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EDITORIAL 

‘One by one, Lord, I see them and I love them, those you gave me as a 
support and as the natural charm of my existence … In a more confused 
way, but all without exception, I evoke them, those whose anonymous 
flock forms into the innumerable mass of the living: those who surround 
me and support me and whom I do not know; those who—by way of 
truth or error, at their desks, in their laboratories or in the factory— 
believe in the progress of things, and who will passionately pursue the 
light today … 
Everything that will increase in the world, during this day, all that will 
diminish—everything that will die too—here is, O Lord, all that I strive 
to gather within myself to offer to you; there is the matter of my 
sacrifice, all that you would wish … 
Receive, Lord, this total Host that creation, moved by your attraction, 
presents to you at the new dawn … At the bottom of this unformed mass, 
you have placed—I am quite sure, for I feel it—an irresistible and 
sanctifying desire that makes us all cry out, both impious and faithful, 
‘Lord, make us one!’1 

To quote one of our contributors: ‘The Church exists not just for herself 
but for others, and her unity is mysteriously linked to the ultimate unity 
of the whole human race and to the possibility of salvation which is 
offered to each and all.’ 

In one way or another, most of the contributions included in this issue 
bring us back to this belief in the unity of the human race. In the current 
context of increased globalisation coupled with confusing new 
perspectives on truth itself it seems important to re-affirm the 
importance of clarity in dialogue: we need, for example, to distinguish 
ecumenical dialogue from interreligious dialogue; the dialogue of life 
from the dialogue of action; dialogue at a dogmatic level from spiritual 
dialogue. It is equally important to be alert to false constructions of the 
past, misreadings and misunderstandings of the Scriptures. These are 
matters of concern for all Christians since they are rooted in the 
conviction that God’s plan is for the salvation of every one and that the 
Spirit is at work in all human realities. Terence’s famous verse that the 
Fathers of the Church made theirs is worth quoting here: ‘nothing 
human is alien to me.’ 

 
 

1 Teilhard de Chardin, La Messe sur le monde. 
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Witnesses to the One Lord: Ecumenism and 
Interreligious Dialogue. Some Reflections 

 
Michael L. Fitzgerald* 

 
In this article, Cardinal Fitzgerald indicates both the similarities between 
ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue, as well as the differences 
between them. That difference consists above all in the respective aims of 
these two vital and complementary undertakings of the contemporary 
Church. Cardinal Fitzgerald also calls our attention to various initiatives 
in which Christians of different traditions co-operate in order to 
represent Christianity as they engage, together, in dialogue with people 
of one or several other religions. Fostering good inter-religious relations 
thus becomes a stimulus for ecumenical co-operation among Christians. 
There are also underlying theological truths which indicate a link at a 
deep level between both kinds of dialogue. The Church exists not just for 
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herself but for others, and her unity is mysteriously linked to the ultimate 
unity of the whole human race and to the possibility of salvation which is 
offered to each and all. 

 
1. Introduction 

1.1 The Lord’s Prayer as an expression of real but imperfect unity 
Often when Christians gather to pray, despite their differences, they 
find unity in reciting the Lord’s Prayer. This prayer unites them in the 
praise of the Father, as they ask that His name be hallowed, as they pray 
that His will may be done, and as they engage in a common mission 
praying that the Kingdom of God may come. 

It can be observed that the fruit of this prayer is not confined to 
Christians. Holiness can be found also in those who do not profess faith 
in Jesus Christ; it is not only Christians who seek God’s will and desire 
to fulfill it; the values of the Kingdom can be found outside the visible 
boundaries of the Church. 

The fact that it is possible to share words and desires with people who 
do not profess the same faith makes us realize that unity can coexist 
despite differences in belief. Consequently, we are dealing with an 
imperfect unity. This was perhaps the reason why at my school, when I 
was a young boy attending a non-Catholic school, the Catholics usually 
did not join in the prayers, not even to recite the Our Father. This is 
still the case in some Christian circles. 

1.2 The scandal of division 
The fact that Christians are divided is indeed a scandal. It is something 
that is naturally remarked upon by people of other religions. Instead of 
exclaiming: ‘See how they love one another!’ they are more likely to say: 
‘See how they dispute amongst themselves.’ When the Qur’an speaks 
about Christians, it almost always alludes to their divisions. One 
example will suffice. In Surat Maryam, after the story of the 
Annunciation and the birth of Jesus, the text concludes: 

Such was Jesus, son of Mary. [This is] a statement of the Truth about 
which they are in doubt … But factions have differed among themselves 
(Q 19:34. 37). 

It is certainly necessary therefore to do all that is possible to fulfill the 
will of Jesus expressed in his prayer: 
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May they be one, Father, as you are in me and I am in you. May they 
also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me (John 
17:21). 

1.3 The need for common witness 
The above quotations underline the need for common witness and the 
need for Christians together, in so far as it is possible, to develop 
relations with people of other religions. The Directory for the 
Application of the Principles and Norms of Ecumenism, brought out by 
the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity in 1993, 
states: 

In today’s world contacts between Christians and people of other 
religions are increasing. These contacts are radically different from 
those between Churches and ecclesial communities. The latter have as 
their aim the reconstitution of the unity that Jesus Christ wished for 
among all his disciples; they are righty called ecumenical. In point of 
fact, interreligious contacts are influenced by ecumenical contacts. The 
opposite is also true: through interreligious relations Christians are led 
to deepen their unity. Such contacts constitute an important part of 
ecumenical cooperation (210). 

Interreligious relations can therefore rightly be said to be a stimulus for 
the development of an ecumenical attitude. Interreligious dialogue is a 
locus of ecumenical dialogue. 

 
2. A comparison between ecumenism and interreligious 
dialogue 

The above quotation, while it notes the connection between 
ecumenism and interreligious dialogue, underlines the differences 
between them. Whereas the spirit that animates these two activities 
and the methods used are similar, they do not have the same aim. These 
two points deserve further examination, but they will be taken in the 
reverse order. 

2.1 A different aim 
The aim of ecumenism is the restoration of the unity willed by Christ 
for all his disciples. It is obvious that what is intended here is a unity in 
diversity, without any attempt to abolish the particular rites and 
practices of individual Churches and ecclesial communities. There 
should be, nevertheless, sufficient unity of faith for the members of the 
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different communities to recognize one another, not only with respect 
but as being in communion. It is this communion in faith which is the 
foundation for communion in practice. 

In interreligious relations this community of faith is necessarily 
lacking. This does not mean that there is nothing in common between 
Christianity and other religions, in particular with religions such as 
Judaism and Islam which hold belief in one God who is the Creator and 
the Judge of all. Yet these religions do not recognize Jesus as the Son of 
God, the one Lord and Saviour. If they did, they would cease to be what 
they are and would become expressions of Christianity. So, the aim of 
interreligious dialogue cannot be to seek the unity of all religions (this 
is the aim of ‘universalistic’ movements which end up creating another 
religion; an example would be the Baha’i movement). The aim of 
interreligious dialogue is in some ways more modest, namely to foster 
harmony and peace among the followers of different religions. Yet it 
goes further than this: 

Interreligious dialogue is not aimed solely at mutual understanding and 
friendly relations. It reaches a deeper level, that of the spirit, where 
exchange and sharing include mutual witness to what each one believes 
and a common discovery of respective religious convictions. Through 
this dialogue, Christians and others are invited to deepen their religious 
commitment and to respond, with ever-greater sincerity, to the personal 
call of God and the free gift that He makes to each (Dialogue and 
Proclamation 40). 

It is for this reason that interreligious dialogue can rightly be called a 
dialogue of salvation. The fact that, in the Christian understanding of 
salvation, the personal call of God and the free gift of Himself ‘always 
pass through the mediation of Jesus Christ and the work of his Spirit’ 
(ibid.), does not invalidate this deep aim of interreligious dialogue. 

2.2 Similarity in spirit and methods 
If the aims of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue are radically 
different, do these two activities then have nothing in common? It can 
be stated categorically that they show much similarity in the spirit that 
animates them, and they often use similar means. 

With regard to the animating spirit, without going into great detail, 
it would be possible to point to respect, love and humility as essential 
elements of this spirit. Respect comes from the conviction that God 
does not work only in the hearts of individuals but also in the rites and 
traditions of the communities to which these individuals belong. We 
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must admit that this respect has not always been shown. When the 
Declaration Nostra Aetate of Vatican II stated: ‘The Church has also a 
high regard for the Muslims’ (NA 3), this provoked amazement among 
many Catholics. Religious traditions deserve our respect because they 
bear witness to the efforts to seek answers to ‘the unsolved riddles of 
human existence’ (NA 1) which have puzzled the minds and hearts of 
human beings since the dawn of time. They are also worthy of respect 
because of the human and spiritual values which they hold. In 
ecumenical terms we could think of the liturgical and spiritual 
traditions of the Oriental Churches, the great attention to the Word of 
God in different Protestant communities, the lively prayer of 
Pentecostals. With regard to other religions we could remind ourselves 
that Paul VI, in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, noted 
that these religions possess ‘a splendid patrimony of religious writings’ 
and that they ‘have taught generations of men how to pray’ (EN 53). 

This respect leads to practical consequences. It implies that care be 
taken when speaking about other people. Vatican II’s Decree on 
Ecumenism insists that every effort should be made ‘to avoid 
expressions, judgments and actions which do not represent the 
condition of our separated brethren with truth and fairness and so 
make mutual relations with them more difficult’ (UR 4). This can 
certainly be applied to our relations with people of other religions as 
well and, hopefully, to their relations with us. 

Respect, however, does not mean indifference or a spirit of laissez- 
faire. When love is allied to respect, other Christians and people of 
other religions are treated as brothers and sisters, as members of the 
one human family which is called to go forward together. John Paul II, 
in his encyclical letter Ut Unum Sint, proposed some ways of applying 
this spirit of ‘universal fraternity’. He mentioned communities that at 
one time had been rivals but now help each other mutually, for instance 
with regard to places of worship, in enabling access to higher studies, 
in approaching civil authorities on behalf of those who are suffering 
persecution, in restoring the good name of those who have incurred 
defamation (cf. UUS 42). All this can be applied, mutatis mutandis, to 
interreligious relations. The document Dialogue and Proclamation 
specifies that a fraternal spirit leads to altruistic behaviour: ‘There is 
need to stand up for human rights, proclaim the demands of justice, 
and denounce injustice not only when their own members are 
victimized, but independently of the religious allegiance of the victims. 
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There is need also to join together in trying to solve the great problems 
facing society and the world, as well as in education for justice and 
peace’ (DP 44). This appeal is addressed in the first place to Christians, 
to local Churches, but it is hoped that it will also be heard by other 
religious communities. 

Finally, there is the need for humility, which is an indispensable 
requirement for good ecumenical and interreligious relations. 
However, convinced we may be that our religious tradition teaches us 
the truth—and as Christians we profess that Jesus Christ is the Way, 
the Truth and the Life—we are aware that we ourselves have not fully 
grasped this truth. As long as we remain in this world, we are but 
pilgrims. We are conscious of our limits as human beings, that we are 
by no means perfect. This holds good for us as individuals but also for 
our communities that are in constant need of renewal and reform. 
Above all we are conscious that it is God who governs our universe, and 
that our role is to follow the suggestions of the Holy Spirit. The certain 
conviction that the Spirit is guiding us is a source of courage and leads 
to perseverance. When we meet with obstacles, with 
misunderstandings, we can derive comfort from the fact that we are 
subject to God. We realize that ‘All, both Christians and the followers 
of other religious traditions, are invited by God to enter into the 
mystery of his patience, as human beings seek his light and truth’, since 
‘only God knows the times and stages of the fulfillment of this long 
human quest’ (DP 84). 

With regard to the methods used in ecumenism, The Ecumenical 
Directory contains a chapter entitled ‘Communion of life and spiritual 
activity among the baptized’ and a further chapter on ‘Ecumenical 
collaboration, dialogue and common witness’. The documents on 
interreligious dialogue distinguish four types of dialogue: dialogue of 
life, dialogue of action, dialogue of discourse and dialogue of religious 
experience. In some ways these two ways of distinguishing different 
activities coincide, although great differences remain. 

It could be thought that communion of life and the dialogue of life 
are one and the same thing, but the key-word in the title of the chapter 
in the Directory is ‘baptized’. Sharing baptism puts Christians in a 
particular situation. Common prayer becomes possible, whereas among 
the followers of different religions it remains problematic. For 
Christians, orders of service can be prepared where the participants will 
recite or sing the same words. Common orders of service for 
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interreligious meetings raise a host of problems. Normally it is better to 
have people of each religion present reciting a prayer in succession, 
while the others listen respectfully. Again, among Christians, when 
certain conditions are obtained, it is possible to share in sacramental 
worship, and in particular the Eucharist. For people of other religions 
to share in Christian worship, or for Christians to join in the worship of 
a non-Christian religion, would be condemned as being a form of 
communicatio in sacris. The most one can do is to assist respectfully at 
the worship. This should not be despised, however, as it comes into the 
category of the dialogue of religious experience. It can indeed lead to 
greater consciousness of the spiritual riches of the respective religious 
traditions. 

Ecumenical cooperation can come in many forms. The Directory 
mentions biblical work in common, the preparation of liturgical texts, 
theological studies and formation undertaken together, humanitarian 
aid and the care for the environment, acting together in the field of 
health-work and also with regard to social communications. The first 
items on this list are dependent on a sharing of belief, and it would 
therefore be difficult to apply them to interreligious cooperation, but 
when one turns to the service of the world around us, it can be seen 
that such interreligious cooperation becomes possible. 

In a multi-religious society, where religious education must 
necessarily include transmission of knowledge of the different 
traditions, it is desirable that these traditions work together, for 
instance in the preparation and execution of the necessary educational 
programmes. In the same way, religious traditions can unite in 
upholding common values or in common actions on behalf of the poor 
and needy. The possibilities of cooperation are indeed immense. What 
is needed is obviously the desire to engage in common actions, and to 
do so requires a high degree of mutual trust. 

Dialogue can itself help to create the climate necessary for such 
cooperation. The Ecumenical Directory provides some indications 
regarding ecumenical dialogue which are also relevant to interreligious 
dialogue. Dialogue requires listening and responding, seeking to 
understand and to make oneself understood. So it means being ready 
to ask questions, but also to receive questions. It means expressing 
myself and also paying attention to what others say about me. Each 
person sharing in the conversation should be ready to clarify further his 
or her own position, to modify personal viewpoints and way of living 
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and acting, out of a genuine love of the truth. Reciprocity and a 
common commitment are essential elements of dialogue, as is also the 
awareness of the essential equality of the partners in dialogue (cf. 
Ecumenical Directory, 172). 

There are certainly fundamental differences between ecumenical and 
interreligious dialogue, given the difference in their aims, as mentioned 
above. While in ecumenical dialogue the aim is to arrive at a common 
profession of faith, in interreligious dialogue the aim is simply to clarify 
ideas in order to achieve greater understanding, thus eliminating 
prejudices and simplistic reductions of the truth. 

 
3. Possibilities for an ecumenical approach to interreligious 
dialogue 

Having compared, in some measure at least, ecumenism and 
interreligious dialogue, it can now be shown how interreligious 
dialogue can be a way to ecumenical dialogue. This will be illustrated 
theoretically, following the four types of dialogue already mentioned, 
and then by providing some examples. 

3.1 The dialogue of life 
The ‘dialogue of life’ is understood as being ‘where people strive to live 
in an open and neighbourly spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, their 
human problems and preoccupations’ (DP 42). This takes place at the 
human level when people engage in relations primarily as human 
beings. Yet religious motives can strengthen the desire to reach out to 
people who belong to different religious traditions. 

It is worthwhile underlining the word ‘strive’ used in the description 
given above. The dialogue of life is not always easy. Differences, 
whether cultural or religious, can create a tendency to live in a ghetto, 
separating oneself from others or at least confining relations to a 
superficial level. Initiatives are needed in order to create a climate in 
which every person feels at ease, such as celebrations of the feasts of 
the different communities, a welcome celebration for newcomers to the 
area or a farewell ceremony for those who are leaving. There are almost 
unlimited variations along this line. 

At this level the differences among Christians would not seem to 
weigh at all. If, for example, Christians are living in an area where there 
are Muslims, or Buddhists, or both, they will meet them simply as 
Christians rather than as Anglicans, Catholics or Methodists. This is 
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true at least for the opening of communications. If there is a desire to 
create more formal relations in a village or an area of town, it might be 
good to hold a prior concertation among the various Christian groups. 

3.2 Dialogue of action 
Dialogue of life often leads to common action but of a spontaneous 
nature, such as going to the help of a sick person or, in a village setting, 
repairing damage caused by a storm. When initiatives are taken to 
achieve something of a more permanent nature, then we move to the 
level of the dialogue of action. Common action in fact requires a 
considerable amount of dialogue since it is necessary to come to an 
agreement on what needs to be done, and how it should be done, and 
who will be responsible for the action. 

The Ecumenical Directory speaks of many different types of 
cooperation which can easily be adapted to interreligious cooperation. 
There is first of all sharing in programmes established by a particular 
religious tradition. There can also be an effort to coordinate 
independent initiatives. Finally, initiatives can be taken together by 
common accord (cf. The Ecumenical Directory 163). 

An example could be the care of orphans left as a result of AIDS. 
Catholics may be doing this, but employing nurses who happen to be 
Muslims, with the help of a rich business-man who belongs to another 
Christian denomination. Would the Catholics run the orphanage while 
leaving others to provide instruction about AIDS? Or would there be an 
attempt to include everyone in the organizing committee since the 
orphans in fact belong to all the different religious communities? 

Since the majority of religious organizations have their own 
structures and sources of finance it is easier to work independently. A 
deliberate effort is needed to bring together people belonging to 
different religious traditions. This requires, one might say, an 
‘ecumenical instinct’. What is certain is that if the Christians are united 
when they approach others to work with them, they will probably have 
less difficulty in arousing a positive response. 

3.3 The dialogue of discourse 
The different kinds of cooperation just enunciated are relevant also for 
more formal and academic types of dialogue. In this case also it is true 
that it is easier for a single ecclesial entity, or academic institution, to 
organize a conference, inviting people of other Christian 
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denominations to participate on the Christian side. Often the 
organizing body may be ecumenical in nature, a national or regional 
council of churches, for example, because such councils frequently give 
more attention to interreligious relations. Fortunately, in many places 
the Catholic Church is a full member of these councils and so can be 
engaged in the preparation of the conference right from the very 
beginning. 

Such ecumenical cooperation in forming the Christian partners for a 
formal interreligious dialogue is easier when the arguments to be 
discussed are social in nature. When matters of faith are to be 
discussed, a certain embarrassment can be caused if the Christians do 
not agree amongst themselves. Yet such differences can also arise when 
ethical questions are treated. Nevertheless, since the aim of 
interreligious dialogue is not to come to full agreement in matters of 
faith, the fact that the partners on one side of the dialogue do not all 
agree may be of less importance. In fact, openness about differences on 
one side may encourage a similar openness on the other side and 
prevent a monolithic approach to questions. 

3.4 The dialogue of religious experience 
The dialogue of religious experience normally requires persons ‘rooted 
in their own religious traditions’. They come together to ‘share their 
spiritual riches, for instance with regard to prayer and contemplation, 
faith and ways of searching for God or the Absolute’ (PD 42). 

It is perhaps in this type of dialogue that ecumenical cooperation will 
be most difficult. Of course, if the sharing takes the form of an academic 
exchange on respective spiritual traditions, there is no reason why 
different Christian traditions should not be presented. If, however, the 
type of sharing includes the presence at an act of worship, this will 
normally be an act of worship of a particular community. The members 
of other Christian communities can nevertheless be invited to attend 
respectfully, together with their partners of other religions. For 
example, it may be profitable for a Buddhist to attend on one occasion 
a Catholic service and on another an Anglican or Methodist act of 
worship, just as Christians could be interested in attending worship 
according to the Theravada tradition on one occasion, a Zen meditation 
or a Tibetan service on another occasion. What is important is that the 
participants have the possibility afterwards of sharing their reactions. 
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4. Some examples of ecumenical cooperation 

Following on this theoretical presentation, here are a few examples of 
ecumenical cooperation drawn from experience within the Pontifical 
Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID). 

4.1 Cooperation between the PCID and the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) 
Since the end of the 1970s, when the Secretary and Under-Secretary of 
the PCID were invited by the WCC’s Sub-Unit for Dialogue with Living 
Faiths and Ideologies to take part in a meeting in Chiang Mai, Thailand, 
there have been many contacts between these two offices. 

In 1979 the leaders of the Sub-Unit were invited to assist at the first 
Plenary Assembly convoked by the PCID. The reciprocal invitations 
have continued and a working meeting of the staffs has become an 
annual event. 

A further step was to engage in joint projects. The first was a study on 
interreligious marriages. Questionnaires were elaborated and sent out; 
the documents produced by different Christian bodies were studied, 
and a joint document was written (cf. Pro Dialogo 96 [1997], 324-339). 
The document remained general in character, partly because it dealt 
with all types of interreligious marriages and partly because it could not 
cover the legislative positions of every distinct Christian tradition. 
Nevertheless, it offers a useful presentation of the problems raised by 
such marriages and underlines their possible contribution to inter- 
religious relations. 

The second project concerned interreligious prayer. This was staged 
in three steps. First an enquiry into the practice of interreligious prayer 
in different Churches; secondly a consultation of experts in this field; 
and finally a consultation of a theological nature. The results of the two 
consultations and some of the papers presented were published 
concurrently in the WCC’s Current Dialogue and the PCID’s Pro 
Dialogo 98 (1998). As in the previous study on interreligious marriage, 
Christians will not find in this publication the position of their 
particular denomination but, rather, useful material to guide them if 
they wish to engage in prayer with people of other religions. 

A third common project concentrated on Africa, in a desire to 
underline the riches of the spiritual traditions of Africa as a 
contribution to the world spiritual heritage. 

219



FITZGERALD Witnesses to the One Lord 220 
 

Another joint project, conducted together with the World Evangelical 
Alliance, produced a document on the ethical requirements of 
respectful evangelization. 

4.2 The Islam in Europe Committee 
An ecumenical initiative, the Islam in Europe Committee, was set up by 
the Conference of Churches in Europe (KEK), in which the principal 
Churches in Europe are represented (except the Catholic Church) and 
the Council of Episcopal Conferences of Europe (CCEE). PCID’s head of 
the Islam desk is invited to the meetings of this Committee as an 
observer. 

The aim of the committee is to provide help to the various Churches 
that are all facing the challenge of the increasing Muslim presence in 
Europe. It had the advantage, even before the enlargement of the 
European Union, of including the Churches of Eastern Europe. 

The following are some of the topics examined by the committee: the 
study of Islam during the formation period for future priests and 
ministers; marriages between Christians and Muslims; reciprocity in 
interreligious relations (a document which aroused some controversy). 
The committee is similar to other ecumenical organizations in that it 
enjoys no authority other than the quality of its work. It proposes 
reflections for the consideration of the individual Churches who then 
act upon them as they think fit. 

The committee has been actively engaged in direct dialogue with 
Muslims. At the time of the attack on the World Trade Centre in New 
York on 11 September 2001, they were holding a meeting in Sarajevo. 
These meetings give Muslims the opportunity of encountering the great 
variety of Christian traditions. 

4.3 Journées d’Arras 
There is another ecumenical group in Europe concerned with 
Christian-Muslim relations. This is an informal meeting of interested 
persons that takes place annually. The first such meeting was held in 
Arras, in Northern France, and it has kept the name ever since, 
although each year the meeting, usually held in the week after 
Pentecost, is held in a different country. Each time a particular theme 
is examined, but the essential part of the meeting consists of an 
exchange of information on the state of Christian-Muslim relations in 
the different countries represented. 
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4.4 PROCMURA 
In Africa different Protestant Churches in the 1970s set up a structure 
to assist Christian communities in their relations with Muslims. 
Initially called the Islam in Africa Project, it eventually took the title 
Project for Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa (PROCMURA). Its 
headquarters are in Nairobi. It remains a Protestant organization but 
collaboration with Catholics is actively sought. Such collaboration does 
indeed take place, but it could be intensified. 

4.5 The Forum Bishops/ ‘Ulama 
To give an example from a different Continent, Asia, the region of 
Mindanao, in the Southern Philippines, has seen a long conflict 
between certain Islamic groups and the army. In order to encourage 
negotiations, rather than fighting, religious leaders decided to come 
together. At first it was the Catholic bishops who met with Muslim 
leaders, but then the meetings were opened up to bishops of other 
Churches. The desire is that such meetings should take place also at a 
lower level, namely that of parish priests, ministers and local imams. 

 
5. Interreligious relations as a way to Christian Unity 

Some people, struck by the scandal of divisions among Christians, 
would say that priority must be given to ecumenism. Once there is 
unity among Christians, then relations could be developed with people 
of other religions. 

Without lessening the importance of ecumenism, this position would 
appear to be wrong for two reasons. The first is that the building up of 
good interreligious relations cannot wait, because the world is 
becoming more and more intercultural and interreligious. There is 
practically no part of the world where people of different religions are 
not living side by side. It is important that they get to know one 
another, understand one another better and respect one another. For 
example, Saudi Arabia, the heartland of Islam, has many millions of 
foreign workers, many of whom are Christians. It is important that their 
situation be brought to the attention of Christian and Muslim leaders 
so that their rights, including the right to religious freedom, be 
respected. 

A second reason is that relations with people of other religions help 
Christians to understand better and appreciate more their own faith. 
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They come to see how extraordinary is the primary element of that 
faith, namely that God has so loved the world that he has sent within it 
his only Son to be the Brother, Lord and Saviour of all human beings. 
The contact with other faith-systems, and with people who are 
influenced by these systems, helps Christians to discern what is 
essential to the Christian faith and what is of lesser importance. It is 
through going back to the roots of their faith that Christians will find 
the path to unity in diversity. This is surely the will of Christ. 
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The Ecumenical Vocation of Abbé Couturier 

Anne Noëlle Clément* 

Abbé Couturier was just a priest who lived in Lyons in the first part of the 
twentieth century. His work is going on today. In fact, each year, we pray 
for Christian Unity from 15 to 25 January in using his conception of this 
Week of Prayer. This article draws up the priest’s ecumenical vocation 
who welcomed Orthodox Russian refugees, encountered the rich 
intellectual environment of Lyons of his time and discovered the Prayer 
for the Unity of Christians in the Monastery of Union in Amay-sur- 
Meuse, today in Chevetogne in Belgium. If we have inherited the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity, have we sufficiently welcomed and developed 
his intuitions about a Christian unity broader than the unity of the 
Churches, of a unity extending to the whole humanity and to the cosmos? 

 
Abbé Couturier was a priest of the diocese of Lyons, a science teacher 
in a Catholic college, who lived from 1855 till 1953. In a few years, the 
obscure science teacher became the ‘apostle of Christian unity’ and ‘the 
best known Catholic priest in the whole world’. His funeral in 1953 was 
an inter-confessional assembly that gathered to give thanks for his life 
and work, particularly the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and the 
Groupe des Dombes, which had a profound influence on the concept of 
ecumenism, and in particular spiritual ecumenism. 

