, he 
declared, the Holy Spirit would help them to grow in trust and 
understanding. At Warsaw, Poland, in 2006, Pope Benedict XVI 
declared that when two young people from different Christian 
communities come together in marriage, their decision ‘can lead to the 
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formation of a practical laboratory of unity’. For this to happen, he said, 
it is not only the couple that needs mutual goodwill, understanding and 
maturity of faith, but also their communities, who must help and 
support them. When Pope Francis visited the Lutheran church in Rome 
in 2015, he used his favourite ecumenical image of separated Christians 
‘walking together’ in and towards unity. To a Lutheran/Catholic couple 
he observed that: ‘You are a witness to an especially profound journey 
because it is a conjugal journey, truly a family journey, of human love 
and of shared faith.’  
   From the beginning interchurch families were committed to 
promoting Christian unity. Later, as the movement for marital 
spirituality developed, with the creation of the International Academy 
for Marital Spirituality and the publication of the INTAMS Review, we 
found a language in which some of our own insights could be expressed 
and deepened. We began to recognise more clearly the way in which 
marital spirituality and spiritual ecumenism came together in our 
marriages. In the early days of the British Association of Interchurch 
Families one of our members wrote: ‘Some people play at ecumenism, 
but we live it.’ As our appreciation of marital spirituality developed, we 
came to see the profound relationship between Christian unity and 
interchurch marriages. Unity becomes not just what we do, but who we 
are, simply because we are so fundamentally joined together by the 
Holy Spirit in marriage and family life, in the depths of human love and 
shared faith. Pope Francis expressed this so clearly in 2015 in a way that 
resonated with our own experience (see above).

1
 We are grateful too 

that Amoris laetitia had nothing at all negative to say about interchurch 
marriages—I think this may be a first for official Roman documents. 

A gift and a call 
Many interchurch couples have a very clear sense of vocation. The 
partners sometimes feel a stronger sense of being called to marry 
one another than do those in same-church marriages—precisely 
because it can be such an unexpected experience.  Many couples 
have been surprised by the way they have been drawn together in 
love, often attracted by the deep Christian faith of the other. A 

                                                           
1
 See the visit of Pope Francis to the Lutheran church in Rome. The full text of 
his talk is given as an appendix to Ruth Reardon, ‘Amoris Laetitia: comments 
from an interchurch family perspective’, in One in Christ, 50/1 (2016): 66-86. 
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Canadian Catholic wife explained: ‘God gave me all I had asked for in 
a spouse—only I had forgotten to say he must be a Catholic. ’ She was 
mirrored by a Protestant wife from New Zealand, who also received 
all she had prayed for: ‘only I didn’t ask that he shouldn’t be a 
Roman Catholic.’ It is often a difficult decision to marry, especially 
when there is strong opposition at first from communities and 
families. But the surprise itself can lead on to a strong conviction 
that this is a gift and a call from God, and opposition can sometimes 
test and strengthen the bond between the couple. 
   The call does not always come to a young couple who have to 
decide whether they are going to throw in their lot with one another 
for life. Sometimes it comes to an older couple who have gone their 
separate ways for many years until something—maybe a meeting 
with another interchurch couple, or a particular life experience—
shows them the possibility of becoming a ‘fully and intentionally’ 
interchurch family and they are drawn irresistibly towards it. 
Sometimes it comes because one partner has become a Catholic—or 
because a Catholic has joined another Christian community. There is 
no single pattern.  
   I refer particularly to couples where one partner is Catholic and the 
other a member of a different church community because in these 
cases (as in marriages with Orthodox Christians) the two spouses 
belong to communities that are not in communion with one another; 
this presents particular difficulties when the couple are bound 
together in one domestic church and want to express that unity 
within their wider communions. It is simply a reflection of the 
unique position of the Catholic Church within the ecumenical 
movement; it claims to be ‘more church’ than others in a very 
fundamental way, and behaves accordingly, but on the other hand it 
wants to enter into theological discussions with other church 
communities on an equal level (‘par cum pari’ says the Vatican II 
Decree on Ecumenism).  
   The French priest Abbé Paul Couturier, who inspired the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity and saw that if Christians were to be 
united they must pray together for unity, had to grapple with this 
unequal situation. He totally transformed the earlier Octave of 
Prayer, with its prayer for unity around the See of Peter (which could 
only be a form of prayer used by those already convinced that the 
Pope is central to the unity of the Church), into a Week of Prayer for 
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the unity that Christ wills, to come as he wills it (which can be 
prayed by all Christians who want to enter into Christ ’s own prayer 
for unity, recorded in St John’s Gospel). Along with conversion of 
heart and holiness of life, Vatican II commended it as ‘the soul of the 
ecumenical movement’, worthy to be called ‘spiritual ecumenism’.  
   In marriage the partners are committed to one another on an equal 
footing, with equal rights and responsibilities as partners and 
parents. The new insights of Vatican II gave interchurch couples a 
solid basis for believing that they would be able to enter into their 
marriage partnership as equals. It made possible the ‘full and 
intentional’ interchurch marriage as described earlier. But often this 
is not a straightforward process. Sometimes it feels like one spouse 
having a family of origin that looks down on the other as its social 
inferior, and making its attitude very clear. The couple have to 
negotiate the imbalance together, not allowing the views of one 
family to take over their marriage, but at the same time not allowing 
themselves to be distanced from either of them. It can be a slow 
process that can be very difficult at times in practice, but it is 
amazing how understanding can grow at a deep level. Sometimes a 
Catholic is surprised at how well their partner can explain to other 
Christians the position of the Catholic Church and the particular 
gifts it can offer to the ecumenical process—better than they could 
themselves!  
   Very often the spouses begin with all kinds of misunderstandings 
and prejudices about their partner’s church tradition. Because they 
love one another they are willing to talk them through. ‘I don’t 
suppose many engaged couples spend an evening discussing what it 
means to ask the prayers of a saint, what incense is for, or what the 
word “priest” really means’, wrote one Anglican wife. Defensiveness 
can be replaced by a realisation that intense questioning may not 
represent aggression but a loving determination to understand. And 
many interchurch partners have said that they have grown stronger 
in their own faith, more appreciative of their own tradition, because 
they have had to work hard to explain it to their spouse. ‘I am a 
better Catholic than I would have been if I had married another 
Catholic; I would have taken so much for granted and not really 
thought about it’, said a Catholic husband. And in the process, the 
couple find that their relationship is strengthened; because they 
have talked on a deep level about their church relationships, they 
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can communicate better with one another in other areas of their life 
too. 
   A commitment to share in the life of two church communities, so 
far as they can, means hard work for an interchurch couple; church 
diaries and rotas are not geared to such an undertaking. But it can be 
experienced as a double blessing, in times of sorrow as well as times 
of joy. Many have spoken of their gratitude for the support they have 
received from both communities; for instance, when illness strikes or 
when a baptism is celebrated. Conflicts are part of marriage, and 
family life shows the church in its brokenness as well as in its call to 
unity. This is true for interchurch families as for all domestic 
churches, and it can affect them in a particularly painful way. But as 
the spouses, two different and distinct persons, come together to 
share their lives and grow together into one coupled person, they 
can embody Christian unity with a particular joy.    

Sharing of gifts 
‘The ecumenical movement is not only about the removal of 
obstacles but also about the sharing of gifts ’, said Pope John Paul II 
and the Archbishop of Canterbury in their Common Declaration of 
1989.

1
 That is certainly true for interchurch spouses. They are 

committed to sharing everything they can, including their respective 
church traditions, the particular ways their communities have lived 
out their Christian faith. These can seem strange and even 
threatening in their unfamiliarity at first; things that are taken for 
granted by one partner can appear quite shocking to the other. This 
can be experienced in all marriages, of course; habits and 
assumptions that come from the family of origin of one of the 
spouses can be really unwelcome to the other. Negotiating the 
differences and establishing a new pattern of their own, drawing on 
what they judge to be the best of both their family traditions is an 
essential task for all newly-married couples. For interchurch couples 
it has a particular dimension. 
   The criterion is faithfulness to Christ and to the great tradition 
shared by all Christians. There is far more here that unites them than 

                                                           
1
 See Adelbert Denaux, Nichols Sagovsky and Charles Sherlock (eds.), Looking 
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International Commission 1983-2005 (ARCIC II) (London: 2016), 344. 
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divides them. But there are real differences, and their task is to live 
this diversity in unity, not dismissing anything that is important to 
either partner out of hand, nor taking everything on board without 
discrimination either. There will be much mutual questioning, and 
not all couples will come to similar conclusions; each has to find its 
own way forward, to discover the best choices for their particular 
situation. One young couple considered how they could best 
organise their living space to welcome others—family, friends, and 
strangers—into their home, into their life together. ‘Offering 
hospitality at our dinner-table is part of this, and at our daily meals 
we like to remind ourselves from whom all good things come and 
give thanks by saying a simple grace before eating. Also, reserving a 
place in the house, in the living room for example, for times of 
prayer (placing a Bible open for scripture readings, a candle to light 
beside an icon …) has the effect of keeping our daily “material” life in 
touch with our “spiritual” life.’  
   Many interchurch couples have felt it important to learn to pray 
together as couples, precisely because their worship together in their 
respective communities could be problematic. This might start in a 
particularly intense way during their engagement, as part of a 
‘getting to know you’ process, alongside an effort to be together 
during their respective church services. The practice may continue 
into their married life, as they seek to shape their domestic church in 
their home, and then have to be re-thought as they attempt to work 
out how they are going to share their prayer with their children. 
There will be practical questions to face: a decision to read the 
scriptures together may be relatively simple, but what about a 
balance between liturgical and extempore prayer, and how to use—
or ignore—prayers like the ‘Hail Mary’ which are deeply rooted in 
one tradition but may feel very strange to someone coming from 
another. One couple decided that the Anglican partner (who was not 
comfortable with asking the prayers of the saints) should pray the 
biblical half, and the Catholic should respond with the second part 
of the prayer; thus it would it would become a prayer that their 
children would recognise when they met it in a Catholic context, and 
at the same time the partners would respect one another’s 
sensitivities without calling attention to their differences.  
   As they become more familiar with another way of praying, both 
partners can develop and change, and feel greatly enriched by the 
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process. The same is true more generally as they begin to share more 
fully in the life of their spouse’s congregation. ‘We appreciate the 
Catholic liturgy and the Baptist sermon’, said one young couple. 
They considered that being exposed to both was much better than 
being limited to only one. Catholics can be impressed by the role 
taken by the laity in their partner’s Protestant church; others can 
appreciate the attention given to marriage and marriage preparation 
in their Catholic parish. Both partners can come to value diversity 
and take on an enlarged identity. Some go so far as to talk of ‘double 
belonging’ and see themselves as a united couple which is a part of 
both congregations. It is not surprising that interchurch families are 
often active and influential in local ecumenical relations out of all 
proportion to their numbers. They feel they have received so much 
from their exposure to other Christian traditions, and want to share 
their experience more widely. Their enthusiasm and commitment to 
unity can itself be a gift for their congregations. 

The joy of love 
Interchurch couples set out on their married journey with their 
‘personal story of love’, as Amoris Laetitia puts it (9). The path is 
above all the path of love, reflecting Christ’s love for his Church, 
entering into the mutual love of the Father and the Son, into the 
communion of love that is the mystery of God, Father, Son and Spirit 
of love. This is equally the ecumenical path. Cardinal Mercier, 
Archbishop of Malines, was an ecumenical pioneer in the 1920s, 
welcoming Anglicans to his home. He realised that if divided 
Christians were to unite, they must love one another. In order to 
love one another, they must meet one another and get to know one 
another, he declared. That is precisely what interchurch couples 
have done, meeting one another, getting to know one another, and 
committing themselves together to the relationship of marriage that 
is indeed a school of love. Love is the first law of Christians. It is the 
same process, the same path of love that must be followed by the 
two partners joined in marriage and by divided Christians who share 
a common baptism.  
   They will find great joy in this path of love, but they know from the 
outset that they will not always find it smooth going. Pope Francis 
returns several times to the theme of ‘imperfect’ love. Although the 
grace of the sacrament of marriage is intended above all to perfect 
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the couple’s love (89), he says, we have problems whenever we think 
that relationships or people ought to be perfect, or when we put 
ourselves at the centre and expect things to turn out our way (92). 
Love does not have to be perfect for us to value it. The other person 
loves me as best they can, with all their limits, but the fact that love 
is imperfect does not mean it is untrue or unreal (113). These words 
from Amoris laetitia are a reminder of how the 1993 Ecumenical 
Directory described the way in which members of other churches 
and ecclesial communities are brought by baptism into ‘a real, even 
if imperfect’ communion with the Catholic Church (Directory, 129). 
God offers the grace to bind married partners and separated 
Christians into loving communion, but as human beings we are 
always on the way to its full realisation, we can only grow gradually 
into the fullness of love. But that growth is real, our love is real, and 
walking together in love is the path, just as the fullness of love is the 
goal. 
   It is an on-going dynamic process, which advances as the partners 
are able to receive and integrate the gifts that God offers to bind 
them together in unity. God is patient, and knows that human 
beings can only progress towards unity by stages; it is not a once-for-
all process. We can only take small steps at a time, but they are 
important. Pope Francis’ three little words ‘Thank you’, ‘Sorry’, 
‘Please’, need to be practised all the time (133), until they come to 
express a habitual attitude of mutual gratitude, of repentance and 
forgiveness, and of a humility that leads to deeper unity. This is as 
true for the ecumenical journey as for the conjugal journey. 
   Christians are called to a love that never gives up, says Pope 
Francis. It is always beginning all over again. It endures everything. 
Married sacramental love is an ‘affective union’, spiritual and 
sacrificial, combining the warmth of friendship and erotic passion, 
and enduring long after emotions and passion subside (120). This 
love is a gift of the Holy Spirit, a powerful love that reflects the 
unbroken covenant between Christ and humanity that culminated in 
his self-sacrifice on the cross. Much has been written about the 
importance of the contribution that friendship has made to the 
progress of the ecumenical movement—a deep friendship that has 
grown between  Christians who have recognised that they are 
already fundamentally one in Christ, in spite of church divisions, a 
friendship that has stimulated them to work tirelessly for visible 
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unity. At the end of his meeting with the Archbishop of Canterbury 
in 1989, Pope John Paul II said to Archbishop Runcie that ‘affective 
communion’ leads to ‘effective communion’. Conjugal love, as ‘the 
greatest form of friendship’, certainly has its part to play. So much in 
the language of Amoris laetitia recalls that used of ecumenical 
relationships: a faithful covenant that entails no going back (123); 
sharing everything in mutual respect (125); joy growing through the 
free exchange of gifts (129); joy also growing through pain and 
sorrow and shared effort (130); a shared commitment to deeper 
growth together for the sake of society as a whole (131); definitive 
commitment made publicly (132); authentic dialogue that takes time 
(136-7); ‘unity in diversity’ or ‘reconciled diversity’, freeing ourselves 
from feeling that we all have to be alike, and a recognition that many 
disagreements are not about important things (139); reciprocal 
submission (156); a shared and lasting life project, living as one (163). 
   None of this is possible, says Pope Francis, without praying to the 
Holy Spirit for an outpouring of his grace, his supernatural strength 
and his spiritual fire, to confirm, direct and transform our love in 
every new situation (164). The grace of the Holy Spirit will enable 
married couples to grow in holiness through their married life, as 
they share in the mystery of Christ’s cross and resurrection in their 
sorrows and in their joy. They will care for one another, guide and 
encourage one another, and experience this as part of family 
spirituality (321). Spirituality becomes incarnate in the communion 
of the family. Those who have deep spiritual aspirations should not 
feel that the family detracts from their growth in the life of the 
Spirit, but rather see it as a path which the Lord is using to lead 
them to the heights of mystical union (316).  
   This passage resonates with the spiritual ecumenism and the way 
of prayer taught by Abbé Paul Couturier, mentioned earlier. When 
he asked separated Christians to pray for unity in, with and for one 
another, he asked them not simply to pray for other Christian 
groups, but in particular for their growth in holiness—for the 
sanctification of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, Reformed and so 
on. This is above all how they would grow closer to one another—by 
growing closer to Christ, in his Spirit. And in their united prayer they 
are already one. 
   In this dynamic process we are seeking what is beyond us, and yet 
living it now—the ‘already but not yet’ that can become especially 
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clear to interchurch families. It is true for the married path; it is true 
for the ecumenical way. At the end of his exhortation Pope Francis 
writes: ‘No family drops down from heaven perfectly formed; families 
need constantly to grow and mature in the ability to love. This is a 
never-ending vocation born of the full communion of the Trinity, the 
profound union between Christ and his Church, the loving community 
which is the Holy Family of Nazareth, and the pure fraternity existing 
among the saints of heaven (325).’ We have not yet arrived, we cannot 
ask for perfection; that is for the Kingdom to come. This perspective 
will keep us from judging others harshly. We are striving towards 
something greater than ourselves and our families. ‘Let us make this 
journey as families, let us keep walking together. What we have been 
promised is greater than we can imagine. May we never lose heart 
because of our limitations, or ever stop seeking that fullness of love 
and communion which God holds out before us (325).’ Interchurch 
families will add their appeal: let us make this journey as churches and 
ecclesial communities too; let us keep walking together, never losing 
heart, trusting that in the fullness of time God will bring us all 
together to share in the marriage supper of the Lamb. 
   Pope Francis sees the Church as a ‘family of families, constantly 
enriched by the lives of all the domestic churches. In virtue of the 
sacrament of matrimony, every family becomes, in effect, a good for 
the Church. … The experience of love in families is a perennial source 
of strength for the life of the Church (87-88).’ In the letter to the 
Ephesians (4:7-13) we read that after his ascension Christ gave gifts to 
his Church, for the sake of the building up of the whole body. These 
gifts were people: apostles, prophets, evangelists and teachers. Here in 
Amoris laetitia we see not just individuals but families recognised as 
gifts to the Church. In this perspective may we not see interchurch 
families as an ecumenical good, as gifts for the sake of the life of the 
whole Church. May the love that unites them be recognised as an 
ecumenical strength. May these families be seen as signs and 
instruments given to the churches for the sake of their growth into the 
full communion of the One Church of Christ, made visible as a witness 
to the world. 
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WITNESSING TO INTERCHURCH MARRIAGE - 2 
THE FOOD OF THE EUCHARIST

1 

Corinne Bernhard-Bitaud*  

The food of the Eucharist offers spouses the strength  
and incentive needed to live the marriage covenant  

each day as a ‘domestic church’ (Amoris laetitia, 318). 

The apostolic exhortation Amoris laetitia offers general concerns about 
Christian families (292)2 which do not specifically focus on interchurch 
families but do not exclude them either (‘Here I am not speaking only of 
the divorced and remarried, but of everyone, in whatever situation they 
find themselves.’ 297) In the title itself, this exhortation is addressed to 
‘Christian married couples’, and not only to Catholic married couples. I 
am the Protestant spouse in an interchurch family, and I was myself a 
child in an interchurch family, so that I have been living for almost 50 
years in daily Ecumenism. That is the reason why, from this specific 
point of view, I want to give the testimony of how I received the 
elements of this text related to the admission of Christian spouses to the 
Eucharist and to its spiritual function for couples. 

The domestic church … disunited before the Lord’s Table 
Pope Francis recalls (292) that Christian marriage is a ‘domestic church’ 
in reference to St John Chrysostom: ‘Make your house a church. Indeed, 

                                                           
1
 This article originally appeared in Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi (ed): A Point of 
No Return? Amoris Laetitia on Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage (Munster: 
LIT Verlag, 2017). Reproduced with kind permission. 
* Corinne Bernhard-Bitaud and her Catholic husband were founder members 
of the French Interchurch Families Association, of which she is now president. 
They are involved in a new church near Paris, which is inspired by the British 
‘Fresh Expressions’ movement, and where Corinne preaches as a prédicatrice 
bénévole. Definitely Protestant, she believes the Catholic Church is also hers. 
2
 Numbers in brackets refer to paragraphs in Amoris Laetitia, the Post-synodal 

exhortation of the Holy Father Francis to bishops, priests and deacons, 
consecrated persons, Christian married couples and all the lay faithful on Love 
in the Family.  
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you are also responsible for the salvation of your sons and your 
servants.’

1
 The Second Vatican Council had taken up and developed this 

term, stating that it means that the family should be a place where the 
baptized live their Christian vocation: ‘The field exercise and the school 
of choice for the lay apostolate are found in the family where 
Christianity pervades the entire organization of life and transforms it 
every day. This is where the couple finds its true calling: to be for each 
other and for their children witnesses of faith and of the love of Christ.’

2
 

   Interchurch families from all countries recognize themselves 
completely in this formulation, that they used themselves during their 
Second World Gathering in Rome in 2003 : ‘Like every other Christian 
family, an interchurch family represents the Body of Christ in the home, 
and can, therefore, be described as a domestic church.’