The historian Étienne Fouilloux entitled his lecture at the inter- 
confessional colloquium held at Lyons1 in 2002 on the spiritual 

 
* Anne-Noëlle Clément is the Director of the Ecumenical Centre for Christian 
Unity in Lyons which continues the work of Abbé Couturier. She is also 
involved in Ecumenism and Formation for the Diocese of Valence, in France. 
She is a member of the Groupe des Dombes and worked in a research laboratory 
for the Institute of Sciences and Theology of Religions (ISTR) in Marseille. It is 
in this context, that, in collaboration with Christian Salenson, Sr. Bénedicte 
Avon and Roger Michel, she has published a book entitled Le Verbe s’est fait 
frère, Christian de Chergé et le dialogue islamo-chrétien (Bayard, 2010) as well as 
the book about Abbé Couturier which is the subject of this article. 
1 Etienne Fouilloux, ‘La vocation tardive de l’abbé Couturier’ in: L’œcuménisme 
spirituel, de Paul Couturier aux défis actuels (Lyons: Profac, 2002). 
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ecumenism of Abbé Couturier: ‘The late vocation of Abbé Couturier.’ In 
fact, the Lyons priest ‘converted’ or was ‘called’ to ecumenism at the age 
of 51! How did a priest formed in a Catholic seminary at the beginning 
of the twentieth century, with a formation that was more pious than 
theological, begin to organize at Lyons from 1933 a ‘Triduum for 
Christian Unity’, which would become the Week of Prayer for Christian 
Unity as we know it today? 

 
Decisive encounters 

Victor Carlhian and Teilhard de Chardin 
At the beginning of the 1920s, Paul Couturier had a meeting that would 
be decisive for his life and for ecumenism with the Lyons industrialist, 
Victor Carlhian. On the face of it, their meeting was quite fortuitous, 
for they had little in common. Everything separated the two men. The 
layman attended a working party set up by the philosopher Jacques 
Chevalier in 1920, where one could rub shoulders with, among others, 
Jean Guitton and Emmanuel Mounier. In contrast, the priest came from 
a traditional and strict background, politically close to the extreme 
right and marked by the spirituality of the Curé d’Ars and the Little 
Flower. 

During the summer, the industrialist would bring together 
intellectuals in his property at Saint-Ours in the Vercors region. Invited 
initially as a chaplain, Abbé Couturier joined the gatherings for many 
years. It was thanks to Victor Carlhian that he was initiated into reading 
philosophers and theologians very different from those he came to 
know in the seminary, in particular, Teilhard de Chardin. In fact, the 
industrialist discovered the scientific articles of the famous Jesuit and 
had circulated Le milieu divin, which he had duplicated himself on a 
home-made printer. Couturier copied it by hand into a school 
notebook. After several years attending the Lyons intellectual group, 
Carlhian summarized the discoveries that Couturier had made: 

What marked a turning-point in his priesthood, I would say, were the 
things he discovered at that time: the primacy of charity, progress 
towards the truth, a dynamic concept not only of the cosmos—by a 
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continual creation—but also of the human task, seen as the reception of 
a germ which mankind is charged with developing.2 

Albert Valensin SJ 
Another decisive meeting in the 1920s, was with Albert Valensin SJ, a 
brother of the noted Auguste Valensin—disciple and friend of Maurice 
Blondel and a confidant of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin—on the occasion 
of an Ignatian retreat in 1920. The Jesuit, who held the chair of 
apologetics at the Catholic faculties of Lyons, had adapted the Spiritual 
Exercises for clergy. He helped the Lyons priest to enter more into an 
interior life and taught him to overcome his morbid scruples. 
The historian Etienne Fouilloux summarizes the sources of Couturier’s 
ecumenism: 

Victor Carlhian, Albert Valensin, Jacques Chevalier, Jean Guitton, Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin … living stones in the philosophical and theological 
foundations of spiritual ecumenism.3 

Welcoming Russian refugees 
In 1923 Albert Valensin asked Couturier to take part in the reception of 
political refugees who had fled Russia after the Revolution in 1917. This 
was the first contact he had with Orthodox Christians. He recounted 
some years later: ‘I knew very well the Orthodox priests in the Russian 
colony at Lyons. Through them, I got to know the Orthodox hierarchy, 
particularly Metropolitan Eulogius…’4 

Over twelve years, the priest and his sister worked tirelessly in 
supporting the refugees. The first contact of Couturier with the refugees 
was helping them to find work or a place to live and listening to them 
speak of their material and moral distress. 

In regard to the unity of Christians, Couturier followed the Roman 
directives. Fr. Valensin and the Catholic circles in Lyons operated in a 
‘unionist’ mind-set, that is, a perspective of ‘the return to Rome’ of 
separated brothers and sisters. At first, they tried to bring about the 
individual conversion of these Russians. Despite their efforts, the 
Orthodox remained faithful to their Churches of origin. The Catholics 

 
2 Cited by Maurice Villain, L’abbé Paul Couturier, apôtre de l’unité chrétienne 
(Tournai-Paris: Casterman, 1957), 24. 
3 Etienne Fouilloux, Les Catholiques et l’unité chrétienne du XIXe au XXe siècle 
(Paris: Centurion, 1982), 288-9. 
4 Cited by Maurice Villain, L’abbé Paul Couturier, op. cit., 29. 
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in Lyons then adopted another strategy: they set up a Russian chapel, 
the chapel of St Irenaeus, served by a ‘uniate’ priest of Slav background. 
‘The close association of material help and religious aid would help the 
development of a Catholic Church of Slav rite, a bridge that would led 
the Orthodox to cross over the barrier of secular prejudices and join 
Rome.’5 Although this Catholic community of Byzantine rite still exists 
in Lyons, the Russian Orthodox did not convert en masse to 
Catholicism. 

Couturier and Amay 
When Couturier came on 16 July 1932 to make a month’s retreat in 
Amay-sur-Meuse at the Monastery of Union founded by Dom Lambert 
Beauduin, the community was in crisis. Nevertheless, it was here that 
he found his ecumenical vocation. 

A monk of Chevetogne, where the Monastery of Union settled in 1939, 
said in 2002: 

Couturier befriended Amay at a moment when it badly needed friends. 
With his courage and modesty, he was able to accomplish a huge 
amount in the area of ‘preparing minds’ for visible unity, at a moment 
when Amay had tried to reassure the old guard of Roman Catholic 
triumphalism. In this sense, he followed Amay, raising the awareness of 
the public in relation to the urgency of unity.6 

Couturier was deeply inspired by his ecumenical experience in Amay; 
at the same time, he supported and encouraged the monastery during 
a difficult period. 

Despite the unfavourable climate, Couturier experienced in their 
liturgy according to two rites Christian unity brought about by prayer. 
He read and meditated upon the little book of Lambert Beauduin7 and 
he grasped fresh thinking in relation to liturgy and the unity of 
Christians. Until his death, Couturier remained faithful to Amay- 
Chevetogne; he maintained a correspondence with several monks, he 
widely diffused Irénikon, he asked for advice on the choice of 
conference speakers and reacted to publications of the monastery. 

 

5 Etienne Fouilloux, Les catholiques et l’unité chrétienne du XIXe au XXe siècle, 
op. cit., 292. 
6 Thaddée Barnas, ‘L’abbé couturier et Amay-Chevetogne’ in: L’œcuménisme 
spirituel, de Paul Couturier aux défis actuels, op. cit., 116. 
7 Dom Lambert Beauduin, Une œuvre monastique pour l’union des Églises 
(Amay-sur-Meuse, 1926). 
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The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 
On his return from Amay-sur-Meuse, Couturier organized a Triduum 
from 20 till 22 January 1933 in the church of St Francis de Sales in Lyons. 
He had the notices printed at Amay, with the program for this ‘Triduum 
for the return of separated Christians to the Unity of the Church’. He 
asked his friend, Albert Valensin, to prepare teaching sessions. 

The Triduum expanded in Lyons into a ‘Solemn Octave of Prayer’ 
the following year, integrating the World Octave recommended by 
successive popes. 

Thanks to the support of Metropolitan Eulogius, the Orthodox were 
present at the Octave in January 1935. For Couturier this presence was 
the visible sign that it was possible for separated Christians to come 
together in the one intercession for unity. It became necessary to frame 
a new objective for the Octave of prayer, no longer for the ‘return’ of 
separated brothers and sisters to Rome, but for unity as the Lord wishes 
it, a unity that can only be obtained by prayer. 

The ‘Week of Prayer for Christian Unity’—according to the 
Couturier’s formula—was launched. Then came the Groupe des 
Dombes in 1937, relations with different communities outside the 
Catholic Church at Nashdom, Grandchamp, Taizé etc. Abbé Couturier, 
once ‘converted’ to ecumenism, never looked back! 

 
The evolution of the thought of Abbé Couturier 

To express his thinking on prayer for the unity of Christians, Couturier 
wrote three texts. The first published in 1935 was entitled ‘For the Unity 
of Christians, Psychology of the Octave of Prayers from 18 till 25 
January’8. In 1937 he develops his thinking in an article entitled ‘The 
Universal Prayer of Christians for Christian Unity’9. Finally, in 1944, he 
summarizes his thinking in a text known today as his ‘ecumenical 
testament’, which was published by the diocese of Lyons some months 
before his death.10 

 

8 Paul Couturier, ‘Pour l’unité des chrétiens. Psychologie de l’Octave de Prières 
du 18 au 25 janvier’ in: Revue apologétique, vol LXI 1935, 684-703. 
9 Paul Couturier, ‘L’universelle Prière des Chrétiens pour l’Unité Chrétienne’ in: 
Revue apologétique, Novembre 1937, 411-427, Décembre 1937, 562-578. 
10 Paul Couturier, Prière et Unité Chrétienne (Le Puy: X. Mappus, 1952), re- 
edition with the imprimatur of the archdiocese of Lyons of an article issued 
with the same title in 1944 (ad usum privatum and anonymous). 
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In the meantime, he wrote two meditations at the request of the 
Sisters of the community at Grandchamp, and then the article ‘Charité, 
lumière de vie’11 in which he seeks to draw from the ravages of war some 
consequences for the unity of Christians. 

We recently published two of these important texts.12 The first part of 
‘L’Universelle Prière des Chrétiens pour l’Unité Chrétienne’ from 
November 1937, sub-titled ‘Considérations théoriques’, seemed 
particularly important to be made available again, fifty years after the 
summarizing work of Maurice Villain,13 long since out of print. In fact, 
it is the only writing where Couturier outlines the theological 
foundations of his idea of prayer for Christian unity. 

We also published the text sent in 1941 to the Sisters in Grandchamp 
on ‘A cosmic aspect of prayer’. In fact, this meditation on prayer, 
written in the first person singular, in which the influence of the 
scientific thought of Teilhard de Chardin is clear, now seems 
astonishingly relevant. 

From the unity of Christians to the unity of humanity 
The first text published in 1935 envisaged the unity of Christians as a 
reunion of separated Christians, in a movement beginning with their 
separation to a new reunion. Couturier had a strong sense of the 
scandal of the division of Christians and he suffered from this lack of 
unity. Since history shows the natural inclination to division and the 
impossibility of achieving unity by human means, only prayer can 
succeed in obtaining this unity from God. The Christian who prays for 
unity defers to Christ; he recognizes that his Church has been unfaithful 
and must change. What will unity be like? We do not know. Leaders in 
the Churches must acknowledge that they do not know when and how 
unity will be achieved. 

Couturier takes as his starting-point the Octave of Prayer for unity 
established in 1908 by Paul Watson and Spencer Jones14 and assigns to 

 
 

11 Paul Couturier, ‘Charité, lumière de vie’ in Vers l’unité chrétienne, Catholicité 
(Lille), nos. V and VI, Janvier 1946, 7-16. 
12 Anne-Noëlle Clément, L’abbé Paul Couturier, unité des chrétiens et unité de 
l’humanité (Lyon: Éditions Olivétan, 2015). 
13  Œcuménisme spirituel, les écrits de l’abbé Paul Couturier (Casterman, 1963). 
14 Cf. Brooke Lunn, ‘Couturier and the Church Unity Octave – from the Anglo- 
papalists to the present day’ in Mark Woodruff (ed.), The Unity of Christians: 
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it, with some difficulty it must be said, another goal: to pray for the 
visible unity of the kingdom of God, as Christ wishes it. It is necessary 
to recall here the prayer intentions originally proposed for each day of 
the Octave of Prayer for Unity: 

18 January: Return of the ‘other sheep’ to the fold of Peter, the only 
shepherd; 
19 January: Return of all Eastern separated Christians to communion 
with the Apostolic See; 
20 January: Repair of the sixteenth century breach between England and 
Rome; 
21 January: Return of Lutherans and other Protestants in Europe to the 
holy Roman Church; 
22 January: That all Christians in America become one in communion 
with the Chair of Peter; 
23 January: Return of lapsed Catholics to the practice of the sacraments; 
24 January: Conversion of the Jews; 
25 January: Conquest of the whole world for Christ by missionaries.15 

This 1935 article seems not to have much resonance; hence the decision 
of Couturier in 1937 to explain his thinking in two articles entitled 
‘L’Universelle Prière des Chrétiens pour l’Unité Chrétienne’. We should 
note immediately a small change in the 1937 publication: he no longer 
speaks of the unity of Christians but of Christian unity. This is not a 
trivial change. This text begins with a definition of the ideal and of a 
utopia: 

The true Christian … cannot fail to be a fervent worker for Christian 
unity … or avoid feeling in his heart a profound concern to lead all to 
the Father in Christ, the one sent by the Father.16 

Here the central motif is ‘to lead all to the Father through Christ; the 
horizon has widened considerably; it is no longer a matter of the visible 
unity of Christians, the reunion of the Churches, but of the plan of the 
Father to lead all to Him through Christ. Couturier places the issue of 

 
The vision of Paul Couturier [special edition of The Messenger of the Catholic 
League], October 2003-February 2004, no. 280, 29-35. 
15 Cited by Etienne Fouilloux, Les catholiques et l’unité chrétienne du XIXe au XXe 

siècle (Le Centurion, 1982), 536. 
16 Cited by Anne-Noëlle Clément, L’abbé Paul Couturier, unité des chrétiens et 
unité de l’humanité. op.cit., 56. 
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the ‘unity of separated Christians’ on the foundation of the divine 
creation and of the Father’s design of love and unity for his creation. 
In the 1937 article, he proposes an example of prayer for unity: 

My trust in you throws me into your heart where I find your prayer: 
‘Father, may they be one so that the world may know that you have sent 
me. Father, may they be consummated in unity…’ When? How will unity 
be achieved? What are the obstacles to be overcome? It is your affair; 
my faith can ask nothing more of me than to pray with You, in You, so 
that Your unity will come, that which you have never ceased to desire, 
which you pursue, which you prepare.17 

The mystical Body of Christ is infinitely wider than we think. Its limits 
are invisible to our eyes. The life of the spirit circulates like blood in the 
human body. If I consent to it, the prayer, even if not explicit, of all my 
human brothers and sisters, passes into my own prayer. By the same 
token, I pray in each of the others, ignorant of who is the closest to God. 
The spiritual life transcends the separations created by faiths: 

Even deaf aspirations to repent, failures to repair, calls that criminal 
souls make to Christ even by their very crimes (misplaced searches for 
happiness), rapture of recognition, the sweet joy of peaceful souls, the 
intimate life of all men and women—all make their way into my spiritual 
life. Their prayer passes into my prayer. All I have to do is to say ‘yes’. To 
do better, as we must all strive to do, I have only, in the secret of my 
heart, to reflect on and to realise that current which flows towards God 
from the furthest depths of humanity. And so, I pray in every Other. My 
prayer for unity comes from my heart, infiltrates by way of the spiritual 
circulation of the mystical Body into the prayer of my brother or sister 
who may be distant from me in the content of their beliefs. But if they 
are closer to God than I am, it is in their prayer that my poor prayer 
becomes most effective, makes its most rapid journey to the Eternal 
One. What marvels are hidden from our poor human eyes as regards the 
spirit!18 

For Couturier, Christian unity is nothing less than the unity of 
humanity according to the great, unifying design of God through 
Christ. He situates the unity of Christians in the context of God’s plan 
for humanity. Hence, the unity of Christians and the unity of humanity 
are inseparable. 

 
 

17  Ibid., 63. 
18  Ibid., 68. 
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Charity precedes Truth 
The meditation on the prayer sent to the Sisters of Grandchamp, ‘A 
cosmic aspect of prayer’, takes up the principle already formulated in 
the 1937 article, but expressed more forcefully. ‘Creation, the flow of 
Love, is at the same time Love flowing back to its original source. God 
uses multiple means to gather us into unity’.19 The unity of Christians 
finds its place in the great unifying design of God in creation and 
redemption. Ecumenism therefore is not just an ecclesial issue. 

What is the role of the human person in this plan of God? How should 
we work for Christian unity? Couturier formulates the basis of a whole 
method: ‘Charity precedes Truth’.20 This ‘method’ continues to provide 
doctrinal ecumenism with an essential focus of attention today, as 
much as yesterday. Couturier learnt this from the founder of the Monks 
of Union, Dom Lambert Beauduin: 

While being very attached to doctrinal clarity, Dom Beauduin considers 
it inopportune to engage now in negotiations: a doctrinal agreement 
between hierarchies would be ineffective if it is not the climax of an 
extended rapprochement of minds and hearts. Dom Lambert refers to 
this approach as ‘psychological’.21 

This method was used in the Malines conversations, condensed 
magnificently by Cardinal Mercier in his pastoral letter of 18 January 
1924, often cited by Lambert Beauduin: 

People are made to love one another: it is not rare for people who are 
mutually strangers to each other and who, at a distance, consider each 
other enemies to discover through personal contact a warmth they 
would not have foreseen … Of course, the rapprochement of hearts is 
not unity of faith, but it disposes people to it. People, particularly 
groups, who have lived for a long time estranged from each other in an 
atmosphere full of mistrust and animosities that are anchored deeply in 
consciences by a tradition that is thoroughly secular, are ill-prepared to 
engage in discussions, however closely argued with those who wish to 
impose their views on their interlocutors.22 

 
19  Ibid., 76. 
20  Ibid., 77. 
21 Jacques Mortiau, Raymond Loonbeek, Dom Lambert Beauduin, visionnaire et 
précurseur (1873-1960), un moine au cœur libre (Cerf histoire/ Éditions de 
Chevetogne, 2005), 158. 
22 Cited by Lambert Beauduin, Une œuvre monastique pour l’union des Églises, 
op. cit., 20. 
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The spiritual ecumenism of Couturier puts the emphasis on love, will 
and the union of hearts. Knowledge, thought and the unity of minds— 
that is to say, doctrine and theology—come second, without being 
secondary. Couturier goes further. Charity not only precedes Truth; it 
engenders it. To understand this, it is necessary to distinguish 
sympathy or affection from ‘theological’ charity, ‘love for others in 
Christ and the love of Christ in them’: 

As such a love deepens, it will lead us inevitably to have the same great 
thoughts, the same thought as Christ who has become ‘our’ Christ. Thus, 
charity encloses truth in its breast. Truth is the fruit that Charity 
necessarily bears … 
Charity not only creates a climate favorable to the blossoming of truth, 
but infinitely more: at a certain degree of intensity, it initiates the 
generation of truth in the spirit, in such a way that to grow in the union 
of charity leads to a growth in the unity of truth.23 

The image has been used often. The progress of each of us towards 
Christ brings us closer to others, like radii that converge towards the 
center of a circle.24 The truth is a person, Jesus Christ, not a body of 
doctrines to which we must adhere. Truth is never attained, like a limit 
(in the mathematical sense of the term). Never possessed, truth is 
always to be sought more deeply, allowing itself be ‘abided in’ and 
worked at in the heart, through the Holy Spirit. 

A cosmic dimension of prayer 
For Couturier, the human person is ‘the worshipper at the service of 
Christ’25 How can this be achieved? 

Gather to give to Christ, the divine Gatherer! 
To be a Giver! An offering! A prayer! 
To be ceaselessly at prayer! 
This is the destiny of the human person… 
Prayer incorporates us in the Cosmos. 
Prayer incorporates us in the Trinity. 

 

 
23 This text is not found in the Archives d’Unité Chrétienne. However, the idea 
is found in other documents and is fully developed by Victor Carlhian in his 
Van editorials. 
24 Dorotheus of Gaza, a monk from sixth century, used this circular image. 
25 Cited by Anne-Noëlle Clément, L’abbé Paul Couturier, unité des chrétiens et 
unité de l’humanité, op. cit., 78. 
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Prayer incorporates us in the creative act.26 

Prayer is a cosmic force. By our prayer the gathering together of the 
whole universe begins. By our prayer unity in multiplicity begins. By 
our prayer, we work for the consummation of the fullness of Christ.27 
Prayer is therefore not just an act of piety; it is a public service, ‘a service 
that the Holy Spirit wishes to accomplish’ in us. It does not just concern 
Christians alone; it brings with it all humanity through Christ who 
prays in us, in me, through his Spirit. 

I hear them all. I listen to them all, my brothers and sisters, praying in 
me as I pray, while Christ in me prays his long, slow prayer to the Father 
through my lips and my heart. As for me, I am just one voice, a 
‘middleman’. It is Christ who, through his Spirit, lends his voice to the 
voices of all my brothers and sisters, and to mine. He and He alone, by 
and in the Spirit, the Spirit crying out in Him, can address to the Father 
the one plea: ‘Abba, Father!’28 

One can hear in these extracts echoes of the Messe sur le monde of 
Teilhard de Chardin: 

One by one, Lord, I see them and I love them, those you gave me as a 
support and as the natural charm of my existence … In a more confused 
way, but all without exception, I evoke them, those whose anonymous 
flock forms into the innumerable mass of the living: those who surround 
me and support me and whom I do not know; those who—by way of 
truth or error, at their desks, in their laboratories or in the factory— 
believe in the progress of things, and who will passionately pursue the 
light today … 
Everything that will increase in the world, during this day, all that will 
diminish—everything that will die too—here is O Lord, all that I strive 
to gather within myself to offer to you; there is the matter of my 
sacrifice, all that you would wish … 
Receive, Lord, this total Host that creation, moved by your attraction, 
presents to you at the new dawn … At the bottom of this unformed mass, 
you have placed—I am quite sure, for I feel it—an irresistible and 
sanctifying desire that makes us all cry out, both impious and faithful, 
‘Lord, make us one!’29 

 
26 Ibid., 79. 
27 Cf. Eph. 1: 9-10. 
28 Cited by Anne-Noëlle Clément, L’abbé Paul Couturier, unité des chrétiens et 
unité de l’humanité, op. cit., 80. 
29 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, ‘La messe sur le monde’ in: Le Cœur de la matière, 
Œuvres complètes, vol. XIII (Paris: Seuil, 1976), 141-2. 
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To think of the unity of Christians in the context of the unity of 
humanity and even of the cosmos has a second resonance today, an 
opening of ecumenism into interreligious dialogue. Does the spiritual 
ecumenism of Couturier not smooth the passage from spiritual 
experience to interreligious dialogue? 

 
The sanctification of non-Christians 

We should acknowledge our debt to Mark Woodruff. In a lecture given 
on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Couturier30, 
he noted that from 1946, he proposed a new series of intentions for the 
Week of Prayer. These were formulated in terms of sanctification, of 
Catholics, Protestants, Orthodox, Jews and all non-Christians. 

A detailed reading of the documents offered year after year for the 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity from 18 to 25 January has enabled 
us to verify this evolution. From 1946 till 1953, we can read in these 
‘tracts’31 two lists of proposed intentions for each day of the Week in the 
following form: 

Note taken from Catholicité (January 1946) 
Those who, in addition to the general intention of the Week of prayer 
for Christian Unity—the unity of all Christians such as Christ has 
desired for his Church—, would like a particular intention for each day 
could use the following suggestions: 
18 January: The unity of all Christians; 
19 January: Sanctification of Catholics; 
20 January: Sanctification of Orthodox; 
21 January: Sanctification of Anglicans; 
22 January: Sanctification of Protestant Lutherans; 
23 January: Sanctification of Protestant Calvinists; 
24 January: Sanctification of all other Protestants; 
25 January: Unity of all humans in the charity and truth of Christ. 

 
 

30 Mark Woodruff, ‘Paul Couturier, the Week of Prayer, and the Unity of 
Humanity in Christ’ in: Mark Woodruff (ed.), The Unity of Christians: the vision 
of Paul Couturier [special edition of The Messenger of the Catholic League, 
October 2—3-February 2004], no. 280, 132-48. 
31 The term used by Couturier ‘tract’ is not insignificant; it is a reference to the 
‘Tracts for our time’ of the Oxford movement. 
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Or 
18 January: The unity of all Christians; 
19 January: Sanctification of Catholics; 
20 January: Sanctification of Orthodox; 
21 January: Sanctification of Anglicans; 
22 January: Sanctification of all Protestants; 
23 January: Sanctification of Jews; 
24 January: Sanctification of all non-Christians; 
25 January: Unity of all humans in the charity and truth of Christ. 

In the article in Catholicité (January 1946)32 entitled ‘Charity, light of 
life’, Couturier justified his choice of the sanctification of all as ‘the 

language of spiritual emulation’. He not only included Jews and other 
non-Christians in his prayer but had the sensitivity to write ‘humans’— 
and not ‘men’—long before such inclusive usage became fashionable. 
He was praying for the unity of all humans, such is the aim of the Week. 

Over the years, the tract gave a full version of the article that 
Couturier published in Catholicité to which the following note was 

attached: ‘for anyone who wishes, this issue of Catholicité will be sent 
free in which the general intention and the intentions of each day are 
explained in detail.’33 The published text justifies the widening of the 
prayer intentions: 

It is true that every religious group, even outside Christianity or Judaism 
possess positive values of sanctification … 

 
32 This issue of the review Catholicité published in Lille was a special number 
entitled ‘Towards Christian Unity’. It comprised fascicules 5 and 6, dated 
January 1946. The objective of this fascicule was to announce the preparation 
of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity in January 1946. The editor, Paul 
Catrice, after placing the issue in the context of the new-found peace in Europe, 
announced: ‘THE WORLD IS ONE. We borrow this title from a remarkable 
work by M. Wendell Willkie … For us Christian Unity is not the safeguarding of 
a stronghold or an aggressive instrument. It is the first stage, an indispensable 
one, in the unity of humanity … Our Christian Unity is very wide, very 
audacious, ambitious; in the words of M. Willkie, IT WISHES TO EMBRACE 
THE WHOLE WORLD.’ 
33 In this article, the intention for the seventh day is ‘[the sanctification] of all 
other religions’ and the general intention is ‘the unity which He wishes by the 
means He wishes’. Cf. Paul Couturier, ‘Charité, lumière de vie’ in: Vers l’unité 
chrétienne, op. cit., 12. 

235



CLEMENT The Ecumenical Vocation of Abbé Couturier 236 
 

From 1946 Paul Couturier recognized the spiritual values of other 
religions and prayed for the sanctification of all, Christians and non- 
Christians. Some years later the Second Vatican Council will put the 
Catholic Church on the path of interreligious dialogue with similar 
terms.34 

Mark Woodruff interprets the opening of the prayer to non-Christians 
as follows: 

The amazing thing is that from the outset, the reason for pleading for 
the unity of Christians was the need of the world and the unity of all 
humanity in the one Creation of Christ. It is as fresh and as urgent today 
as in 1934 when he began. At a time when Jews, Muslims and Christians 
in the Middle East face separations that may not be healed for centuries, 
and when the world of Islam braces itself at the thought of renewed 
onslaught from those they still see as Crusaders, Couturier’s vision of 
Christ and the prayer, because of him and how it is He who ‘fills the 
universe’, that all may be sanctified is the most positive and dynamic 
work we can do in his service. 
We do not pray so much for ourselves, or for more people to become 
Christians like us or for the victory of our vision of Church and Society 
to prevail. Christ is not about triumph—he is among us as one who 
serves, who dies, who draws all to himself when he is lifted up. When 
we lift him up in the prayer for the Unity of Christians, it is because we 
pray for the world—with no strings attached—simply because he loved 
it and gave himself up for it.35 

There are other indications of Couturier’s interest in other religions.36 
Ecumenism and interreligious dialogue are closely linked. This aspect 
of Couturier’s thought is largely unknown, though it is highly relevant 
today. 

The reserve of some who are engaged in the search for Christian unity 
concerning this concept of Christian unity and the possible opening to 
interreligious dialogue should be noted. This reserve is not new. 
Couturier’s faithful collaborator, Maurice Villain, was aware of the 
reserve provoked by the extension of Couturier’s prayer: 

 
34 Cf. Decree on the relations of the Church to non-Christian religions Nostra 
aetate. 
35 Mark WOODRUFF, ‘Paul Couturier, the Week of Prayer, and the Unity of 
Humanity in Christ’, op. cit., 142. 
36 One could cite, among others, the lecture of his friend Jules Monchanin 
during the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity in 1937 in Lyons: ‘Islamic 
elements in the kingdom of God’. 
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One should note that the second schema [of prayer intentions] which 
includes ‘the sanctification of Jews’ and ‘non-Christians’ has always had 
a place in the tracts, despite the protests of certain persons who would 
have preferred to ‘remain among Christians’. Couturier cannot detach 
his thinking from all his brothers and sisters who are loved by God; he 
knows that his tract will also be read by friends who are Jewish, Moslem 
and Hindu and he wishes to show them that they are not forgotten in 
the great Christian intercession, in a way that cannot but appeal to 
them.37 

After the death of Couturier, when Fr. Michalon took on the leadership 
of the Ecumenical Centre for Christian Unity in Lyons, the second series 
of particular intentions did not appear on the documents issued for the 
Week of Prayer. This is why it seemed important to us to return to the 
initial tracts. To abandon these later prayer intentions is to lose the 
horizon of Christian Unity, the salvific plan of God for all humanity. 
Returning to the original texts and in fidelity to the initial inspiration 
of the promotor of the ‘Universal Prayer of Christians for Christian 
Unity’, we should re-establish his thought in all its completeness. The 
areas we call ecumenism, the concern for unity within Christianity, and 
interreligious dialogue, dialogue with other religions, are linked. 

 
A gesture of openness 

Even if the language of Paul Couturier appears dated, his style heavy 
and the importance he attributes to the suffering caused by the 
separation [of Christians] is difficult to put across, his intuitions are still 
relevant today. 

There is no need to dwell on his concept of the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity; it has been adopted by all.38 In the tradition of Cardinal 
Mercier and of Dom Lambert Beauduin, Couturier repositioned charity 
and truth as a method of working for Christian unity. The union of  
hearts precedes and prepares the way for the union of minds; this is the 
principle of spiritual ecumenism: conversion of heart and prayer are the 
climate in which it can flourish. The pathway opened in love and the 
spiritual life can then be exploited in theological dialogue. Truth is the 
fruit of charity. The Vatican Council ratified this intuition as the heart 
and soul of all ecumenism: 

 
37 Maurice Villain, L’abbé Paul Couturier, op. cit., 76. 
38 Second Vatican Council, Decree on ecumenism Unitatis redintegratio 8. 
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This change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private 
prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the 
whole ecumenical movement, and merits the name of ‘spiritual 
ecumenism’.39 

The Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity took this 
as the theme of its plenary assembly in 2003. Its president, Cardinal 
Kasper, later published a Manual of Spiritual Ecumenism40, a practical 
guide to help Catholics to root ecumenism in their personal and 
community prayer. 

What appears most novel and relevant is the context in which 
Couturier placed the unity of Christians: the salvific plan of God. 
Christian unity as envisaged by him is the fulfilment in its fullness of 
the loving plan of God for humanity and all creation. The divine plan 
for humanity and the cosmos is to recapitulate all things in Christ, as 
expressed in the first chapter in the letter of St Paul to the Ephesians. 

Concern for an integrated ecology is today urgent, and the cosmic 
dimension of prayer is familiar to our contemporaries. Pope Francis 
writes of this in his encyclical, Laudato si’: 

Joined to the Incarnate Son, present in the Eucharist, the whole cosmos 
gives thanks to God. Yes, cosmic! Because even when it is celebrated on 
the humble altar of a country church, the Eucharist is always in some 
way celebrated on the altar of the world … The Eucharist joins heaven 
and earth; it embraces and penetrates all creation. The world which 
came forth from God’s hands returns to him in blessed and undivided 
adoration.41 

In other words of Couturier to the Sisters in Grandchamp in 1941, cited 
above, he states: ‘It is Christ who, through his Spirit, lends his voice to 
the voices of all my brothers and sisters, and to mine. He and He alone, 
by and in the Spirit, the Spirit crying out in Him, can address to the 
Father the one plea: “Abba, Father!”’ … This prayer finds an echo a half- 
century later in the prayer of the monks of Tibhirine. Christian de 
Chergé said to his brothers: ‘It is very important for us to allow 
ourselves to be carried along, as far forward as possible, in the prayer of 
the other if I want to be more than a Christian present beside a Muslim. 
It is my vocation to unite myself to Christ through whom all prayer 
ascends and who offers to the Father, mysteriously, the prayer of Islam 

 

39 Ibid. 
40 Walter Kasper, A handbook of Spiritual Ecumenism (2007). 
41 Laudato si’ 236. 
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like that of every upright heart.’ Could the spiritual ecumenism of Paul 
Couturier lead today to interreligious dialogue from spiritual 
experience? We are convinced that it can. 

Just as the Church does not have a raison d’être in itself, so too 
ecumenism is not an objective in itself. The Church is the sign, 
sacrament and instrument of the unity of humanity. In the ecumenical 
search, we are concerned for the unity of all humanity. At the time of 
the Second World War, Paul Couturier was aware of the urgency of the 
unity of Christians for the sake of reconciliation in Europe. How much 
more today, as St John Paul II showed in 1986, would the apostle of  
Christian unity urge us on to interreligious dialogue for the sake of 
peace among the peoples of the world. 
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THE RIGHTS OF GOD AND THE RIGHTS OF MAN1: 
REFLECTIONS ON THE POLITICAL THEOLOGY OF 
GEORGE BELL2 

 
John Hind* 

 
There is a remarkable consistency about George Bell’s approach towards 
critical issues of his day – social justice, war and peace, the Church and 
the arts, Christian unity. All these issues were integrally related for him 
because of his fundamental belief in the sovereignty of God and the way 
this underlay Christian hope. The sovereignty of God over the world and 
the Church meant he could only give relative loyalty to terrestrial powers, 
whether secular or ecclesiastical; Christian hope meant he had absolute 
confidence in the ultimate vindication of Christ’s victory and the reality 
of the Church’s witness notwithstanding the constant challenge of 
human frailty and wickedness. Taken together, these convictions enabled 
a consistent and sometimes heroic stand both in war and peace. 

 
Introduction 
One of my regular duties as Bishop of Chichester was to present awards 
to choristers from parishes all over the diocese. After the presentation 
in the Chapel, there would be a reception in what was then called the 

 

1 G.K.A. Bell, The Church and Humanity (Longmans, Green & Co., 1946), v-vi. 
2 A lecture given at the 2019 ‘Coburg’ conference between the Diocese of 
Chichester, the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Bamberg and the Evangelical 
Lutheran church districts of Bayreuth and Berlin-Brandenburg. Conferences 
have been held roughly every two years since 1985. This year's conference was 
held in Chichester from 10-14 October under the general theme of ‘The Church’s 
Response to Populism: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Bishop George Bell as 
Exemplar’. 
* John Hind is Emeritus Bishop of Chichester and an honorary assistant bishop in 
the Diocese of Portsmouth. After some years as a parish priest, he was Principal of 
Chichester Theological College, and successively Bishop of Horsham and Bishop of 
Gibraltar in Europe. He was a member of the commissions that led to the Meissen 
and Porvoo agreements. He has served as chairman of the Faith and Order 
Commission of the Church of England and vice-moderator of the Faith and Order 
Commission of the World Council of Churches. 
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Tudor Room (now more appropriately known as the Sherborne Room). 
In those days there was a portrait of George Bell above the fireplace. On 
one occasion the grandfather of one of the choristers asked me who the 
picture was of. In suitably reverential tones I said, ‘that’s Bishop Bell’, 
to which the grandfather almost spat, ‘that traitor!’ I knew that Bell had 
aroused controversy during and after the Second World War because 
of his opposition both to the carpet bombing of civilian areas during 
the war and to the imposition of harsh punishment of the vanquished 
afterwards. I had not expected such bitterness to have lasted for over 
half a century. 

By a strange coincidence, I am speaking about one of the spiritual 
forebears of the European Union at the moment when the just-about- 
United Kingdom is (or is not) about to leave that union and in the 
process endanger its own increasingly fragile unity and, possibly, the 
future of the European Union itself. British participants in this 
conference will hardly need reminding that the same accusations of 
treachery levelled at Bell are currently made against those easily 
dismissed as Remainers. It is a further irony that I am speaking the day 
before Pope Francis canonises John Henry Newman, whose mind was 
of course never crossed by the idea of a European Union, but who was 
committed to the full participation of the English Church in the wider 
Christendom. 

I have been asked to speak about The Political Theology of George 
Bell. I do not like attaching adjectives to theology, as theology can only 
be thinking or speech about God. I know that George Bell would agree 
as he consistently pointed to the spiritual as lying beneath or behind 
the political. Faithful to my master, therefore, I take political theology 
to mean simply how what we believe about God informs our political 
judgments. He expressed his starting point clearly in his little book The 
Kingship of Christ explaining the World Council of Churches: ‘The 
doctrine of the Sovereignty of God and the Kingship of Christ lies at the 
heart of the Christian religion … It confesses Christ as its King, and the 
world’s King too, by whom all ideologies must be judged.’3 

I took the title of this paper from Bell’s 1946 collection The Church 
and Humanity, in which he wrote that despite his love of his own 
country: ‘I spoke with a faith in something more than patriotism … I am 
convinced that it is in a living faith in a personal and transcendent God, 

 
3 G.K.A. Bell, The Kingship of Christ (Penguin, 1954), 168. 

241



HIND The Rights of God and the Rights of Man 242 
 

with all that means for the rule of law, and for love and brotherhood 
among men, that the principal source for the spiritual recovery of 
Europe and the world will be found.’ He believed that ‘it is the duty of 
Christians throughout the whole world … to work together in the 
common field of social and international life, for the Rights of God and 
the Rights of man’4. 

George Bell was a practical and pastoral rather than a speculative and 
certainly than a systematic theologian. There is however a consistency 
in his speeches, writings and actions over half a century which enable 
us to speak with confidence about how what he believed about God 
informed his political judgments. Archbishop Geoffrey Fisher testified 
to this when he wrote on Bell’s twenty-fifth consecration as Bishop of 
Chichester that he had been ‘foremost in applying the precepts of 
Christian faith to national and international affairs’5. 

As far as possible I shall allow Uncle George to speak in his own words, 
quite often from his speeches in the House of Lords.6 

For the sake of our non-British participants, I should say a word about 
the constitution of the United Kingdom. Our Parliament has two 
houses, one of which, the House of Commons, is directly elected; the 
Government is appointed on the basis of which party gets the most 
seats in the House of Commons following a general election. This is not 
necessarily the party that wins most votes. The so-called upper house 
is made up mainly of people appointed by successive prime ministers. 
It also contains some representatives of the historic aristocracy and 
twenty-six bishops. The House of Lords has an important role in 
examining proposed legislation and sometimes asking the House of 
Commons to think again. Finally, however (and always in financial 
matters), the House of Commons has the final say. The twenty-six 
bishops who sit in the House of Lords are not representatives of the 
Church of England but as chief pastors of their dioceses, which are 
geographical regions of England as well as ecclesial units. In other 
words, they are not there as Anglican bishops to speak for the Church 
of England, or even for that matter for Christianity or religion as a 

 

4 The Church and Humanity, 1946, v-vi. 
5 Chichester Diocesan Leaflet for June 1954, quoted in P. Raina (ed.), Bishop 
George Bell: House of Lords Speeches & Correspondence with Rudolf Hess 
(Oxford: Peter Lang,2009), intro. 
6 These can be accessed via the House of Lords Hansard, 
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords, and also through P. Raina, op cit. 
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whole. It is important to understand this when we think of how George 
Bell approached his speeches and in his less public interventions. 

The first, rather obvious, thing to say is that for George Bell faith was 
the driving force for his social and political engagement. Key themes 
are the sovereignty of God, including, as creator, his having given a 
natural law potentially accessible to all; the uniqueness and 
completeness of God’s victory in Christ, its embodiment in the Church, 
and the realism of Christian hope in spite of the constant challenges of 
human frailty. 

This was no abstract ideology, because as Bell put it: ‘The power of 
the Kingdom which was at work in Jesus Christ is through the Holy 
Spirit continued in his people. Here and now, we believe, within the 
fellowship of his Church is the beginning of the world to come, the first 
fruits of the new age, the transfigured heaven and earth.’7 As he wrote 
in Christianity and World Order in 1940: ‘Order is not founded or 
created by man. It is given by God. It is here, in Christ and in his 
Church.’8 

The Church and every Christian is called to witness to the Kingdom 
of God. Bell quoted with approval some words from the Encyclical Quas 
Primas of Pope Pius XI: 

When once men recognize, both in private and public life, that Christ 
is King, society will at last receive the great blessings of real liberty, well- 
ordered discipline, peace and harmony. If princes and magistrates duly 
elected are filled with the persuasion that they rule, not by their own 
right, but by the mandate and in the place of the Divine King, they will 
make laws and administer them having in view the common good and 
also the human dignity of their subjects. The result will be order, peace, 
and tranquillity, for there will be no longer any cause for discontent … 
If the kingdom of Christ, then, receives, as it should, all nations under 
its sway, there seems no reason why we should despair of seeing that 
peace which the King of Kings came to bring on earth—he who came to 
reconcile all things, who came not to be ministered unto but to minister, 
who, though Lord of all, gave himself as a model of humility, and with 
his principal law united the precept of charity.9 

 

 
7 The Kingship of Christ, 172. 
8 G.K.A. Bell, Christianity and World Order (Penguin,1940), 38. 
9 Pope Pius XI, Quas Primas, 11 December 1925 establishing the Feast of Christ 
the King, quoted by Bell in: The Kingship of Christ, 173-174. 
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Bell agreed that the peace of Christ is potentially realisable here and 
now, but in practice, as he wrote at the beginning of The Kingship of 
Christ: ‘The question “Who is to be king?” has still to be answered; and 
on the finding of the true king, and on obedience to him, the destiny of 
mankind depends.’10 

At the end of the same book, he wrote therefore that: ‘Christian hope 
points to a future at the end of history. The Kingdom that now is moves 
towards its full realization in the manifestation of God’s through all 
creation. What we hope for is the fullness of what we already possess in 
him.’ How this will work out is a mystery, but ‘we can be certain that as 
the past is Jesus Christ, and the present is Jesus Christ, so the future is 
Jesus Christ … the same yesterday, today, and for ever. He who is both 
the beginning and the end, in whom all is to be consummated, is the 
One who meets us now and every day and invites us to commit 
everything to him. We do not know what are the limits of human 
achievement, of our own personal history, or the history of the race. We 
do not know what possibilities are in store for us or what time is before 
us. We do know, however, that there is a limit, for we all must die. If we 
do not know Christ, death is the only limit we know. But with Christ, 
death is transcended. He who has died for us, and is alive for us, 
confronts us with a totally new reality, a new limit, a new boundary to 
our existence. With him and in him the new world has begun!’11 

I hope that gives you a foretaste of the theological convictions that lay 
behind George Bell’s approach to politics, national and international, 
including issues of war and peace, and the obligations of the Church 
and the individual Christian including the necessity of unity. I shall try 
to show how his commitment to justice, peace and unity are a single 
commitment born of his devotion to the one God who is Lord of the 
Universe and of the Church. 

Formative experiences for George Bell included the hardship of 
parishioners during his curacy in Leeds, his time as chaplain to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury before and during the First World War, in 
which two of his brothers were killed, and then, after the war, the 
punitive humiliation of Germany which probably made the Second 
World War inevitable; then of course his friendships with some of the 
giants of the interwar years and his engagement with the German 

 
10 The Kingship of Christ, 11. 
11 Ibid., 174-175. 
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Church struggle and the growing ecumenical movement. That’s just to 
mention a few highlights. All this convinced him that the moral or 
spiritual insights of Christianity were essential for peace and justice 
within and between nations. 

Unity 
Quite early he realised that a divided Christendom could not contribute 
these insights. With this conviction he participated in a conference at 
Oud Wassenaar in the Netherlands in 1919 which led to the 
establishment of the Life and Work movement in which he played a 
significant role for the rest of his life. 

People become ecumenists by various routes. The Edinburgh World 
Missionary Conference in 1910 is often regarded as a critical moment for 
the modern Ecumenical Movement as tension between confessions was 
experienced as a significant barrier to mission. The conference also led 
indirectly to the establishment of the Movement for Faith and Order, 
the theological powerhouse for the quest for full visible unity. For 
George Bell however the ecumenical journey was rooted in Life and 
Work, the other strand that combined with Faith and Order to form 
the World Council of Churches in 1948, of whose Central Committee 
Bell would become the first moderator. 

It is important to recognise that for George Bell commitment to 
Christian unity was inseparable from his commitment to social justice, 
peace and reconciliation—and, for that matter, culture and the arts.12 
Because these issues were for Bell a single interwoven issue, he was a 
true ecumenist, seeking to manifest the one Church in the one world, 
to the glory of the one God. 

As an internationalist both by theological conviction and experience, 
he became an active proponent of international organs and even 
authorities which could hold nation states to account. Despite the 
disappointments of the League of Nations, he had high hopes for the 
United Nations in which he thought the voice of religion should have a 
significant influence. 

 

12 Cf. R. Williams, A Church of the Nation or a Church for the Nation? George 
Bell and the Church of England (University of Chichester, George Bell Lecture, 
4/10/2008) retrieved from http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/ 
1348/university-of-chichester-bishop-george-bell-lecture; also in Andrew 
Chandler The Church and Humanity, The Life and Work of George Bell 
(Routledge, 2016), ch.12. 
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In a letter to Sir D’Arcy Osborne, the British Minister to the Holy See, 
at the beginning of June 1943, he hoped for an ‘Advisory Body composed 
of representatives of the principal religions of the world, which would 
be recognised by any proposed new International Authority and would 
be able to call its attention to moral issues as may be required…’ Failing 
that, he wondered whether ‘some set of concrete moral convictions, 
based on the Natural Law, could be drawn up in collaboration between 
Roman Catholics and representatives of the Protestant and Orthodox 
Churches and perhaps other religions’13. He had made the same points 
in the House of Lords earlier that year, quoting Pope Pius XII: ‘Even the 
best and most detailed regulations will be imperfect and foredoomed 
to failure unless the peoples and those who govern them submit 
willingly to the influence of that spirit which alone can give life, 
authority and binding force to the dead-letter of international 
agreements. They must develop that sense of deep and keen 
responsibility which measures and weighs human statutes according to 
the sacred and inviolable standards of the law of God.’14 

Bell told Osborne that he had been ‘profoundly moved by the 
pronouncements made by His Holiness the Pope during the war in 
which he consistently sets forth those moral and spiritual principles— 
particularly justice and love—without which true peace is impossible’15. 
The day before, he had written to Archbishop William Temple to say 
that personal contact between the Archbishop and the Pope ‘might do 
an immense amount of good’ given the Pope’s conviction that there was 
‘no hope whatever for the world save in Christianity’16. He repeated this 
in a later letter: ‘The march, or rather the gallop, of events serves to 
make collaboration between Churches on the widest scale more urgent 
than ever, and I wish with all my heart that you would go and see the 
Pope.’17 

 
 
 

13 Letter to Sir D’Arcy Osborne, Envoy Extraordinary and Minister 
Plenipotentiary to the Holy See, 1/6/43 (Lambeth Palace Library). 
14 House of Lords, Hansard 14/4/1943, Vol.127, Column 217. The quotation is 
from the Fifth Peace Point in the address of Pope Pius to the College of 
Cardinals on 24/12/1939. 
15 Letter to Sir D’Arcy Osborne, see no.12 above. 
16 Letter to Archbishop of Canterbury, 31/5/1943 (Lambeth Palace Library). 
17 Letter to Archbishop of Canterbury, 3/9/44 (Lambeth Palace Library). 
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Church and nation 
Convinced, as he was above all, of the sovereignty of God, Bell could 
only see earthly obligations in relative terms. He was acutely aware of 
the corrosive effect of excessive emphasis on national sovereignty and 
always sought ways in which it might be pooled for the common good. 
This gave the Church a particular responsibility. In a 1939 article, ‘The 
Church’s Function in War-Time’, at the beginning of the Second World 
War, he reflected sadly on the First, observing that: ‘The Church … in 
each nation became more and more the Church of the particular 
nation. It failed to strike the universalistic note … The Church in any 
country fails to be the Church if it forgets that its members in one 
nation have a fellowship with its members in every nation.’18 

Hence his criticism of national Christianity whether in Germany, 
England or anywhere else. In the same 1939 article he wrote: ‘The State 
has a function, and the Church has a function. They are distinct. The 
State is the guarantor of order, justice and civil liberty. It acts by the 
power of restraint, legal and physical. The Church, on the other hand, 
is charged with a gospel of God’s redeeming love. It witnesses to a 
Revelation in history. It speaks of the realities which outlast change. It 
aims at creating a community founded on love. So when all the 
resources of the State are concentrated, for example, on winning a war, 
the Church is not part of those resources. It stands for something 
different … It possesses an authority independent of the State … [It is] 
not the State’s spiritual auxiliary … The Church then ought to declare 
both in peace-time and war-time, that there are certain basic principles 
which can and should be the standards of both international and social 
order, and conduct ... The Church is universal. Its message is for all 
nations.’19 

War 
Bell believed that the war against Nazism fulfilled the requirements for 
ius ad bellum, but he was no less convinced of the need for the same 
justice to apply in the prosecution of and in the aftermath of war: in 
other words, ius in bello and ius post bellum. Early in the War he said in 
the House of Lords: ‘I am not a pacifist, nor am I one of those who ask 

 
18 G.K.A. Bell, ‘The Church’s Function in War Time’ (The Fortnightly Review, 
November 1939), reprinted in Bell, The Church and Humanity, 25-26. 
19 Op. cit. 
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that peace should be made at any price. I admire the courage and the 
self-sacrifice of our soldiers. I admit the brutality with which the 
German Government both began and maintains the war, and it is 
impossible not to condemn the cruel persecution which has disgraced 
the German Government’s treatment of the Jews and others during 
many years ... There are really two alternatives … One is to fight to the 
bitter end, and the other is negotiation as soon as negotiations can be 
made. I think it well that those who speak with strength, and courage 
also, of fighting to a finish, should weigh well what fighting to the bitter 
end must mean … I hope that the Government will not adopt the 
alternative of fighting to the bitter end, with all that involves, but will 
act on the other alternative of negotiating as soon as they can …’20 

This is why he wrote (in an article already mentioned): ‘[The Church] 
must not hesitate, if occasion arises, to condemn the infliction of 
reprisals, or the bombing of civilian populations, by the military forces 
of its own nation. It should set itself against the propaganda of lies and 
hatred. It should be willing to encourage a resumption of friendly 
relations with the enemy nation. It should set its face against any war 
of extermination or enslavement, and any measures directly aimed at 
destroying the morale of a population.’21 

Bell wanted the British Government to distinguish, as he himself 
distinguished, between the Nazi state and the German people. After 
their meeting in Sigtuna (Sweden) on 31 May 1942 at which Bonhoeffer 
told him about the German resistance movement, Bell tried to get 
Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden to acknowledge this distinction and 
offer some encouragement to the German opposition; all he got in 
return was a reiteration of the British policy of unconditional surrender. 
He also acquired the honour of being described by Eden as ‘this 
pestilent priest’, in words echoing the words of King Henry II that 
allegedly led to the martyrdom of St Thomas of Canterbury (à Becket.) 

Most famously, speaking to a question he had put down in the House 
of Lords on 9 February 1944, he said: ‘If long-sustained and public 
opposition to Hitler and the Nazis since 1933 is any credential, I would 
humbly claim to be one of the most convinced and consistent Anti- 
Nazis in Great Britain. But I desire to challenge the Government on the 
policy which directs the bombing of enemy towns on the present scale, 

 
20 Hansard 13/12/1939, Vol.115, Columns 252, 255. 
21 The Church’s Function in War Time. 
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especially with reference to civilians who are non-combatants, and non- 
military and non-industrial objectives … The policy is obliteration, 
openly acknowledged. That is not a justifiable act of war … [To] justify 
methods inhuman in themselves by arguments of expediency smacks 
of the Nazi philosophy that Might is Right.’22 

I shall speak about his thoughts on justice post bellum when I look at 
his approach to reconstruction especially in Europe, but it should be 
clear from what we have already heard that he wanted to distinguish 
between the Nazis and the Germans who were as much the victims of 
Hitler as anyone else. He knew also that there were many ‘lesser Nazis’23 
whose rehabilitation rather than condemnation might aid the recovery 
of their country. His reflections on the aftermath of the First World War 
had formed a strong conviction in him of the political and practical as 
well as the moral wrongness of punitive humiliation of a defeated 
enemy. In a lecture in 1949 he was to say that the Church should: ‘speak 
…. when things require to be done for the ordering of justice, the better 
distribution of world resources and the making of peace … It ought to 
speak when the need for human compassion, say for a vanquished 
enemy, is particularly keen … It should speak … about the violation of 
human rights, about racial discrimination, about the breach of a treaty 
or the betrayal of a weak state; about the harsh treatment of a defeated 
foe; about inhumanity in methods of warfare.’24 Bell was nothing if not 
consistent! 

Reconstruction and unity in post war Europe 
In the same House of Lords speech in which he referred to the ‘lesser 
Nazis’ Bell said that ‘terrible as is Germany’s guilt for launching the war 
and for inflicting suffering on millions of innocent people, the recovery 
of Germany on a democratic and peaceful basis is essential to the 
recovery of Europe’25. 