3
 

   What we want to bear witness to on this subject has already been 
described, for example, by Arjakovsky (2010)

4
 or Knieps-Port le Roi 

(2010):
5
 we are a domestic church, we are experiencing, in our couples, a 

united church, in full communion, even if we are not in the classical 
ecclesiological patterns of unity. Indeed, as it is highlighted by the papal 
document: ‘If a family is centred on Christ, He will unify and illumine 
its entire life’ (317). So we are living witnesses, and we will not remain 
silent, that the most complete unity is really possible even while 
respecting our diversity. If this is possible for the ‘cellular’ level that the 
family is, why couldn’t it be possible at higher levels? 
   Nevertheless, referring to the 1993 Directory for the application of 
principles and norms of Ecumenism, the pope reminds us that the 
Roman Catholic Church’s general rule for the Protestant spouse in an 
interchurch family is ‘Eucharistic inhospitality’. Restricting admission to 
the Eucharist to exceptional circumstances (247), and forbidding 
Catholic believers from participating in Protestant Holy Communion 
(formally reminded in 2003)

6
 leads interchurch couples to have to 
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disunite themselves each Sunday before the Lord’s Table. It is really 
necessary to underline here that this is not just a question of 
experiencing the scandal of division once a year, during the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity, or from time to time during Ecumenical 
assemblies, as is for example the case for most of our Ministers, but to 
experience this scandal each week. Month after month. For our whole 
lives. We are united domestic churches during the whole week, except 
on Sunday before the Lord’s Table. 
   The Synod Fathers underline (299) that remarried divorcees ‘are 
baptized; they are brothers and sisters; the Holy Spirit pours into their 
hearts gifts and talents for the good of all.’ The Protestant spouses in 
interchurch families would be delighted to be described in the same 
manner. For the moment, in the actual state of the Roman Catholic 
Church’s practice, I no longer feel fully accepted as a baptized sister, 
even though I grew up in this Church almost as much as in the one I 
chose. 
   The real pain that results does not give testimony to God’s 
unconditional love. Yet, the apostolic exhortation tells us that this 
unconditional love is related to ‘the highest and most central values of 
the Gospel’, and suggests that these values could be superior to the 
(Catholic) Church’s moral teaching (311). All Christians can feel the pain 
coming from division. As families, this division hurts us in our flesh 
because it concerns not only our life partner, our spouse, but also our 
children. For interchurch families, academic theological debate is not 
our expertise, even though we make efforts to understand it and to 
benefit from it. But in contrast, we can tell about what is perhaps the 
main contribution from interchurch families to ecumenical debates : 
the testimony of what we live, of what happens inside our domestic 
church. 
   When, years ago, one of my sons asked to receive his First 
Communion in the Catholic Church, as a Protestant mother, I 
welcomed this request and I thanked the Lord for it. Without the 
shadow of a partisan ulterior motive, because this is not at all the issue. 
I met the priest who was accompanying the children, I explained our 
family situation, and I asked permission to receive the Eucharist with 
my son on this day of celebration. As a matter of fact, even if I do not 
share the ecclesiological reasons for stipulating discriminative 
conditions for the admission to the Lord’s Table, I respect the Catholic 
Church’s rule. The priest (I have to say that he had reached a certain 
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age) gave me the authorisation with a big smile and a most fraternal 
‘yes, of course’. Two years later, another of my sons made the same 
request. I asked the same question to the new parish priest—he was 
younger—but he answered that it was not possible at all. He added, as 
an explanation, that Catholic and Orthodox Churches had needed eight 
centuries to become reconciled, and Protestants and Catholics have 
‘only’ been divided for 5 centuries. And, after that, he ended our 
discussion. Not a fraternal word. No questions about my Eucharistic 
faith. No opportunity for dialogue. So, I did not receive the Eucharist 
with my little boy on the day on which he received this sacrament for 
the first time. During the entire celebration, I have to say that I was 
really angry. A painful anger, deep inside of me, obviously unable to 
consider any ecclesiological reason. An anger which totally prevented 
me from giving thanks on the day. Of course I did it later; interchurch 
families are resilient, and they move forward. But this division felt in the 
flesh was for me an existential experience of the spiritual violence of our 
separation. What can justify forbidding a baptized mother, believer and 
activist for Christ, from receiving the Eucharist with her own children?  
   It is probably true that this priest was clumsy; it is certainly true that 
all priests do not react like he did. But the Catholic Church, for the 
moment, agrees with him on this issue, even if not in the form of his 
answer. Moreover, interchurch families testify that they are more and 
more often facing such refusals, even in ‘exceptional circumstances’, in 
particular from priests who didn’t experience the ecumenical 
momentum of the Second Vatican Council. And these priests are, of 
course, more and more numerous in the Church. No amount of 
sociological reflection on this situation can take away the reality that it 
induces and that we live in.  
   The Eucharistic fast can be a solution, or even a powerful act from 
ministers of our Churches on the occasional situations of Ecumenical 
celebrations. But I want to emphasize that it is inconceivable to fast 
each Sunday during all of our life as an interchurch couple. We would 
starve. So, let’s listen again to the Pope (311): ‘At times we find it hard to 
make room for God’s unconditional love in our pastoral activity.  We 
put so many conditions on mercy that we empty it of its concrete 
meaning and real significance.  That is the worst way of watering down 
the Gospel.’ We can ask ourselves if this could not be true for 
ecclesiological considerations, as well as for moral considerations. 
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What kind of example for our children ? 
Concerning the children of divorced couples, the apostolic exhortation 
quotes a question from the Catachesis of 5 August 2015:

1
 ‘How can we 

encourage those parents to do everything possible to raise their children 
in the Christian life, to give them an example of committed and 
practical faith, if we keep them at arm’s length from the life of the 
community, as if they were somehow excommunicated?’ (246). This 
question can also be asked concerning interchurch families. We make 
efforts to give a Christian education to our children; we teach them the 
words of our Lord: ‘Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar 
and there remember that your brother or sister has something against 
you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled 
to them; then come and offer your gift’ (Matt. 5: 23-24). Unfortunately, 
they can observe, Sunday after Sunday, that we have now believed for 
five centuries that we are not reconciled enough to share together the 
bread of our Lord. What can be their thoughts when they observe the 
gap between announcing the primacy of God’s powerful love and the 
fruits of sorrow that arise from the practical rule of the Church? 
Moreover, when they ask to be confirmed, if they want to bear witness 
to a dual background—which is entirely different from a supposed third 
church—they are told that it is impossible and they can feel themselves 
condemned for what they are. This unity that they have lived inside of 
the domestic church of their family, is to be shattered when they 
become adult persons in faith. What kind of example do we give with 
such a rule? 
   My personal experience is that at the beginning of our life as an 
interchurch couple, we alternated going to both Churches. But for some 
years now, because of explicit refusals from ministers or magisterial 
messages unfavourable to Eucharistic hospitality, we have anchored our 
spiritual life in a Protestant harbour. So our children grew up as 
teenagers more in Protestantism than in Catholicism, although this was 
not our initial choice. It was not our life project. We really wanted to 
offer them the wealth of our spiritual diversity. But the attitude of the 
Roman Catholic Church, despite the work of its dogmatic theology 
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researchers,
1
 has made this project so difficult that we eventually gave it 

up. 
   In Rome, in 2003, during the Second World Gathering of interchurch 
families, some teenagers declared: ‘It is not we who are confused in 
refusing to choose one Church or the other. It is you of former 
generations who have been confused in accepting and perpetuating the 
divisions of the Churches. Christ willed only one Church.’ 
   ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the 
kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’ (Luke 18: 16) 

A reading of John 6 
Facing all these questions, here is my reading of John 6. Five thousand 
men are there, and the women and the children. All are going to share, 
without any discrimination, the bread and fish. Judas Iscariot is there, 
too ! All these people are the guests of our Lord. No entry ticket. Many 
of them are there simply out of curiosity, expecting a miracle. St John is 
clear on that point: ‘a great crowd of people followed him because they 
saw the signs he had performed by healing the sick.’  Jesus himself says, 
later: ‘Very truly I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw 
the signs I performed but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.’ 
This is not even linked to curiosity, even less an issue of understanding 
what happens or what is the meaning of these signs. If those people are 
there, it is only because of the call of their bellies. They are there like 
beggars standing outside the door of a church. Even so, Jesus welcomes 
all of them, and he feeds them, himself. He does not say that their 
curiosity, or appetite, are not enough in order to be able to receive a 
part of this bread of life, or that it is necessary to fully understand 
everything, or have a pure doctrine before being able to ask and receive. 
He simply acts. He shares the bread and gives it to all these men, 
women, and children. Without any consideration of social background, 
age, intellect, moral value or religious purity. It is enough to be there, to 
have followed the Master on this road, on this day. He does not ask for 
any baptismal certificate, nor promise of a commitment. Only later, 
they will understand. And, even then, they will not understand quickly. 
Even the apostles will become aware of the real signification of that sign 
only after the Resurrection. And probably some of those people will not 
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understand at all. St John tells us that many disciples will not accept 
Jesus’ explanation of this sign, and will leave the community. But this 
was their choice, nobody had excluded them from the sharing of the 
bread and the Word. Jesus gave them first, without any condition, this 
possibility to understand the Eucharistic sharing by living (or 
experiencing) it. 
   I believe in a God who became human, who really experienced our 
lives, and whose Body was given for us. For all of us, without any 
discrimination, without any access conditions. I do not believe that He 
rejoices when we stand divided when we are to remember or to make 
present the sacrifice, never mind in reality how we name it. An eminent 
educator of the beginning of the twentieth century promoted the basic 
principle of ‘Learning by doing’.

1
 I believe that this is what is at stake in 

Eucharistic hospitality. I believe that the strength given by the 
sacrement of unity is to walk towards unity. Learning unity by living it, 
by being confident in our God’s power, by letting go of our 
intellectual—and so very human—certainties.  

Fruits of joy and revival 
As interchurch families, we want to testify that each time we can receive 
together the Eucharist, we do not live this transgression of the rule as a 
transgression of the divine commandment (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11: 25-26). 
On the contrary, it produces in our family life many spiritual fruits of 
joy, revival, encouragement and strength, exactly the same as for other 
Christian families. Hence we share with the Pope the belief that ‘The 
family’s communal journey of prayer culminates by sharing together in 
the Eucharist, especially in the context of the Sunday rest. […] For the 
food of the Eucharist offers the spouses the strength and incentive 
needed to live the marriage covenant each day as a “domestic church”’ 
(318). 
   Then, why should we be eternally deprived of a regular access to this 
divine grace (‘regular’ having the dual meaning of ‘constant’ and ‘in line 
with the rules’) (316, 296)? 
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WITNESSING TO INTERCHURCH MARRIAGE - 3 

WALKING THE PATH TO CHRISTIAN UNITY 

Helen and Richard Connell
* 

As part of the ‘Responding to the Reformation’1 Conference, Richard and I 
were asked to represent the Association of Interchurch Families. Initially 
we were asked to be part of a panel speaking on reconciliation but Jenny 
Bond also asked us to run a workshop. The instructions indicated many 
people appreciate stories about personal experience.  
   So during the workshop we shared the following story. Our daughter 
Ruth was brought up within our two churches having been baptised in 
the RC Church at the Easter Vigil with the full participation of Richard’s 
vicar. He agreed to receive her and register her baptism on Easter Sunday 
morning. In the RC baptism a candle is lit from the Paschal candle and 
passed to the father for safekeeping. Knowing that something similar is a 
part of the Anglican service we took her candle with us on Easter Sunday. 
As we walked up the steps towards the vicar, he leaned forward, ‘What do 
you want me to do with the candle?’ I whispered in reply, ‘We thought 
you might light it from your Paschal Candle?!’ He looked slightly 
embarrassed, ‘I’m afraid to say I hadn’t thought of that!  What a good 
idea!’ 
   As the conference panel had a specific focus on reconciliation, Richard 
opened our contribution by reading the following quote:  

A desire to promote Christian unity has been a constant for 
Interchurch families throughout the past forty years. They have a 
particular incentive to take part in ecumenical work, and many have 
been found working for unity at local, national and international 
levels. Their experience of living in one another’s traditions and 
growing in mutual understanding and love is a particular contribution 
they can make to the ecumenical movement; they can be signs to the 
churches on their way towards unity.

2
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I continued with stories about Ruth which had an emphasis on 
reconciliation. The first story happened when she was three years old and 
at Sunday mass with me. As we got nearer the time for the Eucharist she 
asked if she could receive communion. I knew that wouldn’t be possible 
so I whispered that she needed to be older. I hoped that would be the end 
of it, but I hoped in vain. The following Sunday she pulled my arm, ‘Can I 
receive this week? I’m older now.’ I decided to take a different approach 
and rather than answering her question I asked one of my own. ‘Why do 
you want to receive communion?’ She looked shocked, clearly expecting 
me to know the answer and then responded, ‘Because it’s Jesus, of course!’ 
I looked around the congregation and wondered how many had such a 
deep theological understanding of what was happening. In fact I would 
have struggled to put it so succinctly. I turned my attention to making it 
clear she  was still unable to receive.  
   Thankfully, the following summer we went to an Interchurch Families 
International Conference in Rome. Members of the Waldensian church 
provided a programme for the children in four languages. At one of the 
services led by a Lutheran Minister, he said ‘If you feel your child 
understands what is happening at the Eucharist and is ready to receive 
they are welcome to do so.’ Ruth asked if that meant her and when I 
nodded she smiled and stood reverently waiting until she received. I 
think she must have been happy after this experience because she didn’t 
mention communion again for a while.   
   However, when she was six years old the issue was raised again when 
the Anglican diocese took a decision to admit children to communion 
before confirmation. The vicar in our local parish had a daughter two 
years older than Ruth and decided to admit the children at seven years 
old. This created a problem for us as the Roman Catholic diocese 
permitted children to make their first communion in the school year in 
which they were eight. I spoke to Ruth about it and made it clear that she 
could do the preparation but if she wanted to make her first communion 
in the RC Church she would be unable to be admitted in the Anglican 
Church with her friends.  
   She was happy to go through the Anglican preparation which used a 
course adapted from the RC model and I took her every week. I thought 
she was happy with her decision as she never complained. The day of 
admission was set for Easter Sunday during morning service. Her friends 
were given certificates to show to other churches that in spite of not 
being confirmed they were able to receive. Whilst this ceremony was 
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going on she turned to me, ‘Why won’t the Catholic Church let me 
receive communion if I make it here first?’ I wondered how I could 
explain the Reformation to a seven year old. I settled on the following: 
‘The Anglican Church fell out with the Catholic Church and they still feel 
hurt.’ — ‘How long ago was this?’ —’About 400 or 500 years ago.’ — ‘Isn’t 
it about time they forgave each other?’ I was left wondering why a seven 
year old could see something so clearly that church leaders couldn’t. As 
one person said to me, ‘Out of the mouth of babes...?’ 
   At this point in our panel presentation we were told that time was 
running out. Richard drew our piece together by indicating that these 
stories summed up our experience of reconciliation as an Interchurch 
Family and he finished our contribution with this piece:   

We have some concerns about the work toward unity, even as we 
celebrate that work. We are concerned that our churches in most cases 
appear not yet ready to love each other first, and only then to work out 
how that love is to be expressed. Instead, we see churches insisting that 
every ‘i’ be dotted, every ‘t’ crossed before commitments to unity are made. 
We suspect that, were marriage to be approached in the same manner, we 
would have very few marriages, and the ‘domestic church’ would become 
merely a fine archaeological specimen.

1
 

The other panellists made their contributions to the discussion followed 
by a plenary open to everyone. One group had wrestled with the 
difference between forgiveness, reconciliation and atonement. During the 
preparation for the panel the previous evening I talked about the 
difference between forgiveness and reconciliation. I believe forgiveness is 
something you can do on your own without necessarily being reconciled 
especially if it involves abuse or the perpetrator is dead. I briefly shared 
this with everyone. I was reminded of a book I read two years ago by 
Desmond and Mpho Tutu, The Book of Forgiving which I have on Kindle. 
I asked if I could read from chapter 7, ‘Renewing or Releasing the 
Relationship’. Desmond Tutu said the final part of forgiveness is the 
decision to renew the relationship or to let it go. There was a profound 
moment of silence and then Richard had the last word: ‘Unity is not an 
option, rather it is an imperative.’ 
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REMEMBERING: LIVING WITH THE LEGACY OF THE 

REFORMATIONS 

Mark D. Chapman* 

This article discusses the memorializing of the Reformation in the 
nineteenth-century Church of England. Beginning with an analysis of 
the role of myth in history, it moves on to discuss the different 
perceptions of the past within the various church parties. Much of the 
historical myth making revolved around the role of the Reformation: 
while, on the one hand, the Oxford Movement and its successors 
downplayed the Reformation by publishing cheap editions of the Fathers 
of the Early Church and the High Church Divines of the seventeenth 
century, more protestant-minded churchmen turned to the texts of the 
Reformers of the fifteenth century. The identity of the Church of 
England was bitterly contested, which was symbolized by the building of 
a Martyrs’ Memorial in Oxford. Many of the partisan disputes continue 
to shape Anglicanism to the present day. 

There are stories that circulate around Oxford of undergraduate tour 
guides who show the sites of Oxford to innocent American tourists. 
My favourite is of the famous underground cathedral in St Giles’ 
which lies beneath the graveyard of St Mary Magdalen’s Church. Being 
a traditionalist kind of cathedral, they say, it still has separate 
entrances for men and for women. No doubt some good stories are 
constructed about the origins of the place of worship. But since the 
entrances are marked ladies and gents, even the most gullible of 
tourists is unlikely to be taken in. Now that of course is an urban 
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myth, and it concerns the rather striking Martyrs’ Memorial 
completed in 1843 and placed against the north side of the railings of 
St Mary Magdalen’s church. 
   The memorial to Ridley, Latimer and Cranmer is obviously about 
remembering the Reformation, but, more importantly, it’s about 
ecclesiastical identity. How far and in what ways was the church in 
this country affected by the Reformation? The answers are complex 
and say something about how memory and the historical imagination 
affect contemporary identity. There are myths—sometimes 
masquerading as theology—that we tell ourselves and those outside 
and which help make who we are. And of course the Reformation and 
its legacy are central identity-forming narratives at the heart of 
English ecclesiastical identity, both within the Church of England and 
beyond. To see the potency of such myths one only needs to read the 
pages of the Journal of Ecclesiastical History where Professor Eamon 
Duffy of Cambridge and Dr Simon Skinner of Oxford have argued over 
precisely what role history, confession and hagiography might play in 
the study of history. Although the debate concerned the study of 
Newman it could equally have applied to the study of the 
Reformation. In response to Ian Ker’s highly critical review in the 
Times Literary Supplement of Frank Turner’s book on Newman,

1
 the 

author wrote:  

Ker’s review raises the larger issue of whether modern British and 
European religious history will continue as an arena for professional 
research and critical analysis or succumb to the parochial constraints 
and contentions of denominational and intradenominational 
discourse.

2
 

Some years later, Simon Skinner, a political historian of the Oxford 
Movement based in Oxford, responded with something of a broadside 
against what he regarded as hagiography when introduced into 
historical method: 

What is at stake is the legitimacy and remit of historical inquiry itself, 
when confronted with a vocal interest group whose principles and 
prejudices are seldom acknowledged. The difference between 
[Turner’s] book and the great majority of its critics, therefore, is not 
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between Catholicism and Protestantism, nor even religion and 
secularism, but between history itself and hagiography—a difference 
not of prejudice, but of methodology.

1
 

These are important questions: historical remembering is done by 
people who have an interest in keeping myths alive or even in creating 
them. The academic study of history with its claims to partiality and 
objectivity serves a quite different purpose from memorialising and 
myth-making, even if at times it is difficult to distinguish the two. 
   What I want to do in the paper is to try to think about remembering 
and myth-making as these relate to the Reformation—and I will do 
this in relation to the period I know best, that is, the nineteenth 
century. The example of the Oxford Martyrs’ Memorial takes us back 
to that period in which English ecclesiastical identity was most 
contested, and where the myth-making was at its greatest. For some, 
the whole idea of the Reformation was itself a myth—in the sense of 
being the wrong word for what they saw as the modest changes of the 
sixteenth century. There may have been some modest purging of some 
of the worst excesses of what was often referred to as papism or 
Romanism, but the Church of England survived intact. The Church of 
England was simply the catholic church in England, whatever people 
might have been saying for a few hundred years. For many, the 
Reformation, as Diarmaid MacCulloch put it, was simply a myth 
which had distorted the true nature of the church. And because of 
who was proclaiming this message and where they were proclaiming 
it, the idea stuck. Anglo-Catholics, as they came to be called, did not 
much care for the Reformation, and they dominated historical writing 
and theology through their control of historical writing until well into 
the twentieth century:  

to the extent that the universities took any interest in the history of the 
Church of England, it was to the Anglo-Catholic tradition that they 
looked for an academically respectable view of the past: the tradition 
that made more of continuity than discontinuity, of conscious ties 
across the Reformation rather than of accidental survival.

2
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The Reformation could easily be regarded as something of an 
embarrassment and was best forgotten. 
   This attitude is not easy to explain, since, despite its many 
complexities and particularities, the English Reformation achieved 
what might reasonably be understood as a doctrinal and liturgical 
settlement which resembled some of the Reformed settlements of 
continental Europe. As the controversialist Bishop of Durham Hensley 
Henson put it unequivocally but accurately: ‘the type of Christianity 
which the Prayer Book was compiled to express, and which the Thirty-
nine articles explicitly affirmed, was the Reformed type.’

1
 While 

admittedly there were many who wanted the Reformation to go much 
further in the reign of Elizabeth I, it is nevertheless reasonable to 
suggest that Elizabeth consolidated most of the religious policy of her 
half-brother, Edward VI, and his archbishop, Thomas Cranmer. While 
the Reformation may have been halted, perhaps in part because of 
Elizabeth’s own conservatism, it nevertheless took place—and in 
many ways it was far more thoroughgoing than many of its 
continental counterparts, particularly in the Lutheran territories. And 
yet the role of the Reformation was called into question in the 
nineteenth century in a way which was quite novel.  
   By the 1830s approaches to the Reformation could be polemically 
charged. A good example is offered by Hurrell Froude, a close friend of 
John Keble and Newman, and one of the youthful leaders of the 
Oxford Movement in the 1830s, who had the misfortune to die 
prematurely of consumption in 1836 aged only 32. After his death his 
often aphoristic letters and writings were gathered together into two 
volumes and published by the great leaders of the Oxford Movement, 
Newman, Keble and J. B. Mozley as Remains of the Late Richard 
Hurrell Froude.

2
 In death Froude proved even more outspoken than in 

life, and the power of his rhetoric was to have a lasting impact on the 
reputation of his editors. In one of his most controversial statements, 
he remarked: ‘The Reformation was a limb badly set—it must be 
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broken again in order to be righted.’
1
 Similarly, in a passage from a 

long letter written from Barbados as he was recuperating at the 
beginning of January 1834, he commented: 

You will be shocked at my avowal, that I am every day becoming a less 
and less loyal son of the Reformation. It appears to me plain that in all 
matters that seem to us indifferent or even doubtful, we should 
conform our practices to those of the Church which has preserved its 
traditionary practices unbroken.

2
 

At the end of the following year, shortly before his death, he went 
even further:  

Really I hate the Reformation and the Reformers more and more, and 
have almost made up my mind that the rationalist spirit they set afloat 
is the pseudoprophetas of the Revelations.

3
 

To label the reformers as the false prophets of the Book of Revelation 
was hardly likely to win over friends to the cause of Froude’s editors, 
who themselves were increasingly under suspicion for their anti-
protestant tendencies. 
   At much the same time as the publication of Froude’s Remains a 
number of more protestant-minded people under the leadership of 
Charles Portales Golightly began their campaign to build the Martyrs’ 
Memorial.

4
 In response, Keble had written privately to Edward 

Bouverie Pusey, Regius Professor of Hebrew, in 1839:  

I cannot understand how poor Cranmer could be reckoned a bona fide 
martyr according to the rules of the Primitive Church. … Anything 
which separates the present Church from the Reformers I should hail 
as a great good, and certainly such would in a measure be the effect of 
a monument of acknowledgment that we are not Papists, without any 
reference to them. As to its uniting people, I do not in the least expect 
it. There is a deep doctrinal difference which cannot be got over.

5
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The physical memorializing of the Reformation symbolized the 
struggles over identity in the Church of England. In the 1830s, Bishop 
John Bird Sumner of Chester, who became the first Evangelical 
Archbishop of Canterbury, pointed to what he regarded as the threat 
to the Church of England of those who denied the importance of the 
Reformation: ‘Under the spurious pretence of deference to antiquity 
and respect for primitive models, the foundations of our Protestant 
Church are undermined by men who dwell within her walls, and those 
who sit in the Reformer’s seat are traducing the Reformation.’

1
 The 

Tractarians were little less than fifth columnists seeking to remove the 
inheritance of the sixteenth century. A Martyrs’ Memorial was thus 
imperative. ‘But for these despised Reformers,’ asked the 
controversialist Charles Portales Golightly who organised the 
campaign,  

where would have been the religion of this land? Buried beneath the 
deadly garb of superstition, fed by the poisoned streams of ignorance 
and idolatry. But for them, the darkness of Romanism had still 
benighted the prosperity of England, or infidelity exalted its 
unblushing head. We had been as Sodom, we had been like unto 
Gomorrah.

2
 

   The idea of a monument seems to go back to 1773 with the widening 
of Cornmarket.

3
 The Rector of Lincoln wanted to put an arch across 

Broad Street containing statues of Latimer and Ridley. But it was not 
until 1836 that one of Golightly’s friends had thrown down a sovereign 
on the table which marked the beginning of the fundraising campaign. 
Originally it seems the intention was to build a memorial church—the 
Church of St Ebbe’s was becoming too small for its parish and a new 
church was needed. Other ideas were put forward: some felt that St 
Mary Magdalen’s should be levelled and a new church built in its 
place. Matters changed in the Spring of 1838 when a group of 
workmen unearthed some ashes and burnt sticks in Broad Street, the 
likely place of execution. Since this seemed the best location a new 
scheme was put forward which gained the blessing of Bishop Bagot of 
Oxford, as well as Archbishop Howley and Bishop Blomfield of 
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London. At that stage even Catholic-minded Anglicans could see it as 
commemorating the delivery of England from what they saw as the 
tyranny of the pope: one such figure wrote that it was ‘a public 
manifestation, a national expression, in opposition to the efforts of 
Romanism to re-establish itself in the United Kingdom’.

1
 It took a long 

time to settle on the most appropriate form of monument—some 
wanted a Holy Martyrs’ church (which Pusey thought would be to 
canonize the martyrs, which he thought rather ironic), whereas others 
wanted a more modest memorial. One interesting contribution came 
from the Roman Catholic convert architect, A.W. Pugin who managed 
so to incense the proponents of the scheme with his attacks on the 
Reformers that there was renewed vigour to go ahead with the 
memorial. Money began to flow in, and it seemed initially that there 
might be enough for a church; yet soon the funds dried up and it 
looked as though only the more modest monument would be possible. 
With only £5,000 having been raised the idea of a new building on the 
site of Mary Magdalen looked impossible. This rather pleased 
Newman who quipped: ‘Would it not be a remarkable and quite 
ominous satire on the said Cranmer, if they were obliged to pull down 
a church? besides, pulling it down will cost them £5,000, and they will 
have nothing left to build it up with.’

2
 

   Eventually the Committee started to look for suitable sites for the 
more modest monument but with the hope that it might be possible 
to build a church if more funds were raised. After settling on the 
location, the Committee also decided on a scheme to build a martyrs’ 
aisle in St Mary Magdalen’s church. The monument was to be a copy 
of one of the so-called Eleanor Crosses. The Committee decided on 
Waltham Cross, which was hexagonal and would therefore suit the 
three Oxford Martyrs. After a competition the young Gilbert Scott was 
chosen. The foundation stone was laid by the Master of University 
College, Frederick Plumptre on 19 May 1841. The statues arrived 
complete in April 1842 having been carved by Henry Weekes who 
worked in Francis Chantrey’s London studio. The carver commented 
that each statue carried a message—Cranmer was holding a book 
illustrating the importance of the vernacular scriptures; Ridley was 
dressed in a cope as a sign to show that clerical dress should not be a 
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sign of division; and Latimer, who was in his eighties at his 
martyrdom, was shown ‘stooping under the burden of fourscore 
years.’

1
 The Martyrs’ Aisle of St Mary Magdalen’s church was opened 

on 19 May 1842 and contained on permanent display the door from the 
Bocardo gaol where the martyrs were imprisoned while awaiting 
execution. There is a certain irony about this as in the next vicar’s 
incumbency Mary Magdalen’s church became one of the bastions of 
ritualism and soon filled itself up with all sorts of rather less 
protestant paraphernalia. The door was moved to St Michael’s in 
1963.

2
  

   And there the story of the Martyrs’ Memorial ends—except to say 
that by the time the Monument was begun in 1841 the conflict 
between the parties had escalated; Newman had become ever more 
vociferous in his defence of the catholic inheritance of the Church of 
England, and matters had become increasingly polarised. The vicar of 
Grove, for instance, donated the profits of his anti-Newman polemic 
to the memorial fund. What had began as a memorial to the 
Reformers, and an attack on Roman Catholics, soon became a symbol 
of partisan opposition.

3
 One reporter noted: ‘It is somewhat 

remarkable that while one party in the University are erecting their 
misplaced cross to the memory of the martyrs, another party are 
fostering doctrines that would soon rekindle the fires in Broad-street’.

4
  

   While it would be possible to trace the history of memorialising of 
the Reformation and anti-Reformation strands in England through the 
nineteenth century in the conscious medievalising of churches and 
the clearing out of protestant clutter, it is also important to note that 
memorialising was not simply through bricks and mortar. The 
dismantling of the Reformation legacy was something the leaders of 
the Oxford Movement also set about doing through the creation of a 
set of classic texts. This was much easier in the Church of England 
than in the other churches of the Reformation, since it had managed 
to avoid gaining a set of literary monuments: there was no Calvin, no 
Luther and no Zwingli. If the Reformation contributed little to the 
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theology and identity of the Church of England, so the argument ran, 
then there was a need to look through the Reformation right back to 
the early church. Cheap printing offered enormous opportunities for 
the creation of the literary classic.

1
 

Memorialising through publishing2 
Some of the early Tracts of the Oxford Movement had been 
translations of the Fathers and from 1838, John Henry Newman, John 
Keble and Edward Bouverie Pusey, along with many others, published 
translations of patristic texts in a series with the telling title: A Library 
of the Fathers, anterior to the division of the East and West. Translated 
by members of the English Church.

3
 In his prospectus for the Library, 

Pusey claimed ‘the circumstance that the Anglican branch of the 
Church Catholic is founded upon Holy Scripture and the agreement of 
the Universal Church, and that therefore the knowledge of Christian 
antiquity is necessary in order to understand and maintain her 
doctrines, and especially her creeds and her liturgy’.

4
 On the basis of a 

full knowledge of the writings of what he called ‘Catholic antiquity, 
which is disparaged by Romanists in order to make way for the later 
Councils,’ Pusey thus sought to rediscover the essential characteristics 
of the Church of England as the true inheritor of the Church of the 
Fathers. The Library of the Fathers received the support of large 
numbers of subscribers: as early as 1838 when the first volume, Pusey’s 
translation of Augustine’s Confessions, was published, there were 800 
names. By 1853 there were 31 bishops among the 3700 subscribers. 
Eventually the Library amounted to 48 volumes when it was 
completed in 1885. 
   The publishing ventures of the Oxford Movement did not go 
unnoticed. While obviously there were few who would not wish to see 
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the publication of the Fathers, there was a also a desire among the 
more protestant-minded to provide a literary legacy of the 
Reformation as a balance. To this end the leading Evangelicals, 
Anthony Ashley Cooper, seventh Earl of Shaftesbury (1801-85) and 
Edward Bickersteth (1786-1850) established the Parker Society in 1840. 
The society was named after Matthew Parker, Elizabeth I’s first 
Archbishop of Canterbury, and aimed to re-publish the writings of the 
English Reformers as well as some of their continental colleagues, 
such as Heinrich Bullinger’s Decades. Like many of their Evangelical 
contemporaries, both Lord Ashley and Bickersteth were convinced of 
the imminence of the coming judgement which gave this publishing 
venture a degree of urgency (which was also expressed in some of 
their other enterprises including the conversion of the Jews).

1
 Both 

were also strongly opposed to what they regarded as ‘popery’ in all its 
guises,

2
 which Bickersteth claimed ‘is again reviving among us’.

3
 The 

Oxford Movement was a papist cuckoo in the protestant nest. 
   Under the oversight of the General Secretary and Librarian, the Revd 
John Ayre (1801–69), Domestic Chaplain to the Evangelical benefactor, 
the Earl of Roden (1832–69) and Minister of St John’s, Hampstead 
(1834-55), and James Scholefield (1789–1853), general editor, the Parker 
Society attracted approximately seven thousand subscribers 
(significantly more than the Library of the Fathers) who paid a mere £1 
per year for the fifty-three volumes published between 1841 and 1854. 
The General Index and the Latin originals of the ‘Original Letters 
Relative to the English Reformation’ (1847) were extra. Despite the 
omissions from what had originally been planned, the end product 
succeeded in making available to a general readership a huge range of 
hitherto obscure material in cheap editions. What was being 
memorialized in the pages of the Parker Society was a version of the 
Church of England based on what it called ‘the works of the Fathers 
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and the early writers of the Reformed English Church’, many of whom 
had ‘suffered imprisonment, exile, or death, in the sixteenth century, 
for the gospel’s sake’.

1
 

   The series included the writings of the Marian martyrs such as 
Cranmer, Ridley, Latimer and Hooper, as well as Elizabethan 
conformists such as Jewel and Whitgift. In addition there were a 
number of volumes of letters and writings of some of the continental 
Reformers who exerted a particular influence on the Church of 
England. Crucially (and unlike many Englishmen before and since) 
the Parker Society was not composed of Little Englanders when it 
came to the understanding of the English Reformation: its perception 
of the Church of England was very much as part of a wider European 
phenomenon. For instance, in 1843 Steuart Adolphus Pears (1815–
1875), who became headmaster of Repton School, was sent to search 
the libraries of Zürich for correspondence relating to the English 
Reformation, and succeeded in making a number of new and 
important discoveries.

2
 Other works by continental reformers 

included four volumes of the Decades of ‘Henry’ Bullinger, the Zürich 
Reformer.

3
 The final report of the Committee was clear about the 

purpose of the volumes in illuminating the identity of the English 
Church: 

In closing the proceedings of the Parker Society, the Council desire to 
express their thankfulness to God that a very important object has 
been attained, that the works of the leading English Reformers have 
been made for all future time easily accessible to the theological 
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student, and a fuller light thereby thrown upon the principles of the 
Church of England.

1
 

The volumes, it went on, 

proved weapons for the whole encounter with popery, and maintain 
the doctrine and order of the Church of England against those who 
afterwards rose up from her own bosom to assault her. They have shed 
light upon contemporary history. They are documents, which have 
already been frequently appealed to in the Ecclesiastical Courts, and 
which will ever remain as evidences of Reformation truth.

2
 

   For the sake of completeness it is worth noting that the Anglo-
Catholics responded to the Parker Society by trying to locate an 
alternative English post-Reformation tradition that suited their own 
ends. Given their downplaying of the Reformation, they needed to 
find a more congenial set of documents than those of the Parker 
Society’s Reformers. In this they turned to the writings of the high 
churchmen of the seventeenth century, who have been somewhat 
loosely called the ‘Caroline Divines’ (although some, including 
Andrewes, were active well before the reign of Charles I).

3
 Thus, 

alongside the Library of the Fathers, the leading figures of the Oxford 
Movement began to produce a second lengthy series, the Library of 
Anglo-Catholic Theology which was published from 1841 to 1863.

4 

Building upon Keble’s edition of Richard Hooker, the Library of Anglo-
Catholic Theology series focused on new editions of the seventeenth-
century Anglican divines. As a complement to the Library of the 
Fathers, the series located the essence of Anglican theology in the 
revived sacramentalism of the Caroline high churchmen, many of 
whom were vigorously opposed to the dominant Calvinism of their 
contemporaries.  
   The scheme was the brainchild of H. N. Evans, a Hampstead doctor 
and first treasurer and secretary of the committee.

5
 Newman’s curate 
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William Copeland (1804–1885) was superintending editor
1
 from 1840 

to 1843. Newman, it should be noted, had earlier expounded a number 
of seventeenth-century divines in his Lectures on the Prophetical 
Office, while recognising that their Anglicanism

2
 was perhaps both 

unrepresentative and impracticable:  

it still remains to be tried whether what is called Anglicanism, the 
religion of Andrewes, Laud, Hammond, Butler, and Wilson, is capable 
of being professed, acted on, and maintained on a large sphere of 
action and through a sufficient period, or whether it be a mere 
modification or transition-state either of Romanism or of popular 
Protestantism, according as we view it.

3
 

   Among the leaders of the Oxford Movement, however, there was less 
than unbridled enthusiasm for the series. Pusey wrote to Newman on 
8 January 1841 doubting that ‘any of us are sufficiently acquainted with 
our divines to be able to fix definitively upon the list of what it would 
be advisable to publish; for simply to say that the works of certain 
authors only would be published, would be nothing; since one might 
have Catholic and unCatholic works from the same writer’.

4
 Pusey, 

who claimed a ‘great ignorance’ of the Divines, also felt ‘the name 
AngloCatholic Library is too high-sounding’.

5
 While Newman and 

Pusey were on far less secure ground in their understanding of the 
English Divines than they were with the Fathers, they nevertheless 
sponsored the series which made ‘Anglo-Catholicism’ into a familiar 
term. 
   It is also fascinating to see how this model stuck. In 1926, for 
instance, T. S. Eliot published an anonymous essay in the Times 
Literary Supplement with the short title, ‘Lancelot Andrewes’.

6
 He 
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praises Andrewes as the first ‘great preacher of the English Catholick 
Church’ quite distinct from the protestant polemicists of the previous 
generation. His ‘intellect and sensibility were in harmony’, and his 
prose, together with Hooker’s, ‘came to complete the structure of the 
English Church as the philosophy of the thirteenth century crowns the 
Catholic Church. … If the Church of Elizabeth is worthy of 
Shakespeare and Jonson, that is because of Hooker and Andrewes’.

1
 

For Eliot, and for many others since, the seventeenth century—rather 
than the Reformation of the sixteenth—has been singled out as the 
high point of Anglican Theology. R. W. Church, for instance, claimed 
in a sermon that Andrewes marked a ‘step in the unfolding of the 
theology of the Reformed Church of England. … Andrewes claimed for 
the English Church its full interest and membership in the Church 
universal’.

2
 He ‘fought both Romanist and Puritan with such weapons 

as he found in his hand.’
3
 Andrewes, it seemed, represented the 

Anglican position between puritan and Roman Catholic.  
   Paul Elmer More and F. L. Cross gave the simple title Anglicanism to 
their compendium of writings from the religious literature of the 
seventeenth century, although they did not confine their affections to 
Andrewes.

4
 The title implies that the elegant writing of the 

seventeenth exemplified by such men as Jeremy Taylor, William Laud, 
and Andrewes was more authentically ‘Anglican’ than the polemical 
works of the Reformers and their heirs in Tudor England. Such 
writers, most of whom held high office in the Church, were in general 
defenders of the King, were anti-Calvinist in their theology, and 
stressed the importance of order and dignity in worship: in hindsight, 
their theology can be characterised ‘Anglican’ only with significant 
reservations.  
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Conclusions 
What I hope I have shown in this paper is that the legacy of the 
Reformation is highly contested, not least because of the myth-
making and identity politics of the nineteenth-century churches. In a 
year when the world remembers 1517 and the beginnings of the 
Lutheran Reformation, it is quite clear that memorializing is far from 
straightforward. Although in the nineteenth century some Romantics 
paid homage to Luther, including Coleridge who mimicked Luther’s 
Table Talk and felt attracted to Luther’s personality,

1
 and although 

Carlyle treated Luther as a hero,
2
 for many he was simply another 

misguided reformer. The Oxford Movement, especially Newman, 
campaigned against Luther’s understanding of justification by faith,

3
 

to which Julius Hare responded with his lengthy Vindication of Luther 
against his Recent English Assailants.

4
 For the most part, however, at 

least with regard to Luther and more generally with the Reformation, 
it is the Oxford Movement that has prevailed.  
   William Ince, Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford, asked in 1883, 
in relation to the 400

th
 anniversary of Luther’s birth: ‘Is there any 

reason why the Church of England should refuse to take any notice of 
such a commemoration of a great name in Church History? Can the 
University of Oxford … be content to preserve a cold and dignified 
silence on such an occasion?’

5
 In the event the Luther 

commemoration was organised principally by non-conformists along 
with a few aged evangelical Anglicans.

6
 Pan-Protestantism simply did 

not appeal to those who had begun to define themselves against the 
Reformation. Something similar proved true in 1930 when it was 
suggested that the Church of England might mark the four hundredth 

                                                           
1
 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Specimens of Table-Talk (London: John Murray, 
1835). 
2
 Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History 

(London: Chapman and Hall, 1840), 107-32. 
3
 John Henry Newman, Lectures on Justification (London: Rivington, 1838). 

4
 (Cambridge: Macmillan, 1855). 

5
 William Ince, The Luther Commemoration and the Church of England: A 

Sermon Preached before the University of Oxford on Sunday November 11, 1883 
(London: Rivingtons, 1883), 4-5. See J. Bennett, ‘The British Luther 
Commemoration of 1883–1884 in European Context’, The Historical Journal, 
58(2) (2015), 543-564. 
6
 Bennett, ‘The British Luther Commemoration’, 551. 



CHAPMAN  Remembering: living with the legacy of the Reformations   

 

275 

anniversary of the Augsburg Confession. Archbishop Cosmo Gordon 
Lang refused to allow it, lest the church be seen as siding itself with 
Protestantism. To a large extent nineteenth-century myth-making, 
had managed to purge Protestantism from Anglicanism. 
   These complexities of English history both in the sixteenth century 
and in the nineteenth make the memorialising of the Reformation 
particularly problematic. There never was a single moment or a single 
figure when the Reformation changed decisively, and its status 
remains contested, not least because other denominations were able 
to take on the protestant mantle in England. Even today, the question 
of the interpretation of the Reformation still provokes considerable 
controversy. While many might have thought that the heated passions 
of the nineteenth century had disappeared from discussions of the 
Reformation, recent debates about the role of the Bible and the 
exercise of authority in the Anglican Communion have highlighted its 
continued importance in struggles over Anglican identity, which have 
had repercussions on ecumenical conversation. Doctrinal boundaries 
and confessions of faith still provoke powerful responses from across 
the different strands of opinion. In such a situation it is of course hard 
to be objective about the Reformation and its status in theology and 
identity. One thing is certain: when Anglicans came to set out the 
minimum conditions for reconciliation with other Christians in 1888 
with the so-called Lambeth Quadrilateral, they left out the 
Reformation and its legacy altogether. One might suggest that this is 
one of the reasons why Anglicans are forced to live with such 
incoherence to this day. 
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RESPONDING TO THE REFORMATION: A BIBLICAL 

APPROACH 

Nicholas King SJ
* 

This essay represents two contributions to a recent highly successful 
conference,1 five hundred years to the very month after Martin Luther’s 
action which resulted in his emphatic breach with Rome, on what 
Christians today should be doing about the aftermath of the 
Reformation. The contributions were originally two chapters of a book2 
which aimed at a biblical approach to Christian disunion, looking at 
how the various documents of the New Testament deal with the 
question. Since the book was written, the author’s views have modified 
considerably, so it seems helpful to offer this essay as part of the report 
on the conference. 

1.  Paul’s several strategies in 1 Corinthians 
Paul has an intense dislike for ecclesial disunity, and the Corinthians, 
we quickly realise, were a very divided church. The suggestion of this 
paper is that Paul regards the divisions as so important that the whole 
letter is directed to removing them, by way of a series of strategies. 
The author counts as many as eighteen of these strategies; but we 
shall only offer a few of them here. 

The importance of Paul’s beginnings 

The openings of Paul’s letters are always of great significance; they 
function as a kind of overture, signalling to the reader or hearer what 
is to come. In Romans, writing to a church that he does not know, but 
with which he is aware that he may have to tread delicately, he starts 
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by presenting the basic outline of his (admittedly rather difficult) 
argument. In Galatians and 2 Corinthians, by contrast, he is so cross 
with the audience that he does not trouble to give thanks for their 
virtues.  
   So it is worth looking at how Paul begins this letter to a divided 
church. In the opening verses there are two strategies. First, he invites 
them to understand that the answer to their divisions is to keep their 
eyes on God and on Jesus. Secondly, he invites them to recognise that 
their gifts are precisely that, not something on which to pride 
themselves, but qualities given them by God for upbuilding the 
church. 

Eyes on God and on Jesus 

Count the number of times that Paul mentions God in the first 10 
verses of the letter (you will find that it comes to six); then count the 
number of references to ‘Christ’ or ‘Jesus’ or ‘Jesus Christ’ or ‘Christ 
Jesus’ or ‘Lord’ (you will find that there are ten of them), and admit 
that this is a striking statistic. You may simply wish to argue that this 
is a matter of Paul’s obsession with his beloved Jesus, and that there is 
nothing more to be said about it; but I want at least to hold open to 
you the possibility that it is one of his strategies for coping with their 
divisions, namely that the Corinthians must learn to keep their eyes 
on Jesus and on God. 

Divine Passives 

There is a construction that you find quite often in the Bible, which is 
known as the ‘divine passive’, where the alert reader is quite clear that 
the narrator is speaking of the action of God. An easy example from 
early on in the Bible would be Genesis 7:11, in the account of the Flood: 

all the fountains of the great abyss were burst apart 
and all the floodgates of the heaven were opened.

1
 

Or this from the crossing of the Red Sea (Exodus 15:5): 
the pick of Pharaoh’s officers were drowned in the Sea of Reeds. 

This is the device that Paul uses in the opening verses of 1 Corinthians, 
to emphasise that it is God and not the Corinthians, who is 
responsible for their good qualities. Paul does it so subtly that they 
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may not have noticed what he was actually saying, unless they 
suddenly realised that he had not mentioned their letter or the boasts 
that it had contained. Look at the following phrases, where the 
passives are printed in italics: 

Paul, called as an apostle 
[this is presumably to avoid the charge that he was giving himself 
special status] 
to those who have been made holy 
called as saints 
grace to you and peace 
[This is not a passive, but those two words, especially in Paul, are 
clearly speaking of God’s gift, and are nothing to boast of] 
over the grace that has been given you in Christ Jesus, 
because in every respect you were made rich in him 
as the testimony of Christ was established among you, so that 
you should be deprived of no free gift 
he will establish [not a passive; but it is clearly God’s work, not the 
Corinthians’] 
you to the end, 
irreproachable [this is a passive, more obviously in Greek than in 
English] 
on the Day of Our Lord, 
God is reliable [again more obviously passive in Greek than in 
English],  
through whom you were called into the solidarity of his Son… 

It is a tiny point, but I suspect that those Corinthians will not have 
missed it, at least when the letter was read to them for a second time. 

Discouraging the cult of personality 

Paul’s next strategy is to stop them playing games regarding their 
support for rival figures in the church.  

For it has been revealed to me about you, brothers and sisters, 
by Chloe’s people 
[and would we be wrong to imagine a restive determination to ‘get 
that Chloe’ when this sentences is read out in the assembly?] 
that there are quarrels among you. This is what I mean,              
that various of you is sloganizing, 
‘I’m for Paul’ 
‘I’m for Apollos’ 
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‘I’m for Kephas’ 
Well—I’m for Christ! 
[my translation here assumes that this last statement is Paul’s firm 
assertion, intended to correct their sectarianism, and remind them 
where their eyes should be fixed. This fits the rhetorical questions 
that follow, ridiculing even his own partisans:] 
Is Christ divided? 
Was it Paul that was crucified for you? 
Were you baptised into Paul’s name? 
I give thanks that I baptised none of you 
(except Crispus and Gaius), 
so no one can say that it was into my name that you were baptised. 
(Oh—and I also baptised the household of Stephanas. But I don’t 
think that I baptised anybody else.) 
[My suggestion is that the two parentheses above are whispered 
into his ear as he dictates his letter over the sea in Ephesus; 
someone is reminding him that he did baptise at least some of the 
Corinthians. Then he gets back to the point:] 
For Christ didn’t send me to baptise, but to preach the gospel, 
not in cleverness of rhetoric (otherwise Christ’s cross might be 
emptied out). (1:11-17) 

A couple of chapters later, Paul comes back to this point of ‘cult of 
personality’ by way of two metaphors:  first there is a metaphor taken 
from gardening, to explain the function of two of them who have 
preached the gospel in Corinth: 

I planted and Apollos did the watering—but it was God who gave 
the growth. There is no difference between the one who does the 
planting and the one who does the watering, and each one will get 
their own reward; we are God’s fellow-workers and you are God’s 
garden. (3:6-9a) 

Following this, and in the same sentence, he switches immediately 
into his second metaphor, that of building:  

You are God’s building. 
For in accordance with the grace of God that was given me, 
like a clever architect I laid the foundation, 
while someone else 
[Apollos, of course; the alert reader will notice that in both 
metaphors Paul deftly seizes ‘pole position’] 
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builds on top of the foundation: 
gold, silver, precious stones, different kinds of wood, grass or reed - 
everyone’s work will be shown up for what it is. 
For The Day is going to make clear, 
because it revealed by fire, 
and the fire itself will test each one’s work, and show its quality. 
If a person’s work, which he has built on top, remains,  
he’ll get a reward. 
If their work is burnt up, the person will be punished 
(but he’ll be saved but as it were by fire). 