 
22 Hansard 9/2/1944, Vol.130, Columns 737, 741, 744. 
23 Hansard 12/11/1947, Vol.152, Column 590. 
24 G.K.A. Bell, ‘The Church in Relation to International Affairs’, a speech to the 
Royal Institute of International Affairs at Chatham House on 23/6/1949 
(International Affairs, vol. XXV, 1949) quoted in Coupland P., ‘Bishop George 
Bell: Speaking for Germany and European Unity, 1939-1950’ in Kirchliche 
Zeitgeschichte, Vol 21, No.2, ‘George K.A. Bell (1883-1958): Bridgebuilding in 
Desperate Times’, 2008, 300-323. 
25 Hansard 12/11/1947, Vol.152, Columns 587-588. 
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At the end of 1944 a motion was put to the House of Lords, ‘that the 
unifying forces of Europe stand in urgent need of strengthening, and in 
particular that every European citizen should be ensured of certain 
fundamental rights and liberties without which European civilization 
cannot continue’. The proposer argued that ‘before there can be any 
moral revival in Europe, [the] danger of another German military 
aggression must, once and for all, be eliminated’26. 

Bishop Bell agreed that ending German military aggression was a 
‘preliminary necessity’, but thought there were other obstacles to 
European unity. ‘Some are material, arising directly out of the sufferings 
and losses of the war; some are political, and have to do with the decline 
of European Great Powers and the rise of World Powers with their 
desire for spheres of influence in Europe; but I think the chief obstacle 
is spiritual, a profound distrust of nation for nation, Party for Party and 
citizen for citizen, together with an increasing moral disintegration … 
[S]omething deeper than a political impulse is required to secure 
lasting unity now. I suggest that we are more likely to achieve the goal 
of European unity if we build on the culture which all European peoples 
have in common. The people of Europe all possess a common form of 
culture, based on four common spiritual traditions. There is the 
humanist tradition … There is the scientific tradition … There is the 
tradition of law and government … Lastly, there is the Christian 
religion, which provided the original bond of unity between European 
peoples and has influenced every part of Europe and every section of 
European society.’ 

Unsurprisingly, Bell thought the last to be ‘the most important and 
potentially unifying of them all. Few will deny … that of all the crises in 
which we are involved the spiritual crisis is the greatest. There is a 
profound sense of frustration and despair; there is not only a material 
but a moral disintegration: without a recovery of purpose, without a 
restoration of hope, the dissolution of European culture is inevitable. 
The fundamental menace to our civilization is not Communism but 
Nihilism—the attitude of destruction and negation which calls evil 
good and good evil.’ 

Responding positively to a plea from Lord Samuel ‘for the co- 
operation of the religions of the world for the general deepening of 
spiritual forces in all the continents’ (a theme on which Bell had already 

 
26 Hansard 19/12/1944, Vol.134, Column 373. 
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made suggestions, as we saw in his correspondence with Temple), Bell 
observed that ‘when we speak of religion in Europe, it must be the 
Christian religion with which we have to deal. Two facts emphasize the 
significance of Christianity as a great unifying force for Europe, one 
permanent, the other bound up with our contemporary situation. The 
permanent fact is that despite the divisions between Roman Catholic 
and Orthodox in the eleventh century and between Roman Catholic 
and Protestant in the sixteenth century, and in spite of the deep 
differences in the dogmatic field, there is still such a thing as a common 
Christian faith. The contemporary fact is that throughout the World 
War the Churches, Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox, have been 
among the most determined adversaries of Nazism.’27 

Unlike Winston Churchill who was a keen supporter of a united 
Europe so long as it did not include the United Kingdom, Bell spoke 
approvingly in the House of Lords in 1950 on the Schuman plan. He 
said: ‘The countries of Western Europe are bound to one another, first 
by a common outlook, democracy, belief in justice, law and freedom; 
and secondly, in my opinion, by a greater recognition than in former 
years of their community in the possession of Christian foundations. I 
do not say that the Churches have more influence, though their co- 
operation increases; but I do say that there is more deference to 
Christian principles amongst the nations of the West. And amongst 
Christian principles are a conviction of the difference between right and 
wrong as something rooted in the Divine and not the State; the rights 
of man founded in the eternal order; the sacredness of individual 
personality; the design that mankind should be a brotherhood; and 
belief in charity, mercy and forgiveness. National sovereignty is not 
itself a Christian principle. The partial fusion of sovereignty is in 
accordance with Christian principles, if it is in the pursuit of noble ends 
and justice and peace.’ He hoped therefore ‘with all my heart that His 
Majesty's Government may still see their way to full participation in the 
discussions to which M. Schuman has called all free nations’28. 

He was in no doubt about the political as well as the economic 
trajectory of what would eventually lead to the European Union. That 
is not to presume what he would have thought about the present state 
of the European Union, but I am pretty sure he would have been critical 

 
27 Ibid., Column 402–404. 
28 Hansard 28/6/1950, Vol 167, Column 1163. 
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of the Union’s slipping away from the Christian humanism of its 
founding fathers. But I also think he would be horrified at the 
suggestion that the United Kingdom might no longer be an active 
participant in the councils of a project that has done so much to 
preserve peace and promote justice. In a speech in the House of Lords 
just a few months after the end of the Second World War, Bell said: ‘I 
would ask your Lordships to consider Europe, the seething cauldron 
from which wars in modern history have come. It is possible to look at 
Europe from two points of view. One way is to see Europe as consisting 
of twenty or thirty armed camps, exhausted after a long and terrible war 
but all of them planning for the day when they can reassemble their 
strength and direct all their policies, social, economic, home and 
foreign, as do those who fear or hate their neighbours. There is another 
way to look at Europe—as a single continent whose whole economy is 
now in ruin, an economy which can only be saved if all its resources are 
used by the nations together to aid its recovery. […] If you look at 
Europe from the former angle, as a body of separate armed camps, 
nothing can prevent another war.’29 He went on to endorse those who 
were advocating a modification of sovereignty. He was generally careful 
not to stray into the specifically political aspects of this question, for 
example by proposing details solutions to how the balance between 
nations and the world state should be struck, but he made no secret of 
his belief that exclusive claims to national sovereignty were part of the 
international problem. 

Essential for reconstruction was of course the building of trust and 
his vision was not restricted to Europe. In a speech in the House of 
Lords on 27 November 1945 to which I have already referred, he said: 
‘There are things more important than politics. Science and culture 
present wide fields for this trial of friendship. But the field on which I 
would now concentrate special attention is the economic field. The 
fundamental problem with which the nations are now faced is the 
problem of human welfare. The ordinary man in every nation has to 
have sufficient food, shelter and warmth. The world’s material 
resources suffice to give every ordinary man enough. It is not a childish 
or Utopian proposal that we should put in the forefront of our 
international programme, not how to prevent war or control the atomic 
bomb, but how the nations can plan together on an economic basis, 

 
29 Hansard 27/11/1945, Vol.138, Columns 53, 54. 
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with the fullest help of discoveries of modern science, to give the 
ordinary man a decent chance in life. If this problem, which is a soluble 
problem, is solved, it would do more for the prevention of war than any 
World Organization specifically designed for that object.’30 

Christian hope 
Bell contrasted Christian hope from the false hopes the world offers: he 
spoke about democracy, scientific humanism, Marxism.31 

 

30 Ibid., Column 53. 
31 The Kingdom of Christ, 169-171: ‘There are some who believe that the spread 
of democracy without God, that is a democracy inspired by purely humanist 
ideals, will at long last achieve the perfect society. Such men holding the ideals 
of equality, freedom, and justice, but without belief in God, take little account 
of the frailty of the human factor. They also assume far too easily that in 
societies committed to the democratic way of life, none of these ideals is denied 
in practice. But inequality, discrimination, injustice, reliance on naked power, 
exploitation, and aggression are not absent from democracies. Others believe 
that scientific humanism holds the key to the future prosperity of man. The 
ground of the scientific humanist’s hope lies in man’s past achievement. See, he 
says, with what astonishing success man has subdued nature! How marvelously 
he has developed his own mental powers, and created a specifically human 
world in the midst of nature—that is, a civilised society! All honour to the 
scientists, who labour for the achievement of truth and the advancement of 
man is an inspiration to all. But civilization is the sheet-anchor of the scientific 
humanist’s hope. If it disappears, then hope goes with it. Others find the way 
to the perfect world in Marxism. With its appeal to the disinherited and to those 
who long to help the oppressed, to the more prosperous worker who feels 
frustrated in his work, and to the scientist and politician impatient for a new 
day. Marxism teaches that man has no fixed nature, but is continually being 
made and remade in history, which in turn by social action he helps to make. 
It is not only an analysis of history, but also a metaphysic and a religion. It 
shows history as a class struggle in which the workers, deprived of property, 
country and family life, taught and led by a Communist Party, and united across 
national frontiers, can alone bring to an end by means of a revolution. Then (it 
is claimed) the golden age will come. Nature will cease to be man’s enemy. 
There will be no more social classes, no class struggle, no coercive government, 
no cause for violence. All the wealth that mankind has amassed through the 
years will be made available for all.’ He went on to argue that the Marxist dream 
had generally led to totalitarian dictatorship instead of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. ‘But more fundamental is the flaw in the Marxist creed itself: the 
rejection of God and his sovereignty, the unfitness of the actual proletarian as 
a Messianic figure, and the falsity of the expectation that sinful man as we know 
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By contrast, ‘The Christian hope is not “strong desire” for something 
which may be possible but is not certain. It is the product of God’s acts 
in history, and above all in his act in raising Jesus Christ from the dead. 
Everything for the Christian centres on Jesus Christ. In Christ God 
fulfilled the hope of earlier times, and transformed it.’ 

Bell identifies two aspects of Christian hope (‘on the basis of the 
Bible’): 

On the one hand, it calls men to acknowledge the ever-present rule of 
God, which means that man and the world have a definite purpose, that 
there are principles and standards for human society, rooted in God’s 
everlasting will, for which men can work. There is something greater 
than the greatest of man’s achievements, or even of his dreams, and the 
individual is not merely the product of his own efforts or of the 
discoveries of minds profounder than his own or of some impersonal 
process, but lives always as a son of God. For, in Christ, every man may 
know and work with the will of the Father, and be guided in all his 
efforts by the personal inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
On the other hand, there is nothing Utopian about the Christian hope. 
If the Church is not the Kingdom, no more is any human order, however 
perfectly infused by the teachings of the Gospel. For God’s Kingdom 
embraces the entire universe, and it involves, in the language of the New 
Testament, a new creation, a new world. It is always to this that the 
Christian faith points, and the Church confidently and surely preaches 
the ultimate realization of God’s Kingdom in all its fullness because of 
its belief in the person and the work of Christ. In him, the sting of all the 
evil in the world as it now is was drawn, the existing world-rulers of 
every kind were brought under God’s rule, and there can be no reversal 
of this victory. In the future, men’s highest hopes and profoundest 
schemes for society may come to grief as they have so often in the past. 
But this will not mean that they have been in vain, for it is to the 
establishment of God’s Kingdom that they are directed, and this will at 
the last be achieved in God’s own purpose.32 

Christian hope is not a bad place at which to stop, but perhaps I might 
give the last word to Rowan Williams: ‘What is so remarkable about 
Bell’s witness is that it is so prosaically self-effacing: a calm and steady 
pointing to facts, to moral touchstones in principle accepted by all, to 

 
 

him can achieve,  by mere  stripping away of economic disabilities,  a genuine 
resolution of historic strife.’ 
32 The Kingdom of Christ, 171-172. 
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the undeniable testimony of those experiencing suffering and injustice 
at first hand.’33 

 
Feast of St Wilfrid (12th October 2019) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

33 R. Williams in: Raina, op. cit., Preface xi. 
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MIXED (INTER-CONFESSIONAL) OR ECUMENICAL 
MARRIAGES: A CHALLENGE FOR THE ORTHODOX 
CHURCH 

 
Christos Filiotis-Vlachavas* 

 
The lives of mixed couples demonstrate that overcoming divisions is not 
simply a matter of ecclesiastical externals or formal dialogue, however 
sincere, but a crucial problem of concrete living, essential to the interior unity 
of their families. Baptized in the name of the trinitarian God, the couple by 
their marriage, put Christ at the centre of their life and they want to live in a 
Church united anew in Him. These couples together carry the cares of their 
respective Churches and their authentic lived experience is fertile ground for 
developing future ecumenical situation. 

 
1. Social reality today 
Until the beginning of the twentieth century, Orthodox Christians had 
few opportunities to interact on a daily basis with the faithful of other 
Christian traditions. Christians of the West were considered as heretics 
with whom contact should be avoided. Certainly there were multi- 
cultural centres, such as Constantinople, Alexandria, Jerusalem and 
other cities, where Orthodox Christians had the opportunity to meet 
Christians of other traditions. However, the instinct to safeguard the 
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of Thessalonica and at the University of Strasbourg. He is an Assistant Professor 
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Theological Dialogue between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches in France, 
of the Ecumenical Commission of Strasbourg, and of the Judeo–Christian 
Association, Charles Péguy. He belongs to the inter-religious group ‘Le Pont’ 
and to Acat (The Christian Association for the Abolition of Torture). A father 
of four children, Christos Filiotis-Vlachavas is the priest of the Parish of the 
Trois-Saints-Hiérarques of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, in Strasbourg. His 
fields of research include Patristic Literature, Orthodoxy and Ecumenism. This 
article was first published in: Messager orthodoxe, 156 (2014), 21-34. 
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community in difficult socio-political contexts may have kept these 
Christians at a certain distance. In the East, Orthodox Christians lived 
in communities that were separate from the rest of society and in most 
instances turned in on themselves. 

In time, the natural desire for freedom1 led many from traditionally 
Orthodox countries to emigrate towards societies that were not 
Orthodox, where they were welcomed and allowed to integrate and 
where their differences were respected. Eventually Orthodox Christians 
from the Balkans, Asia Minor or the Middle East were to be found on 
all continents, particularly in Europe, the United States and Australia. 
Greeks uprooted from their ancestral homeland after the great 
catastrophe in 1922, Russians expelled after the 1917 communist 
revolution and others made their way to Western societies2 to survive 
and, more recently, in search of work and a better life. The result of 
these displacements was a natural social and professional coexistence. 
The new multicultural and multi-religious context in the earliest period 
led the Orthodox faithful to make contact with fellow-citizens of 
different faiths. In the context of the peaceful co-existence of different 
Christian communities, separatist patterns and prejudices began to 
crumble. The process of integration led the Orthodox faithful to 
become familiar with citizens of other Christian traditions. This led 
naturally to the development of professional and social relationships 
and, very soon, to the celebration of mixed marriages.3 

We should note, however, that today, it is not only in the diaspora 
that mixed marriages create a pastoral challenge: religious 
homogeneity has not existed, even in countries with an Orthodox 
tradition, for several decades. In our open societies, habits at different 
levels of social life have been turned upside down. The reality of a global 
economy drives people from different traditions into permanent 
contact. They move from place to place easily and continually because 
it is required by globalised work (professional mobility), for study and 
for numerous other reasons. Even in traditionally Orthodox countries, 

 

 
1 It should be noted that some countries with Orthodox majorities in the 
Balkans lived under Ottoman occupation. 
2 Cf. R. Beaupère—P Emery, Mariages mixtes (Églises en dialogue) (Tours, 1969), 
113. 
3 Cf. M. Sweeting, Les Églises et les mariages mixtes (Paris, 1969), 9. 

257



FILIOTIS-VLACHAVAS Mixed or Ecumenical Marriages 258 
 

this has created pluralist societies.4 Multicultural and multi-religious 
societies are an undeniable social reality. This is why Archbishop 
Dimitrios of the United States (ecumenical patriarch) has invited 
Orthodox Churches in the Balkans to inform themselves regarding the 
ideas and social tendencies that face the Orthodox Church in the 
United States.5 

2. Ancient practice of the Church 
In the history of the Church we can distinguish three types of marriage,6 
excluding civil marriage. From the beginning, the Church blessed in the 
Divine Liturgy the common life of a couple, both of whom were 
baptised. The couple received the blessing just before Holy 
Communion. Given that marriage was always celebrated during the 
Divine Liturgy, this blessing received its fullness by their shared 
participation in the Body and Blood of Christ. This marriage was called 
‘ecclesial’ or ‘canonical’. Even if one of the future spouses was not 
baptised but a catechumen, the Church blessed the marriage during the 
Divine Liturgy, at the Liturgy of Catechumens and before the reading 
of the biblical texts. This practice is followed today both at the Liturgy 
for special celebration of marriage and in the case when permission is 
given by the Bishop to celebrate the marriage during the Divine 
Liturgy. When one of the parties was a non-baptised catechumen, the 
Church situated the blessing of the marriage in the Liturgy of 
Catechumens. It could not do otherwise, as the non-baptised 
catechumen had to leave at the Liturgy of the Faithful, and only 
baptised members could receive Holy Communion. But what did the 
Church do when one of the parties was neither baptised nor a 
catechumen? What was Church practice in the early centuries in 
regard to the marriage of a Christian to a person who was not a 
catechumen but a non-believer when non-believers made up the 
overwhelming majority of society? 

 
4 Cf. I. Petrou, Multiculturalisme et liberté religieuse (Thessalonika, 2005), 12 ff. 
(in Greek). 
5 D. Trakatelis (Archbishop of America), ‘Les Églises Orthodoxes dans un 
monde pluraliste (un dialogue œcuménique)’ in Les Églises Orthodoxes dans un 
monde pluraliste (un dialogue œcuménique) (Athens, 2006), 41 (in Greek). 
6 Cf. G. Papathomas (archim.), ‘Un communautarisme ecclésial ouvert: 
mariages mixtes et conversions d’adultes, dans Le feu sur la terre. Mélanges 
offerts au Père Bobrinskoy pour son quatre-vingtième anniversaire (Analecta 
Sergiana) (Paris, 2005), 185ff. 
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Already in the New Testament period, we hear of marriages of 
Christians with non-believers. The earliest Christians lived in societies 
where they were a small minority, so marriages with non-believers took 
place. The Church blessed these marriages, as St Paul testifies7, with the 
aim of blessing not only the baptised partner but also the other person, 
without imposing any rules, such as the obligation of baptism on the 
one who was not baptised. 

This led to the creation of another ceremony, parallel to the 
celebration of an ecclesial marriage during the Divine Liturgy. This 
ceremony followed the structure of the Divine Liturgy, but without 
Holy Communion, as the party who was not baptised could not receive 
Communion. The Church instituted a new type of nuptial ceremony, 
apart from the context of the Eucharist, but based on the structure of 
the Divine Liturgy to which it continues to refer,8 while avoiding the 
question as to whether such a marriage was a true marriage.9 It is just 
such an unequal or inter-religious marriage [that is a marriage 
between an Orthodox party and an unbaptised person], which the 
Roman Catholic Church has preserved in a certain fashion until today, 
though it has disappeared from Orthodox practice, for historical 
reasons, since the fall of Byzantium. 

A question can be asked concerning the marriage between Christians 
and those who were neither catechumens or baptised. Why did the 
Church adopt this practice? Was this new kind of non-Eucharistic 
celebration instituted for the purpose of exclusion, or with a view to 
integration and reflecting a receptive openness, the archimandrite 
Grigarios Papathomas asks?10 For him, this is a rhetorical question. The 
Church of its nature is open to every work of creation of the Trinitarian 
God. The Church acts to welcome, to integrate and to bless. It is from this 
perspective that St Paul develops his advice regarding marriage.11 The 

 
7 1 Cor. 7: 14, 16. 
8 G. Metallinos, Le témoignage théologique du culte ecclésial (Athens, 1996), 271 
(in Greek). Prof. P. Skaltsis equally underlines the link between the Divine 
Liturgy and the Celebration of Marriage: P Skaltsis, Mariage et Divine Liturgie. 
Contribution à l’histoire et la théologie du culte (Thessalonika, 1986) (in Greek). 
9 R. Raes, Les mariages dans les Églises d’Orient (Gembloux, 1959),8. 
10 G. Papathomas (Archim.), ‘Un communautarisme ecclésial ouvert: mariages 
mixtes et conversion d’adultes’, op.cit., 186. 
11 Cf. G. Mathon, Les mariages des chrétiens. Des origines au concile de Trente 
(Paris, 1993), 47. 
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Church, faithful to this living tradition, on the one hand, blessed the 
baptised person at this important and unique moment of his or her life 
and, on the other, proceeded wisely with an openness: it wished to 
welcome and bless the party that was not baptised in the hope of their 
future grafting on to the Body of Christ, without the practices that in 
some cases attacked and suppressed the freedom of the human person 
and held them to a life of double religious belonging.12 

The mixed marriage, that is, the marriage between Christians, comes 
third in chronological order, in the sense that it arises in the situation 
of a divided Christianity.13 The Marriage Ceremony, outside the Divine 
Liturgy, which today is routinely used by the Orthodox Church for its 
members, is also used in the case of mixed marriages. This means that 
the ceremony that was instituted for marriages between an Orthodox 
and an unbaptised person is also used for mixed marriages due to the 
fact that one party cannot participate in the Eucharist. Certainly, mixed 
marriages are more easily accepted—by contrast with marriages where 
one party is not baptised—because both parties are Christian. These 
marriages, as we have already noted, are becoming more common in 
the diaspora, where Orthodox are a minority and they create a new 
series of challenges for Christian Churches. For this reason, various 
Churches in the West have set up commissions to look into the 
question with a view to helping couples in mixed marriages. 

From the time of the ecumenical councils, unity in the expression of 
faith was placed as a condition and as a general value for liturgical 
celebrations. There is a strong link between the sacraments and the 
confession of the faith.14 There are rules that forbade the celebration of 
marriage between Orthodox and heretics.15 These rules, however, have 

 
 

12 J. Meyendorff interprets this text of the apostle Paul (‘le mari non croyant se 
trouve sanctifié par sa femme et la femme non croyante se trouve sanctifiée par 
le mari croyant’, 1 Cor. 7 :14). For him, the text certainly refers to couples where 
one of the partners was converted after their marriage, rather than marriages 
between a member of the Church and a pagan. Cf. Le mariage dans la 
perspective orthodoxe (Paris, 1986), 74. 
13 Cf. G. Metallinos, Le témoignage théologique du culte ecclésial, op. cit., 183. 
14 J. Dupont, ‘La question des mariages mixtes à la lumière de l’Écriture’ in Le 
problème des mariages mixtes (Bibliothèque œcuménique 4) (Paris, 1969), 15. 
15 Cf. canon 14 of the 4th ecumenical council, and canons 10 and 31 of the Council 
of Laodicea. Canon 72 of the Council of Trullo is much more firm. It not only 
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never been applied in the course of the history of the Church in a 
scholastic and exclusive way. The principle of economy, that prevents 
the penetration of a juridical principle in the theology of the Church 
and that is theologically rooted in patristic thought on the event of the 
Creation by Christ (Christ draws into himself the whole of creation), 
was followed in the cases of mixed marriages. The celebration of 
marriages between Orthodox and Latin Catholics both before and after 
the Great Schism16 is genuine proof of the application of economy. 

It should not be forgotten that these rules respond in principle to 
conditions that existed hic et nunc and, for this reason, it is necessary 
to be prudent in the use of the analogy. Discernment is needed for their 
general application.17 All who do not belong to the Orthodox Church 
could be considered heretics. However this ignores the fact that the 
Fathers of the Synods named as heretics specific groups that hated the 
One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church and broke ecclesial unity.18 
The Fathers of the Synods condemned groups, which claimed that 
salvation belonged only to their members and maintained in an 
egocentric manner the grace of God for themselves alone, while 
excluding the whole world from the life-giving divine energies. The 

 

forbids marriages with heretics, but makes provisions for sanctions for 
celebrants and the dissolution of such marriages. 
16 M. Theotokas, ‘Les coutumes concernant les mariages mixtes dans l’Église 
Orthodoxe Orientale de Constantinople’ in Ekklesiastike Aletheia 23 (1899), 291 
(in Greek). 
17 Cf. what P. Evdokimov says on the relationship between canons and dogmas: 
‘Aucune forme institutionnelle n’est jamais adéquate au dogme et n’est jamais 
qu’une approximation relative de la vérité en fonction de son temps. Cela fait 
comprendre l’impossibilité de dogmatiser une forme canonique temporelle et 
relative … Si l’ensemble des canons très précis trace la forme visible d’une Église 
locale, la conscience canonique, un certain sens d’orthodoxie va au-delà de 
l’immédiat et aspire à la communion dans le dogme au moyen des formes 
mobiles des règles disciplinaires, mais aussi en le dépassant. La conscience 
canonique cherchera ainsi non pas les formes historiques révolues de l’époque 
apostolique, mais l’esprit qui les a animées et qui animera toute forme et toute 
époque avec une identité parfaite à lui-même’, in P. Evdokimov, L’orthodoxie 
(Neuchâtel, 1959), 186. 
18 D. Lialiou, Interprétation des textes dogmatiques et symboliques de l’Église 
Orthodoxe. Tome A: Interprétation des symboles œcuméniques et des saints 
canons relatifs (Analyse théologique avec référence aux sources) (Thessalonika, 
1992), 140. 
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Church, as the Body of Christ, would wish to avoid this kind of exclusive 
and sectarian thinking, which was how heretics saw themselves. 
Specific rules that forbade marriages with heretics were never applied 
with an absolute exactness (akribeia); this does not mean that they were 
not respected by the Church but that the mystery of life and sexual 
attraction given by God himself, according to St John Chrysostom19, 
inclined naturally to granting dispensations. For this reason, the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate and other Patriarchates and Autocephalous 
Orthodox Churches, one after the other, have been led to a revision of 
canonical rules since the eighteenth century and have officially 
accepted mixed marriages on certain conditions. The Ecumenical 
Patriarchate permitted mixed marriages in 1887, the Church of Greece 
in 1869, while in Russia they were permitted from the eighteenth 
century.20 

3. Mixed marriages today and the challenge for the Church 
The issue of mixed marriages has repeatedly preoccupied the Pan- 
orthodox preparatory commissions and the pre-conciliar conferences 
for the Holy and Great Synod that is being prepared with the blessing 
of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Representatives of Orthodox Churches 
whose members are minorities (for example, in Poland and Finland) 
have raised the problem of mixed marriages, and also of inter- 
confessional marriages. According to the representatives of these 
Churches, modern conditions demand, in relation to mixed marriages, 
the imperative return of the praxis of the first three centuries, when the 
Church acted in a condescending and philanthropic way in relation to 
marriage, following the counsel of Paul, apostle of the nations, in his 
letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 7:13, 14, 16).21 

The second pre-conciliar Pan-orthodox Council in September 1982 
accepted the concerns of those representatives who take account of an 
open, pluralist climate of opinion, and took the following decisions: a) 
mixed marriages, that is to say, marriages of Orthodox members with 
other Christians, although forbidden in accordance with the strict 
application of the canons (akribeia), can be blessed by the Church, 
provided the Marriage Ceremony is celebrated by an Orthodox priest. 
The interest of the committee extends to children of the marriage and 

 

19 John Chrysostom, Laus maximi 8, PG 51, 230. 
20 R. Beaupère—P. Emery, op.cit., 114. 
21 Vers le Grand Synode, vol. 1 (Geneva, 1971), 46. 
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it proposes that catechesis and baptism take place in the Orthodox 
Church. b) the marriage with non-Christians is totally forbidden, in 
accordance with the strict application of the canons. Autocephalous 
Churches receive permission to manage these situations according to 
their pastoral needs.22 

The Patriarchates of Antioch and Alexandria took initiatives that 
show genuine progress in relation to other Orthodox Churches, on 
account of specific socio-political conditions in these regions where the 
minority presence of all Christians continues to diminish. In 1991 the 
Patriarchate of Antioch and the Syro-Jacobite Church in Antioch signed 
an agreement, which provides one celebration in the parish of the 
husband and which will be recognised automatically by both Churches. 
In 2001 the Alexandria Patriarchate and the Coptic Church reached a 
similar agreement. According to this agreement, the two Churches 
recognise the sacramental nature of marriage celebrated in either 
Church. From this arises the ban on a double ceremony. The Church 
chosen to bless the marriage takes responsibility for the pastoral care 
of the mixed family. The two Churches proceed to sacramental 
hospitality towards the members of the new mixed family. These 
decisions clearly deserve a deeper analysis from the ecclesiological 
perspective. 