Then Paul comes to something of a climax which again has to do with 
his underlying theme of unity, here employing the ‘temple’ metaphor: 

don’t you realise that you are God’s Temple, 
and that the Spirit of God is living in  you? 
If someone destroys God’s Temple, God is going to destroy that 
person. For God’s Temple is holy—and so are you people. 

Paul reverts three more times to the metaphor of a building. At 8:1, we 
read: 

Now with regard to food offered to idols,  
we know that everyone has ‘knowledge’ 
[it looks as though Paul may have been under attack in Corinth for 
his lack of knowledge, for being insufficiently ‘gnostic’]. 
‘Knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up. 

To grasp the metaphor of ‘puff up’, you have to think of those toads in 
the Latin American jungles whose main tactic against predators is to 
swell up repellently. And Paul thinks that his opponents in Corinth 
are in that way ‘puffed up’, insubstantial: their bubble will be burst. 
What he wants of them instead is the love that builds up a 
community, and which is sorely lacking in Corinth. For other uses of 
this idea of being ‘puffed up’, see 4:6, 18, 19; 5:2; 13:4. 
   Then at 14:4, when Paul is dealing with the chaos caused by their 
eccentric liturgical practices, he warns them that 

The one who speaks in a tongue builds him or herself up, 
but the one who prophesies builds up the Church. 
[which is what 1 Corinthians is all about]. 

Then he plays the same theme later in the chapter (14:26): 
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So to sum up, brothers and sisters, when you come together [for 
liturgy],each one has a psalm, each one has a teaching, has a 
revelation has a tongue [to utter], has an interpretation [to give], 

before giving his main teaching:  
let everything happen with a view to upbuilding. 

That then leads into some very sensible liturgical instruction about how 
to avoid ‘confusion’ and aim for ‘peace’ (see 14:33). The question of the 
cult of personality makes its final appearance in the last chapter of all, 
where Paul is dealing with the supporters of various significant 
characters, namely Timothy, Apollos, and Stephanas (16:10-12). 

The absurd logic of the cross  

The next strategy is the very daring one that combines insistence on 
the cross with an audacious reflection on ‘wisdom’. It may be helpful 
to recall that the Greek for ‘wisdom’ is Sophia, and that the 
Corinthians probably felt that Paul was not enough of a sophist,1 such 
as every city should have. So at 1:17-25 he writes: 

with no cleverness of rhetoric. 
(I didn’t want the cross of Christ to lose its substance). 
You see, the rhetoric of the cross seems moronic                              
to those who are being destroyed; 
but to us who are being saved it is God’s power. 
Isn’t it the case that God has made the world’s cleverness moronic? 
You see, since by God’s cleverness the world, 
through its cleverness, failed to know God, 
it pleased God to save those who believe                                  
through moronic preaching. 
Since Judeans demand signs and Greeks look for cleverness, 
while we preach Christ Crucified, 
scandalous for Judeans and moronic for non-Jews;                         
but to those who are called, by Jews and non-Jews,                    
Christ God’s Power and God’s wisdom. 
For God’s moronism  
[if the reader will permit this unhappy neologism]  
is cleverer than human beings, and 
God’s weakness is stronger than human beings. 

                                                           
1
 This is a slightly shadier term than the more neutral ‘wise man’. Sometimes I 
translate this word as ‘clever’, to capture the darker side. 
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Paul returns to this strategic use of the ‘absurd’ in two other places. 
The first of these is at 2:6-7, which is a very daring argument, prepared 
for by the following reminder of the bedraggled circumstances under 
which he had turned up in Corinth in the first place: 

When I came to you, brothers and sisters, 
it was with no excess of rhetoric or cleverness 
that I proclaimed the witness of God to you. 
You see, I decided to know nothing among you,                        
except Jesus Christ—and him crucified! 
And I came to you in weakness and in fear and in great trembling; 
and my rhetoric and my preaching were not a matter  
of persuasive words of cleverness. 
No—they were a matter of revelation of the Spirit and of power, 
[as we read this, we recognise that the Corinthians will have known 
what he was talking about, and we simply do not; it was something 
in their shared experience]. 
so that your faith should not depend on human cleverness         but 
God’s power. (2:1-6) 

With this prelude he starts the following rather daring argument: 

We are speaking of cleverness among the initiates, 
but not a cleverness of this age, nor of the rulers of this age, 
who are being cancelled out. 
No—we are speaking of God’s ‘cleverness’, 
a mystery, that which was revealed, 
that which God predetermined before the ages, for our glory. 

We hardly understand what he is saying, but recognise that he is onto 
something; and we may want to link this to the very paradoxical 
argument that he produces at 3:18-19a:  

No one is to fool themselves: if anyone among you                   
thinks they are clever in this age, 
let him become a moron, in order to become clever. 
For this world’s cleverness is moronism in God’s presence. 

Putting the Corinthians in their place 

This is the next strategy that I wish to draw to your attention; and at 
times he combines this putting-down with a very charming self-
deprecation (though the Corinthians may not always have seen it in 
quite these terms): 
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For look at your calling, brothers and sisters, 
because not many of you were clever (according to the flesh), 
not many of you were powerful, 
not many were nobly born. 
No—God chose the morons of the word, to shame the clever; 
God chose the weak of the world, to shame the strong; 
God chose the unborn of the world, and the disdained, 
the are-nots, in order to cancel out those who are, 
so that no flesh should boast in God’s presence (1:26-29). 

By this stage of the reading out of the letter the Corinthians will have 
been decidedly restive; and their mood will not have improved when 
they hear the reader continue with this theme of putting them in their 
place (but it might have made them readier to live in harmony with 
each other): 

As for me, brothers and sisters, 
I was unable to talk to you as to spiritual people— 
no! it was as fleshly people, as infants in Christ. 
You see, I gave you milk to drink, not solid food— 
because you were not yet up for it. 
And you are still not up for it, even now; you’re still fleshly: 
for where there is fanaticism and quarrelling among you, 
aren’t you fleshly and behaving like human beings? (3:1-3) 

Then you might reflect on the effect on them of having to wait 
(impatiently, you may be sure) until 7:1 for Paul to condescend at last 
to answer their letter, with the slightly dismissive phrase: ‘about what 
you wrote’). 
   There is much more that we could say, but the broad outlines are 
clear, and may give us a clue for how to handle our own divisive 
issues, and perhaps put them into context. So at 11:2-16 there is an 
issue that we can only vaguely reconstruct at this distance about the 
appropriate cultic wear for women when they pray and prophesy. It is 
a matter to which Paul evidently attaches considerable importance, 
for he marshals a number of arguments, of various kinds. 
   Likewise later on in that chapter he deals with the divisions at the 
Eucharist, and handles them head-on. We learn that Paul knows what 
they are doing (11:17-23), no doubt thanks to ‘Chloe’s people’; then he 
reminds them of the tradition which he passed down to them (23-28), 
and hints that their divisions may be the reason why some of them 
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have been dying (29-32), before reaching his conclusion about their 
divisions, that they must practice mutual hospitality (33-34): 

So, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat,  
offer hospitality to one another. 
If someone is hungry, let them eat at home  
(you don’t want to come together for condemnation). 
The rest I shall deal with when I come. 

You may feel that, once again, the last sentence is an example of Paul 
dealing with the Corinthians’ divisions by putting them in their place, 
a disparaging remark implying that they are interested in precisely the 
wrong issues. 
   This leads Paul into his next strategy. 

The image of the body 

This is the picture of the body and its parts, with all its diversity as 
being nevertheless a unity (12:12-31). This picture was something of a 
trope in political theory in the Graeco-Roman world (the Gracchi, for 
example, use it as an image for the Roman republic). But no one, to 
my knowledge, employs it with anything like the humour and 
originality that Paul shows, as for example when he imagines the foot 
saying ‘I’m not a hand, so I’m not part of the body’, or the ear doing 
the same for the eye. We do not know how much of a sense of humour 
they had in Corinth, but we can perhaps imagine that they could 
manage something of a wry grin at this picture of their divisions. And 
we might ask ourselves whether our sense of humour extends to a 
grasp of our own attitudes to fellow-members of the body of Christ. 

Dealing with the spiritual gifts 

This is a further strategy in the battle against divisions. In chapter 14, 
which to some extent runs on from chapter 12, Paul considers the 
question of chaos in the liturgy, which may well spring from their 
instinct to favour ‘speaking in tongues’ over against prophecy or 
giving an interpretation. The implication here is presumably that 
some of the Corinthians were very impressed with their own 
spectacular gifts of speaking in tongues (for example) rather than 
those gifts, such as prophecy (14:2-12) or interpretation (13-25) which 
do more to build up the body, and less to threaten the precious gift of 
unity. His conclusion emphasises the importance of good order over 
against pursuing the demands of our own ego: 
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For God is a God not of unruliness/disorder but of peace. 
So, my brothers and sisters, seek the gift of prophecy, 
and don’t stop people speaking in tongues; 
just let everything happen becomingly and in order. 

Beliefs about Resurrection 

Almost the last sticking-point with regard to church unity in this 
letter is the question of Resurrection and life after death; and I suspect 
that the same may be true of our world, where Resurrection is widely 
thought to be unlikely, and not strictly necessary for Christianity. That 
is very far from being Paul’s view; for him, the opening verses of 
chapter 15 tell us, Resurrection was the very first message that he 
preached, and without it there is no such thing as Christianity. 

Dealing with money (16:1-4) 

One of the most telling passages in the entire letter comes almost at 
the end, from the beginning of chapter 16, which for various reasons is 
hardly ever read in church, but is worth looking at for what it tells us 
of a setting of mutual mistrust: 

Now—as for the collection for the saints, 
as I instructed the churches of Galatia, you are to do the same. 
On the first day of the week, each of you is to put aside, 
saving up as much profit as you have made, 
so that when I come, then accounts can be drawn up. 
And when I come, the people whom you authenticate, 
I’ll give those people letters of accreditation  
to carry your gift to Jerusalem. 
And if perhaps it is appropriate for me to go too,                          
they will travel with me. 

For our purposes it is worth noticing two signs of mistrust here. First 
there is the very odd fact that they clearly do not trust each other 
sufficiently to bring the money to church on Saturday evening or 
Sunday morning, but are to put it aside at home. Secondly, Paul is not 
confident that they will trust him to take the collection (which was an 
issue very dear to him), so he makes arrangements for them to carry 
the money to Jerusalem. This was a strangely divided church; and 
perhaps this reflection may make you feel better about our present 
situation. 
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Paul’s last, unsuccessful strategy 

So at last we come to what I regard as Paul’s last throw of the dice. 
This is the great hymn to love, which is often read at weddings, but 
without any sense of its context in Paul’s dealing with a bitterly 
divided church. It does not come last in the letter, but it interrupts the 
flow from 12:31 (‘seek the greater charisms’) to 14:1 (‘seek the spiritual 
charisms’); but it is clearly written for the appalling situation in 
Corinth. It presents all those spiritual gifts on which the Corinthians 
so proudly, and so divisively, prided themselves, as utterly worthless 
unless they are accompanied by love (13:1-3). Then he draws a portrait 
of what love looks like; and we shall not be mistaken if we see is as a 
portrait of Paul’s beloved Jesus, and at the same time a portrait that is 
diametrically opposed to the way the Corinthians behaved to each 
other (4-8a), then Paul once more relativises those spiritual gifts, 
notably ‘prophecies … speaking in tongues … (and above all) 
knowledge’ (8b-13). 
   Sadly, though, it did not work, and half a century later 1 Clement, 
written from Rome, casts a gloomy shadow on the situation, and they 
were still divided. Indeed you can almost feel it in the very last words 
of Paul’s extant correspondence with Corinth:  

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
And the love of God, 
And the solidarity of the Holy Spirit be with all of you. 
(2 Corinthians 13:13) 

The point here is that Paul knew all too well that they had no real 
understanding of grace in Corinth, very little love, and almost no 
solidarity/koinonia. A church like that cannot survive. 

Conclusion: what about the Reformation?  

So what is the moral of all this for us today? ‘Eyes on God, eyes on 
Jesus’ is my response. That may seem to you like altogether too naïve a 
mantra; but I think that it is what Paul is saying to this very divided 
church. And a question for you: how many, in your view, of the 
strategies of Paul that we have been looking at in 1 Corinthians might 
function well for us today?  
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2.  Reading Acts of the Apostle 
One of the phrases in the air in the run-up to our conference was 
‘repentance for a fragmented church’. This paper offers the gentle 
suggestion that we have much to learn from the way in which the 
early Church dealt with a major issue that could have torn it apart in 
that first century, and that this approach offers a way of repentance, 
which I call ‘listening to the Holy Spirit’.  
   As we celebrate 500 years since Luther took his bold step, we are 
painfully aware of the brokenness of the Church and of our need to 
repent for it.  So this paper does not aim to take sides on the questions 
that underlay the Reformation, but to look at a model of dealing with 
divisive issues that may help the Church now and in the future (and 
might, if properly applied, have turned out to be helpful half a 
millennium ago). Today, for example, many Christians in good 
standing take different sides on issues of sexual morality, such as the 
pastoral care of homosexuals or of those who are divorced and 
remarried, and there are those who fear a breach of some kind in 
various parts of the church. In this context it may be helpful to look at 
a Christian approach to a similarly weighty issue of the first rather 
than the sixteenth or twenty-first century, namely: what to do about 
non-Jews who want to be Christian. For the Bible is quite clear on the 
matter: they must (if they are male) be circumcised and observe 
kosher food rules, and Jewish festivals and the Sabbath day. On the 
whole we no longer impose these biblical decrees. 
A New Testament approach  

It is always useful to take a New Testament angle on a sensitive issue. 
The event I am talking about, which I am proposing as an icon of how 
to handle disagreement, is described in Acts 15; it is sometimes called 
the ‘Council of Jerusalem’ and it treats of a question that, as I say, 
could have torn the Church apart. However it would be misreading 
the situation simply to concentrate on that one chapter. It is 
important to notice that the episode takes place more or less exactly 
halfway through Acts, and if we are to read it sensibly, we need to see 
where the story starts, earlier in Luke’s second volume, and continue 
the reading to the end of the volume.  
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The story so far 

The tale begins unexpectedly at Acts chapter 6; up to that point, if you 
except the disedifying black comedy of Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11), 
things have gone fairly swimmingly for the church in Jerusalem. There 
has been persecution, but for Luke that is par for the course; the 
preaching of the apostles has been highly successful, and converts are 
flooding into the infant church. Luke gains his effect by his brilliantly-
told summaries,1 which artistically create an atmosphere of the Spirit 
carrying all before it, and the church as a site of increasing joy. 
   Then, however, and quite out of a clear sky, we discover in chapter 6 
that there is racial and religious tension (a ‘muttering’ or 
‘complaining’, 6:1) between Greek-speakers and Aramaic-speakers, on 
the grounds that ‘their widows were being overlooked in the daily 
welfare’.  It is a fair guess that we can see here just below the surface 
of the narrative the great Jewish care for widows and orphans and 
immigrants running across the discovery that these Jesus-followers (or 
at least those who spoke only Greek) were after all of a different cast 
of mind or of religious adherence, and possibly a different culture 
than the host group. The matter is put before the Twelve, who 
produce a sensible solution: seven men of impeccably Greek names 
are appointed to ‘wait at table’. The odd thing is, however, that only 
two of them are ever heard of again, namely Stephen and Philip; and 
neither of them is waiting at table, as we had been led to expect. 
Instead, both of them are found preaching the gospel. This is no bad 
thing, of course, but it may provoke the reader or hearer to reflect that 
when the Holy Spirit is in play (and it is by no means idiotic to 
describe Acts of the Apostles as the ‘gospel of the Holy Spirit’) it is not 
going to be easy to predict what will happen next. 
   Of these two, Stephen preaches so successfully that they have to kill 
him,2 with the consent of ‘a young man called Saul’,3 while Philip takes 
the gospel into foreign territory. First he fulfils the command given to 
the infant church before the ascension: ‘You are to be my witnesses in 
Jerusalem, and in all of Judea and Samaria; and as far as the end of the 
earth’.4  

                                                           
1
 2:42-47 and 4:32-36 are excellent examples. 

2
 See 6:8-8:1. 

3
 We shall of course hear more of this one. 

4
 Acts 1:8. 
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   First he goes (of course) from Judea to Samaria1 and then Africa does 
its perfectly good imitation of the ‘end of the earth’, in the story of the 
Ethiopian eunuch,2 while later we shall learn that Saul is to ‘carry my 
name before Gentiles3.’ So the Spirit is operating in all kinds of 
unexpected ways to spread the gospel beyond the borders of 
traditional Judaism. 
   An example of this is offered in chapter 10, when Peter agrees 
(reluctantly) ‘not to call profane what God has made clean’ (10:9-16), 
and overcomes his scruples and baptises the Gentiles (10:47). This is 
not supposed to happen, however, and next time he is in Jerusalem his 
scrupulous fellow-Christians attack him (for his radical and unbiblical 
innovation).4 So the tensions mount, and the church continues to 
grow, including the accession of non-Jews. The geographical focus 
shifts now to Syrian Antioch, a cosmopolitan and prosperous city, the 
third largest of the Roman Empire, and a fair candidate for ‘end of the 
earth’, where Jew and Gentile rubbed amicable shoulders. The 
Christians got there in the wake of the persecution after Stephen’s 
death,5 and rapidly established a multi-cultural group, as Luke 
delicately hints with his list6 of the ‘prophets and teachers’ in the 
church there: 

 Barnabas (the name is Aramaic) 

 Symeon (a Semitic name; could be either Aramaic or Hebrew; but 
he has a nickname, namely 

 Niger, which is Latin for ‘dark’ or ‘black’ 

 Lucius (a Greek or Latin name), but he is a  

 Cyrenean, so comes from North Africa, then 

 Menachem, who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch. 
He is unmistakably Jewish; his name is Hebrew, but he grew up 
with that skilled cosmopolitan Herod Antipas (or possibly Philip, 
but the same applies), and finally  

                                                           
1
 8:4-7. 

2
 8:26-40. 

3
 9:15. 

4
 11:3. 

5
 11:19-20. 

6
 13:1. 
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 Saul, who uses Greek like a first language, but who could also 
function in Aramaic and Hebrew, and who belonged in both 
cultures. 

This is a very cosmopolitan, not to say catholic, church. 
   Later in the chapter, we are invited to attend the first synagogue 
homily of the ‘young man called Saul’. It takes place in the synagogue 
of Pisidian Antioch (not the Syrian capital where we last saw him), 
and its upshot addresses precisely this developing issue of what to do 
about the Gentiles who are coming into the Christian movement. For 
Paul is a great success, but then jealousy erupts:  

Paul and Barnabas spoke with confidence, and said, 
‘It was necessary that the word of God  
should be spoken to you people first;  
but since you have rejected it,  
and do not regard yourself as worthy of eternal life, 
look! we are turning to the Gentiles.  
For this is how the Lord commanded us: 
“I have placed you as a light to the Gentiles, 
for you to be for salvation to the end of the earth”.’ 
When they heard this, the Gentiles rejoiced,  
and they started to glorify the Lord’s word, 
and as many of them as were classified as being for eternal life,  
made the act of faith. (Acts 13:46-48) 

Here in Acts Saul follows the pattern that he outlines in Romans,1 of 
‘Jews first, then Gentiles’; and that is certainly the pattern that the 
church followed.  
   So it is a problem that is now going to get bigger; on the whole the 
original Jewish audience did not respond with any great enthusiasm to 
the proclamation of Jesus, whereas increasingly Gentiles were flooding in. 

The crisis  

And so we come to the crisis, the explosion of an issue that, as I say, 
could have torn the Church apart in that first century. The opponents 
of this new development, of allowing Gentiles in without having them 
submit to circumcision or kosher eating regulations or to the 
celebration of Sabbath and Jewish feasts, took their stand, very 
properly, on ‘what the Bible says’. 

                                                           
1
 Romans 1:16, for example. 
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   It may be important to notice that this crisis emerges precisely in 
the middle of the book. I suggest that this means that Luke regards it 
as an issue of central importance in the unfolding history of the Jesus 
movement. His solution, one that is certainly required of us today, 
and one that might have made all the difference had it been adopted 
by all sides in 1517, is that of  ‘Listening to the Spirit’, and I suggest that 
it comes in seven stages, with the Spirit providing the unexpected and 
elegant solution:  

Stage 1 

The crisis is outlined at 15:1: 
And some people came down from Judea,  
and started teaching the brothers and sisters that  
‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, 
you can’t be saved.’ 

That is the issue: the Bible says that you have to go through that 
uncomfortable procedure, otherwise you belong outside God’s plan 
(and you might look at moments in the history of the Church when 
Christians confidently made this claim with regard to certain practices 
or beliefs). 

Stage 2 

Clearly a response is demanded; for we have already seen Peter 
baptising non-Jews into the Jesus movement,1 and Philip doing the 
same for an Ethiopian eunuch,2 who was probably not a Jew, even if 
Philip heard him reading Isaiah on his way back from Jerusalem. So in 
this case they decide upon a mission to Jerusalem, checking in with 
headquarters for a solution to the crisis, with various stopping-places 
to gain support: 

There arose a good deal of argument and dissension,  
Paul and Barnabas against them, 
and they ordered Paul and Barnabas, and one or two others of them,  
to go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders,  
to deal with this contentious issue. 
So when they were sent on their way by the church, 
they went by way of Phoenicia and Samaria,  

                                                           
1
 Acts 11:47-48. 

2
 8:36, where again the words ‘water’ and ‘prevent’ are used in connection with 

baptism. 



ONE IN CHRIST  VOL. 51  NO. 2 

 

292 

giving detailed information  about the conversion of the Gentiles. 
And they caused great joy among the brothers and sisters. 
When they reached Jerusalem, they were greeted  
by the church and by the apostles and by the elders, 
and they announced what great things God had done with them. 
Some of those who had come to the faith from the Pharisee sect  
stood up, and said, ‘You must circumcise them,  
and tell them to observe the Torah of Moses’. 
The apostles and elders gathered to see about this matter. (2-6) 

Here the battle-lines are drawn; Paul and Barnabas and some 
unnamed companions are sent on a mission to church headquarters to 
try and gain a decision. Reading between the lines, it looks as though 
they went on a goodwill tour of Phoenicia and Samaria, their election-
bus looking to pick up support on the way to Jerusalem. There they 
are warmly greeted (that word is a very positive one in Luke); but 
there is the other side of the issue, represented by the ‘Pharisee-sect’.1 
Their line is a simple one: ‘what the Bible says’. And they are right, of 
course. 

Stage 3 

The next thing that happens is Peter’s speech. If we have read 
Galatians2, we may shift uneasily at this, expecting him to take either a 
conservative line, or one that goes with the loudest voices. On the 
other hand, of course, we have already seen him earlier in Acts3 
defending the practice of eating with non-Jews in response to the 
vision that he saw in Joppa, so there is hope that he will speak on the 
right side (and we notice that Luke has manoeuvred the reader into 
adopting the point of view that the Gentiles do indeed belong, 
uncircumcised, in the Jesus movement, so we know the verdict that 
we are hoping for). That is how it turns out, and this is how it goes: 

After there had been a good deal of argument,  
Peter arose and said to them, 
brothers [and sisters] you know that from days of old, 
God made a choice among you 

                                                           
1
 The word which I have translated as ‘sect’ is etymologically linked with the 
idea of ‘choice’, and gets transcribed into English as ‘heresy’. 
2
 Galatians 2:11-12. 

3
 Acts 11:2-18. 
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that through my speech the Gentiles                                          
should hear the gospel message  and come to faith. 
And God, who knows people’s hearts, attested to them,  
by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us,  
and made no distinction between us and them; 
for he purified their hearts by faith. 
So now why are you putting God to the test,  
to put a yoke on the necks of the disciples,  
such as neither our ancestors nor we ourselves  
were strong enough to bear? 
No—it is through the grace of the Lord Jesus,  
that we believe that we were saved  
in just the same way as them. (7-10) 

Clearly we are to understand that this had an impact, especially the 
all-important reference to the gift of ‘the Holy Spirit’, for Luke 
comments that ‘the whole crowd was silent’. Although, to be honest, 
that may refer to:  

Stage 4 

and they were listening to Barnabas and Saul  
explaining what great signs and portents God had done  
among the Gentiles through them. 

Unusually, Luke does not actually give us the speech made by 
Barnabas and Saul (this is almost the last time that Saul’s name will 
come second!); and there is a touch of artistic economy here; we know 
very well what those two must have said, and Luke is rushing us on to 
the decisive throw of the dice, which is James’ entirely unexpected 
speech (13-21). We know already from Galatians that James is inclined 
towards the more observant side of bible-reading Judaism, and our 
expectation must be that he will side with the Pharisee tendency.  

Stage 5 

But, astonishingly, and certainly guided by the Holy Spirit, this is what 
he says ‘after they were silent’:  

Men and brothers, listen to me. 
Symeon explained how in the first place God came to help,  
to take a people for his name from among the Gentiles. 
And the words of the prophets agree with him, 
as it has been written, 
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‘After this I shall return and build up                                                
the tent of David that has fallen,  
and I shall build up its ruins and restore it, 
so that the rest of humanity may seek out the Lord, 
and all the Gentiles upon whom my name has been called down;   
the Lord says who does these things, known from all time.’ 
Therefore my verdict is that [we should] not create hassle  
for those of the Gentiles who are turning to  God, 
but instruct them to abstain from pollution and idols and 
fornication and from meat that has been strangled and from blood. 
For Moses has those who proclaim him,                                        
from ancient generations, in city after city.  
And he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath day. (13-21) 

Stage 6 

What can possibly follow that? Now we have the inevitable verdict 
(because people have been prepared to listen to what the Holy Spirit is 
saying), which involves a mission back to Antioch (the Church always 
has to let people know that they have been heard), and a letter (which 
in a society that was only partially literate is an act of great power). 
And we rejoice to hear that they dissociate themselves from the 
oppressive insistence on ‘what the Bible says’. (22-29)  

Then the apostles and elders, along with the entire people,  
decided to choose men from among their number                        
and send them to Antioch along with Paul and Barnabas: 
Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas (leaders among the brothers     
and sisters), and through them they wrote: 
The apostles and the elders, your brothers [and sisters], 
to the brothers and sisters from among the Gentiles  
through Antioch and Syria and Cilicia,  
Greetings. 
Since we heard that some of our number                                     
upset you with their language (on no orders from us) 
and distressed your souls, 
we decided unanimously to choose men and send them to you, 
in company with our good friends Barnabas and Saul, 
people who have given over their lives  
for the sake of the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 
So we have sent Judas and Silas— 



KING  Responding to the Reformation: a biblical approach   

 

295 

and they are giving the same message verbally. 
It has been decided by the Holy Spirit (and by us) 
to lay no further burden on you except for these                        
(which are required): 
to abstain from meat offered to idols,  
and from blood and from meat that has been strangled. 
And from fornication. 
Do the right thing and steer clear of these. 
Farewell. 

The key expression here, of course, is the one I have italicised: 
‘decided by the Holy Spirit’, emphasising their strong sense that the 
Holy Spirit has been a part of their deliberations and that they have 
paid attention to what the Spirit was saying. And now we are almost 
there, and there remains only Stage 7 of this game-changing interlude 
at the very heart of Acts. 

Stage 7. The upshot: joy and comfort 

For Luke, the clear sign of the presence of the Spirit is the word ‘joy’. 
Now we see the decision they have reached validated in practice; they 
have indeed been listening to the Spirit. 

So they were sent off, and they came down to Antioch.  
They gathered the whole lot, and handed over the letter.  
They read it and rejoiced at the comfort it gave them. 
Judas and Silas (they were prophets, you see) 
comforted the brothers and sisters with much talking,                  
and strengthened them. 
They spent a while there, and departed peacefully                        
from the brothers and sisters 
[and went back] to those who sent them. 
Paul and Barnabas meanwhile stayed on in Antioch, 
teaching and preaching the gospel of God’s word,                         
with many others. (30-35) 

Notice how the narrative leaves the hearer with the certainty that the 
Spirit has indeed spoken; the key words here are ‘rejoiced’, ‘comfort’, 
and ‘prophets’. And there you have it; the method of dealing with 
serious divisions is laid before us as a model to follow on 
contemporary issues and those issues that we have still not dreamt of. 
Our task is simply to listen to what the Spirit is saying in difficult 
circumstances, and to do it. 
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The continuation  

Not that the story has now finished; God’s story never ends, as the 
word is spoken through history. We have here no space to show how 
this works out in the rest of the story of Acts (though I invite you, 
once more, to reflect on similar moments of tension in the history of 
the Church). 
   Remaining with Acts, it is enough for us simply to notice that the 
very next move is the all-important one (and it is driven by the Spirit)1 
into Europe. That is what makes it possible for the gospel to spread, as 
the disciples were instructed, back at 1:8 ‘to the end of the earth’. 
There is nothing soft about this solution, for the gospel still has to 
challenge the pagans; notice Paul’s fury at the superstition of the 
Athenians, who could not recognise what was before them.2 Likewise 
Paul’s fellow-Jews have to be challenged; their response to his claim 
that he is to preach to non-Jews is murderous, in the way that 
religious people at our worst can all too easily be.3 In the end, despite 
what his opponents say, the move to the Gentiles, and making it easier 
for them to come aboard, really is all about what the Bible says.4 
   This ‘nudging’ of the Holy Spirit runs all the way through Acts 
(indeed, all the way through the history of the Church) and, as the last 
words of Luke’s two-volume project make clear, it cannot be stopped. 
This is how it ends: 

[Paul] remained there for two whole years at his own expense, 
and he was giving hospitality to all those who journeyed in to him, 
proclaiming the Kingdom of God, 
and teaching the things about the Lord Jesus Christ 
with all confidence, without-being-prevented. (Acts 28:28-31). 

What can we say about this? The main thing is that we have now 
followed the Spirit’s work all the way through Acts of the Apostles, 
and indeed all the way through two volumes and have seen that all 
human and other opposition to the Spirit is (sometimes against 
impossible odds) effortlessly surmounted. Paul (the reader will know) 
is going to be executed, and he is under guard, but at the same time 
he is also able to offer hospitality ‘at his own expense’; so he has 

                                                           
1
 See Acts 16:6, 7, 9 for very direct nudging by the Spirit. 

2
 17:16. 

3
 22:21. 

4
 See 28:23. 
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independent means. Like Jesus at the beginning of the gospel, he is 
‘proclaiming the Kingdom of God’; and as the Church must, 
throughout Acts of the Apostles and in its subsequent history, he is 
‘teaching the things about the Lord Jesus Christ’. Not only that, but he 
is doing it ‘with all confidence’. The word that I have here translated 
as ‘confidence’ means also the ‘ability to say anything’, and in some 
ways the nearest equivalent is the Yiddish word ‘hutzpah’, the kind of 
impertinence that a loving son can show his father. It is a word 
frequently used throughout Acts, and it shows what can happen if you 
listen to the Holy Spirit. 
   Finally, the last word in the whole of these two volumes sums it all 
up; it is one word in Greek, but three in English, so I have cheated in 
the translation, by using hyphens to turn it into one: ‘without-being-
prevented’. That is what happens when the Spirit is at work. The 
invitation is there, if we will respond, to listen to the Spirit. 

Conclusion: and what about us today? 
Our task then is to listen to what the Spirit is saying, and not worry 
about the discomfort. Above all we must not run from uncomfortable 
issues, but recognise our brokenness, and repent of it. Once we have 
done that we must then look out for the joy and peace that is the sign 
of the Spirit’s presence. Slowly we shall learn to expect the 

unexpected. Finally, a question: does your reading of Acts of the 

Apostles offer you a way of repentance for our brokenness? 
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REFORMING THE CHURCH TODAY: A THEOLOGICAL 

IDEA IN A SECULAR AGE?1 

Jeremy Worthen* 

This paper identifies four key strands in the history of the idea of 
reform: the spiritual-personal, the moral-institutional, the doctrinal-
evangelical and the rational-institutional. It then considers the extent to 
which Congar’s True and False Reform in the Church represents a 
successful effort to bring together the various elements of thinking 
about reform. Finally, it argues that the pressures of institutional 
decline may be prompting the churches to a new way of thinking about 
reform that puts evangelization at the centre and recognizes the need 
for them to learn from and work with one another. 

Introduction 
That churches have been able to mark the 500

th
 anniversary of the 

Reformation together—Catholic and Protestant, Lutheran and 
Reformed, Anglican and Free Church, historic and newly 

                                                           
1
 I am grateful for the opportunity to present versions of this paper at the 
consultation for Churches of the Porvoo Communion on ‘Identity, Memory 
and Hope: The Continuing Significance of Reformations for our Churches and 
Societies’ in Bergen, in February 2017, and at the conference sponsored by 
Churches Together in England on ‘Responding to the Reformation’ held at 
Swanick, in October 2017. I have benefited from responses to the paper made 
by participants at both events, and also separately from written comments 
received from the Revd Dr David Cornick, General Secretary of Churches 
Together in England. 
*
 Jeremy Worthen is the Secretary for Ecumenical Relations and Theology at 

the Church of England’s Council for Christian Unity. An Anglican priest who 
studied for his doctorate at the University of Toronto, he has previously 
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include Responding to God’s Call: Christian Formation Today (Canterbury 
Press, 2012) and The Internal Foe: Judaism and Anti-Judaism in the Shaping of 
Christian Theology (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009).  
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established—is a remarkable phenomenon.
1
 As the anniversary comes 

to an end, it is important that these churches face some of the 
questions that arise from their willingness to reflect with one another 
on the past history that continues to divide them, and on the present 
challenges that confront them together. Among the critical issues to 
follow from this shared remembrance of claims and counter-claims 
regarding reformation from half a millennium ago must be: what does 
it mean to reform the church today? Are our churches in need of 
reform? And to what extent does such reform require us to learn from 
one another across our denominational boundaries, and even to work 
and seek God’s grace together? 

Such questions about reforming the church today, however, need to 
be heard not only in the context of the ecumenical marking of the 
fifth Reformation centenary, but also of a society where reform is a 
very familiar concept in situations that have nothing—apparently—to 
do with the church or with Christian belief. Perhaps it occurs most 
frequently in the media in relation to ‘public services’: governments 
may come and go, and they may have different approaches to 
taxation, foreign policy and host of other policy areas, but they are all 
likely to promote programmes described as reform with regard to e.g. 
the health service, the prison service or education. A close second 
might be financial services; since 2008, many reports have been 
written and recommendations made regarding the reform of the 
banking sector and related industries. In the Anglophone context of 
the United Kingdom, reform is a commonplace word and indeed a 
positive one: no one is going to be against it, as it is regarded as self-
evidently a good thing. You might be against so-called reforms, or 
even misplaced reforms, but not against reform as such. The idea of 
reform is alive and well in our society 500 years after what is still 
called ‘the Reformation’, though it also appears to be functioning 
quite happily without any reference to theology or Christian tradition. 
It has become a secular idea, entirely at home in societies that might, 

                                                           
1
 Volker Leppin and Dorothea Sattler, Reformation 1517–2017: Ökumenische 
Perspektiven (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2014); Jeremy Worthen, ‘The 500
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with all appropriate qualifications, be described as secularising or 
post-Christian, if not straightforwardly as secular.

1
 

Any attempt, therefore, to respond to the question that arises from 
the ecumenical Reformation anniversary, ‘What does the reform of the 
church mean for us today?’, has to take account of this social and 
cultural context. In terms of Christian history, reform has been a 
profoundly theological idea. Many churches still invoke the language 
of reform when seeking to address contemporary challenges. When 
they do so, however, to what extent are they building on the 
theological foundations of reform that have been established in 
various church traditions, and to what extent are they in fact trading 
on the secular use of the term that characterizes reform as a periodic 
feature of all institutional life in late modernity? 

In order to outline some initial suggestions about what ecclesial 
reform might mean for the churches today, this paper will therefore 
begin by reviewing the history of the idea of reform in the Western 
European context, through outlining four distinct strands in that 
story, from the first century to the nineteenth, each of which emerges 
into prominence at a particular point in church history, while they 
also overlap and intertwine. The second part of the paper will then 
consider how far these four strands can be woven effectively together, 
by commenting on one of the seminal books on this subject from the 
last century, True and False Reform in the Church by Yves Congar, first 
published in 1950.

2
 In the third and final section of the paper, 

attention will move to the way that the pressures of institutional 
decline have influenced the way that churches in Europe deploy the 
idea of reform in the twenty-first century, briefly reviewing both 
dangers and opportunities in this regard and proposing a possible 
focus for how the churches might direct their thinking and action 

                                                           
1
 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2007). One might 
also consider in this light the contribution of the Reformation itself to the 
dynamics of secularization; see for instance Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended 
Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2012), who both draws on and 
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2
 Yves Congar, True and False Reform in the Church, trans. Paul Philbert 
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regarding the reform of the church today, in the light of the 500
th

 
anniversary of the Reformation. 

1. Four strands in the history of reform 
In his magisterial volume, The Idea of Reform, Gerhard Ladner showed 
how use of words related to the verb reformare in early Latin 
translations of the New Testament led to reform becoming a pivotal 
concept in early Christian theology in both East and West, with 
Augustine of Hippo being particularly significant in its development 
and transmission to the Western Middle Ages and beyond.

1
 For the 

thinking of the first five centuries of the church, reform looked both 
back and forward. It looked back to creation, to the original purposes 
of God in making the heavens and the earth, which had been thwarted 
by sin but in Christ and through the power of the Holy Spirt were 
being fulfilled. Because its primary object was the human person in 
union with Christ, reform meant remembering the creation, the 
‘forming’, of humanity in the image of God: our re-forming in the Son 
of God who is the eternal image of God therefore becomes the 
restoration of God’s image within us in time. This re-formation is not 
a simple return to original conditions, however, because the 
incarnation of the Son of God, his death and resurrection, has brought 
about a new situation; a mystery that eye had not seen, ear had not 
heard, so that we walk in unimaginable newness of life. This is how 
the idea of reform takes root in the Christian theological imagination 
in the first millennium—the first strand in its development, and the 
one that is anchored most directly in exegesis of the New Testament. 
It might be referred to as spiritual-personal reform, that is, the 
reforming of the human person within the life of the church, through 
the work of the indwelling Holy Spirit. 

The second strand extends this understanding in a significant new 
direction. Beginning in the eleventh century, for Western European 
Christianity the church as such begins to be an explicit object of 
reform, beyond particular persons or communities within it.

2
 There 
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remains something of that same creative tension between looking 
back and looking forward, but what is being recovered and restored 
through the work of reform is not (at least directly) the purpose of 
creation prior to the fall, but rather the early church, the church of the 
apostles, the church in its primitive purity. Moreover, while the sins 
and sinful habits that need to be purged by reform certainly include 
the faults of individual Christians, notably clerics and members of 
religious orders, there is also a sense that particular institutional 
practices—including what one might anachronistically call policies 
and procedures—play a part in perpetuating such sinfulness and that 
therefore they need to be changed: lay investiture, for instance, or 
married clergy, or authorisation for the relaxation of community rules 
for monasteries. 

In this second strand of the idea of church reform, therefore, which 
comes into prominence in the first half of the second millennium, 
attention to structures and institutions runs alongside attention to the 
spiritual and moral dimensions of Christian lives. As a short-hand it 
might be labelled moral-institutional reform. An important feature of 
this development is that church reform becomes something requiring 
not only a prayerful seeking after interior transformation by the Holy 
Spirit, but also a willingness to get involved in the ambiguous 
dynamics of institutional change—and therefore, for better or worse, 
in politics of various kinds. Where the personal and institutional 
strands combine, church reform intertwines divine and human agency 
in such a way that the accent is sometimes on the former, and 
sometimes on the latter. 

The third strand in this history corresponds with what has been 
marked in 2017 as ‘the’ Reformation, the profound upheaval in 
Western Christianity for which the publication of Luther’s 95 Theses 
stands as the symbolic beginning. While it might not be hard to agree 
that what flowed from it and unleashed such energy and such 
disruption in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries has indelibly 
marked the way the churches think about reform, identifying what 
exactly it was that the Reformation added to the first two strands in 
the idea of reform is not entirely straightforward. It is difficult to 
summarise history in this context without repeating, however subtly, 
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some form of apologetic or polemical confessional narrative. 
Moreover, it would seem worth noting that reform itself was not a 
dominant theme in the early stages of what we call, retrospectively, 
the Reformation. 

One way of trying to state positively what the Reformers believed 
themselves to be doing might be to focus on the gospel.

1
 They saw the 

church as constituted by and for the proclamation of the gospel, and 
perceived that in all kinds of ways the message of the gospel was being 
obstructed and obscured by the teaching of the church, including the 
teaching conveyed in its institutional practices—like the sale of 
indulgences, or the veneration of saints. While they picked up the 
strands of personal and institutional reform, then, the Reformers also 
wove them together with a new strand, which might be referred to as 
doctrinal-evangelical reform. A critical feature of this new strand was 
that it connected the idea of church reform directly to doctrine, 
because the consistent communication of the gospel of salvation 
required attention to what the church was teaching on matters of 
faith, both explicitly in e.g. preaching and implicitly through forms of 
ritual and devotion, as well as attention to the moral and spiritual 
qualities of its members and whether its institutional practices were 
fully aligned with the call to growth in the virtues. 

A significant outcome of this period was that ‘reform’ became 
irrevocably associated with the formative period of historical 
development for the Protestant churches. Luther came to believe he 
was witnessing God’s reforming work unfolding decisively in his time, 
ushering in a new era of the church in readiness for the coming final 
judgment.

2
 This linkage meant that for Catholics, reformation 

ultimately became a suspect term, in spite of the fact that a decisive 
part of its development had been in the heart of medieval Catholicism. 
It also meant that for mainstream Protestants, it became by the later 
seventeenth century something that happened in the past, for which 
to be thankful, but which was now more or less finished—a 
particularly important claim in countries such as England where there 
had been influential voices arguing at various points that further 
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reformation remained to be accomplished.
1
 Paradoxically, the 

implication for Catholics and Protestants alike was essentially the 
same: reformation was not a matter for us here and now, either 
because it never had been a matter for us anyway, or because it had 
already taken place in the past.  

Yet from the nineteenth century onwards, reform emerged as a 
concept with enduring attraction in British culture at least, though in 
a way that was apparently quite disconnected from any theological 
roots in the three strands of church reform already mentioned—the 
spiritual-personal, the moral-institutional and the doctrinal-
evangelical. That attraction for an emerging secular age hinges on a 
further, fourth strand that comes sharply into focus in one of the great 
English satirical novels about church life, Anthony Trollope’s 
Barchester Towers, published in the mid-nineteenth century. The 
novel opens with the death of the old bishop of the fictional see of 
Barchester and the process of appointment for his successor, in which 
the primary accomplishments of the man who emerges victorious, Dr 
Proudie, are outlined as follows: he ‘was made one of a commission 
who went over to Ireland to arrange matters preparative to the 
working of the national board; he became honorary secretary to 
another commission nominated to inquire into the revenues of 
cathedral chapters; he had something to do with both the regium 
donum and the Maynooth grant.’

2
 These activities are then described 

by the narrator collectively as ‘church reforms’: all in fact concern 
areas of church life that were also bound up with the workings of 
government, in one way or another, and all except the first directly 
concern financial administration. 

Both these points are crucial for what happens to the idea of church 
reform during this period, without denying the continuing power of 
the other three strands to inspire particular individuals and 
movements. First, there is an open interface between appeals for 
reform in society and the use of reform language within the church. 
Specifically, reform is associated with both political liberalism and the 
modernization of church structures. Dr Proudie’s appointment is 
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engineered by a Prime Minister from the Liberal party, to strengthen 
the Liberal vote in the House of Lords and its influence in church and 
society. Trollope writes of the new bishop’s church reforms that ‘the 
ideas and original conception of the work to be done were generally 
furnished by the liberal statesmen of the day.’

1
 

Second, the yardstick for reform is no longer what was given in the 
past, or even the future which is God’s promised gift to us, but rather 
the need for the means allocated to an institution—any institution—
to serve the ends for which it exists. Reform operates under an 
immanent, this-worldly and to that extent also secular rationality of 
means and ends. One strand in the narrative of Barchester Towers, for 
instance, is the reform of Hiram’s Hospital, where a number of the 
elderly and infirm are cared for through the proceeds from a 
charitable endowment. The ‘salutary reform’ enacted by the end of the 
novel touch on questions of governance, finance, and the revision of 
regulations, as well as a requirement that equal numbers of women as 
well as men benefit from the institution.

2
 The modern reformer asks 

of an institution: what is this for, what end does it serve? With that 
established, the issue becomes whether the means devoted to it are 
truly effective and proportionate for the delivery of that end, and if 
they are not, then how they are to be changed. With that specific kind 
of rationality in mind, this fourth strand in the history of reform 
might be termed rational-institutional reform—reform that assesses 
what happens in church life through the lens of a generalizable 
means-end rationality that can in principle be applied to any area of 
human endeavour. This is not intended to imply that previous ways of 
thinking about reform had been irrational, but rather to highlight that 
reform of this kind does not require any overtly theological concepts 
or indeed faith commitment, which is why it can continue to flourish 
so well in the current, secular age. 