The Orthodox Metropolitans of Western Europe have addressed the 
question of mixed marriages. I will outline here the results of the work 
of two Francophone committees, one in Switzerland and the other in 
France, one between Protestants and Orthodox, the other between 
Catholics and Orthodox. Firstly, I will deal with the work, provisional 
in character, of the Protestant-Orthodox Dialogue Commission 
(CDPO) created in 1985 in Switzerland23, and then the Marseille Text24 
from the working group of Catholics and Orthodox. 

The CDPO devised a marriage ceremony which was used in 
Switzerland for several decades for the marriage between an Orthodox 
and a Protestant. No official texts existed at the time to help the 
ministers of both groups to prepare such ceremonies so the CDPO 

 

22 See the journal of the Ecumenical Patriarchate Episkepsis 13, 279 (1982), 12. 
23 Proposition de célébration des mariages interconfessionnels Protestants- 
Orthodoxes en Suisse (Berne: Edition de la Fédération des Églises Protestantes 
de la Suisse, 1996). 
24 ‘La célébration liturgique des mariages mixtes entre fidèles Catholiques et 
Orthodoxes. Propositions pastorales’, in CONTACTS 23 (1980), 79-87. 
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worked out its own. The service has two parts: A Rite of Engagement 
and a Rite of Crowning. To our knowledge, there have been no other 
initiatives of this kind in other European countries. It represents a 
pastoral solution which is recommended and used in Switzerland in 
order to avoid two independent celebrations in two different Churches 
according to two different rites. 

The Commission proposed firstly a theological interpretation of 
marriage in both traditions. The starting-point is the Scriptures as a 
shared basis for the understanding of marriage (Gen. 1:26-31; Gen. 2:118- 
24; John 2:1-11; Eph. 5:21-23; Rev. 21:9). Then comes the Protestant and 
Orthodox celebration of marriage in order to understand the liturgical 
structure of each rite and the elements that make up each celebration. 
In the Orthodox tradition, marriage is celebrated in the church in the 
presence of an assembly by a canonically appointed minister (bishop or 
priest) and witnesses. The celebration has two distinct parts: A Rite of 
Engagement and a Rite of Crowning. The first includes a prayer of 
blessing and the exchange of rings. The Rite of Crowning follows the 
same pattern as the rites for Baptism and Eucharist, that is, anamnesis, 
offering, epiclesis and communion. The essential elements of the 
Protestant celebration of marriage are the following: adoration, an 
important part of the celebration of marriage, thanksgiving, praise, 
supplication; b) reading from the Bible; c) preaching; d) explanation of 
the origin of marriage; e) consent; f) epiclesis and blessing; g) handing 
over of the Bible and h) intercession. 

The proposed ritual includes the essential elements of both traditions. 
It is a ritual in two parts: the first part, corresponding to the Orthodox 
Order of Engagement is called Exchange and Consent. A Protestant 
minister presides at this part. The structure is the following: a) initial 
blessing and word of welcome; b) singing of a psalm; c) initial prayer 
and adoration; d) readings from the Bible; e) preparation of consent and 
the nuptial blessing; f) prayer for the couple; g) promise and exchange 
of consent; h) blessing of the covenants; i) nuptial blessing and j) 
canticle of blessing. 

The second part is the Orthodox Rite of Crowning presided over by 
the Orthodox priest, during which the Presider hands over the Bible to 
the couple. The structure is as follows: a) first priestly prayer 
(anamnesis); b) second priestly prayer (offering); c) third priestly prayer 
(epiclesis); d) crowning; e) prokimenon; f) readings from the Bible; g) 
homily; h) litany; i) litany of intercessions; j) blessing of the cup; k) 
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troparion; l) handing over of the Bible; m) blessing; n) final blessing 
and apolyssis. 

The Marseille Text produced by the Orthodox-Catholic group comes 
from a local initiative in the south of France where the Orthodox 
presence is significant (particularly Greeks from Asia Minor and Egypt, 
but also Orthodox of Russian origin). The two Orthodox members of 
this mixed committee were Archimandrite Stephanos Charalambidis 
(now the Bishop of Estonia) and Fr. Cyrille Argenti. The committee was 
established in 1976 in Marseille. At the end of regular meetings held 
over three years, the committee made practical suggestions for the 
liturgical celebration of mixed marriages involving Catholic and 
Orthodox faithful. The proposal was addressed to their respective 
hierarchies: A Church service ‘celebrated in a climate of fraternal 
respect, for the benefit of mixed families and in the hope of unity’. On 
the Catholic side, the initiative was designed in the light of the teaching 
of the Second Vatican Council on ecumenism. The ultimate objective 
of the members of this group was, while remaining faithful to the 
theology and discipline of their respective Churches, to help the faithful 
who wished to set up homes together and to bring about unity between 
the Churches. 

The most important points that arose from this work are the 
following. A) a fundamental accord on the essential points. Members 
insist on the sacramental character of marriage of baptised faithful in 
the name of the Holy Trinity.25 This agreement permits a liturgical 
celebration of marriage in which the ministers of both Churches can 
participate, without the need for concelebrating and in the light of a 
shared desire to work for the unity of the Churches. B) sharing in the 
Eucharist is impossible. In the present state of relations between the 
Churches, no initiative should go in this direction. The members of the 
group state with sadness that the shared participation in the Eucharistic 
chalice for the couple or their ministers is not possible, given that the 
unity of faith between the two Churches has not been re-established. 
C) divergences: on the Catholic side, the essential and primordial 
element is the exchange of consent; on the Orthodox side, the 
celebration culminates with the Rite of Crowning. 

 
25 It should be noted that, from this point of view, things are more difficult when 
dealing with the Churches of the Reformation, which do not consider marriage 
a sacrament. 
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The purpose of the work of this group was to try to avoid the need to 
duplicate the marriage ceremony while, at the same time, respecting 
the rhythm and structure of the two different rites. Of course, it would 
always be open to a mixed couple to choose to celebrate their marriage 
either in the Catholic or the Orthodox Church. The Marseille group, 
accepting that at the moment the Orthodox Church only recognises 
mixed marriages celebrated before its ministers, made three proposals 
for the celebration according to the Orthodox Rite with the active 
presence of a Catholic priest. The first proposal consists in the entire 
adoption of the Orthodox Rite. The Orthodox priest is the sole presider 
at the liturgical assembly. However, the Catholic priest can be invited 
to do a reading from the Bible or to give the homily. This proposal has 
the advantage, for the Catholic party, that the marriage is recognised 
by the Roman Catholic Church. The second proposal goes further. 
Given that the Orthodox Rite has two parts, the engagement and the 
crowning, the second proposal provides that the Order of Engagement 
is presided by the Catholic priest, while the Rite of Crowning is presided 
by the Orthodox priest. The third proposal is a variant on the second, 
but goes further. As in the second proposal, the Catholic priest presides 
at the first part (the Rite of Engagement) and the Orthodox priest at 
the Rite of Crowning. As an alternative, during the first part presided 
by the Catholic minister, an element has been borrowed from the Rite 
of the Catholic Church: the preliminary dialogue between the priest 
and the couple and the exchange of consent (without the formula of 
ratification), which are a part of the Rite of the Catholic Church. The 
introduction of these elements between the two prayers of the Rite of 
Engagement and just before the exchange of promises, symbolises for 
the Orthodox the exchange of consent. Clearly, the insertion into the 
Orthodox Rite of an element from the Catholic Rite does not imply a 
lack (in the Orthodox Rite); it is a mark of respect for Catholic families 
who can recognise in the course of the celebration an element with 
which they are familiar. 

These proposals are in agreement with the theological vision of 
marriage in both Churches. For Catholics, without diminishing the role 
of the priest, the most important element is the mutual consent of the 
spouses. The role of the spouses is primordial and on several occasions 
they are named as ministers of the sacrament. For the Orthodox, the 
celebration of marriage finds its climax in the celebration of the 
Crowning, where the role of the priest is the same as the role he 
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exercises in the celebration of the Eucharist. The crowns symbolise the 
descent of the Holy Spirit on the young couple, the movements (placing 
of the crowns and blessing) of the hands of the priest correspond to the 
invocation of the Holy Spirit during the Eucharist (epiclesis), while the 
exchange of crowns by the witnesses expresses the participation of the 
people of God in the sacrament. This signifies that marriage is not an 
individual matter but an ecclesial event. This spiritual character of 
marriage, which is accomplished by the Rite of Crowning, where the 
priest invokes the descent of the Holy Spirit for the blessing of the 
spouses, corresponds better to Orthodox theology. 

The members of the Catholic-Orthodox group from Marseille stressed 
the importance of the pastoral care of mixed families whom they saw as 
the crucible where the mystery of the new covenant is lived out. The 
love of these couples, consecrated by the Holy Spirit in the image of the 
love of Christ for his Church, ‘prefigures the unity of the Holy Church 
of Jesus Christ’. According to Orthodox theology, Christian marriage is 
in the image of the love between Christ and his Church. It is Christ 
himself who blessed and unites in one body the Orthodox party and the 
non-Orthodox party. 

The family that will emerge from such a marriage has to transmit the 
Christian faith to its children. This is when difficulties begin, more 
precisely in regard to baptising the children and giving them a religious 
education.26 Orthodox no longer insist on a prior written promise to 
baptise the children in the Orthodox Church, in order to permit the 
celebration of an inter-confessional marriage. The practice was rightly 
criticised as formal and legalistic.27 Besides, such an attitude is not in 
conformity with freedom and goes against the responsibility of the 
couple to choose freely. The advice remains but the choice must be 
made in full freedom in order to avoid a duplicitous attitude. It is more 
just to assist the members of the new family to lead an authentic 
Christian life and hope for the transmission of this life to all its 
members. 

At the pastoral level, the most urgent challenge comes when both are 
faithful and believing members of their respective Churches. They ask 

 
26 Cf. F. Böckle, ‘Du mariage entre des partenaires de confessions chrétiennes 
différentes’ in Le problème des mariages mixtes (Cerf, Bibliothèque 
œcuménique 4), 82 ff. 
27 J. Meyendorff, op. cit., 74. 
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the leaders of their Church on a regular basis about divisions and 
schisms. These couples push their Churches more and more to take 
account of their suffering and of the need to repair the unity of the 
ecclesial community. The situation of mixed couples shows that 
overcoming divisions is not a simple matter exterior to the body of the 
Church or of formal and official dialogue, but a vital problem, 
concerning the practical life and interior unity of families. Having been 
baptised in the name of the Trinitarian God, by their marriage, they 
place Christ at the centre of their lives and they want to live in a Church, 
which is undivided in Christ. These couples carry the concern of the 
Churches and their authentic lived experience is fruitful for the 
evolution of inter-church relationships. 

The Orthodox Church refuses intercommunion. The inability of 
mixed couples to share together in the common chalice is often a source 
of deep pain, especially for those couples whose faith is sincere and 
profound. Of course, in opposing intercommunion, the Orthodox 
Church does not remain indifferent to the unity of Christians. It tries 
rather to preserve the true sense of this unity. This is why it does not 
accept intermediate solutions. In any case, a question arises: how is it 
possible that an inter-confessional couple, opening themselves through 
the sacrament of marriage to the reality of God’s reign, cannot 
participate together in the Eucharist? This is the most difficult 
question, which creates the greatest challenge to the Churches. It is a 
cry that comes from the bowels of the ecclesial body towards leaders, 
asking them to dare to take greater steps towards unity. The Orthodox 
Church is aware that prolonged division renders Christian witness less 
effective in the world and pushes leaders to work for visible unity of the 
Church. Despite our present limits, the sacrament of marriage, like 
baptism, remains a place of unity; the love of Christian couples reflects 
the unconditional love of Christ for his Church. 

With regard to the question that certain Orthodox faithful ask on the 
canonicity of mixed marriages, the Church instead of offering a facile 
response, appeals to each person to take personal responsibility and to 
decide freely on this matter. Leaving aside a juridical spirit, the Church 
reveals a sense of love, the necessary condition for each relationship. 
Undoubtedly, inside mixed families, some problems of daily life are less 
clear. This is why both parties, husband and wife, must make great 
efforts. Christian life is associated with sacrifice and the free gift of 
themselves. In marriage each one makes a gift to the other of their 

268



269 ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 
 

existence. It is about living for the other. There is always a risk. Each 
one hopes for their own transformation and the uprooting of  
egocentricity through the exercise of prayer and fasting. In this 
perspective, the Orthodox member of a mixed family must live a life in 
Christ and should pray and hope that this life may permeate the whole 
family. 
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MEALS, EUCHARIST, AND ECUMENISM 
 
Thomas O’Loughlin* 

 
The past fifty years has seen remarkable developments in our 
understanding, of the role of meals in early Christianity and the 
continuity of that meal-practice with Judaism. The early churches’ 
memory of Jesus was focused on him as a participant in meals, they used 
meals in their identity formation, and as a model for their expectations: 
the eschatological banquet. The research, by historians and exegetes, 
parallels that by liturgists on how the Eucharist evolved. When this 
research is taken over by theologians it becomes a new paradigm within 
both theology and practice. This new paradigm—which has not been 
without vocal opposition from some—shifts the emphasis from the 
Eucharist as a sacral ‘object’ to the significance of the Eucharistic activity 
of the baptized. This paper argued that what began with historians, 
exegetes and liturgists, was then taken up by theologians, needs now to 
be adopted within ecumenics. The meal paradigm opens up possibilities 
for ecumenical progress, by-passing inherited deadlocks, by pointing out 
ways forward in liturgical practice. 

 
One of the typical settings in which Jesus is presented, in all four of the 
canonical gospels, is at a meal. And, the highpoint of his presence 
among his followers is portrayed in context of the Passover meal we call 
‘the Last Supper’. Let us begin with John’s gospel. There the narrative 
begins with a marriage meal in Cana and ends it with an equally 
wondrous meal after the resurrection, at daybreak on the shore of the 
Sea of Galilee, preceded by Jesus’ invitation: ‘come and have breakfast’ 

 
 
 
 

* Thomas O'Loughlin, originally from Dublin, is Professor of Historical 
Theology in the University of Nottingham. His work has focused on how 
Christians reclaim and recycle their pasts in the process of making sense of their 
present experience in formal structures, liturgy, and theology. His most recent 
major work is The Eucharist: Origins and Contemporary Understandings which 
appeared in 2015. 
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(John 21:12).1 Meal scenes account for around a quarter of this gospel.2 
When we turn to the Synoptics we find the same interest. Apart from 
the final Passover meal, there are meals in houses, meals in the open 
air, stories focussed on meals such as that of the Parable of the Prodigal 
Son (Luke 15:2-32—and note that the meal-scene of the parable is a 
response to an objection to the commensality of Jesus) and information 
about meals (e.g. Luke 14:9). Besides the report of Jesus’ manner of 
blessing the Father and then sharing a loaf and cup with those with him 
at table (Mark 14:22 and parallels),3 there were scandal-giving occasions 
where Jesus ate with sinners and tax-collectors (e.g. Matt. 9:10-3), and 
the post-resurrection meal at Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). In all four 
gospels, Jesus is portrayed as present at meals and engaged in this 
ministry by teaching at meals.4 This ubiquity of meals compels us to 
recognise a basic fact about the Christian proclamation: it was 
originally heard at community meals. It was when the community 
gathered for a meal that they blessed the Father, ‘through the Christ’.5 
And there they heard those travelling performers whose narrating of 
the significance of Jesus, what they referred to as ‘the gospel,’ earned 
for them the title of ‘the gospellers.’ Shared meals are not only at the 
centre of human culture, but are at the centre of Christian identity. 

 
 

1 The question as to whether John 21 is an addition to the gospel is irrelevant 
here because we have no evidence that the gospel ever circulated without this 
chapter; and, equally, if this was not part of the original performances by a 
traveling evangelist named John, the material must come from a similar early 
situation and so furnish additional evidence for the importance of meals within 
the earliest churches. 
2 On the role of meals in John see E. Kobel, Dining with John: Communal Meals 
and Identity Formation in the Fourth Gospel and its Historical and Cultural 
Context (Leiden, 2011). 
3 On the problems within our eucharistic memory of these texts, see T. 
O’Loughlin, ‘The “Eucharistic Words of Jesus”: An Un-noticed Silence in our 
Earliest Sources,’ Anaphora 8/1(2014),1-12. 
4 This theme has been explored by many New Testament and early church 
scholars in the last two decades, the work of D.E. Smith, From Symposium to 
Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis, MN., 2003) 
is an excellent starting point. 
5  See Didache 9:2 and 9:4; and cf. T. O’Loughlin, ‘The Prayers of the Liturgy’ in 
V. Boland and T. McCarthy eds, The Word is Flesh and Blood: The Eucharist and 
Sacred Scripture – Festschrift for Prof. Wilfrid Harrington (Dublin, 2012), 113-22. 
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This meal dimension of the lives of the early churches has left its mark 
upon our subsequent history, but the actual notice paid to the 
phenomenon of meal sharing has been negligible or non-existent. The 
study of the meals of the early Christians has appeared in the last few 
decades,6 but in many churches is still far from being part of the 
preached memory of the gospels. However, given that reference to 
those meals, and in particular the Last Supper, is an important element 
in the debates between churches with regard to their differences about 
the Eucharist, this is a development that is not merely of relevance to 
the study of Christian origins (where it is now a serious endeavour7) or 
the origins of the liturgy (where it is equally given attention8), but to 
those who are involved in ecumenics. 

Meal as ‘context’ 
In stark contrast with the scenes reconstructed through historical 
investigations of the early churches, many Christians today who 
formally profess that the Eucharist is ‘the centre and summit of the 
Christian life,’ may never have taken part in a shared meal where the 
very identity of the diners, and the fact of the sharing, is constitutive of 
their faith in the Christ. For a collective expression of Christian identity, 
most today would turn to some celebration of memory in the form of 
words with reading, singing and preaching: a Liturgy of the Word. 
While their celebration of the eucharistic liturgy might minimise both 
practically and theoretically the meal dimension of their activity. There 
would be a ‘meal form’ to their formal liturgical service, but it would 
not be a meal qua tale. It would have elements of a meal—eating and 
drinking token amounts of bread and wine9—but would first of all be 

 

6 The 1967 work by Norman Perrin (Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus, 
London) is often taken as one of the first works to engage with Jesus’ table 
behaviour; it certainly takes a vastly different line to that found in earlier work 
interested in Jesus at table (e.g. J. Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus 
(London, 1958)) which concentrate solely on the Last Supper. 
7 For example, P.-B. Smit, ‘A Symposiastic Background to James?’ New 
Testament Studies 58(2011),105-22. 
8 For example, A.B. McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists: Food and Drink in Early 
Christian Ritual Meals (Oxford, 1999). 
9 It is not my concern here that the early account stress ‘a loaf’ (an actual object) 
rather than [some] ‘bread’ (a kind of food stuff) and ‘a cup’ (related to how one 
drinks) rather than ‘wine’ (a genus of potable liquid); here my concern is solely 
with how the ‘elements’ of the Eucharist have been de facto understood. 
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imagined as something quite distinct from a meal: a memorial or an act 
of worship or as ‘a sacrifice’. Thus the meal would be, at best, the 
context within which this other reality exists and from which it was 
metaphysically really distinct. 

This reduction of the meal to being an historical context, a cultural 
wrapper, an accidental aspect of history, or a material locus, can be 
found in many forms, but one example can stand for all. Some time ago, 
Joseph Ratzinger wrote: 

The Eucharist that Christians celebrate cannot adequately be described 
by the term ‘meal’. True the Lord established the new reality of Christian 
worship within the framework of a Jewish Passover meal but it was 
precisely this new reality, not the meal as such, that he commanded us 
to repeat. Very soon the new reality was separated from its ancient 
context and found its proper and suitable form. This new and all- 
encompassing form of worship could not be derived simply from the 
meal.10 

In this perception the meal is merely an historical moment from which 
the Eucharist has now emerged—and it is this new emerged reality that 
is to be considered within the Christian vision. However, it should be 
noted that the disappearance of the meal, and actual meal sharing 
disappeared from Christian practice probably in the third century,11 was 
neither a simple nor an edifying process. The reduction of the sharing 
to token amounts was probably due to the difficulties of sharing food 
within a highly stratified society. The diner at one’s elbow might be a 
‘brother’ or ‘sister’ liturgically, but they had also to recall that they were 
one’s slave, client, or social inferior. So the formal sharing took place in 
one location, while the meal (for those who could afford it and among 
social equals) took place elsewhere. Similarly, the move from the 
evening—the context of dinner—to a breakfast with clients reflects the 
economic values of the Roman empire rather than any vision of the 
eschatological banquet to which all, irrespective of wealth or status, are 
called. Indeed, the disappearance of an actual shared meal and its 
replacement by a token meal is a classic example of how we must not 
accept, in the fashion of some nineteenth and twentieth-century 
Catholic theologians, that ‘developments’ are always positive growths, 
following providential principles intrinsic to Christian faith, and to be 

 

10 The Spirit of the Liturgy (San Francisco, CA., 2000), 78. 
11 C. Leonhard, ‘Morning salutationes and the Decline of Sympotic Eucharists in 
the Third Century,’ Zeitschrift für antikes Christentum 18(2014), 420-42. 
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welcomed as bringing clarity and fullness.12 They may be ‘organic’ 
growths but these may simply reflect the social organism whose values 
are not those of the gospel. We have to always take account that our 
symbols become commonplace, contract, and are betrayed through the 
desire ‘to get them done’ and so are in continual need of reform and 
regeneration.13 

For this juxtaposition of views of the meals of the early churches two 
questions arise. First, the historical insight that meals were so central 
to early Christianity poses a problem of understanding for those 
Christians—such as Orthodox, Catholics, and Anglicans—who not only 
have a formalised liturgy but where there is an implicit claim to 
continuity as a guarantor of the salience of their liturgy. If continuity 
with the past is important for our beliefs about our worship, then the 
disruptions with the past, whether they are direct (such as the 
disappearance of actual eating and drinking at the Eucharist by most 
lay Christians) or indirect (such as the replacement of the egalitarian 
nature of the assembly with one reflecting social hierarchy), become 
situations that can be either rejected as threats or seen as calls for 
reform. The ‘culture wars’ that have been part of the ecclesial landscape 
for the past half century can be seen, in part, as expressions of these two 
responses to the discovery that our liturgical practice is neither what it 
has always been, nor as it is everywhere, nor as it has been received by 
all.14 The move from a shared, inclusive community meal to token 
amounts of bread and wine which ‘ticked the boxes’ for eating and 
drinking at a common event is just such a case of the past calling for a 
regeneration in the present.15 

 
12 It should be noted that J.H. Newman wrote in apologetic mode: his task was 
to defend an actual later case; but the theory of development has often been 
obverted such that any later situation can be shown as ‘an organic development’ 
from an earlier form (could it be otherwise?) and, ipso facto, justified – thus 
denying the possibility that a situation could organically develop but be a 
corruption in need of reform. 
13 On the contraction of symbols to token, and hence their need for regeneration 
lest they betray their origins, see T. O’Loughlin, ‘Liturgical Evolution and the 
Fallacy of the Continuing Consequence’, Worship 83(2009), 312-23. 
14 I desire to echo here the Vincentian canon that what the Church believes is 
that which is quod semper, quod ubique, et ab omnibus. 
15 Canon 13 of the Council of Nicaea (325) in its statement that the dying should 
not be deprived of the reception of the Eucharist as ephodion (viaticum) is our 
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Second, the fact that we have minimised our memory of the meal 
dimension of the Eucharist—either by forgetting it or declaring it to be 
a matter of ‘context’—carries with it theological implications for our 
discussions with one another in the aftermath of the Eucharist being at 
the focus of our disagreements. Put another way, if the Eucharist is a 
wholly new reality whose links with its own past—within Judaism—and 
the human reality of shared meals is but that of its originating locus, 
then only the study by theologians of what is held regarding the 
Eucharist is significant for theological discussion. But if the Eucharist is 
seen as intrinsically a meal, an event in human life which within an 
incarnational perspective is an encounter with God, then the reality of 
meals is itself a primary theological locus. In studying the meal within 
human cultures we encounter part of the fundamental revelation that 
our human meal sharing belongs within the missio Dei—and this forms 
the foundation, not simply the context, for our specifically Christian 
understanding. Meals are not simply an anthropological background to 
human ritual / Christian liturgy, but stand in the same relationship to 
our discipleship as natural law stands to Christian morality. Human 
meals are part of the dispensation of creation within which we are 
encountered by the divine love. If we commit ourselves to a position of 
grace building on nature, then the eucharistic meal has to be seen as 
building upon this human commensality; the sacramental reality in 
Christo is in continuity with human sacramental reality in Deo. 

So, on both counts, a study of the Eucharist as a true human meal 
becomes important for our ecumenical journey. This meal perspective 
may offer valuable opportunities to overcome past divisions and offer 
us new ways forward. It is this question I want to explore further, and 
particularly from a Roman Catholic perspective. 

The situation since Vatican II 
One of the effects of the liturgical reforms of the Second Vatican 
Council is that Catholics have become far more comfortable with 
noting the connection meal-dimension of Eucharist;16 this has 

 

incidental witness to a shift in eucharistic understanding from the activity of 
the Church towards it as the most sacred possession such that people are more 
sure of their exclusion from participation than their inclusion as members of 
the Body of the Christ. 
16 For example: the two beraka-style prayers used at the Preparation of the Gifts 
(‘Blessed are you, Lord God of all creation …’), while the disappearance of Latin 
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manifested itself in many countries in a far higher participation in 
eating, and in some places drinking, at the Eucharist;17 and this has 
paralleled the renewed scholarly interest in the Eucharist’s origins in a 
meal. Indeed, it is now so familiar that we are apt, today, to forget just 
how new a phenomenon this is. However, without recalling that past 
we may not understand why there is still considerable hesitation about 
regarding the Eucharist as a meal and a reluctance, in the way we 
actually celebrate, to see the meal as the basis of our ritual. Catholics, 
and perhaps other Christians, have an ambiguous attitude at this time 
towards speaking about the Eucharist as a meal or when they do so to 
hedge it with so many qualifications as to place a de facto chasm 
between ‘a meal’ and ‘the Eucharist’. 