2. Can the different strands be woven together? 
As noted in the previous section, medieval reformers were able to hold 
together the earlier spiritual-personal strand in thinking about reform 
with the moral-institutional strand that came into prominence from 
the twelfth-century onwards. Similarly, Protestant Reformers of the 
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sixteenth and seventeenth centuries could invoke both of these 
strands while focusing on their characteristically doctrinal-evangelical 
understanding of reform. The fourth strand, however, the rational-
institutional, seems to have a rather different origin and trajectory. It 
has maintained a remarkably tenacious hold on culture since the 
nineteenth century, and one that shows no sign of weakening. Yet it 
might well be regarded as alien to if not directly competing with the 
theological approaches to reform represented by the three prior 
strands. Can it be effectively integrated with them, or is there a need 
to recognise that there are two fundamentally different traditions, two 
distinct discourses here, one theological and the other secular, and 
that the responsibility of the theologian is to make sure they are not 
muddled together by unsuspecting Christians, including those in 
positions of leadership? 

Congar’s True and False Reform of the Church is perhaps the most 
influential book on church reform from the last century, and one 
written by a pioneer of the ecumenical movement. Congar’s primary 
aim in writing it was to reclaim the idea of reform for the Catholic 
Church, overcoming the long-standing suspicion already noted that it 
had become a vehicle for insinuating Protestant ideology, and as such 
something of a Trojan Horse when advanced—as it widely was—
within French Catholic circles in the post-war years. Hence his 
starting point is that while ‘A sort of curse seems to hang over the 
word’, in fact ‘The church has always tried to reform itself’, and 
therefore the Reformed motto ecclesia semper reformanda should 
rightly be an ecumenical one.

1
 Congar’s attempt to reclaim the 

language of reform for modern Catholicism—initially controversial 
but ultimately vindicated by the Second Vatican Council

2
—was 

premised on the assertion that reform is a normative feature of the life 
of the church. As such, it could not be left to the Protestants, as 
Catholics might have been inclined to think since the seventeenth 
century, nor function primarily as the designation for an ever-receding 
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period in Christian history, as had become customary for Protestants. 
That understanding of church reform as integral to the on-going, 
living identity of the church became pivotal for the self-understanding 
of the ecumenical movement itself as a movement of church reform in 
the twentieth century. 

In a key passage of the book, Congar sketches his own, threefold 
typology of church reform. First, there is reform of abuses—
corresponding roughly to the second strand of moral-institutional 
reform in the previous section of the paper. Secondly, there is reform 
as ‘a doctrinal revolution in the style of Protestantism’, which maps 
onto one of the features of what was described there as the doctrinal-
evangelical strand. Thirdly in Congar’s account, there is the reform of 
structures—elsewhere he will say ‘state of affairs’, including 
‘practices’.

1
 It is this kind of reform—which overlaps to some extent 

with both the ‘moral-institutional’ and ‘rational-institutional’ strands 
outlined above—that Congar believed was the priority in the present. 
What also seems to emerge from his analysis is the claim that it was 
this kind of reform that was actually needed in the sixteenth century, 
and that one of the primary reasons for the Protestant Reformation 
was that church authorities, including the papacy, refused to heed the 
voices of Catholic reformers calling for it. The tragedy of the 
Reformation period, in this perspective, was that the inability of the 
Catholic church to engage in structural reform resulted in the 
legitimate complaints of Luther and others spilling over into a 
‘doctrinal revolution’ that led to enduring schism and lop-sided 
theology. 

Congar’s case for a reform of structures represents a serious attempt 
to integrate into a theological account of ecclesial reform what was 
referred to above as the rational-institutional strand in the idea of 
reform that comes into prominence in the nineteenth century, yet 
without overt reflection on the tensions that may thereby arise from 
its inherently secular character. He appeals explicitly to the means-
end rationality characterising the fourth strand to explain how church 
reform functions: by being clear about the final ‘end’ for which the 
church exists, and the particular ‘ends’ of different structures and 
practices within it, and then adjusting those structures and practices 
to better fit their ends. In an extended section that makes 
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questionable use of the categories of ‘Pharisee’ and ‘Synagogue’, 
Congar characterizes resistance to reform in terms of an uncritical 
clinging on to means when they are no longer adequate to the 
corresponding end.

1
 The kind of development the church needs as it 

journeys through history, therefore, is one that adjusts means in order 
to keep focused on ends—which for Congar is the essence of the 
reform that has and will always be a normal part of the life of the 
church. The challenge for ecclesiology that arises from his treatment 
of this theme is where to place the limit on what can be categorised as 
a contingent ‘means’ in the life of the church that we should be ready 
to revise or abandon as history progresses. For instance, are all church 
structures—including orders of ministry—only such secondary means, 
capable of being altered in faithfulness to the ends that they serve? 

That is where a Catholic might detect the Protestant Trojan Horse 
slipping in, and Congar is at pains to show that his theology of church 
reform would not in fact grant it entry. Having established his model 
of reform in the first part of True and False Reform of the Church, in 
the second he outlines four conditions of ‘true’ rather than ‘false’ 
reform. In each case, he argues that the Protestant Reformation as it 
ultimately developed fails to meet them. At the heart of his treatment 
here is the conviction that the shape of the church is something that is 
given by divine authority, and therefore cannot be viewed as a shifting 
set of means to be adapted to meet the abiding ends. There are 
‘principles’ that are ‘irreformable’, including the sacraments, ordained 
ministry and the primacy of the Bishop of Rome.

2
 His indebtedness to 

Newman’s Development of Doctrine becomes increasingly evident in 
this section of the book.  

It would not be difficult, however, to argue that some fundamental 
tensions remain between these two parts of True and False Reform of 
the Church. In the first part, it is the practical ends the church should 
be aiming to produce that are determinative: reform means adapting 
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structures and practices as history unfolds to keep meeting those 
essential ends. In the second part, it is the divinely instituted origin of 
the church in history that is determinative: reform here means 
maintaining continuity with the structures and practices flowing from 
that origin through the inevitable changes that occur as the church 
journeys on through history. A fuller account of why some structures 
and practices are intrinsic to the purposes of the church as instituted 
by God—as for instance had been attempted not much more than a 
decade earlier than the first edition of Congar’s work by the Anglican 
theologian Michael Ramsey, who later became Archbishop of 
Canterbury

1
—might help in mediating the distance between these two 

approaches. 
It also seems worth noting that the first strand in the history of the 

idea of reform as set out in the previous section of the paper, the 
spiritual-personal, appears curiously absent from Congar’s treatment. 
This is particularly notable given that the seminal historical work on 
this subject, Ladner’s Idea of Reform, was published between the first 
and second editions of Congar’s book, eliciting however only a cursory 
footnote in the latter.

2
 Attention to the re-forming of the human 

person through the in-dwelling of Holy Spirit in the life of the church 
might have enabled a richer account to be given of the ‘ends’ for 
which the church exists, and perhaps underpinned a less defensive 
presentation of the case for Catholic order. 

3. Pressures of decline and the call to evangelization 
Congar comments early on in True and False Reform of the Church 
that a crucial factor in promoting discussion of reform in the post-war 
French Catholic church was the publication of Godin and Daniel’s Is 
France a Mission Land? in 1943, a book that laid bare the extent of 
secularisation in French society and answered the question of its title 
in the affirmative. He concludes that the church in the contemporary 
context is called afresh to evangelization, and yet does not appear 
ready for the tasks required by that; many aspects of the church are 
‘not actually sensitive to the work of evangelization.’

3
 Yet this line of 
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thinking does not appear to play a significant role in the rest of the 
book. 

What appears on the margins of Congar’s treatment has become a 
dominant theme in the decades since then. When versions of this 
paper were presented to two different ecumenical audiences during 
2017, it elicited comments on the weariness, frustration and even 
resentment with current initiatives of church reform, perceived as 
institutional adjustments to decline of various sorts. Part of the 
response by European churches to the shrinking of their resources, 
the displacement of ‘national’ churches from their previous 
constitutional status and the search for projects that may attract the 
disaffected, seems to have been to present as ‘church reform’ 
programmes whose roots are firmly in the secular context of ‘rational-
institutional’ reform, yet seek to find purchase from location within 
the ecclesial traditions of reform as a vital theological concept. 

This anecdotal observation finds some confirmation in the 2012 
report from the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe: 
Ecclesia semper reformanda: Reform and Renewal within the European 
Protestant Churches.

1
 It arose out of a research exercise with two 

distinct elements. One was to ask individuals about their 
understanding of church reform and renewal. The other was to collect 
and review initiatives by member church that they would describe as 
contributing to reform and renewal. In an overview of factors outlined 
as catalysts for reform, some are described as ‘internal’ (arising from 
the priorities of the church), some as ‘external’ (prompted by wider 
society), while some overlap with both. Nonetheless, the exercise 
indicated that ‘external’ factors weighed far more heavily in the case of 
most church initiatives. That is, the starting point for church reform 
today tends to be the perceived need of the church to respond to 
something that is happening in society and culture—in the realm of 
the secular, to use that term again. It is hard to imagine any kind of 
parallel for this in previous ages of the church. An overlapping 
analysis in the report speaks of the difference between reform 

                                                           
1
 Community of Protestant Churches in Europe (CPCE), Ecclesia semper 
reformanda: Reform and Renewal within the European Protestant Churches, 
2012, available at  
http://www.cpceassembly.eu/media/pdf/Unterlagen/11%20Ecclesia%20sempe
r%20reformanda.pdf. 

http://www.cpce-assembly.eu/media/pdf/Unterlagen/11%20Ecclesia%20semper%20reformanda.pdf
http://www.cpce-assembly.eu/media/pdf/Unterlagen/11%20Ecclesia%20semper%20reformanda.pdf


WORTHEN   Reforming: a theological idea in a secular age?   

 

311 

initiatives that begin with ‘vision’ (this is what the church 
could/should be) and those that begin with ‘problems’ (we have to do 
something about this particular situation). Again, there is a 
dominance of the latter over the former. 

The authors of the report express concern that the net effect of all 
this is to elbow out any theological frame in which to place initiatives 
of reform and renewal. If the church is always responding to 
developments perceived as problems requiring attention, then the 
kind of theological reflection that would arise naturally if we were to 
begin with vision about what the church is and then describing its 
overarching purpose will appear as at best a luxury, an expense that a 
hard-pressed institution cannot really afford and does not really need 
either. The problem is not presented in theological terms, and 
therefore it should come as no surprise that it does not apparently 
require a theological answer. 

The report, however, does not perhaps take its own empirical 
findings on this matter with sufficient theological seriousness. Thus it 
observes that in the long list of institutional reports from the churches 
that it surveyed, ‘The most visible and pressing issue behind church 
reform is declining church membership which is closely related to 
decreasing financial resources’.

1
 That would be true in part at least of 

the Church of England’s current initiative of Renewal and Reform, 
which originated from research into factors that favoured numerical 
growth of the church in some contexts within an overall context of 
continuing numerical decline.

2
 If we are to think seriously about 

reforming the church today, careful reflection on this point is 
essential. The theological question that it raises might be expressed as 
follows: can reform of the church be a proper part of response to the 
fear of loss that churches are inevitably experiencing? It is certainly 
possible to argue that it cannot. Ecclesial reform has been urged 
through church history by reference to the holiness and truth to 
which the church is called; to invoke the language of ‘reform’ in a 
church context for strategies to manage or reverse institutional 
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decline could be regarded as cloaking the pursuit of institutional self-
interest via a fundamentally secular idea of reform with an undeserved 
and ultimately misleading theological covering.  

Yet it is also possible to argue for an affirmative answer to the 
question: secularization with its attendant anxieties for religious 
institutions may in fact be prompting the churches towards a 
profoundly theological and spiritual journey of church reform. 
Consider, for instance, Pope Francis’ first apostolic exhortation, 
Evangelii Gaudium, published in 2013. Although it prefers to focus on 
the idea of renewal rather than reform, it represents a sustained 
exposition of the idea that the church lives from the twofold rhythm 
of receiving and proclaiming the gospel, and therefore that the 
renewal of the church must come from an intensification of that 
rhythm of evangelization, letting it pervade every aspect of church 
life.

1
 The thesis that church and gospel, church and mission, are 

inseparable from one another, so that there is no church that is not 
evangelizing as well as evangelized and no church that is not sent by 
God as well as called to God, is one that has profound ecumenical 
resonance.

2
 It says that the church can have no secure home if it is not 

always venturing out. Plenty of missiological writing could be cited to 
that effect, but the importance of Evangelii Gaudium for the subject of 
this paper in the way it connects that insight to the idea of ecclesial 
reform. Renewal is admittedly much more in the foreground than 
reform in the Pope’s text, yet the two terms have always had 
something of a fluid relationship with one another. Moreover, what 
Francis has to say about the transformations needed in the church for 
and through evangelization might be seen as touching on all four of 
the strands identified in this paper. 

Evangelii Gaudium does not provide a developed theology of 
ecclesial reform, but it perhaps points out a direction for the churches 
to follow in the wake of the Reformation Anniversary. Reform of the 
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church today needs to draw on all four dimensions of reform that have 
come to the fore at different moments in church history: the spiritual-
personal, the moral-institutional, the doctrinal-evangelical and the 
rational-institutional. Churches live in time as social institutions, and 
they cannot afford to disdain secular forms of wisdom on what it 
means for institutions to flourish. The purpose of the church is the 
sharing of the gospel, which it does through its life and the practices 
that define it: this needs to be the light that guides thinking about 
rational-institutional reform, but also in which the teaching conveyed 
by the church both formally and informally, explicitly and implicitly is 
constantly interrogated in doctrinal-evangelical reform. As the church 
reminds the world of the repentance needed to embrace the good 
news of Jesus Christ, it cannot look away from the sins and failures of 
its own members, who will always be tempted to form habits and 
structures that let those sins and failures be covered over, condoned 
and continued. Moral-institutional reform will never therefore cease 
to be needed by the church here on earth. These three dimensions of 
reform, however, cannot be separated from the re-forming of human 
persons in the image of God through the work of the Holy Spirit in the 
body of Christ. Lasting reform in the church only happens with and as 
a result of such spiritual-personal reform, and all reform in the church 
issues in the spread and the deepening of such reform, which is the 
fruit of the gospel. 

Developing such a vision of reform with evangelization at its heart 
would require drawing on a breadth of theological traditions that 
cannot be held by one of our churches in isolation—nor indeed only 
by the Western churches whose self-understanding still hinges on 
what followed after Luther’s actions in 1517. The reform of any of the 
churches today must be, if this is correct, a truly ecumenical 
undertaking, just as the call to evangelization is not for one church 
only but for all to hear and answer together. The exchange of gifts 
between them may even begin to fashion a new, fifth strand in the 
idea of reform in the history of the church, a transforming orientation 
towards mission. 
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ORTHODOX REFLECTIONS ON THE REFORMATION 

AND ITS LEGACY 

Andrew Louth* 

Why did the Reformation bypass Orthodoxy? For reasons, essentially 
historical and political.  Nevertheless there might appear some common 
ground between Orthodox and Protestants over the fundamental issues 
of the Reformation, Purgatory and Papacy. However that is illusory, for 
the Reformation destroyed a sense of ‘sacramental ontology’, 
fundamental to Orthodoxy. Where Orthodoxy really needs reformation 
lies in its attachment to a close working-together of Church and State, 
the legacy of Constantine’s conversion. The experience of diaspora 
forced on Orthodox the early Christians’ experience of being pilgrims in 
the world: which could be the ecclesiological insight Orthodox, and all 
Christians, need. 

It is not altogether clear to me what a member of the Orthodox 
Church has to contribute to a conference on the Reformation, for it is 
generally recognized—or do I mean ‘assumed’?—that the Orthodoxy 
escaped/was spared the Reformation.  In the introduction to his book, 
Reformation: Europe’s House Divided 1490–1700, Diarmaid MacCulloch 
confesses that his study, despite its subtitle, ‘largely neglects Orthodox 
Europe’, he continues: 

There is a simple reason for this: so far, the Orthodox churches have 
not experienced a Reformation.  Back in the eighth and ninth centuries 
many of them were convulsed by an ‘iconoclastic controversy’, which 
hinged on one of the great issues to reappear in the sixteenth-century 
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Reformation. But in the case of the Orthodox, the status quo was 
restored and not partially overthrown as it was in the West…

1
 

So what is the Orthodox locus standi in considering the Reformation?  
I’ll come back to that in a moment, but the quotation from Professor 
MacCulloch tempts me to a digression which I find it impossible to 
resist. Scholars are often tempted to see the iconoclast controversy as 
some kind of preamble to the Reformation—such is, indeed, part of 
the ‘imagined’ history of the Greek Evangelical Church—but it seems 
to me that the issues raised in the eighth and ninth centuries and the 
sixteenth century were so different that direct comparison is more 
muddling than illuminating. It is not at all clear what the iconoclast 
controversy was about, and recent historiography of the period has 
hardly brought much clarity, but, for my money, it was about imperial 
power and the perceived destabilizing effects of ready and 
uncontrollable access to the holy, of which icons were a signal 
example. Such an analysis might suggest some analogies between 
Byzantine iconoclasm and the Reformation, but in very different 
contexts. 
   There seem to me to be two preliminary questions we need to raise: 
first of all, why did the Reformation pass the Orthodox Churches by?  
and secondly, what have the Orthodox themselves made of this 
situation? 
   The most obvious—and I think most fundamental—answer to the 
first question is historical and political. Whether we start in 1490, as 
MacCulloch does in his book, or 1517, as this conference held in 2017 
suggests, by then, the Orthodox Churches belonged to another world 
than that convulsed by the Reformation. Most of the Orthodox 
churches were under what we are accustomed to call the ‘Turkish 
yoke’, and the rest, by which we mean, to cut a few corners, the 
‘Russians’, were outside the political sphere of Europe: separated by 
the confused and confusing corridor of Polish/Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, which stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea, 
beyond which the Russians were forming what was to evolve into the 
Russian Empire, centred on Moscow, soon hailed as the ‘Third Rome’, 
the final protector of Orthodoxy: 
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The Church of old Rome fell for its heresy; the gates of the second 
Rome, Constantinople, were hewn down by the axes of the infidel 
Turks; but the Church of Moscow, the Church of the new Rome, shines 
brighter than the sun in the whole universe… Two Romes are fallen, 
but the third stands fast; a fourth there cannot be,

1
 

as the monk, Filofei of Pskov, put it, in the early sixteenth century—
about the time of the Reformation.  
   For historical reasons, essentially bound up in one way or another 
with that constant of Byzantine history—the pressure from the East of 
those they called the ‘barbarians’—the Orthodox churches were cut 
off from what was going on in the West. For the Byzantine Church 
and the Church of the Rus′, the decisive event, as they looked back 
from the beginning of the sixteenth century, would have been the 
failure of the Union Council of Ferrara-Florence (1438–9, so far as the 
Orthodox were concerned), which left the Byzantines defenceless 
against the Ottoman advance, Constantinople falling to the Ottomans 
in 1453, leading to a situation in which the Russian Church, now 
finding its political centre in Moscow, came to see itself as the focus of 
Orthodox identity, and resistance against the Western Church. The 
decrees of Ferrara-Florence, far from being the terms of union 
between East and West, came to be regarded by the Orthodox as 
evidence of Western apostasy from the traditional faith of the Church: 
the Faith of the Councils, of the martyrs, of the Fathers. What went on 
in the West, if heeded at all, was simply evidence of self-destructive 
heresy of a whole group that had broken off from the Church. For the 
Orthodox, it concerned them not a whit. 

The Orthodox view of the Reformation 
What have the Orthodox made of this situation? For the most part, at 
least until very recently, they have gloried in it. A good example of 
this—good, because, for all its apparent negativity, it comes from one 
whose heart was open to the Europe of his day—can be found in the 
reflections of Aleksei Khomiakov, the Russian Slavophil of the first 
part of the nineteenth century. Khomiakov gloried in the way in which 
the Russian experience had bypassed the great phases of Western 
intellectual history: scholasticism, the Renaissance, the Reformation, 
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the Enlightenment. The roots of Russian Orthodoxy were simply to be 
found in the Hebrew religion and Greek philosophy; the tradition of 
Roman law, so central for the whole of the West, had had  no impact 
on the Orthodox. So the Orthodox Slav had no real concept of the 
individual, a key feature of Roman Law according to Khomiakov, for 
whom it was this notion of the individual, cut off from the organic 
community in which the human person is formed, that lay at the heart 
of Western Christianity, whether Catholic or Protestant. As he put it 
in one of his letters to William Palmer, the Anglican deacon and 
friend of Newman, who had sought to promote union with the 
Orthodox and travelled to Russia with that purpose,  

In short, if it was to be expressed in the concise language of algebra, all 
the West knows but one datum, a; whether it be preceded by the 
positive sign +, as with the Romanists, or with the negative, – as with 
the Protestants, the a remains the same.