Until the 1960s meal language was formally resisted: such terms as the 
‘The Lord’s Supper’—favoured for example by John Calvin18—were seen 
as obscuring the reality of ‘the Mass as a sacrifice’ and the use of meal 
terms, invariably the word ‘supper,’ became one of the shibboleths of 
division. The preferred Catholic language was that of the Mass as ‘an 
unbloody sacrifice’. While the rubrics on occasion referred to the 
mensa, the actual object within a liturgical space was referred to as ‘the 
altar’—and that usage was defended as a significant marker between 
the churches.19 Meanwhile, the architecture of churches made thinking 
of the altar as a table for a meal almost impossible to visualise,20 when 
the inspiration was that of a temple, with separation behind railings 
and an elevated sanctuary. Furthermore, for a millennium it was rare 

 

has exposed congregations to the meal language that is part of the Eucharistic 
Prayers. 
17 Anglophone Catholics sometimes imagine that the movement of the 
twentieth century to promote reception of Holy Communion, as distinct from 
presence at the Eucharist without receiving, has been universally successful. 
However, in many parts of the Catholic world it is still common that only a 
handful of the people present at Mass (perhaps less than 10%) ‘go to 
communion’. While outside a few places, reception sub utraque specie is 
virtually unknown (e.g. Ireland, France, Germany, Italy) in normal practice. 
18 The Institutes of the Christian Religion 4, 24. 
19 See C.E. Pocknee, The Christian Altar: In History and Today (London, 1963), 
33 where he was at pains to point out that it was really an altar rather than a 
‘holy table’. 
20 Though there was the curious vestigium of four pillars or pilasters often 
placed in front of the solid rectangular slab that was the front of the altar which 
echoed when it was a table with four legs. 

276



277 ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 
 

for anyone except the celebrating priest to receive communion at most 
Masses: few Catholics associated Mass with eating (much less with 
drinking). It was only at the start of the twentieth century that a 
movement for more frequent Communion began and, even then, the 
focus was on ‘receiving’ rather than eating.21 

The various efforts that were made to promote ‘more frequent 
communion’ are now largely forgotten but we can see more clearly 
where we are, as Catholics, today by recalling that movement and the 
three major problems that hampered it. First, there was an inheritance 
in practice that linked ‘receiving communion’ with having ‘gone to 
confession’ (i.e. participating in the Sacrament of Penance). ‘Taking 
communion’ became inevitably linked with notions of purity and 
perfection—quite apart from the excesses of Jansenism. If one had to 
be in ‘a state of grace’ as an outcome of the Sacrament of Penance, then 
the reception of communion became not only restricted to the pious, 
but was itself seen as distinct from the necessities of Christian practice: 
one had ‘to hear Mass’ but one only had to receive but once a year (and 
hence one had to go to confession, at least once year).22 Anyone 
receiving more than once a year was engaging in a work of super- 
rogation, and any sense of the inherent links between the liturgy and 
eating were rendered otiose. 

Second, even if one went to confession, one had to maintain that ‘state 
of grace’ between confession and Communion. This was commonly 
interpreted to mean sexual continence,23 and this led to the cultural 

 
21 There were frequent admonitions that the wafer was not to be chewed but 
swallowed whole; when this advice began to change in the late 1960s many 
parochial clergy were quick to point out the use of the manducate (in the 
dominical words as found in the liturgy) but without noticing that they had 
been preaching the exact opposite of this just a few years previously. 
22 It should be noted that not least of the defects of the Missal of 1570 was that 
it supposed that no one other than the celebrating priest would be receiving 
communion. When in that rite there were others ‘for communion’ an additional 
rite had to be imported. In practice, this meant that many priests preferred not 
to delay Mass (for themselves waiting for their breakfast, and for the majority 
of the others present who had no intention of receiving) on account of the few 
who did want to receive and therefore accommodated those few by giving them 
communion before Mass began. 
23 I mentioned this recently at a seminar and while most reactions were 
incredulous of this as an anti-incarnational juxtaposition of ‘flesh’ and ‘spirit’ or 
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phenomenon that saw ‘getting Communion’ as being an activity of the 
young, the old and the single.24 ‘Communion’ was ‘an extra’ and the 
mark of an enthusiast: it was not part of ‘just being ordinary’. Indeed, 
people were fearful: if you were just ‘ordinary’ it was better to stay away. 
In a curious way this fearfulness of ‘communion’ can be traced back to 
the notion of bringing about one’s own condemnation based on a mis- 
reading of 1 Cor. 11:28-30. While few Catholics could have cited that text 
they would have agreed with the sentiment: wiser, simpler and better 
to stay away than commit the greater sin of unworthily receiving.25 

The third problem was a function of the stringent fasting laws that 
made having Communion very difficult after the early morning. If one 
did not have to go to communion, and it was so difficult, then why take 
on un-necessary problems for oneself? The generally wise advice of 
‘taking the line of least resistance’ argued that one stayed away unless 
one had to! In most places an actual distribution of communion only 
took place at ‘the early Mass’ (well before normal breakfast time) and 
this was for those who did not see Sunday as a day to rest and have a 
‘lie on’ before the luxury of a leisurely breakfast.26 At the ‘later Masses’ 
there was no pause within the rite for communion even for the altar 
server. 

The practical result was that the Eucharist and the receiving of 
communion became commonly perceived as separate realities. This 
perception is supported theologically by the distinction of ‘Eucharist as 

 

 
defensive (‘this was never official teaching’), an Orthodox participant notes that 
it would still be taken as normative within his church. 
24 It is meaningless to state that this approach was never formal teaching. For 
understanding attitudes, it is more important to find out what was actually 
believed ‘on the ground’ and this was the theology that was embedded in 
practice. 
25 On this fear within nineteenth-century Anglican objections to the more 
frequent celebration of Holy Communion suggested by the Oxford Movement, 
see F. Knight, The Nineteenth-century Church and English Society (Cambridge, 
1995), 53-7. 
26 It should be noted that in most places it is still the norm that the Eucharist is 
celebrated in the morning, this is itself a vestigium of the decay in practice from 
the cena to salutatio (see Leonhard, 2014). A fuller understanding of the meal- 
dimension would appreciate that we tend to gather with friends after the day’s 
work not before it! 
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sacrifice’ and ‘the Eucharist as sacrament’27. Viewed as separate 
realities, however, they came to be seen, within the Christian 
dispensation, as objects for analysis rather than activities experienced 
by Christians as part of their discipleship and matters for reflection. 

This may seem to belong to a pre-Vatican II past, but many 
approaches to the issue of intercommunication are still framed within 
that older vision. Trying to adapt that older vision—as many Catholics 
in the ecumenical movement in the past century have done—is 
probably destined to failure. If the Eucharist is a reality that is wholly 
to be understood within the context of Christian revelation, then the 
official pronouncements that see sacramental sharing as consequent 
upon ecclesial union are probably correct and represent a limit-case of 
the paradigm: one can go no further, and one can but cyclically repeat 
the arguments. 

Meal as paradigm 
If one takes as the starting point the practice of Jesus—arguably more 
accessible than his words28—then the shared meal in which the Father 
is blessed is not simply a context for some later development but an 
event within a pattern of discipleship. But is sharing a meal an event 
with significance for discipleship now, today, or is it simply a matter of 
devoted imitation (by analogy, for example, with wearing sandals 
‘because he wore them’)? That meal sharing is an intrinsic part of 
discipleship seems to me to be beyond dispute because the 
fundamental activity of eating together is not an arbitrary ritual code 
nor an activity specific to one culture but something that is common to 
humanity. We not only must work together to obtain our foodstuffs, 
but we must collaborate to turn these into food, then (directly or 
indirectly) work together in cooking it, and then act as social beings in 
eating together. Meal sharing is as distinctively human an activity and 
characteristic as we can find. 

 
27 Note that the Council of Trent arranged its teaching using this set of 
categories: Session 13 (1551) on ‘the Sacrament of the Eucharist’; and Session 22 
(1562) on ‘the Sacrifice of the Mass.’ 
28 This approach has been adopted in many studies of the early churches which 
assume that actions are repeated with greater fidelity than word or explanations 
of those actions. See É. Nodet, and J. Taylor, The Origins of Christianity: An 
Exploration (Collegeville, MN, 1998); and J.P. Meier, ‘The Eucharist at the Last 
Supper: did it happen?’, Theology Digest 42(1995),335-51. 
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This anthropological starting point is often noted by historians and 
biblical scholars when they turn their attention to the food and meals 
in their studies,29 but surely it has significance for theologians also. The 
case can be made that since shared meals belong in our world, they are 
eminently suitable to be moments of encounter with the Father—a 
sacrament—through him who has entered our world: the event that is 
the mystery of the incarnation. Now that which is real among us, the 
meal, is also the threshold of that which is more than us. An event that 
effects and celebrates human community can be that which celebrates 
our Christian community and can call to mind both the meals of our 
past—those meals remembered in the gospels—and our future: our 
vision of the eschaton as a banquet? 

Moreover, in focussing on the Eucharist as an event which exists in 
our human gathering we move decisively away from the notion of the 
Eucharist as an ‘it’—the ultimate commodity—to that of the Eucharist 
as an activity of the baptized, in and through and with the Christ, in 
praising the Father. Eucharist is a fundamental activity of Christians not 
one of their precious possessions. ‘Eucharist’ is derived from a verb 
rather than being primarily a noun. From this viewpoint, the activity of 
the baptized is always that which is incomplete, that which is the best 
we can do now, that which we are seeking to do more fittingly, and so 
for all Christians it can be located on their pilgrim path.30 We must all, 
whatever our church or theology, seek to move towards a more 
adequate eucharistic activity. As such, there is no place for exclusivist 
arguments from one church regarding another: all must note their 
inadequacy in praising God in spirit and truth (cf. John 4:23-4), rather 
than clinging to a particular theology which becomes determinative of 
what ‘Eucharist’ means. The adequate theology is coincident with the 
adequate sacrifice of praise at the eschatological meal. 

A meal strategy within ecumenical debate also brings with it another 
dimension in our overcoming of inherited division. Meals have their 
own dynamics, what we might refer to as their own grammar, which 
becomes a theological logic with regard to sharing in one another’s 
celebrations. I cannot welcome you to my table and then refuse you 

 
29 For a summary, see T. O’Loughlin, The Eucharist: Origins and Contemporary 
Understandings (London, 2015), 65-94. 
30 This is a theme that has been expressed by Pope Francis in 2015: see One in 
Christ 50,1 (2016) where several papers explore the notion. 
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food, nor can I take a place at your table and then refuse what you 
provide! In such a situation the reality of the gathering becomes an 
instance of the church, and as fellow pilgrims, and brothers and sisters 
in the Lord, we must share all we have so that all are sustained on their 
journey.31 

The recovery of the meal-dimension of the ministry of Jesus, as 
remembered in the meal-sharing of the earliest churches, may not only 
represent a paradigm shift in the study of the Eucharist but in 
ecumenical relations—and practice. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

31 It is this approach that has prompted me to write: Eating Together, Becoming 
One: Taking Up Pope Francis’s Call to Theologians (Collegeville, MN., 2019). 

281



WHELAN Challenging Memories 282 
 

CHALLENGING MEMORIES: THE REFORMATION IN 
FRANCE AND THE HUGUENOTS IN IRELAND 

 
Ruth Whelan* 

 
What does it mean for Christians to remember rightly when the past that 
simultaneously united and divided them is strewn with the corpses of 
their conflicts? That is the question at the heart of this article, which is 
based on a lecture given in 2017 during the Luther 500 commemorations 
in Dublin. It presents two thumbnail sketches drawn from the history of 
the French Reformed Church, from its difficult inception, and at times 
violent history at the era of the Reformation, to the traumatic experience 
of its members who became proscribed Christians and refugees following 
the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. Each of these sketches 
challenges the easy association of freedom with Reformation, which 
tended to dominate in speeches and in press releases during the Luther 
500 events. They portray instead a more ambivalent picture, outlining the 
shadow side of violence and domination that is inseparable from the 
foundation of the French Reformed Church and, perhaps surprisingly, 
also from the experience of Huguenot refugees who settled in Ireland. 
Recovering a sense of the whole past, including the things we would 
rather forget or deny, opens up the possibility of choice. French 
Protestants choose to turn the wrongs of their own history into an 

 

* Ruth Whelan is Professor of French at the National University of Ireland, 
Maynooth, a Member of the Royal Irish Academy (2000), and a Chevalier dans 
l’Ordre des Palmes Académiques (2006). She specialises in the religious, 
political and intellectual culture of Huguenot refugees in Europe from 1680- 
1720. Her publications include books and essay on the historiography, 
correspondence networks, preaching and life-writing of French Protestants in 
the early modern period. She is currently writing a book on Élie Neau, a French 
Protestant condemned to the galleys for the ‘crime of exile’ (leaving France 
without royal permission), who, after his unexpected release, was appointed by 
the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel to be a catechist to Black slaves 
in New York in the early eighteenth century. She lives in Dublin and is a long- 
standing member of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. This essay first 
appeared in Called to freedom. Reformation 1517-2017, ed. Gesa E. Thiessen 
(Dublin: Wordwell, 2019), 104-125, and is reprinted here by kind permission of 
the editor and the Lutheran Church in Dublin. 
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elective affinity with the persecuted and excluded other. Their history and 
their use of memory challenge all Christians to transform our conflicted 
past into an ethical imperative for the pursuit of justice in our own time. 

 
The quotation from the epistle to the Galatians ‘For freedom Christ has 
set us free’, chosen as the theme for the Reformation quincentenary 
event in Dublin is a wonderful theological statement; and it recalls 
Luther’s treatise On the freedom of a Christian (1520). But in these two 
thumbnail sketches of the Reformation in France and the Huguenots in 
Ireland, it would be misleading to evoke the theme of freedom without 
contextualising it and even calling it into question. For the past is not 
always as straightforward as we like to make it; and when we remember 
it, as Miroslav Volf points out, ‘it breaks into the present and gains a 
new lease on life’1. 

Not that French Protestants are shy about presenting the Reformation 
in France as one of the early stages in the great French and European 
struggle for freedom. At the beginning of the year of commemoration, 
François Clavairoly, the President of the Fédération protestante de 
France, made the following remark in an article entitled ‘Je crois que 
Jésus était un peu un protestant d’origine’: 

Certes, la Réforme emporte avec elle toute cette dynamique 
civilisationnelle, construisant de nouveaux horizons de pensée, et 
modelant l’Europe dans un esprit de délibération et de liberté 
démocratique.2 

The French are not alone in taking this view. In November 2016, when 
the Reformation bus began its tour in Geneva (where I happened to be 
visiting professor at the Institut d’histoire de la Réformation), 
journalists, politicians and even academics all sang from the same 
hymn sheet, unambiguously attributing the origin of modernity to the 
Reformation. In January 2017, Patsy McGarry picked up the same tune 
in the Irish Times, when he observed that the Reformation led to ‘the 

 
 

1  Miroslav Volf, The End of memory. Remembering rightly in a violent world 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2006), 21. 
2 François Clavairoly , ‘I think Jesus was a bit of a protestant’, Réforme, 3688 (12 
janvier 2017), 14: ‘Of course, the Reformation carries along with it that whole 
civilising dynamic, constructing new horizons of thought, and shaping Europe 
in a spirit of democratic deliberation and freedom.’ 
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ascendancy of the individual, the existence of democracy as we now 
know it, and the evolution, geopolitically, of “the West”’.3 

Of course, these generalisations contain some elements of truth, but 
they also fall short of it. The question framed in another context by the 
theologian Lytta Basset may be applied to this one-sided way of 
remembering the Reformation: 

Comment pouvons-nous discerner que nous n’avons pas pris en compte 
toute la réalité humaine ? Précisément quand nous fuyons dans les 
idéaux – une histoire dorée, mythique, une société idéale, une éducation 
modèle, qui n’ont jamais existé.4 

The unquestioned association of the Protestant Reformation with 
liberty, democracy and modernity is an epic narrative, a mythical 
history that sweeps away the shadow side of the Reformation, which is 
not just a success story, as Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, the president of 
the Lutheran Church in Germany, observed at the start of the 
commemorations5. Nor is it a story of linear progress towards the values 
of our modernity, as my two thumbnail sketches will demonstrate, 
however briefly. 

Why is it important to challenge the epic narrative of the 
Reformation, which was so often repeated during the Luther 
quincentenary commemorations? Commemoration is a collective act of 
memory, and as such it requires of us that we ‘remember rightly’, to 
borrow another phrase from Miroslav Volf6. That is to say there is an 
ethical dimension to remembering and commemoration which 
involves a commitment to being truthful about the whole past, 
including its shadow side. I will return to the theme of the ethics of 
memory very briefly in conclusion. 

 
 
 
 

3 Patsy McGarry, ‘The Reformation continues to shape our world 500 years on 
from Luther’s “Theses”’, Irish Times (Saturday 7 January 2017), 9. 
4 Lytta Basset, Oser la bienveillance (Paris: Albin Michel, 2014), 167: ‘How can 
we discern that we have not taken the total human reality into account? 
Precisely when we take flight into ideals—a gilded, mythical history, an ideal 
society, a model education, which never existed.’ 
5 In an interview on German radio in early October 2016, as reported by Déborah 
Berlioz, ‘Guérir les mémoires’, Réforme, 3680 (10 novembre 2016), 7. 
6 Volf, op.cit, 10. 
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1. From Reformation to Revocation: Protestantism in 
France in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

The history of French Protestantism in this period may be organised 
into four sequences, beginning with the emergence of a protestant 
minority around 1525 and ending with its willed exclusion from the 
kingdom one hundred and sixty years later7. For it was the Revocation 
of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, and the escalating persecution which 
preceded it, that brought the Huguenots to Ireland. 

i) An emerging, clandestine minority: c. 1525-1560 
Although Luther’s books were censured by the University of Paris in 
April 1521, and then forbidden, they were known to be in circulation in 
the mid-1520s among small groups of educated people. But their impact 
was limited; the impetus for reform came more from a group referred 
to as the Évangéliques who were protected by Marguerite de Navarre, 
herself an author, and sister to François Ier, king of France. Among them 
were the humanists Jacques Lefèvre d'Étaples and Guillaume Briçonnet, 
bishop of Meaux, men influenced by Erasmus and the movement 
known as devotio moderna, who promoted, or carried out the 
translation of the Bible into French and were imbued with a 
Christocentric spirituality. Their objective (like Luther’s) was to reform 
the Church from within by recruiting humanists who, having acquired 
a deep knowledge of Scripture, would be equipped to preach the gospel 
in the vernacular to the people. It was this biblical humanism that 
brought Jean Calvin into contact with the Évangéliques between 1527 
and 1532; Clément Marot, the first translator of the psalms that were 
soon to be sung in Reformed worship, was also part of the network 
connected to Marguerite de Navarre. 

The imprisonment of François Ier by Charles V in 1525 after the French 
defeat at the battle of Pavia during the Italian War (1521-1526), and 
Marguerite de Navarre’s departure for Spain to negotiate his release left 
the biblical humanists without political protection. Voices calling for 
repression of the ‘damnable Lutheran heresy’ won the day; some of the 
biblical humanists in the Meaux circle were arrested or fled for safety. 
In February 1526 the Parlement of Paris issued an order forbidding any 
Lutheran or other teaching that questioned Catholic dogma and 

 

7 These sequences are borrowed from Jean Baubérot and Marianne Carbonnier- 
Burkard, Histoire des protestants de France (Paris: Ellipses, 2016), 13-255. 
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outlawing the sale or possession of the Old or New Testaments in 
French. The first suspected ‘Lutheran’, an Augustinian monk named 
Jean Vallière, was burned at the stake in Paris in 1523; other executions 
followed. And the repression continued to escalate particularly after the 
‘affaire des placards’ (17 October 1534), when posters virulently critical 
of Catholic dogma appeared overnight in Paris (including on the door 
to the king’s bedchamber), Amboise, Orléans, and Tours. Calvin left 
France for Basel, later Geneva, where he came under the influence of 
Guillaume Farel, and from thence to Strasbourg, finally returning to 
Geneva in 1541, where he remained until his death. 

Despite the severe repression in France conventicles continued to 
meet clandestinely in Paris and other towns; their members were drawn 
mostly from the educated elite but also from the clergy. In the 1540s 
they were increasingly influenced by the separatist model of reform (as 
opposed to the humanist model of reform from within) that was being 
elaborated in Switzerland, and also by treatises written by Calvin urging 
them to come out into the open, to ‘flee from Egypt’ and break 
definitively with ‘papist’ practices. In the 1550s the process of 
‘calvinization’ of the reform movement in France gained apace; by 
September 1555 the first church reformed on the Calvinist model had 
been founded in Paris; others followed over the next five years in towns 
throughout the country, at first in their tens and ultimately in their 
hundreds. In 1559, the first clandestine synod was called in Paris to draw 
up a constitution on the Genevan model of church Discipline; it was 
deemed important to create a common structure for these conventicles 
emerging from clandestinity. 

The structure created was federal, designed to hold together the 
emerging churches in a network, but to grant priority to none, in an 
explicit rejection of the hierarchical structure of the Roman 
communion; in practice, however, the Reformed church in Paris came 
to have priority: it was after all in the capital city and enjoyed proximity 
to the Court. All ministers were considered equal, although the most 
gifted preachers, those who published extensively, or were based in 
Paris, came to exercise greater moral authority. Church governance was 
exercised collectively by means of a pyramidal presbytero-synodal 
structure; at the local level the consistory: a committee made up of the 
ordained minister(s) and elders elected by the heads of household from 
among themselves for a limited period. At the regional level, the 
colloquy was a regularly convened meeting of ministers from churches 
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in the region, accompanied by at least one elder, to discuss matters 
pertaining to church discipline or the moral oversight of the 
congregations concerned. At the provincial and national levels, were 
the synods, where those in attendance, whether ministers or elders 
(exclusively male), each had a vote. In theory, any layman could become 
an elder and exercise leadership in these churches; in practice, although 
the levels of literacy were higher among Protestants (the word entered 
the French language in 1546) than Catholics in early modern France, 
the majority of lay elders were notables drawn from the educated elite, 
the landed aristocracy, or the minor nobility. 

The only extant image of the interior of a Reformed church from this 
period is the picture painted between 1569 and 1570 by Jean Perrissin of 
the Temple de Paradis in Lyons, which was constructed in 1564 (Figure 
1); its architecture offers an immediate insight into the religious culture 
of the newly founded ‘Calvinist’ churches in France. The building 
expresses the Reformed doctrine of Sola Scriptura, the Bible as the 
central authority in faith and practice, whose meaning is explicated by 
the pastor in the vernacular to the people through the regular meetings 
of the church (twice on Sundays and at least once mid-week; although 
this image is of a wedding). At the centre of the edifice, which was 
constructed as a rotunda, is the pulpit, which is surrounded on the 
ground floor and in the gallery by plain wooden benches (galleries were 
a constant feature in all Reformed temples of the period, although many 
were built as basilicas).8 There are no obstacles between the faithful and 
the preacher; visitors often commented on the absence of central pillars 
in temples (as they were called), which were obviously constructed to 
facilitate hearing by a maximum number of people, who also had a clear 
view of the pastor from everywhere in the temple. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8 Hélène Guicharnaud, ‘An introduction to the architecture of Protestant 
temples constructed in France before the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes’, in 
Seeing beyond the word. Visual arts and the Calvinist tradition, ed. Paul Corby 
Finney (Grand Rapinds, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1999), 133-155. 
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Figure 1. The interior of the Temple de Paradis in Lyon by Jean Perrissin, 
currently on display in the Musée international de la Réforme, Geneva 

The emerging Reformed churches taught (and still do) that there were 
two sacraments baptism and the Lord’s Supper, both instituted by Jesus 
Christ; however, neither baptismal font nor communion table are in 
evidence here. They were set up in the temple as required (four times a 
year for Communion) and placed underneath the raised pulpit, thereby 
signifying the Reformed teaching that sacraments are not independent 
of the Word, but rather outward and visible signs that confirm and seal 
the Word to the covenant community of the church. Note the absence 
of religious art, ritual objects or decoration (considered idolatrous), 
with two exceptions: on the first gallery behind the pulpit hangs an 
escutcheon with the royal and municipal coat of arms, signs of the 
loyalty and submission of French Protestants to their king. Affixed on 
either side are two tablets of the Law, on which the Decalogue is 
engraved—another visible sign of the centrality and authority of the 
Word. The responses of the congregation (not heard or seen here) took 
the form of unaccompanied singing of psalms, ‘en langue commune et 
connue du peuple’, as psalm-singing in Calvin’s view had ‘grande force 
et vigueur pour émouvoir et enflammer le cœur des hommes, pour 
invoquer et louer Dieu d’un zèle plus véhément et ardent’9. Finally, the 

 
 

9 Jean Calvin, ‘Préface à la première édition du Psautier 1543’: ‘in a language 
commonly known to the people’; ‘singing has great force and vigour to move 
and inflame people’s hearts to invoke and praise God with a more vehement 
and ardent zeal’; text in modernised French available at http://www.       
eglise-baptiste-albi.org/articles/calvin_preface_psautier.php;  and  in  English 

288



289 ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 
 

seated dog and the hats still on the men’s heads indicate that the 
architectural space of the temple is not in itself sacred (the one man at 
the back with his hat off may be fanning himself in the heat). When 
they prayed, early-modern French Protestant men removed their hats, 
signifying in that simple yet theological gesture the sacredness of that 
interaction only between humans and the invisible yet present God of 
the covenant, whose tables of the Law hung prominently above their 
heads. 

Initially, the protection of the royal family, and the desire to reform 
the Church from within had nourished the hope that the Reformation 
would become a national phenomenon. However, the repression and 
persecution that ensued meant that over the course of the sixteenth 
century Protestants in France became definitively a minority: in 1562 
they made up approximately 10% of a total population of some eighteen 
to twenty million; by the end of the century, that proportion had shrunk 
to between 7-8%. The geographical distribution of Protestants in the 
kingdom was strikingly uneven, with almost two-thirds residing in 
what is known as the ‘Huguenot crescent’ in the south-west, south, and 
south-east of the country (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2. Geographical distribution of Protestants in France in the sixteenth 

century10 

 
 

translation at 
http://spindleworks.com/library/calvin/calvinpsalterpreface.html. 
10 From Baubérot et Carbonnier-Burkard, op. cit., with kind permission of the 
authors. 
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This geographical distribution also had a cultural dimension. 
Protestantism in France was mostly, although not entirely an urban 
phenomenon, with those living in the northern half of the kingdom 
being clearly in the minority (with the exception of parts of Normandy) 
in the towns where they lived, whereas those in the ‘Huguenot crescent’ 
were often in the majority, especially in the large urban centres of La 
Rochelle, Montauban and Nîmes. Consequently, during the wars of 
religion in the sixteenth century, and the later resistance to enforced 
conversion after 1685, the most vehement opposition to the anti- 
Protestant policies of successive monarchies was to come from south of 
the kingdom. 

ii) A politicised minority (1560-1629) and a history of violence11 
The emergence from clandestinity of the Reformed churches met with 
a renewed determination on the part of the monarchy to detect and 
punish any and all apprehended in prohibited ‘secret conventicles’. As 
a result, from 1560, French Protestants formed a specifically militant 
party with political objectives; they were widely designated Huguenots 
from this time, possibly as a derivative from the German Eidgenossen 
(pronounced ‘Eignots’) or confederates, a term that had subversive 
connotations in a monarchy12. However, the growing power of the 
Huguenot party, which was led by princes of the blood, caused the 
Queen-regent, Catherine de’ Medici to opt for a politics of conciliation 
and limited civil toleration of the Protestant minority. But those 
political policies were opposed by the Catholic majority, and 
particularly by the powerful Guise family, who headed up in the 1570s 
the Catholic (or Holy) League with its crusading anti-Protestantism. 

The first of eight civil and religious wars was triggered by the 
massacre of several dozen Protestants, whom some of the Duke of 
Guise’s associates discovered worshipping according to Reformed rites 
in a barn in Wassy (1 March 1562), and by the political aftermath of that 
massacre. Over thirty-six years (1562-1598), the Huguenot party 
engaged in armed conflict with the monarchy and the Guise family, a 
conflict that left France in a state of war for decades, mobilised 
thousands of men on each side, and affected the whole population of 

 

11 Patrick Cabanel, Histoire des protestants en France, XVIe-XXIe siècle (Paris: 
Fayard, 2012), 204-304. 
12 Raymond A. Mentzer and Bertrand Van Ruymbeke (ed.), A companion to the 
Huguenots (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 2. 
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the kingdom. Each of the wars concluded with a peace treaty and 
general amnesty, together with guarantees granted to the Protestant 
minority of civil toleration and freedom of conscience and worship (to 
a greater or lesser degree in the different treaties). But the terms of the 
peace treaties were difficult to implement and the periods of toleration 
were short-lived until the Edict of Nantes (1598), promulgated under 
Henri IV (formerly Henri de Navarre), brought the wars of religion to 
an end. 

During the long years of war, apart from the expected military acts of 
violence, verbal and physical violence occurred on both sides to the 
conflict, which left their mark on contemporaries because of their 
unprecedented atrocity. However, there was a difference in kind 
between the violent acts of Protestants and those carried out by 
Catholics. With the exception of the massacre of priests, monks and 
notables in Nîmes on Michaelmas night, 29 September 1567 (‘la 
Michelade’), Protestants tended to engage in iconoclasm or acts of 
derision, designed to publicise their mockery of Catholic ritual and 
sacred objects. They beheaded statues and covered them in dung; 
stamped on relics and flung them into heaps of manure; or tied a priest 
to an ass backwards and paraded him through the town of Montauban 
on Christmas day 1561. In the symbolic world of early modern society, 
they were demonstrating the association they believed existed between 
idolatry and filth, or turning the priest into a reverse, parodic image of 
the Saviour who rode on a donkey. 

Catholic violence tended to be carried out in crowds who engaged in 
large scale killing of men, women and children, and disposed of the 
bodies in rivers or left them to rot without burial. Such acts, often 
accompanied by mutilation of corpses, were motivated by the 
conviction that heresy was a pollutant, even a contagion, which had to 
be eliminated from the body politic, and the mutilation was intended 
to make visible on the body physical the diabolical impulse of the 
heretic.13 However, it was the mass murder in Paris on Saint 
Bartholomew’s night, 24 August 1572, and in the following weeks and 
indeed months in the provinces, that sent shock waves through the 

 
13 Denis Crouzet, ‘Identity and violence: French Protestants and the early wars 
of religion’ in Toleration and religious identity, the Edict of Nantes and its 
implications in France, Britain and Ireland, ed. Ruth Whelan and Carol Baxter 
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), 73-91. 
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Protestant community in France. It signalled the failure of the 
Reformation in France to establish a comprehensive national church 
that would embrace all the people of the kingdom. As a result, it was 
the direct cause of the first ‘Refuge’, as it is called, that is, the voluntary 
exile of thousands of Protestants, who fled to England, Holland, and 
Switzerland. And its atrocity marked the individual and communal 
memories not just of French, but also of European Protestants, 
including those in Ireland; for them, it became a symbol of Catholic 
treachery and fanaticism. 

iii) A minority recognised by the Edict of Nantes (1598-1685) 
The Edict of Nantes is often referred to as Henri IV’s ‘great 
achievement’, as it caused the warring parties in the kingdom to lay 
down arms and accept, however reluctantly, a negotiated peace 
settlement. Under its terms Protestants were granted freedom of 
conscience and worship, provided with a strictly limited number of 
churches and civil liberties; and, given the violence exercised against 
them during the wars, they were also permitted to maintain military 
strongholds or ‘places de sûreté’ for their protection for a period of eight 
years. The Edict was contested—the Parlement in Rouen (one of eight 
charged with administering royal decrees) refused to register it for over 
a decade—but it provided the terms of a relatively peaceful, if 
increasingly hostile coexistence between the Catholic majority and the 
Protestant minority in France. It did not, however, end armed conflict. 
A final period of war, known as the ‘wars of Rohan’ (their leader was 
Henri II, duc de Rohan) between 1621 and 1629, famously remembered 
for the siege of La Rochelle, was only brought to an end by the Peace of 
Alès (28 June 1629). This last treaty reiterated the guarantees of civil 
toleration, freedom of conscience and worship granted by the Edict of 
Nantes but prohibited French Protestants from holding political 
assemblies and deprived them of their political strongholds. The treaty 
of Alès thereby put an end to the ‘Huguenot party’ as a political force; 
consequently, French Protestants became entirely dependent on the 
will of the monarch. 

Each of the wars of religion had ended with a negotiated peace 
settlement, which anticipated in some respects the terms of the Edict 
of Nantes. But Henri IV’s ‘great achievement’ had matured in the 

292



293 ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 
 

sobering experience of peace-making during the civil wars.14 The Edict 
inaugurated the legalised coexistence of two confessions in one 
kingdom, which was a significant departure from the traditional model 
of religious coexistence, namely the principle of cujus regio ejus religio, 
the religion of the ruler determines the religion of the ruled. However, 
it did not grant equality to the two confessions.15 While the Edict no 
longer referred to Protestants as heretics, but rather as members of a 
religious denomination, the terminology imposed signalled the inferior 
status of the Protestant minority vis-à-vis the religion of king and 
kingdom. Thus the Reformed churches of France, although legally 
permitted, were henceforth referred to as the Religion prétendue 
réformée, or ‘the pretended or so-called Reformed religion’. 
Furthermore, the concept of toleration at work in the Edict was the 
negative one of its time: it meant putting up with what could not be 
prevented. Tolerating French Protestants was the lesser of two evils 
(the other being civil war); but the religious unity of the kingdom 
remained the ideal to be pursued. Consequently, although the Edict 
was declared ‘perpetual and irrevocable’, certain expressions in the 
preamble to it revealed that confessional coexistence was envisioned as 
a provisional measure on the way to religious reunification.16 In a word, 
although the pacification of Nantes was exceptional because of its 
duration (over eighty years), it locked French Protestants and their 
churches into an intolerant coexistence. 

iv) Towards the elimination of the Protestant minority 
After 1629, and the dismantling of the military force of the ‘Huguenot 
party’, French Protestant tended to stress their absolute loyalty to their 
king, whom they viewed as their sole protection against a hostile 
Catholic clergy, who never ceased regarding them as heretics to be 
brought back into the fold. During the reign of Louis XIII and the 
minority reign of his successor, some anti-protestant measures were 

 
14 Mark Greengrass, ‘An Edict and its antecedents: the pacification of Nantes 
and political cultural in later sixteenth-century France’, in Toleration and 
religious identity, 146. 
15 Baubérot and Carbonnier-Burkard, op. cit., 89. 
16 http://huguenotsweb.free.fr/histoire/edit_nantes.htm: ‘et s'il ne lui [Dieu] a 
plu permettre que ce soit pour encore en une même forme et religion’ ‘as it has 
not yet pleased God to permit a single form of worship and religion’, italics 
mine. 
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taken to undermine the religious and civil liberties of the Huguenots, 
notably by abolishing their churches and schools where possible, and 
by prohibiting them from holding national synods after 1659. But it was 
from 1661, with the personal reign of Louis XIV that the drive began to 
restrict or eliminate the provisions granted by the Edict of Nantes by 
interpreting and applying it ‘à la rigueur’ (strictly, narrowly, or 
stringently). 

Between 1661 and 1668, 250 of the existing 860 Reformed churches 
were closed or razed to the ground; psalm-singing outside temples (for 
example, while working or travelling) was prohibited; burials were only 
permitted at dawn or dusk; priests were authorised to attend 
Protestants on their deathbeds in order to urge them to convert. From 
1669 to 1679, this legal harassment went hand in hand with missions 
held by Catholic clergy with the aim of persuading the Protestants to 
abjure their heresy; a fund was created to indemnify those who abjured 
against loss of income or family support. In response, the Protestant 
minority went on the defensive. They appealed judicial decisions that 
went against them, and communicated their objections to the king 
through their representative at court; their pastors engaged tirelessly in 
religious controversy, and published their efforts, sometimes in Paris or 
Rouen, but more often in Holland or Switzerland. Exile began to seem 
the best option; some Protestants left; others began to plan for a future 
abroad. But in 1669 the first of a series of ordinances (reiterated in 1682, 
1685 and 1686) prohibiting French subjects from emigrating without 
royal permission made exile problematic; although addressed to all 
subjects of the crown, the principal target of these ordinances was the 
Protestants. 

From 1679, with the conclusion of the Dutch wars, Louis XIV was able 
to give his full attention to the reduction of Protestantism within the 
kingdom. In the years that followed, a plethora of royal arrêts banned 
Protestants from most of the professions (including that of midwife); 
forbade Catholics from embracing Protestantism; authorised severe 
penalties for relapsed Protestants (i.e. who had embraced Catholicism 
but then abandoned it), and any Reformed temple where the ‘relapsed’ 
had attended religious services was razed to the ground; exempted 
those who abjured from repaying their debts for three years, a measure 
designed to impoverish their undoubtedly Protestant creditors; and, 
most notoriously of all, permitted Protestant children aged seven and 
upwards to abjure. Despite the royal prohibition against emigration, 
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Protestants began sending their children abroad; many left; others 
began planning their departure. But the major exodus of Protestants 
from France began in 1681, when soldiers were billeted in their homes 
with instructions to make as much of a nuisance of themselves as 
possible. 

The dragonnades, as they are known (after the word dragon, meaning 
soldier) began in Poitou-Saintonge on the west coast in March 1681, and 
the results were spectacular. Some 38,000 Protestants abjured in a few 
months; others fled abroad bringing tales of the abuse to the countries 
where they sought refuge and the word refugee to the English language. 
In the few years that followed, ‘booted missionaries’ were also billeted 
on Protestants in the towns and villages of the ‘Huguenot crescent’, 
with similarly dramatic results. Often referred to as ‘the great 
dragonnade of the South’, it ravaged the Béarn (22,000 abjurations), 
Dauphiné and Vivarais (50,000 abjurations); in Montpellier 6,000 
Protestants abjured in three days at the end of September 1685. By that 
autumn, officials had reported some 300,000 to 400,000 abjurations to 
the Court, making it opportune to revoke the Edict of Nantes. The 
escalating persecution over the previous decades had eroded the 
numbers of the ‘so-called Reformed religion’ to approximately 4% of 
the population; and reports from the provinces indicated that the 
majority of them had embraced the king’s religion. There was therefore 
no further need for the provisions made at Nantes for the Protestant 
minority, or so it was claimed. 

 

Figure 3. A nineteenth-century copy of a 1686 political cartoon of coerced 
abjuration 
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The impact of the Edict of Revocation, signed at Fontainebleau on 17 
October 1685 (registered by the Parlement of Paris five days later), on 
the Protestant communities of France was immediate. Pastors were 
given fourteen days to leave the country and forced to leave their 
children over the age of seven behind, in the mistaken belief that if the 
heads were cut off, the body of believers would perish. Approximately 
20% of ordained ministers chose abjuration over exile, but the majority 
left France for Holland (over 50%), England, or Switzerland. Over the 
same period, French Reformed temples were razed to the ground, and 
some of the buildings of their academies and schools were transferred 
into Catholic ownership. Assembling for worship in any place 
whatsoever was prohibited, even in private homes, and certainly on the 
sites of the razed temples, where some had initially tried to congregate. 
The prohibition on emigration was reiterated, but the punishment for 
those apprehended was changed from imprisonment to a life-sentence 
on the galleys (for men) and prison (for women). Parents were required 
to have their children baptised in Catholic churches and send their 
children to Catholic schools. Similar discriminatory measures were 
implemented against religious minorities in other European countries, 
for example, Catholics in the kingdoms of England and Scotland, or 
Ireland where Catholics were a subjugated majority. But the Edict of 
Fontainebleau was unique in prohibiting emigration (the jus emigrandi) 
and denying French Protestants the right to worship in the privacy of 
the home, although the text of the edict of Revocation had seemed to 
hold out the possibility of some sort of devotio privata. These policies 
of subjugation, intimidation, and even terror had the desired effect 
initially; but within a year, the failure of the edict of Fontainebleau to 
bring about its desired outcome was obvious. Not only were the ‘New 
Catholics’ not attending Mass or baptising their children, but 
thousands of them had also managed to emigrate to other European 
and for the most part Protestant countries. 

 
2. The Huguenot Diaspora 

i) Refugees on the move 
Despite the risks involved in emigration, and the severe penalties 
imposed on those who were caught, an estimated 180,000 French 
Protestants, men, women and children, escaped from France between 
1685 and 1715, with two major waves occurring in the years immediately 
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following the Revocation (1685-1688) and the Peace of Ryswick (1697). 
It was the greatest mass movement of population in early modern 
Europe; the major push factor was, of course, the persecution with the 
losses and terror it generated; but there were also pull factors. French 
churches and communities had been in existence in Holland and 
England from the time of the first ‘Refuge’ (after the Saint Bartholomew 
massacre), and French was spoken in the neighbouring Swiss cantons. 
Ironically, the dragonnades in 1681 had paved the way for this latest 
flood of refugees, as funds had been collected and structures put in 
place to assist French protestants fleeing at the time of the first ‘Refuge’. 
In 1685 and afterwards, some of those countries, for example, England, 
Holland, and Brandenbourg, even offered incentives (such as tax 
exemptions, free guild membership, or naturalisation) to attract 
refugees who were skilled workers to settle there. 

The routes the Huguenots took into exile, and the countries where 
they settled were often determined by their own place of origin, 
financial or social standing, trade or skills, and contacts abroad. On the 
whole, the refugees came from the northern provinces (Normandy, 
Picardy, Paris and the surrounding area, Champagne, or Berry); from 
provinces on the eastern borders (for example, Dauphiné), and those 
on the west coast. In other words, the majority of the refugees came 
from areas in France along coasts or borders, which offered better 
possibilities for escape, however risky that proved to be. Those leaving 
from the west coast embarked at Bordeaux, La Rochelle or Nantes for 
Holland or England; those escaping from the north or east went 
overland, in carriages, on horseback or on foot, frequently by night and 
always in disguise to Holland or Switzerland. They were mostly urban 
people of some financial means, at least in the beginning; the journey 
was costly: passage on ships or guides for those fleeing overland had to 
be paid (often exhorbitantly given the risks) and the costs of travel met. 
Of the 100,000 who managed to escape between 1685 and 1687, at least 
half of them were young men travelling alone or in small groups, but 
planning to send for fiancées, wives, children, or parents when they had 
settled and found ways to make a living. 
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The map (Figure 4) shows the movement of the Huguenot refugees 
out of France; however, the latest estimates of their numbers and where 
they settled are slightly different17. 

 

Figure 4. Principal countries of the second ‘Refuge’18 

 
As is readily visible, there were four major destinations; England: 
50,000 to 55,000; the United Provinces (Holland): 35,000-50,000; 
Germany: 38,000 to 44,000; Geneva and Switzerland: 20,000 of a total 
of 60,000 who transitted through the Swiss cantons to other 
destinations. Their first choice of destination were cities and ports 
closest to France: London, Rotterdam or Geneva; those travelling on to 
Germany usually went via Frankfort-on-the-Mein, which acted as a 
reception and clearing-centre for the refugees. By the end of 1687 
reception centres were saturated, in particular Geneva, where on a few 
days in August 1687, 350 refugees arrived each day; and, over the space 
of that same year, 12,000 people (the equivalent of 40% of the 
population of that city state), often couples with children, were given 
financial assistance before being moved on to other destinations in 
Switzerland. So from 1689, plans were being put in place to relieve the 
pressure by redistributing the refugees throughout Protestant Europe, 
plans that had to be put on hold because of the Nine Years War. In the 

 
17  Yves Krumenacker, ‘La circulation des Huguenots sur les routes du  Refuge’, 
Revue d’histoire de l’Eglise de France, 98 (2012), 311-327. 
18 Downloaded from https://www.museeprotestant.org/de/notice/le-refuge- 
huguenot/ 
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meantime, the more adventurous refugees, perhaps the more 
desperate, transitted on to secondary destinations, to countries further 
way from home; to Denmark and Sweden: 3,000; to the Dutch Cape: 178 
families; to British North America: 3,000. Ireland was one such 
secondary destination. 

ii)The Huguenots in Ireland 
Estimates vary as to how many Huguenots settled in Ireland: between 
5,000 and 8,000 over the whole course of the immigration (from the 
1660s to the 1750s), according to current research. Ireland was not an 
obvious destination for Huguenots, whether they were coming as 
economic migrants in the 1660s or as refugees from 1681 onwards. 
Protestants were in the minority and they governed a hostile Catholic 
and Gaelic-speaking majority, whom they deeply distrusted. As did the 
refugees, according to the Geneva-born Michel David, pastor of the 
French community in Kilkenny, according to a comment he made in a 
letter written in April 1701. 

Nous serions bien peu en sûreté (il serait à souhaiter que nous le 
fussions du moins un peu plus) si les naturels du pays n'étaient pas tenus 
fort bas […] Ils sont tous fort animés de l'esprit du papisme, de sorte 
qu'ils sont toujours disposés à nous égorger, quelques civils qu'ils nous 
soient, s'ils avaient ouverture et pouvoir pour cela19. 

Consequently, although there is some evidence of spontaneous 
immigration in 1681 and 1682, not many made their way independently 
to Ireland. For the Huguenots, the island had added the disadvantage 
of being ‘un endroit si éloigné du reste du monde’, as Élie Bouhéreau 
remarked when moving here in 1697, that he feared he could be of 
further use to his contacts on the continent (he was appointed first 
Keeper of Archbishop Marsh’s Library in 1701!).20 In reality, then, the 
Huguenots came to Ireland because the authorities actively recruited 
them. 

 
 

19 Michel David to Louis Tronchin, 2 avril 1701: ‘We would not be very safe (and 
it would be desirable for us to be a bit more so), if the natives were not kept 
right down. [...] They are all very driven by the spirit of popery, with the result 
that, no matter how civilly they behave towards us, they are always ready to cut 
our throats if they had the opportunity and the power to do so’. 
20 Élie Bouhéreau to Louis Tronchin, 21/31 mai 1697: ‘a place so far away from 
the rest of the world’. 

299



WHELAN Challenging Memories 300 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Map by Grace Lawless Lee (1936)21 

 
There were four successive settlements, each one independent of the 
other, in the 1660s, the 1680s, the 1690s and the 1750s (the first three are 
considered here). James Butler, first Duke of Ormond, who was 
appointed lord lieutenant in 1661, instigated the first two settlements. 
In the 1662, he sent agents to France to attract Huguenots to Ireland to 
assist in the foundation of new industries, particularly for the woollen 
and linen trades. The Irish parliament passed an ‘Act for encouraging 
protestant-strangers and others, to inhabit and plant in the kingdom of 
Ireland’, whose terms were valid for a period of seven years. The Act 
enabled those who took advantage of it to become naturalised subjects 
and freemen of the towns and guilds, provided they took the oaths of 
Allegiance and Supremacy. Two dozen houses were constructed in 
Chapelizod to accommodate them; woollen manufactures were 
established in Clonmel and Carrick-on-Suir; but the planned 
settlement met with only limited success, despite the advantages on 
offer. Although some 200 families had immigrated by 1668, their 
numbers had declined sharply ten years later. 

In 1681, in the wake of the dragonnades, Ormond once again put 
measures in place to attract skilled Protestant workers to Ireland. He 

 
21 Grace Lawless Lee, The Huguenot settlements in Ireland (Dublin: Green and 
Co., 1936). 
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urged the Irish Privy Council to vote funds for the relief of the refugees, 
and authorised the mayor of Dublin to make a door-to-door collection 
for the fund. He also commissioned promotional literature to ‘advertise’ 
the advantages of the island and present it as a safe-haven for French 
Protestants; and his recruitment agents were active in London and 
Holland, alongside those recruiting for other destinations, whose 
distance from France made them unattractive, for example, some of the 
German states and the American colonies.22 By 1685, an estimated 600 
refugees had arrived and some 140 men had become freemen of the city 
of Dublin, where the majority of the refugees settled; attempts were 
also made in 1684 to establish a Huguenot colony in Wexford, which 
was short-lived. However, the political crisis following the appointment 
of the Catholic Richard Talbot, earl of Tyrconnell as viceroy to Ireland, 
the Glorious Revolution (1688), and the military conflict when the 
island became a theatre of war between the armies of James II and 
William III, decimated the Huguenot communities. Among those 
Protestants fleeing the island at the time were some 280 Huguenots, 
who left Dublin never to return.23 

The major settlement of French Protestants in Ireland occurred in the 
1690s under the leadership of the Huguenot Henri de Massue, ‘second 
marquis de Ruvigny’, made early of Galway in 1697 and appointed lord 
lieutenant of Ireland that same year. There were three main 
motivations behind this latest plan to create Huguenot colonies in 
Ireland. The island had been ravaged by the war; its agriculture, 
industries and infrastructures needed rebuilding; and the decline in its 
Protestant population needed to be reversed. On the continent, the 
refugee crisis had not abated; in fact, failed harvests in 1691 and 1693 in 
the Swiss cantons exacerbated it; and Zurich was determined to move 
the refugees on in large numbers to other destinations. Ruvigny had 
been granted the forfeited estates of the Jacobite Patrick Trant in the 
Irish midlands in recognition of his military leadership during William 
III’s Irish campaign. In conjunction with other Huguenot leaders in 
Switzerland, he instigated a project on a vast scale, the ‘Projet pour 

 
22 Ruth Whelan, ‘The Huguenots and the imaginative geography of Ireland: a 
planned immigration scheme in the 1680s’, Irish historical studies, 35/140 
(2007), 481-482. 
23 Raymond Hylton, Ireland’s Huguenots and their Refuge, 1662-1745: an unlikely 
haven (Brighton: SussexAcademic Press, 2005), 34-35, 52. 
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l’établissement des réfugiés en Irlande’.24 The aim was to transport up 
to 40,000 French refugees to Ireland (600 families in the first year of 
the project, 1693, and the rest to follow) and establish them in specially 

constructed colonies throughout the island. The Irish parliament in 
1692 passed a new ‘Act for the encouragement of Protestant strangers 

to settle in the kingdom of Ireland’; and in 1693, Dublin civic council 
renewed the bylaw that permitted skilled refugees swift access to civic 

franchise and the guilds.25 From then to the end of the century some 
2,000 to 3,000 refugees were transported to Ireland via Holland and 
England. They settled in some major centres, for example Dublin Cork 

and Portarlington, and many minor ones (see Figure 5). One of the 
major ones was the newly created settlement of Portarlington on the 

forfeited estates granted to Ruvigny, which was largely made up of 
Huguenot soldiers, who had fought in the Williamite wars, and were 

thereafter pensioned on the Irish establishment. However, this 
ambitious project, like the previous ones, met with only limited success. 

The planned immigration schemes that sought to bring French 
Protestants to Ireland failed for a number of reasons. Economic factors 

were an important impediment to their success. An economic 
downturn in the 1680s, poor harvests and widespread poverty in Dublin 
meant that work was scarce and food expensive and in short supply. In 

the 1690s, the large sums of money required for transporting and 
accommodating thousands of refugees, promised by government 

sources in Holland and England, did not materialise. And, as Ruvigny 
explained in a letter written from Dublin castle in 1698 by his secretary 
Élie Bouhéreau, Ireland was a poor country, devastated by war and was 

already contributing proportionately more than England to provide 
pensions for the refugees: £8,000 sterling per annum, as compared to 
£15,000 from the English treasury.26 However, economic factors cannot 

 
24 ‘Project for establishing refugees in Ireland’, see Michelle Magdelaine, 
‘L’Irlande huguenote: utopie ou réalité?’, in De l'humanisme aux Lumières, Bayle 
et le protestantisme, ed. Michelle Magdelaine, Maria-Cristina Pitassi, Ruth 
Whelan, Antony McKenna (Paris and Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation, 1996), 
273-287. 
25 Edward Whelan, ‘Poverty, war, intolerance and vested interests: challenges 
to the Dublin Refuge, 1680-1702’, Proceedings of the Huguenot Society 29 (2010), 
397-398. 
26 From Henri de Ruvigny, Dublin Castle, 25 January 1698, Bibliothèque de 
Genève, Ms Court 11, f.188v-189r. 
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alone account for the Huguenots’ reluctance to make Ireland their 
home. 

The planned immigration schemes targeted Huguenots in the belief 
that their industry and skills would make a significant contribution to 
the economy of Ireland. But the instigators of those schemes also firmly 
expected the French migrants and refugees to bolster the Protestant 
interest in Ireland. From the outset, that meant requiring them to 
conform to the Church of England, and preventing them from making 
common cause with Presbyterian dissenters, whose Reformed 
ecclesiology was similar to that of the French, and whose 
nonconformity was seen as a threat to the security of the kingdom.27 To 
that end, the Lady Chapel in Saint Patrick’s Cathedral was adapted for 
the use of the immigrants, and solemnly inaugurated in April 1666, as a 
venue for them to worship according to Anglican rites, using a French 
translation of the Book of Common Prayer. The compromise was not 
acceptable to many Huguenots, who viewed the rites of the Church of 
England as perilously similar to those of Roman Catholics, and who 
were uneasy about its episcopal structures. Some of their pastors 
vehemently refused to take Anglican orders, which the bishops 
required of them if they were to serve in the established church and 
most importantly if they were to be remunerated by it. For they rightly 
believed that such a requirement implied that there was something 
lacking in their Reformed ordination, and that to accede to it would call 
into question the legitimacy of the Reformed church, which they served 
at such personal cost. 