1
 

This is from one who spoke warmly, and longed deeply, for the union 
of the Church, a union, however, he felt the Western Church, in either 
of its separated parts, could never understand, for the Roman Church 
achieved mere unity by the coercion of individuals, while the 
Protestant faith in the individual precluded any unity, let alone true 
union. 
   So where to we go from here? What is my locus standi as Orthodox 
in any consideration of the Reformation? Is it simply the case that, for 
reasons political and historical, the gulf between the Orthodox 
Churches and the West is so great that any mutual understanding is 
impossible—which, for all his friendly openness towards the Anglican 
William Palmer, seems to be what Khomiakov thought, or is there any 
space for Orthodox reflection on the Reformation, which might be of 
value for Western Christians, or even for the Orthodox ourselves? Is 
there anything that we Orthodox might learn from the Churches of 
the Reformation (and, with MacCulloch and others, I am inclined to 
include all Western Churches, including the Catholic Church, under 
that designation as ‘Churches of the Reformation’)? Before I go any 
further I should let you know, if you don’t suspect it already, that 
many, maybe even most, Orthodox would find the question, What can 
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we learn from the West?, baffling, nonsensical. The West has 
abandoned the authentic tradition of the Church; all to be seen in the 
West is the self-destructive writhing of those who have cut themselves 
off from the truth. Last year, as you will all know, there was a Great 
Council of the Orthodox Church held in Crete (though many 
Orthodox question whether it should be called a council at all); the 
difficulties the participants found in eventually, reluctantly, affirming 
that the word ‘church’ could be used to refer to bodies of Christians 
outside the Orthodox Church speak for themselves. 
   What I propose to do in the rest of this lecture is to look at what was 
involved in the Reformation from an Orthodox perspective. I do this 
very tentatively: I can only speak for myself, but I speak, I hope, from 
the perspective of one who has tried for many years now to acquire 
something of the ‘Orthodox taste, the Orthodox temper’, as Fr Pavel 
Florensky put it, by ‘immersing [myself] all at once in the very element 
of Orthodoxy, [by] living in an Orthodox way’.1 
   Let me start by following the analysis of the Reformation suggested 
by Professor MacCulloch in the book already referred to. His first 
chapter considers what he calls, following the Anglican Bishop and 
Martyr, Nicholas Ridley, the two pillars of the medieval church: The 
Mass and Purgatory, as he puts it, on the one hand, and Papal 
Primacy, on the other (that ‘as he puts it’ indicates MacCulloch’s gloss 
on Ridley, whose first ‘most massy post and mighty pillar’ is ‘his [that 
is, the devil’s] false doctrine and idolatrical use of the Lord’s Supper’).  
These two pillars are chosen by the historian with hindsight: these are 
the pillars that the Protestant Reformation sought to destroy; they 
point to what was perceived to be fundamentally wrong with the 
medieval church. Whether they adequately sum up Catholic 
experience of the later Middle Ages may well be, and has been 
questioned (justly, I would have thought), but Ridley certainly singled 
out these as the pillars of a corrupt church, ripe for reformation, and 
MacCulloch follows him in this. 
   Purgatory and Papal Primacy were, in fact, two of the issues raised at 
the Council of Ferrara-Florence, along with the addition to the Nicene 
Creed of the Filioque, to assert that the Spirit proceeds ‘from the 
Father and the Son’ (qui ex Patre Filioque procedit). Given that, it 
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might well seem that there is real common ground between 
Orthodoxy and Protestantism! Mind you, historically, the Filioque has 
long been regarded as the fundamental dogmatic difference between 
Orthodoxy and West, so that Protestant attachment to the Filioque 
could well be regarded as undermining any common ground we might 
be tempted to discern. 
   The question of papal primacy is certainly a fundamental problem 
for any hope of a reunited Christendom, and it is something that I 
want to come back to later. ‘Mass and Purgatory’: as MacCulloch 
presents it, it is the combination that forms the pillar of the medieval 
church that the Reformers wanted to destroy. Purgatory was rejected 
by the Protestants (and by the Orthodox, though ‘regarded with 
suspicion’ might come closer to the Orthodox attitude), first, because 
it was unbiblical (an objection the Orthodox shared), but secondly, 
because of the way in which the development of the notion of 
purgatory had gone hand in hand with the extension of the penitential 
system, presided over by the papacy, into the afterlife. Purgatory was 
the domain in the afterlife into which the penitential system 
extended. Papal supervision of the system of indulgences, through 
which the penitential system was being, in effect, commercialized, 
seemed to entail papal claims to power over the afterlife, and the 
exercise of such was capable of being turned into an extremely 
profitable business by which funds could be raised for church 
purposes, such as building the Sistine Chapel. 
   All this, however, was based on something that might seem quite 
innocent: the value of mutual prayer, and within that, prayer for the 
departed. But in the attack on the commercialization of the 
penitential system, it was not only the obvious abuse of the sale of 
indulgences that was swept away, but with it the value of prayer for 
the departed as constituting a link between living Christians and the 
generations who had departed this life, including family and friends.  
If I have laboured this a bit, it is because although the Orthodox might 
have difficulties with purgatory, prayer for the departed is a 
fundamental aspect of Orthodox piety. It expresses the link that 
preserves and expresses the unity of the Church across the divide 
between this life and the next, conquered by Christ’s Resurrection. As 
Khomiakov put it in the short treatise on ecclesiology, The Church is 
One, that he wrote for Palmer: 
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We know that when any one of us falls, he falls alone; but no one is 
saved alone. He who is saved is saved in the Church, as a member of 
her, and in unity with all her other members… [I]f he… prays, he is in 
the communion of prayer. Wherefore no one can rest his hope in his 
own prayers… All the angels pray for us, the apostles, the martyrs, and 
patriarchs, and above them all, the Mother of our Lord, and this holy 
unity is the true life of the Church. But if the Church, visible and 
invisible, prays without ceasing, why do we not ask her for her 
prayers?... Just as each of us requires prayers from all, so each person 
owes his prayers on behalf of all, the living and the dead, and even 
those who are as yet unborn… We pray for the living that the grace of 
God may be upon them, and for the dead that they may become 
worthy of the vision of God’s face.

1
 

This sense of a union among the living and the departed, expressed in 
prayer, is something very precious to the Orthodox, but it was swept 
away by the zeal of the Reformers to ban the commercialization of 
religion of which purgatory formed a part. In Orthodoxy, it is not just 
a matter of the prayer of individuals, nor of prayers for the departed in 
the regular liturgical services of the Church. Indeed, we Orthodox 
have what must seem to outsiders an elaborate way of remembering 
and praying for the departed, with memorial services for the 
departed—called in Greek trisagion or mnemosyno or in Russian 
panikhida—on the day of death, and the third, ninth, and fortieth days 
afterwards, as well as on the yearly anniversaries. And money 
exchanges hands; people pay for these services, sometimes very 
generously, though priests do not always demand this. All this is a 
living part of Orthodox devotion, expressing the sense of mutual 
belonging and union that embraces both the living and the departed. 
   In Western medieval practice (and still in the Catholic Church), 
prayer for the departed is offered pre-eminently in the Eucharist, the 
Requiem Mass, and so the attack on purgatory extended to the 
Eucharist, which became one of the central issues of controversy in 
the Reformation—and remained so. It remained so, because if 
indulgences could be abolished, the Eucharist could not: it is too 
fundamental a part of Christianity, instituted by Christ Himself. But if 
the Eucharist remained, it had to be shorn of those elements through 
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which it had formed part of medieval devotion as something that 
could, if you like, be quantified.  Language about the ‘fruit of the mass’ 
could no longer be tolerated. This meant, first of all, abandonment of 
the notion of the mass as a sacrifice—abandonment of the idea of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice. Any idea of an ontological link between the 
Eucharist and Christ’s death and passion, in remembrance of which it 
is celebrated, had to be jettisoned, as indeed the prayer of 
consecration of the Book of Common Prayer makes absolutely clear: it 
is only by receiving the bread and wine, ‘according to thy Son our 
Saviour Jesus Christ’s holy institution, in remembrance of his death 
and passion’, that we ‘may be partakers in his most blessed Body and 
Blood’. All those circumlocutions avoid any identification between the 
bread and wine and Christ’s body and blood, and furthermore any 
assimilation of the Eucharistic sacrifice to Christ’s sacrifice on the 
cross (‘his one oblation of himself once offered’). It was not enough to 
dismantle the system of indulgences and its link with the celebration 
of the Eucharist, any possible basis for this—that is, the doctrine of 
that Christ is present and encountered in the Eucharist, as well as 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice—had to be deleted, or at least 
heavily (and wordily!) qualified. What to make of what was left of the 
Eucharist became a lasting issue throughout the Reformation: various 
solutions were offered, but no agreement found. 
   For the Orthodox, all this cuts at the root of what we believe the 
Eucharist to be. What we Orthodox believe is to be found, not so 
much in statements and doctrinal decrees (of which there are few), 
still less in catechisms, which are themselves evidence of the impact 
within the Orthodox world of Reformation controversy,1 but in the 
prayers of the Divine Liturgy itself. The holy gifts of bread and wine 
become the Pure Body and Precious Blood of Christ, as the result of 
what is described as a change wrought by the Holy Spirit, who is 
invoked in prayer by the celebrating priest or bishop (the final words 
of the invocation or epiklesis are μεταβαλὼν τῷ Πνεύματί σου τῷ Ἁγίῳ: 
changing [them] by your Holy Spirit—there is unambiguously a 
change in the bread and wine offered at the Eucharist, though there is 
little eagerness to define precisely what this change entails, other than 
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that the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ). 
Furthermore, that the Eucharist is a sacrifice is unmistakably affirmed 
by the prayer made by the priest before the Great Entrance, which 
ends with these words, ‘Do not turn away your face from me…, but 
count me worthy to offer these gifts to you. For you are the one who 
offers and is offered, who receives and is distributed, Christ our 
God…’: an assertion, in the context and form of a prayer, that makes 
clear that the Eucharistic Sacrifice, offered by the Church gathered 
together to celebrate the Eucharist is identical with Christ’s own 
offering of himself, indeed Christ’s own act, for Christ is the priest and 
the victim, the One who receives the sacrifice and the One distributed 
in the holy gifts. 

Symbolic or Sacramental Ontology 
Reformation thinking about the Eucharist, and the sacraments 
generally, went further even than this. I have spoken of a severing of 
any ontological link between the sacrament and what the sacrament 
performs, between the sacramentum and the res, to use scholastic 
language (which can hardly be translated into Greek, for χρῆμα has a 
very different resonance from the Latin res, not to mention the 
difference in resonance between μυστήριον and sacramentum). The 
severing of this link had further dimensions that I want to discuss 
briefly. 
   Early Christian practice of and reflection on the sacraments 
belonged to a world that was deeply sensitive to the symbolic. Visible 
things, what we encounter in our daily lives, pointed beyond 
themselves to a hidden reality; the invisible world made itself 
accessible through visible things. As Dionysios the Areopagite put it, 
in his letter to the Apostle John on Patmos, ‘Truly, visible things are 
manifest images of invisible things’ (ep. 10): a statement much quoted 
in later centuries, both in the East and in the West. The world is full of 
symbols. If we are sensitive, attuned, wherever we look, whatever we 
hear, touch, taste, or smell can speak to us of the invisible realm.  
Sometimes this is presented as a simple fact—the visible and invisible 
worlds are intertwined—but more generally it is a matter of 
interpretation, of finding and searching for meaning. It belongs to the 
human to discern meaning (part of what is meant, I would suggest, by 
being made in the image of God), to link the world perceived through 
the senses with that grasped by the intellect. Humans, however, do 
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not create meaning, they discern it; the links they detect are there, but 
need the human to uncover them. So, on the one hand, the universe is 
full of symbols; on the other, these symbols are only grasped as 
symbols by human intelligence and intuition. All of this fits together 
in an understanding of the cosmos, or universe, as a web of meaning, 
tracked by symbols, discerned by the human, who is not conceived of 
as external to the cosmos, but part of it, indeed, the very heart of the 
universe, a kind of little cosmos, a microcosm. All of this is 
commonplace in the Fathers, though pursued in different ways; it is 
part of their debt to Platonism. With Dionysios, a wealth of later 
Platonic—Neoplatonic, as modern scholars put it—reflection 
enhanced and deepened the Christian understanding of the cosmos.1  
With St Maximos the Confessor, in the next (the seventh) century, we 
find the most elaborate development of this insight.2  
   Some might find a problem with this view of the world, for such a 
sacramental or symbolic view of the cosmos could be seen as 
providing an entirely adequate view of how everything holds together 
in the universe, in which case what is the role of Christ as mediator 
between God and man, the heavenly and the earthly? There is, 
however, little evidence that this was seen as a problem in the patristic 
period, though some of the Fathers—St John Chrysostom, say, and 
especially St Maximos the Confessor—provide elucidation that 
prevents it becoming a problem.  For we live in a fallen world, in 
which the human has failed to fulfil its role as microcosm and 
mediator, a world that therefore needs the presence of the Godman, 
Christ, to fulfil the role that belongs to the human, by overcoming of 
the powers of sin and death that destroy or obscure the harmony to 
which the notion of a symbolic universe gives expression. As I have 
said, I don’t think that in the patristic period this was a problem 
(though it certainly features in the minds of modern interpreters); 
what Maximos, for example, does is not so much face and solve this 
problem, as present Christ himself as constitutive of the harmony and 
meaning of the cosmos, the One ‘in whom all things are constituted’ 
(Col. 1:17). The sacraments of the Church belong to the symbolic 
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structures of the universe, which constitute what one might think of 
as a radiant constellation of symbols that introduce us into the 
mystery of Christ. 
   The first sign of incomprehension of such a symbolic universe 
occurs, so far as I can see, in Byzantine iconoclasm, and here we can 
detect a link with the problems of the Reformation, though not the 
one envisaged, I think, by Diarmaid MacCulloch, already referred to.  
For the iconoclasts found themselves—not, I think intentionally— 
setting the sacrament against the symbol. They argued that the 
sacrament of the Eucharist is, along with the sign of the Cross and the 
church building itself, the only true link between Christ and us—the 
only true symbol, or type, or figure—and that the symbolic world 
invested in by the icon threatens the uniqueness of the Eucharist. To 
say that icons are ways in which we remember Christ, the Mother of 
God, the Saints, the great events of salvation history is to usurp the 
role of the Eucharist, which Christ gave to us as the way of 
remembering him—εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν. The Orthodox response, 
which eventually won the day, was to say that, although the Eucharist, 
and all the rites and ceremonies of the Church, draw on the symbolic 
world—which is why we use water, oil, the highly fragrant, blended oil 
called myron, incense, movement and gesture, as well as bread and 
wine—they mediate the presence of Christ himself: it is Christ himself 
who is present in the Eucharist; the Eucharist is not just a symbol or 
type/figure of Christ. For whatever reason, the court theologians of 
the iconoclast emperor Constantine V lost their grip on any secure 
sense of the symbolic universe, and wanted to focus solely on Christ, 
present by priestly consecration in the bread and wine offered on the 
altar: which is why I think it was a matter of consolidating, or rather 
confining, power in the hands of the Emperor, who, through 
compliant bishops—always easy to find—could control the sacrament; 
as for the other symbols allowed by the iconoclasts, the Cross had 
since Constantine’s vision of the Cross, ‘in which [he would] conquer’, 
been a central element in the symbolic realm of imperial ceremonial, 
while church buildings, the other permitted symbol, were largely 
dependent on imperial munificence. 
   This sense of a symbolic universe was one casualty of the 
Reformation. I think we can perhaps trace this back to the attempt in 
the theology of the twelfth century in the West to define and limit the 
notion of sacrament. In a symbolic universe, everything is a 
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sacrament; the sacraments are nodal points in a sacramental universe; 
there was no great concern to number or limit the sacraments. In the 
twelfth century, for reasons not utterly remote from those of our 
eighth-century iconoclast theologians (both in the eighth and twelfth 
century it was a matter of control: control by the emperor and his 
compliant episcopal hierarchy in the eighth-century Byzantine East, 
or by the priestly order led by the pope in the twelfth-century Latin 
West), there was an attempt to define the sacrament, and eventually 
limit the number of sacraments to seven—which achieved rapid 
success. One criterion for this limited notion of sacrament was 
Dominical institution: true sacraments were those instituted by 
Christ. This need not mean, but very easily could mean, that the 
sacraments were abstracted from the symbolic or sacrament universe: 
the bread and wine of the Eucharist had no symbolic value, they were 
simply what Christ had chosen to use in the institution of the 
Eucharist; he might well have chosen something else. Think, for 
instance, of the phrases of a Eucharistic prayer preserved in the 
Didache (‘The Teaching [of the Apostles]’), in my view a first-century 
text. Over the cup, there is prayed: ‘We give thanks to You, our Father, 
for the holy vine of your child David, which you made known to us 
through your child Jesus’ (Didache 9. 2); and over the broken bread: 
‘We give thanks to You, our Father, for the life and knowledge which 
you made known to us through your child Jesus… As this broken 
bread was scattered upon the mountains and gathered together 
became one, so let your Church be gathered from the ends of the 
earth into your kingdom’ (Didache 9. 3–4). The wine and bread, 
especially the bread, are symbolic in various ways; there is nothing 
about their having been used by Christ at the Last Supper. Once the 
sacraments were abstracted from a sacramental universe, that broader 
notion of the sacrament could become fragile, though I don’t think it 
was actually fractured for some centuries; maybe, not until the more 
fundamental challenge made by the Reformers to the notion of the 
sacrament. 
   Between the twelfth and the fifteenth century, the West saw the rise 
and collapse of scholasticism, a collapse wrought by nominalism and, 
more important, the so-called ‘two powers’ doctrine, which drew a 
distinction between what God could have done, and what he actually 
did. Nominalism weakened the link between what things are and what 
they mean; names are just names, arbitrarily assigned. While the two 
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powers doctrine removed the ontological basis of God’s activity and 
made everything a matter of his—again, in principle, arbitrary—will.1 
When the Reformers came to attack the ontological link between the 
visible and invisible worlds on which the sacraments reposed, they 
were pushing at an open, or at least very insecurely fastened, door. 
The symbolic became purely arbitrary; it no longer pointed to a 
fundamental nexus of meaning lying at the heart of reality. It is this, I 
would argue, that creates the deepest gulf of incomprehension 
between the worldview of the ancient and medieval world, still taken 
for granted by the Orthodox, and the worldview characteristic of the 
modern world, emerging through, or alongside, the Reformation.  
Curiously this loss of a sense of the symbolic came to characterize the 
Catholic response to the Reformation, too, for the Catholic response 
was to affirm the notion of sacramental change, and insist on the 
presence of Christ himself, not some symbol or image, in the 
Eucharist.  
   This process had been long in the making (for more detail, see Henri 
de Lubac’s book Corpus Mysticum):2 the loss of the sense of corpus 
mysticum as the identity of the Church that celebrates the Eucharist, 
so that its valency shifted to the hidden church of elect, leaving the 
sacramental body, brought about by consecration, to assume the 
valency of the historical body of Christ (think of the Eucharistic 
anthem, Ave Verum Corpus—’Hail, true Body’: sung to the 
consecrated host). This dissolved the sense of the unity of Eucharist 
and Church (manifest in the prayer of the offering in the Byzantine 
rite I quoted earlier), leaving the consecrated host the object of 
individual devotion, as exemplified in the rite of Benediction, 
detached from the Eucharistic celebration. This shrinking to the bare 
reality of Christ present in the consecrated host led to an overlooking 
of the symbolic structure of the whole Eucharistic rite, which was only 
clawed back in the twentieth century by the likes of Dom Odo Casel 
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and Jean Daniélou.1 Somewhat earlier than both Casel and Daniélou, 
Maurice de la Taille had held together Dominical institution and the 
notion of a symbolic universe, a world of signs, through asserting that, 
in the Incarnation and the institution of the Eucharist by the 
Incarnate Son, ‘he placed himself in the order of signs’.2 Nostalgia for 
this lost symbolic universe has much to do with the wonderfully rich 
undercurrent of esotericism that characterizes the intellectual history 
of modernity (and which was eventually to make contact with Eastern 
Orthodoxy: but that is another story). 
   I said I would come back to the other of Diarmaid MacCulloch’s 
pillars of the medieval church smashed by the Reformation: Papal 
Primacy. In the view of many Orthodox thinkers, it is papal primacy 
that lies at the heart of the schism between East and West, more 
important even than the Filioque. The raising of the pope above the 
body of bishops—papatus over episcopatus—is regarded as a 
fundamental innovation in the structure of the Church. How it came 
about is a long story, into which there is no time to enter now, save to 
suggest that it involves a fundamental difference of perspective about 
authority in the Church that can be traced back a long way (the 
Western view is hardly an ‘innovation’, as some Orthodox like to 
think). Whereas the Church as a whole in the early centuries seemed 
content to let the administrative structures of the Church be modelled 
on the structures of the Roman Empire, Rome, as soon as it became 
articulate (later than you might think), saw authority in the Church as 
essentially apostolic, and claimed for itself a monopoly of apostolicity, 
seen in its use of the title Sedes Apostolica, the ‘Apostolic See’.  
(‘Apostolic sees’, that is Episcopal sees with some claim to apostolic 
foundation, were two-a-penny in the East; whereas in the Latin West, 
Rome had some claim to uniqueness.) But I am not concerned to say 
any more about papal primacy: yes, Protestants and Orthodox may 
seem to agree in rejecting such primacy, but the terms in which they 
reject it seem to be rather different. 

                                                           
1
 See, for example, Odo Casel, The Mystery of Christian Worship (London: 
Darton, Longman, and Todd, 1962) and Jean Daniélou SJ, Primitive Christian 
Symbols (London: Burns and Oates, 1964). 
2
 Maurice de la Taille SJ, The Mystery of Faith and Human Opinion Contrasted 

and Defined (London: Sheed and Ward, 1934, first published 1930), 212. 



ONE IN CHRIST  VOL. 51  NO. 2 

 

328 

Does the Orthodox Church need a Reformation? 
What I want to do in the last part of this lecture is to make some 
attempt to address another question I hinted at in my opening 
remarks: What, if anything, can the Orthodox Church learn from the 
Reformation? Is it, indeed, in need of reformation itself? So far what I 
have done is to look at what Reformation amounted to in the 
sixteenth century and thereafter, and what I see is something that 
would undermine Orthodoxy maybe even more fundamentally than it 
undermined the medieval Church of the West. The Reformation grew 
out of the late medieval Church, and though in most respects it 
concerned developments to which few parallels can be found in the 
East, the principles of its assault on what it regarded as corruption in 
the medieval Church seem to me to assail fundamental principles of 
Orthodoxy, as I have tried to show. 
   So, instead of asking about what Orthodoxy owes, or might owe, to 
the Reformation—a question that seems to me misguided, given that 
the fundamental principles of the Reformation would undermine 
Orthodoxy even more fundamentally than they destroyed the 
Medieval Church—let us ask a more direct question: does the 
Orthodox Church need a Reformation? For all is not well with 
Orthodoxy; there are problems that lie deep and have lasted long. It 
has indeed been argued that the Russian Orthodox Church only 
escaped an attempt at reformation that would have led to divisions 
analogous to those the West experienced in the sixteenth century, 
because events were overtaken by the Communist Revolution. Had it 
not been for that more fundamental assault on the Church mounted 
by the militant atheism of Bolshevism, we might be this year 
celebrating, or at least remembering, a Russian Orthodox 
Reformation. When the October Revolution took place, the Russian 
Orthodox Church was in the midst of a long-awaited, and long-
planned for, synod, that was explicitly concerned with reform. Little 
was achieved; nothing more, really, than the restoration of the 
patriarchate of Moscow, abolished by Peter the Great in the 
eighteenth century.1 The synod was overtaken by the revolution and 
disbanded, but it is the view of the historian Vera Shevzov, in her 
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book, Russian Orthodoxy on the Eve of the Revolution,1 that the 
tensions unleashed by the synod would have led to schism, had the 
Church not found itself facing the even more serious challenge posed 
by the Bolsheviks. The life of Sergei Bulgakov, already a noted 
philosopher and former Marxist, illustrates the quandary in which the 
Church found itself: Bulgakov, who had recovered his ancestral faith 
in the early years of the twentieth century, was sufficiently inspired by 
the convening of the synod to seek ordination as a priest in 1918; while 
the failure of the Sobor and exile in the Crimea a year or so later 
provoked serious questioning of the future of the faith to which he 
had only recently returned. These questionings are set out in a 
dialogue he composed at the time, published only postumously, 
available now in French under the title, Sous les remparts de 
Chersonèse, which sets out the malaise of the Church with the 
significant subtitle, The ‘Catholic temptation’ of an Orthodox 
theologian.2 
   The underlying problems of the Orthodox Churches lie, it seems to 
me, in regarding the assimilation of the structures of the Church to 
those of the Roman Empire as, in some sense, of the esse of the 
Church, and therefore to be faithfully retained thereafter. Part of what 
this means is that, in some way, the ideal of symphonia, harmony, the 
working together, of Church and State (to use modern terminology) is 
in some way of eternal relevance. The Roman way of understanding 
authority in the Church as essentially apostolic, with the pope as 
successor to the chief apostle, Peter, is explicitly an ideal of eternal—
or at least, permanent worldly—significance. But the early councils, 
the Seven Œcumenical Councils embraced by the Orthodox (and the 
Catholics), seem to me to have done no more than accept the political 
situation of the day, expressed in the Justinianic ideal of symphonia, 
enshrined in the novellae that supplement his revision of Roman law 
to suit a Christian Roman Empire. Something that has urged my 
thought on this a little further is a recent book by David Aers, 
professor of English at Duke University in the States, a marvellously 
illuminating meditation on the Middle English poem, Piers Plowman, 
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called Beyond Reformation? with the intriguing subtitle: An Essay on 
William Langland’s Piers Plowman and the end of Constantinian 
Christianity.1 I cannot in the time left me say very much, not even how 
reading this book forced on me a kind of clarity I had not attained 
before; all I can do here is put together the title, ‘Beyond Reformation’, 
and conclusion of the subtitle, ‘the end of Constantinian Christianity’. 
Aers has been taken to task a great deal for the vagueness of his 
notion of the end of Constantinian Christianity (see the discussion 
online in Syndicate: an online discussion site), and it is indeed difficult 
to see why ‘beyond Reformation’ should involve the end of 
Constantinian Christianity; in many respects Constantinian 
Christianity found a new lease of life in the Christian nations, Catholic 
and Protestant, spawned by the Reformation. A new lease of life that, 
however, had lost the pretensions to universality that had at least 
made it possible, however misguidedly, for the Church to find in the 
Roman Empire’s claims to universality—claims found in, for instance, 
the empire’s sense, or pretence, of itself as the οἰκουμένη, the 
‘inhabited world’—a context in which to further its universal Gospel.  
Yes, Henry VIII’s England claimed to be an empire (in the preamble to 
the Annates Act of 1532, I think), but that was mere windy rhetoric.  
The Christian nations formed in the wake of the Reformation 
represented no unified Christian polity, but a collection of potentially, 
and all too often actually, warring states; the Reformation ushered in 
the Wars of Religion. Perhaps that spectacle did portend the end of 
Constantinian Christianity to those with eyes to see, Leibniz, perhaps, 
for example.  
   But my concern is not the West, but rather the Orthodox East, 
which, as the Ottoman Empire, ‘the dying man of Europe’, slowly 
expired as, in the course of the nineteenth century, there emerged a 
host of Orthodox nations, all of which aspired to reincarnate the 
Justinianic, or Constantinian, ideal in their nations, with the model of 
Emperor–Patriarch–Church–Empire replicated in the model of King–
Patriarch–Church–Nation. With the collapse of Holy Russia before the 
rise of communism, this Justinianic ideal came to be rejected among 
the theologians and thinkers of the diaspora as they sought to 
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understand what the Church might be, robbed of its association with 
Christian Emperor and Christian Empire; the result was the 
emergence of what came to be called Eucharistic ecclesiology. This 
has, however, remained something for ecumenical statements (and 
Vatican II’s Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium). Orthodox 
ecclesiology is splendid, inspiring—but immensely compromised in 
practice, something scarcely even disguised in the diaspora (those 
parts of the world not traditionally Orthodox, such as Western Europe 
and America), where there are now flourishing Orthodox Churches, 
with multiple, often conflicting or competing, jurisdictions. In 
practice, it seems to me that as soon as there is the opportunity to do 
something (notably with the fall of Communism at the end of the last 
century for several traditionally Orthodox countries, or simply a 
growing sense of being at home in a different political culture, as in 
the United States of America), we revert to the ideal of the Justinianic 
symphonia, which has little role that I can see in the world in which 
we live. Even the tentative reforms of the Moscow synod of 1917/18 
have been ignored by the Church in Russia, once freed from 
subjection by the Communists. 
   It seems to me that there is no reason to regard the way the early 
Church adopted the political structures of its day as of enduring and 
eternal relevance. It seems to me to make much more sense to say that 
the way in which the Church accommodated itself to the political 
structures of the Roman Empire provides an analogy for the way the 
Church might relate to the society in which it finds itself: it should be 
possible for it to fit in with a variety of political structures, while at 
once being critical of all political structures, judging them in the light 
of the Gospel, and indeed prepared to challenge political structures 
that threaten to undermine the Gospel. My friend, Aristotle 
Papanikolaou, in his book, The Mystical as the Political, has made an 
attempt to begin such reflection—not perfect, but a start (the book 
has a silly title and an even sillier subtitle; the title only 
comprehensible if you know that his first book partly concerned 
Vladimir Lossky, author of The Mystical Theology of the Eastern 
Church, and the subtitle, ‘Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy’, 
seeming to define Orthodoxy in terms of an intellectually precious 
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movement among a few Anglican academic theologians).1 I would go 
further and suggest that the Orthodox Church runs the risk of missing 
an opportunity: the opportunity offered by the experience of diaspora, 
exile, for the sense of Christians as permanent exiles on this earth is a 
repeated note in the New Testament, and later. The Epistle to 
Diognetus spoke of Christians as ‘living in their own countries, but as 
foreigners; they participate in everything as citizens, but endure 
everything as foreigners; every foreign country is theirs, and every 
country foreign to them…’ (ad Diog. 5. 5). To think out the 
ecclesiological consequences of that would amount to a real 
Reformation for the Orthodox; and perhaps perform a real service for 
our fellow Christians in the Catholic and Protestant Churches, for the 
problem of the passing of Constantinian Christianity and aspirations 
to restore or preserve ideals of a Christian society is not one faced by 
the Orthodox alone. The problems the Orthodox have in traditionally 
Orthodox countries after the passing of Communism—essentially 
what should perhaps be regarded as the temptation to restore the 
status quo ante—are much the same as those faced by the Churches of 
Western Europe, both the (now in many cases once-)established 
Protestant Churches and the Catholic Church in nations largely or 
traditionally Catholic: the tug of nostalgia for a state of affairs in 
which the Churches mattered, or so it seems as we look back.  
Orthodox in the diaspora have to think out some other way of 
belonging to the society in which we live, and the ancient awareness 
of being a diaspora for whom ‘every foreign country is theirs, and 
every country foreign to them’ articulates a sense of compromised 
belonging, but not the less belonging.  
   Furthermore, through our experience of finding ourselves at home 
in the Divine Liturgy, the Eucharist, there is a powerful sense of 
belonging to one another, something that I have argued earlier is 
rooted in our sense that, through the Eucharist and the accompanying 
sense of a sacramental universe, we are bound together—and to all 
our fellow members of the human race—by the symbolic or 
sacramental ontology on which this sense of cosmic belonging 
reposes. It seems to me that this is the basis for an ecclesiology much 
more far-reaching than Eucharistic ecclesiology generally appeared to 
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be. The way in which Eucharistic ecclesiology has been seized on by 
other Christians—both Catholics at Vatican II and in the 
ecclesiological reflections of the World Council of Churches—suggests 
that such a deeper reflection on the experience of diaspora in the 
West by a now increasing number of Orthodox, of increasing 
diversity, many of whom have chosen to be aliens in their own 
country, should be a way forward for the Orthodox, a way forward 
that could be of benefit both to our fellow Christians in our own 
countries, as well as to the Christians in those countries from whom 
we in the West received our awareness of Orthodox Christianity, 
through those who in many cases thought of exile from their national 
family roots as, in the providence of God, an opportunity to share the 
fullness of the Gospel, as treasured in the Orthodox tradition, a legacy 
they so generously shared those they encountered in the West. 
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REPORT 

‘Responding to the Reformation’        

Swanwick, 16-18 October 2017 

Dudley Coates* 

Around 100 people gathered at Swanwick for this conference 
arranged by the National Ecumenical Officers and CTE (Churches 
Together in England). It replaced the normal autumn meetings of 
denominational ecumenical officers and was expanded to welcome 
anyone with ecumenical experience beyond the local. It was 
therefore attended by many Denominational Ecumenical Officers as 
well as by some County Ecumenical Officers. Participants were from 
the Protestant, Orthodox and Catholic traditions and from newer 
churches. Most, but not all, of those attending had a formal 
ecumenical role in their own tradition. Participants also included 
representatives of ecumenical groups, notably of Chemin Neuf 
(www.chemin-neuf.org.uk/en) and the Association of Interchurch 
Families (www.interfamilies.org.uk)1 both of whom took part in the 
panel discussion on reconciliation.   
   The conference opened with a largely historical talk on 
‘Remembering: living with the legacy of the reformations ’ by the 
Revd Professor Mark Chapman.2 Mark reminded us of the role of 
myth in all our traditions and the highly contested legacy of the 
reformation era on all sides using in particular the story of the 
nineteenth century decision to erect the Oxford memorial to 
Cranmer, Ridley and Latimer. Fr Nicholas King SJ

3 on ‘Repenting: 
Fragmentation and Mission’ gave us a Bible study on the Acts of the 
Apostles focusing on the Council of Jerusalem in chapter 15. ‘Maybe 
we can delay the Spirit, but we cannot stop the Spirit ’, he said; and 
‘expect the unexpected’. In a third plenary session the Revd Jeremy 
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Worthen (Church of England)1 spoke on ‘Reforming: a theological 
idea in a secular age’ quoting extensively from Yves Congar’s True 
and False Reform in the Church (1950 and 1968). Towards the end of 
his talk, Jeremy quoted Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy 
of the Gospel) as saying that the church lives by receiving and 
proclaiming the gospel and can have no secure home without 
venturing out. The fourth plenary session was a panel discussion on 
‘Reconciling: the ministry of Christ’2 during which participants from 
the floor as well as the panel considered their role as ministers of 
reconciliation. In the fifth plenary session Archpriest Andrew Louth 
FBA

3 spoke on ‘Reflecting on the legacy of the Reformation’. In a 
densely argued paper he said that the Orthodox often started from a 
profoundly different world view from that of both Catholic and 
Protestant Christians and that we have all been and still are, albeit in 
different ways, influenced by the political world in which we 
operate. In the final plenary session Rt Revd Jan McFarlane (Bishop 
of Repton) spoke on ‘Rejoicing in the patience of God: the joy of the 
Gospel’. She argued that we see ourselves as David but spend time 
trying to be Goliath. Prayer is more important than mission 
strategies, however good. The more formal papers can be found in 
this issue of One in Christ, as the previous footnotes indicate. 
   Conference worship was brilliantly curated by Teresa Brown from 
Devine Music (www.devinemusic.org.uk) ably assisted by Jenny 
Bond of CTE. On the first evening we were invited to repent of our 
role in division and, after the names of martyrs of the Reformation 
era had been placed on a cross, offered the opportunity to receive 
the sign of ashes. This was the first time I have been ashed other 
than on Ash Wednesday and I found it profoundly moving. For some 
other participants this was the first time they had sung Martin 
Luther’s hymn Ein Feste Burg (A safe stronghold). Later worship 
looked forward using texts like Bernadette Farrell ’s Christ be our 
Light and Paul Bateman’s The Kingdom of God is justice and joy (sung 
to the tune Out Skerries set to these words in Rejoice and Sing). On 
the second evening David Cornick, CTE General Secretary, preached 
from John 4, exploring the implications of Jesus ’ radical, counter-

                                                           
1
 See above, 298-313. 

2
 See above, 257-9. 

3
 See above, 314-33. 



ONE IN CHRIST  VOL. 51  NO. 2 

 

336 

cultural encounter with the woman at the well and the Bishop of 
Repton led the closing worship after her talk. 
   In his summary at the end of the conference, David Cornick 
reflected that the centrality of prayer and the call to be the ‘David’ 
church (rather than Goliath) suggested that worship and liturgy 
were integral parts of mission. As we are caught up in the missio Dei 
we need to continue the theological conversation between those 
who work in the academy and those who work in the church. We 
also need to tend the delicate ecology of the ecumenical space, 
especially at intermediate level, as well as being aware that things 
are changing and the Spirit is moving.  
   Sometimes despite appearances, God is there before us and it is 
our job to follow. All participants were invited during the final 
morning to reflect on the lasting fruits of the Conference and on the 
next steps which we might, as individuals and collectively, take. 
   What follows is one conference participant’s response to that 
challenge:  
 
The main legacy for me of this wonderful conference is the many 
stimulating and often profound conversations I had with strangers 
who rapidly became friends. These new friends were from all parts of 
England—and indeed some from abroad (Poland and even Australia) 
as well as covering the full range of Christian traditions both old and 
new. 
   After the conference, I reflected on what I had experienced and 
learnt in the hope of retaining some of the joy and energy of the 
Holy Spirit which I had experienced in listening to the lectures as 
well as conversing, discussing and worshipping. In particular there 
was Jan McFarlane’s ‘So what?’ question and the discussions during 
the final session on next steps. So here is some of what I hope to 
carry forward. 
   I felt challenged in my role as ecumenical officer to do more to 
encourage local Churches Together Groups to pray together more. 
Prayer is crucial. It means spending time and listening to God rather 
than telling God what God already knows. However, prayer is also 
dangerous. God will challenge us but also inspire us. But we can let 
go of our anxiety about decline, and instead trust God and join God 
in God’s mission. 
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   I also hope to encourage the different denominations and 
traditions to learn more about each other’s history, culture and gifts. 
David Cornick’s epigram ‘When we encounter the other we discover 
more of ourselves’ is especially resonant. We were reminded that 
God is always beyond our understanding and we need to celebrate 
our differences within God’s unity and create a generous spirit of 
openness to each other in God. The Trinity shows us that 
community, koinonia, is our calling, not individualism. One 
metaphor we were given is of us all as allotments in God ’s garden, 
rather than as having our own private gardens. 
   Reconciliation is a journey, a process, and often fragmentary. We 
must expect to find ‘living with difference’ uncomfortable, and even 
painful. It requires generous sacrificial love. For example, for the old 
to listen to the young more. However, if it is of the Holy Spirit then 
it will also be enriching and will ultimately bring us comfort and a 
deeper joy.  
   This journey to unity is also a journey to look outwards ‘to be one 
that the world may believe’. We must recognise and affirm the gifts 
and vocations of all whether lay or ordained, and especially in our 
‘Monday to Saturday’ lives. We must learn to be ‘contagious 
Christians’, full of the love and joy of God, so that others will want to 
find out more. 
   Other challenges we were given may be even harder to realise. We 
were asked whether now is the time for a new, more radical, 
Reformation? That is, one that will bring a true unity of the church 
which recognises and celebrates our differences. We may recognise 
the need to pray together more. Can we also worship together?  
   I also received some more personal challenges during the final 
session. One was to give more time to personal prayer and listening 
to God’s call on my life. Another was to do more to engage with a 
local Anglican priest who does not recognise my orders. When I 
ventured to do so last Sunday I received an unexpectedly warm 
welcome from the congregation and felt enriched by the experience. 
Daring to reach out to each other, especially when we most fear 
rejection, is surely when the Holy Spirit is most with us? 

Janet Appleby, Ecumenical Officer  
Newcastle Diocese of the Church of England 
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REVIEW 

The Church: Always in Need of Reform by Gabriel Daly OSA. 
Dublin: Dominican Publications, 2015, 295 pp + index. 

Gabriel Daly is an Irish Augustinian priest who has taught for several 
decades at the Milltown Institute, the Irish School of Ecumenics and 
Trinity College Dublin. He is most famous worldwide for his incisive 
studies on Catholic Modernism. This is a thoroughly readable and 
engaging book. Its ‘basic thesis’ addresses the ecclesial implications of 
how ‘people of one mindset … gained control of the entire institutional 
church’ and put forward ‘their own theology as “the teaching of the 
church”’ aggressively resisting any alternative ecclesial views and 
positions’ (p.16). But the book is also about so much more and it is both 
refreshingly frank and thoughtful. 
   Divided into seventeen chapters, it begins with an autobiographical 
journey of the author which helps to illustrate very well the enormous 
changes that the church has gone through since the late 1940s when the 
author was a student for the priesthood. We follow his journey from 
Rome and the Gregorian to Oxford, where the tutorial system was as 
liberating as his rugby career (including qualifying as a first class referee!). 
   Chapters follow on a wide range of subjects which includes a portrait of 
the complex characters of Paul, Augustine and Luther—all flawed yet 
brilliant individuals who sought reform in the church in their own way 
best suited to their own contexts—Daly demonstrates that worn 
stereotypical accounts of such figures from fans and critics alike can be 
wide of the mark. There is also an assessment of Vatican II’s key 
ecclesiological and organizational achievements and the work that 
remains to be done. The stymied compromise on collegiality looms large. 
Among his telling conclusions is the sober reminder that not everything 
in today’s church can be solved by hearkening back to Vatican II: 

We have to realise that Vatican II cannot be expected to give answers to all 
our pastoral and institutional problems today. What it did was to create an 
appetite for reform and to point the way towards it. The last 50 years have 
seen a proliferation of further questions and problems, and, short of calling 
another general council, there seems at present to be no mechanism to 
deal with them (p.69). 

Further on in the book, Daly offers further reflections on the council, 
particularly with regard to its reception (or otherwise). 
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   Daly then discusses the impact on the church of the developments in 
ecclesiology in the past seven decades. He reflects, in particular, on a 
series of ecclesiological models (e.g. church as gathering, as institution, as 
community of believers), some of which have proved detrimental to the 
church and others which, if adopted more widely, particularly at the 
official level, could help overcome so many of the problems that have 
blighted the church of recent times. Among the most incisive chapters is 
the one where he pleas for the church to be able to live with difference 
and diversity better, accepting there will be differences of opinion and 
disagreements. This would necessitate that the church finds a better way 
of dealing with criticism from within and therefore Daly argues that the 
church needs to practice compassion much better and more widely 
toward its own members, especially those faithful critics. In a later 
chapter, Daly goes further and examines the relationship between faith 
and doctrine, demonstrating clearly that the latter emerges out of a 
complicated process that involves imagination and experience 
unquestionably, as opposed to those who feel such are timeless truths 
somehow dropped from heaven. He analyses the clashes with church 
authorities of both Yves Congar and Elizabeth Johnson, alongside further 
insights from his own studies of modernism, to further elucidate these 
debates. Daly laments how the primacy of conscience was eroded under 
the previous two popes in an analogous fashion to what happened at the 
beginning of the twentieth century during the modernist crisis. 
   He despairs at the rise in neo-conservatism and ‘traditionalism’ among 
younger Catholic priests and seminarians, particularly their disdain for 
Vatican II. He sees many parallels between developments in Catholicism 
in the past few decades and the alarming rise in intransigent 
fundamentalism witnessed in other churches in the same period. Daly 
also devotes a specific chapter to the relationship between theology and 
philosophy and another to exploring the implications of the fact that 
Christianity is a historical religion—in which he strongly objects to the 
perception and charges of relativism so central to the theology, teaching 
and ministry of Benedict XVI. Daly makes a further plea for the church 
and Catholics to live comfortably with (in the poet Keats’ phrase) 
‘negative capability’—especially to be comfortable with uncertainty and 
doubt, recognizing the limitations of the human mind and our present 
existence. This, contra the dogmatism and moralism all too prevalent in 
the church in recent decades. Instead, what is needed is ‘a sound theology 
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of salvation’ that does not shun the world but rather sees it as the ‘theatre 
of God’s liberating activities and graces’ (p.259). 
   And Daly resolutely defends the need for the Association of Catholic 
Priests in Ireland, an organization that has come in for much criticism in 
its clashes with bishops there and with Rome. One might add that, as in 
so many other countries, the tragic irony is that it is all too often the older 
generation of priests and scholars, in the latter stages of their careers—
dedicated servants of the church like Daly, himself, who began his priestly 
formation in the 1940s—that is carrying the torch for bringing the church 
into the twenty-first century, for a more compassionate, caring and 
inclusive church that respects dialogue and debate, that can live with 
disagreement within itself and can therefore serve the world all the better 
in its gospel mission. Hopefully, in time, the Francis factor will ensure 
that new generations of church ministers in varying roles will emerge 
more in keeping with his own ecclesiological outlook and agenda. 
   There is a refreshing ecumenical sensitivity to the book’s analysis and 
proposals and a clear breadth and depth of knowledge of other Christian 
traditions that will make the volume especially appealing to readers of 
One in Christ. And Daly is not afraid also to point toward areas where 
members of other churches have fallen short or adopted idealistic 
positions that are, in the final analysis, little short of hypocritical, as his 
analysis of the thorny relationship between scripture, traditions and 
interpretation demonstrates: there is a catch-22 when it comes to sola 
scriptura, for the biblical canon itself emerged out of a process of 
interpretation and argumentation that itself was entirely post-scriptural 
in character. In a later chapter, he looks at the notion of ‘Catholic 
substance and Protestant principle’ and engages in reflections on a variety 
of thinkers such as John Macquarrie, Frans Jehan Leenhardt and Paul 
Tillich, as he argues that both broad Christian traditions can learn much 
from one another. Daly’s penetrating assessment of the prospects for 
ecumenical dialogue today reaches optimistic conclusions. 
   Daly also explores how the church has failed in its approach to moral 
issues and teachings in recent decades—particularly with regard to 
sexuality. His treatment of these issues is particularly incisive and he does 
not shirk the most controversial topics from contraception to gay 
marriage. The book was written as Ireland was going through its own 
national debates with the referendum on gay marriage. Here Daly’s 
treatment is one that is strikingly honest in how he goes about grappling 
with the conundrums: he defends the change in the Irish constitution to 
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allow gay marriage and states all faithful Catholics can affirm that right to 
same sex couples in good conscience. It is primarily a constitutional 
matter. Yet rather than simply adopt one of the binary oppositional 
positions on this debate, he also believes people can agree that others 
have a legal right to marriage without agreeing with their understanding 
of marriage. 
   The church’s own problems with sexuality, he concludes, can be 
brought to a place of greater dialogue, understanding and so relevance, 
through ‘an analysis of the situation from a philosophical standpoint of 
the relationship between essence and existence’ (243). The church might 
therefore break away from its slavish adherence to radical essentialism 
that has dominated both moral theology and ecclesiology. Rather than 
intransigent rules and regulations being put at the center of church life, 
Catholics should seek to foster anew a community where joy, mercy and 
compassion are at the center of the community’s day to day life. With 
Amoris Laetitia, it would appear Pope Francis concurs with Daly’s 
assessment. 
   Daly turns in the penultimate chapter to suggest that if the church 
places more emphasis upon its pilgrim status in this world, and likewise 
for individual Christians, then we might be better equipped to truly live 
with those differences—even on the most divisive moral and existential 
issues—as well as the challenges and lack of certainty that human 
existence is replete with. There is no prospect of perfection for human 
beings, nor of a perfect church. Instead our eschatology should be 
realistic, driven by hope and resolutely oriented toward action against 
injustice in this world. 
   Throughout its pages, the volume offers rich insights throughout thanks 
to the commanding knowledge of the history and actuality of the church 
and theology worldwide. And, for this reader and I suspect many others, 
one of the added bonuses to the book is that Daly addresses his home 
context of Ireland frequently and without pulling any punches with 
regard to what got the church in the mess it found itself in there. He 
details a number of case studies from Ireland, particularly the harsh and 
unchristian treatment of courageous priests who dared to call for ecclesial 
change, to further demonstrate the fault lines in the church that require 
fixing.  
   While the majority of this book was obviously researched and written 
prior to the election of Pope Francis or prior to Francis’ agenda for the 
church becoming more apparent, this does not detract from its value or 
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importance. In fact, not only was Daly quickly aware of the transition 
Francis could bring about throughout his own swift actions on taking up 
the papacy, the direction in which Francis has taken the church since the 
book’s publication only proves Daly’s assessments and arguments in the 
volume correct time and again. It is thus that the final chapter ‘A Reason 
for Hope’ is both a fitting manifesto of specific proposals for church and 
theological reform on so many of the topics covered in the foregoing 
pages, and something of a prescient articulation of where the church 
would, indeed, go: Francis is already moving the church in the direction 
Daly has pleaded for on so many issues. Of course, all too much work 
remains to be done as both Francis and Daly agree, but the church 
resolutely is moving in the right direction on so many challenges at last. 
   All in all this book shows the work of a deeply thoughtful priest and 
erudite scholar who combines the gifts of both callings to an overlapping 
extent, the degree of which is truly rare. Anybody interested in where 
Catholicism has come from in recent decades and where it might and 
hopefully will be going towards, will find much to gain from reading this 
book. 

Gerard Mannion, Georgetown University, Washington, D.C. 
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