Although the 1692 Act provided for freedom of worship, and French 
Reformed churches were founded in Dublin, Portarlington and Cork, 
the Anglican hierarchy remained hostile. In fact, they repeatedly sought 
ways to make the refugees conform, and brought pressure to bear on 
them, their leaders and their ministers in the years that followed. For 
the refugees who refused to conform the difference between Catholic 
and Anglican oppression was largely one of degree rather than kind; 
conflict and serious rifts occurred between the refugees over the issue 
of conformity in the late 1690s and early 1700s. Furthermore, the 
limitations the ruling Anglican minority sought to impose on the 

 
27 Richard L. Greaves, God’s Other Children. Protestant Nonconformists and the 
Emergence of Denominational Churches in Ireland, 1660-1700 (Stanford: 
University Press, 1997), 81-87. 
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religious freedom of the refugees were widely known and reported on 
the continent. That unacceptable turn of events, together with the 
refugees’ own fear of ‘popery’, made Ireland an ambivalent refuge for 
people fleeing from persecution. 

Despite these disadvantages, some French Protestants, especially 
those who conformed, managed to establish themselves as members of 
the middle class, and become prominent in banking and finance, the 
wine-trade, papermaking, property development, or government 
administration. In the past, some historians claimed that because they 
were victims of persecution in France, and outsiders subject to 
constraints in Ireland, those who settled here were unlikely to support 
the penal legislation against Irish Catholics.28 However, the evidence 
points to the contrary, namely that their commitment to the Protestant 
interest, and their self-identification with the Irish Protestant elite, 
were unquestionable. Five Huguenot regiments participated in William 
III’s Irish campaign; they, and others who later settled here, were also 
not slow to celebrate the reduction of Ireland, the victory at the Boyne 
(1690) and the treaty of Limerick (1691) alongside the triumphantly 
victorious Protestants29. The French immigrants may not have been the 
agents of the dispossession of Irish Catholics in the aftermath of the war 
of the two kings, but they were willing beneficiaries of it. 

Inevitably, given both their experience in France and their 
dependence on government and civic bodies for their transfer to 
Ireland, the Huguenots shared the confessional ideology of the 
Protestant elite, with its expected polarities between Protestantism and 
popery, settler and native. Indeed, Jacques Fontaine, pastor of the 
French Church in Cork between 1694 and 1698, and later appointed a 
Justice of the Peace in 1702, prided himself on the ‘strict justice’ he 
administered to the native Irish, claiming that he sent eight or ten of 
them to prison at every assizes for collusion with French privateer 

 
 
 

28 See the Conclusion to The Huguenots and Ireland: anatomy of an emigration, 
ed. C.E.J. Caldicott, H. Gough, J.-P. Pittion (Dublin: The Glendale Press, 1987), 
424. 
29 Ruth Whelan, ‘Marsh’s Library and the French Calvinist tradition: the 
manuscript diary of Élie Bouhéreau (1643-1719)’, in The making of Marsh’s 
Library. Learning, politics and religion in Ireland, 1650-1750, ed. Muriel McCarthy 
and Ann Simmons (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2004), 224-225. 
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activity off the south-west coast.30 Gaspard Caillard, pastor of the 
French Reformed Church in Peter Street Dublin, preached two sermons 
in the 1720s that argued in favour of imposing civil restrictions on 
Catholics. Significantly, Catholic persecution, treachery and violence 
figure prominently among his justifications for penal legislation; in 
summing up, he urged his listeners to keep the memory alive of both 
the Saint Bartholomew (1572) massacres and the Gunpowder Plot 
(1605), as active reminders of the dangers of Roman Catholicism.31 The 
association of these two key dates from the recent history of French and 
English Protestants speaks to an acceptance of the politics of exclusion 
as a guarantee of the continuing existence of the Irish Protestant elite, 
with whom the Huguenots had fully identified. 

Clearly, the history of the Reformation in France and the Huguenots 
in Ireland is nothing if not ambiguous. Far from the one-sided tale of 
its ‘shaping Europe in a spirit of democratic deliberation and freedom’, 
it is rather a more complex story of the pursuit of religious freedom that 
did not shy away from violence or the promotion of oppression when 
such actions or policies served the interests of those concerned. There 
is therefore no necessary connection between the Reformation and 
freedom; nor does the prior experience of persecution necessarily result 
in a commitment to toleration in the positive sense of the word. 
Recalling that more complex reality truthfully is essential to 
remembering rightly. Why is this important? 

Let us switch perspectives for a moment and turn to a remark made 
by a Catholic (and fictional) garda, in Julie Parsons’s most recent novel. 
Musing on the conflict between Republicans and Unionists in 
twentieth-century Ireland, he observes: ‘How we were taught our 
history, we couldn’t help but admire the hard men, the tough guys.’32 
The comment, with its underlying and persistent sense of victimhood, 
is an example of what Tzvetan Todorov has designated a ‘literal’ 
memory. That is, an interpretation of the past that turns a recalled 
event into ‘un fait intransitif, ne conduisant pas au-delà de lui-même’, 

 

30 Jacques Fontaine, Persécutés pour leur foi. Mémoires d’une famille huguenote, 
ed. Bernard Cottret (Paris: Éditions de Paris, 2003), 182; Thomas Doyle, 
‘Jacobitism, Catholicism and the Irish Protestant Elite, 1700-1710’, Eighteenth- 
century Ireland 12 (1997), 45-46. 
31 Ruth Whelan, ‘Repressive toleration, the Huguenots in early eighteenth- 
century Dublin’, in Toleration and Religious Identity, 179-195. 
32 Julie Parsons, The Therapy House (Dublin: New Island Books, 2017), 122. 
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which establishes a continuity between the past and the present, and 
extends the consequences of past wrongs to each aspect of the 
present.33 For Todorov this constitutes an abuse of memory; and, we 
might add, the history of conflict in twentieth-century Ireland amply 
illustrates that kind of abuse, perpetrated by both Catholics and 
Protestants alike. However, that is not the only way of remembering. 

Recalling the shadow side to the history of the French Reformation 
and the Huguenots in Ireland disturbs the partisan bias (whether 
religious or political) evident in the unchallenged association of that 
history with the rise of modern freedoms. In doing so, it opens up that 
history to interrogation, to analogy and generalisation, as Todorov 
argues, so that lessons may be extracted from it in new situations— 
which is what he calls exemplary memory. Yet, as the Huguenots’ own 
use of the Saint Bartholomew night massacres illustrates, and as 
Miroslav Volf points out, ‘exemplary memory’ is morally ambiguous, 
the lessons it delivers are not necessarily ‘the right’ ones.34 This is a 
complex issue, which cannot be resolved here. So let us instead end by 
noting one of the lessons French Protestants have actually drawn from 
their history, transforming it into an unambiguous ethical imperative 
for the present. Rather than retrospectively admiring ‘the hard men, the 
tough guys’, with their dreams of national Reformation and political 
dominance, French Protestants have turned the minority status that 
history imposed on them into an ‘elective affinity’ with the persecuted 
and excluded other.35 In that way, recalling the whole past, with its 
rights and its wrongs, can become an inspiration for the pursuit of 
justice, if we choose to make it so. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
33 Tzvetan Todorov, Les abus de la mémoire (Paris: Arléa, 1998), 30: ‘an 
intransitive fact leading nowhere beyond itself’; and 31-33 for the notion of 
‘exemplary memory’. 
34 Volf, op. cit., 91. 
35 Volf, Ibid., 204; Baubérot and Carbonnier-Burkard, op.cit., 3-7. 

306



307 ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 
 

FINANCE THROUGH THE EYES OF THE VATICAN AND 
THE POOR 

 
Kate Ward* 

 
Global finance affects every person on the planet, but too often operates 
independent of human concerns. Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae 
Quaestiones, a 2018 Vatican document, incisively identifies how global 
finance harms human dignity by subordinating people to profit. Still, it 
holds finance has great potential to serve the ‘real economy’ by using 
wealth to further human flourishing. Economists, including Nobel Prize 
winners Esther Duflo and Abhijit Banerjee, study the financial 
instruments created by those in poverty, which frequently embody the 
Vatican document’s vision of finance in the ‘real economy’—connecting 
the exchange of material goods to immaterial goods such as trust, 
cooperation and community. This essay places economists’ work in 
dialogue with Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones to envision a 
global finance that respects relational human nature. 

 
Introduction 
This essay offers a theo-ethical reflection on ‘Oeconomicae1 et 
Pecuniariae Quaestiones. Considerations for an Ethical Discernment 

 
 

* Kate Ward is assistant professor of theological ethics at Marquette University 
(Milwaukee, WI, USA). Her research focuses on economic ethics, virtue ethics, 
and ethical method. She has published articles on wealth, virtue, and economic 
inequality in journals including Theological Studies, Journal of Religious Ethics, 
Heythrop Journal, and Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics. She is 
completing a monograph exploring the impact of wealth, poverty and 
inequality on the pursuit of virtue. She holds a Ph.D. in theological ethics from 
Boston College, an M.Div. from Catholic Theological Union and a bachelor of 
arts from Harvard College. 
1 Editor's note: Kate Ward’s analysis of the Vatican document, Oeconomicae et 
Pecuniariae Quaestiones (2018), evokes the semantic, ethical and theological 
kinship between economy and ecumenism (the Greek, oikos evoking the 
interconnected senses of a common home and of the whole inhabited earth). 
This conjoined ethical-ecclesial imperative in the face of massive global poverty 
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Regarding Some Aspects of the Present Economic-Financial System’, a 
teaching document released by two Vatican offices, the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith and the Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development, in May 2018. This essay will summarize key 
themes of the document; discuss solutions it proposes to the 
shortcomings of global finance; and offer criticism and directions for 
growth. The Vatican document envisions a ‘win-win economy’ in which 
finance serves human flourishing rather than creating profit for a few 
from the destruction of actual value. At times the virtuous circle 
between ethics and profit envisioned by the document risks equating 
the goal of human flourishing to the goal of business success, rather 
than correctly subordinating profit to human dignity. To conclude, I 
discuss economic research on the financial instruments created by poor 
people to demonstrate that finance can, as the document envisions, 
embody relational anthropology and serve human flourishing. 

A Vatican document on finance? 
First, the document is at pains to demonstrate that the practical 
functioning of the finance industry is a legitimate topic for doctrinal 
teaching. A necessary point to make, since voices within finance, 
political economy, and theology itself have previously held that 
doctrinal teaching should focus on general principles and not descend 
to the particular on matters of economic life. In response to the 1961 
Papal encyclical Mater et Magistra, U.S. Catholic and political 
conservative William F. Buckley questioned Pope John XXIII’s authority 
and competency to comment on economic life, quipping ‘Mater si, 
magistra no!’2 Conversely, Christian perspectives from the left might 
view the finance industry as so morally compromised that engagement 
with its practical functioning fatally compromises the Church’s ability 
to speak with a prophetic voice.3 

 
 

and the erosion of human need and dignity implies the ecumenical necessity 
for interchurch study and cooperation—this article is a timely, helpful resource. 
2 Marvin L. Mich, 'Commentary on Mater et Magistra (Christianity and Social 
Progress)', in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and 
Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes et al., 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University Press, 2018), 219. 
3 For example, Servant of God Dorothy Day regarded debts and mortgages as 
'enslavement' and would likely have disapproved of the Vatican promoting 
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Obviously responding to the possibility of such opposition, 
Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones explicitly insists on the 
legitimacy of its own efforts. Human well-being on Earth is part of God’s 
saving plan for humanity, and thus a legitimate, indeed preeminent 
concern of the Church: 

The integral development of every person, of every human community, 
and of all people, is the ultimate horizon of the common good that the 
Church, as the ‘universal sacrament of salvation’, seeks to advance. … 
Such well-being flourishes as an anticipation of the Kingdom of God, 
which the Church is called to proclaim and establish in every sphere of 
human enterprise.4 

Jesus Christ came to transform and redeem human relationships and 
thus to redeem the world in ‘history’, or the present age (4). In other 
words, Christ’s redemption is not solely spiritual and eschatological, 
but is also material and this-worldly. The document erases lines 
between ‘worldly’ and theological concerns and shows how human 
well-being forms a key part of God’s salvific plan. It situates finance 
within God’s plan by showing its role in human well-being, as will be 
detailed shortly. 

The document further argues for its own legitimacy by positioning its 
method as interdisciplinary and rooted in universal moral principles. It 
locates itself at the nexus of technical financial expertise and natural 
law moral understanding (1). Though released by two teaching 
authorities of the Catholic Church, the document asserts that its 
authority derives from universal moral principles broadly held across 
cultures and religions: ‘In every culture, there are multiple areas of 
ethical agreement that express a common moral wisdom and form the 
objective order upon which the dignity of the person is founded’ (3). 
The document’s moral foundation in universal principles provides 
further legitimacy for its comment on technical matters of finance: 
‘There can be no area of human action that legitimately claims to be 

 

greater access for the poor to the tools of finance. See 'Poverty Is to Care and 
Not to Care', The Catholic Worker, April 1953. 
4 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and Dicastery for Promoting 
Integral Human Development, 'Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones. 
Considerations for an Ethical Discernment Regarding Some Aspects of the 
Present Economic-Financial System' (Vatican.va, January 6, 2018), para. 2, 
http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2018/05/17 
/180517a.html Further citations to this document will be included in the text. 
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either outside of or impermeable to ethical principles based on liberty, 
truth, justice and solidarity’ (4). To theological audiences, this 
document’s authority derives from a synthesis of doctrinal and financial 
expertise. To non-Christian observers, including the secular world of 
finance, the document insists that universal moral principles found in 
all cultures, including human dignity, freedom, truth, justice and 
solidarity, inform its reflection and bestow legitimacy on its 
conclusions. 

The document’s demonstration of its own validity has further 
implications. Christian theological positions of withdrawal from or 
nonparticipation in the economy, such as those aspired to by the 
Catholic Worker or some vowed religious communities, are not 
forbidden but cannot be held up as the only potential Catholic posture 
toward economies and markets. Nor can more abstract theological 
discussions of economic life, such as Benedict XVI’s call for a ‘logic of 
gift’, be regarded as the stopping point for theological reflection on 
economic life.5 The teaching bodies of the Catholic Church have long 
taken positions on particular matters of practice with regard to medical 
ethics; now, with Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones, the Church 
extends the same informed particularity to the functioning of global 
finance. Just as medical ethicists do, this document comments on 
financial matters both holistically (are markets good?) and at the level 
of practical detail (credit default swaps are unethical.) The document 
boldly asserts that doctrinal reflection on economic life may and should 
descend to the particular. 

Relational anthropology and the ‘real economy’ 
Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones evaluates the financial 
industry through the lens of anthropology, prevailing understandings 
of human nature and purpose. Mainstream Western culture and the 
world of global finance presume a constrained anthropology in which 
‘the person is understood individualistically and predominantly as a 
consumer, whose profit consists above all in the optimization of his or 
her monetary income’ (9). Catholic social thought rejects this 
anthropology of homo economicus, which assumes that persons are 
individualistic, competitive, and selfish. Instead it proclaims what 

 

5 Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth) 35-36, June 29, 2009, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_b 
en-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html. 
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Christine Firer Hinze has called an anthropology of homo solidaritus, 
which understands persons as cooperative, giving, and constituted by 
relationship.6 This understanding of human nature fully informs the 
document’s view of economic life. Markets are an integral part of 
human life and indeed human social qualities such as trust and honesty 
allow them to function at all (13). Indeed, ‘in order to function well, the 
market needs anthropological and ethical prerequisites that it is neither 
capable of giving for itself, nor producing on its own’ (23). 

What the document calls the ‘actual economy’ or the ‘real economy’ 
puts financial wealth at the service of the flourishing of human beings 
(15, 16). The work of the real economy is to provide for human needs, 
including the basic necessities of life and work worthy of human dignity 
(15). Since access to financial services is an important way people can 
help meet their own needs and flourish, finance serves the ‘real 
economy’ when it helps people access and use money, ‘producing a 
principled circulation of wealth’ (16). The contemporary financial 
industry threatens the real economy when the power of invested wealth 
far outweighs the power of income earned from work, as has come to 
be true today (15).7 In light of this, the document worries that ‘work 
itself, together with its dignity, is increasingly at risk of losing its value 
as a “good” for the human person and becoming merely a means of 
exchange within asymmetrical social relations’ (15). In the view of 
Catholic social thought, work (not limited to waged work, but to 
include family care, home maintenance, and other creative activity) is 
an important means of self-constitution for the human person.8 Like 
other fundamental aspects of the human person, including the body, 

 
6 Christine Firer Hinze, Glass Ceilings and Dirt Floors: Women, Work, and the 
Global Economy,. 2014 Madeleva Lecture in Spirituality (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist 
Press, 2015), 105-106. 
7 Economist Thomas Piketty famously demonstrated this in Capital in the 
Twenty-First Century, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge Massachusetts: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014). 
8 Paul VI, Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World) 35, 37, December 7, 1965, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_ 
councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-
spes_en.html; John Paul II, Laborem Exercens: On Human Work 6, 9, 
September 14, 1981, http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/ 
encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens_en.html. 
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work should never be reduced to a mere commodity. Claiming the 
Church’s expertise in humanity, Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae 
Quaestiones aims to hold the human activity of economic life up to the 
standard of human flourishing. 

 
 

Finance: a legitimate activity 
The document takes pains to show that broadly speaking, finance is a 
legitimate, useful and even necessary human project. Catholic social 
thought generally regards shared human endeavors as good provided 
they encourage persons to cooperate and promote, rather than harm, 
the human dignity of those engaged in the endeavor and of other 
persons. The document holds that it is possible for finance to meet 
these criteria. Indeed, finance is rooted in our social human nature, as 
markets are ‘founded on relationships that involve the freedom of 
individual human beings’ (8). 

Various expressions of Christian faith throughout history have 
regarded any participation in business as matter of ‘the world’ which 
sullies the hands of the believer engaged in it. Longtime Catholic 
prohibition of charging interest, in addition to enabling Catholic anti- 
Semitism, may have left a particular stigma of immorality on the work 
of finance. But the document wishes to be clear: human practices that 
encourage the circulation of money and other goods are ‘morally 
permissible, provided they do not turn against the dignity of the person 
and are not indifferent to the common good’ (13). 

The document goes well beyond deeming finance permissible, in fact, 
when it finds that access to financial services can promote human 
flourishing. In general, the positive duties of the field of finance are ‘to 
create value with morally licit means, and to favour a dispersion of 
capital for the purpose of producing a principled circulation of wealth’ 
(16). For example, credit has an ‘irreplaceable social function’ and 
finance can serve humanity as it works to extend access to this good 
(16). The document does not go so far as to assert a right to credit or to 
other financial services. However, it does pragmatically note that in 
contemporary market economies, access to financial services such as 
savings, banking and credit is an important means to achieve and 
maintain the economic security that helps promote access to other 
basic goods. Finance is not just a permissible activity for humans; it can 
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offer a positive way to create valuable goods and help extend the range 
of persons who are able to share in them. 

It is not going too far to say that in the document’s view, finance has 
a part to play in God’s plan for humanity. We have seen the document’s 
contention that the flourishing of the human person and of all human 
people is God’s plan and the proper concern of the Church (1). 
Understood and practiced rightly, finance can help enable all humanity 
to flourish as God intends all creatures to do (10). So far from being 
merely worldly and independent from moral concerns, finance has a 
deeply theo-anthropological purpose which practitioners are called to 
understand and foster. 

The human person is the nexus between the abstract technical world 
of finance and God’s promise to humanity as revealed in Scripture and 
tradition. Human persons, of course, devise the complex practices 
through which finance functions; consume the goods offered in global 
markets; and labor to create the wealth circulating through the 
financial system. The human person, created by God as ‘very good’ 
(Gen. 1:31), can help fulfill God’s plan for humanity by working for the 
common good, even though sin interferes (1, 4). Ultimately, finance 
serves human flourishing not merely by creating wealth, but by 
fostering human life in relationship (1). 

Ethical critique of financial practices 
Even as it holds out a positive anthropological purpose for the finance 
industry, Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones does not hesitate to 
label specific financial practices unethical. Such practices fail to 
conform to the interdependent, relational anthropology Christian faith 
holds out as true. Business practices that harm the common good; that 
disrupt human relationality by enriching one person at the expense of 
many others; or that profit via pre-existing patterns of dominance or 
inequality are deemed ‘morally unacceptable’ (17). Complex financial 
products tend to build inequality into the system, because those who 
offer such products for sale understand their benefits and risks to a 
degree that buyers usually do not (14). The creation and sale of such 
complex financial products is an example of how the contemporary 
finance industry generates ‘instances of proximate immorality, that is, 
occasions that readily generate the kind of abuse and deception that 
can damage less advantaged counterparts’ (14). Using asymmetrical 
knowledge to enrich oneself at the expense of others, which might be 
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judged simple good business sense by some financiers, is viewed by this 
document as immoral and unjust. 

Financial practices are also deemed unethical when they spread risk 
throughout a community while aggregating profit to just a few, or even 
to only one individual (32). The document describes the trend of 
inventing new credit securities which tend to transfer risk from the 
offering agency to the market as a whole, while aggregating wealth to 
their creators in a ‘dangerous oligopoly’ (25). This practice of creating 
credit titles with dubious relationship to values found in the real 
economy is deemed ‘manipulation of the markets … unacceptable from 
the point of view of the ethics respectful of the common good’ (25). 
Furthermore, financial products such as derivatives and credit default 
swaps promote ‘gambling on the failure of others, which is 
unacceptable from the ethical point of view’, and ‘creates a unique case 
in which persons start to nurture interests for the ruin of other 
economic entities, and can even resolve themselves to do so’(26). We 
see here that what makes economic activity valuable in the document’s 
eyes is not simply that it creates wealth for someone. The document 
proclaims that it is possible to pursue well-being for many through the 
markets. Conversely, to use finance so that one or a few people gain 
wealth at the expense of many is unacceptable. 

Another example of unethical behavior which enriches a few at the 
expense of many are unjust actions by financial managers such as 
making investment recommendations with an eye to the benefit of the 
financial professional rather than the client (22). These comments 
might sound like they apply to a fairly narrow population of 
participants in the finance industry: those who have sufficient wealth 
to consult professionals on its investment. However, the relevance of 
these comments is broad enough to include the millions who suffered 
from subprime mortgages, which were disproportionately 
recommended to borrowers of color in the United States.9 Here is an 
example of how harmful financial practice may be rooted in the 
personal bias of bad actors, but is promoted by a system that sees 
nothing wrong with harming others in pursuit of one’s own self- 
enrichment. 

 
9 Alex Mikulich, 'Race, Racism, and Whiteness' (Jesuit Social Research 
Institute), accessed March 28, 2019, http://www.loyno.edu/jsri/race-racism- 
and-whiteness. 
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Just as markets are the products of human relationships and should 
be used to promote human flourishing, so too for credit, says the 
document. Credit by its nature originates in human trust and living 
together. This makes it particularly amoral to use credit ‘primarily for 
speculative purposes’, to create wealth for a few, rather than building 
up the human societies whose mutual trust allows for credit to be 
extended (16). 

Violations of positive law or social contract are easily recognized as 
unethical, disrupting the assumptions of fair play that allow humans to 
live together in community. Tax dodging is one example (30). Taxation 
is a legitimate and important tool that nations use to redistribute 
wealth to those who need assistance and to support the creation and 
circulation of genuine value for the meeting of human needs (31). Thus 
‘tax avoidance … indicate[s] an unjust removal of resources from the 
actual economy, and this is damaging for the civil society as a whole’ 
(31). Offshore banking, in addition to enabling tax avoidance, too often 
provides cover for profits derived from illegal and immoral activities, 
such as corruption or organized crime (30). Shadow banking systems— 
financial institutions or activities that operate without regulatory 
oversight—promote predatory practices which do not serve the ‘actual 
economy’ and weaken the control of rightful national regulators (29). 
In a similar way, the manipulation of interest rates as in the case of the 
recent Libor scandal is deemed ‘a severe ethical violation’ (27).10 

Following a significant recent trend in Catholic social thought, the 
document notes the significant burden of public debt interest 
payments on many poorer nations.11 Despite the fact that such debt may 
result from ‘incautious, if not fraudulent, management’ by those 
entrusted with the public good, the significant burden to ordinary 
citizens who did not choose to incur public debt places ethical demands 
on those who hold such debts to help indebted states reduce their 

 

10 For background see Liam Vaughan and Gavin Finch, 'Libor Scandal: The 
Bankers Who Fixed the World’s Most Important Number', The Guardian, 
January 18, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/jan/18/libor- 
scandal-the-bankers-who-fixed-the-worlds-most-important-number. 
11 For example, Pope John Paul II called for the cancellation of debts of poorer 
countries in a 1999 apostolic letter. Tertio Millennio Adveniente (November 10, 
1994), accessed March 19, 2019, https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul- 
ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19941110_tertio-millennio- 
adveniente.html. 
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burdens (32). As between individuals, so between states: profiting off 
the hardship of others, or off of pre-existing inequities and systems of 
dominance as is so often the case with international debt, is labeled as 
immoral. 

 
 

Proposed solutions: global governance 
Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones is clear and specific in its 
proposed solutions, which include strengthened national and 
international regulation and increased inclusion for the poor in the 
global financial system. Finance should pursue the goal of serving 
human flourishing, not directing itself to creating profit alone. 

For the document, ethical issues within the financial system are 
systemic, not solely due to individual bad actors. It is true that 
particular agents in the financial system behave immorally, but equally 
if not more culpable are the structures that permit individual 
wrongdoing (21). 

The document urges increased regulation to promote transparency 
and ‘biodiversity’, or full inclusion, in markets and to punish actions 
that harm the common good. It states: ‘Experience and evidence over 
the last decades has demonstrated … the compelling necessity of an 
appropriate regulation that at the same time unites the freedom and 
protection of every person and operates to create healthy and proper 
interactions, especially with regards to the more vulnerable’ (21). 
Effective regulation means that political powers must be able to enforce 
appropriate penalties and remain immune to control by the financial 
system: ‘political and economic-financial powers must remain distant 
[from one another] and autonomous’ (21). 

The document acknowledges that financial actors including banks 
often follow the letter rather than the spirit of regulation, complying 
enough to avoid illegality but flouting the moral norms regulations are 
intended to enforce (28). It calls for companies to adopt internal 
procedures through which they can practice respect of the spirit of 
regulations and ethically reflect on the company’s intended practices. 
Despite the admission that bad financial actors effectively avoid 
regulation through such measures as shadow banking, the document 
insists on the continued importance of regulation at both the national 
and international levels (19). It requests that ‘public authorities should 
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provide a certification for every product generated by financial 
innovation’ (19) and ‘regulations’ must ensure ‘the quality and 
reliability of every economic-financial product’ (21). Regulation is 
particularly called for in the case of credit default swaps and other 
financial instruments that link profit to the destruction of value 
elsewhere (25), and ‘it seems necessary to extend deterrents, already 
present in some nations, for such types of operations, sanctioning the 
infractions with maximum severity’ (26). Cases of open wrongdoing 
such as the LIBOR scandal demonstrate ‘how fragile and exposed to 
fraud is a financial system not sufficiently controlled by regulations, 
and lacking proportionate sanctions for the violations in which its 
stakeholders often encounter’ (27). 

The global nature of contemporary finance allows agents to evade 
national regulators and its inescapable reach permits ‘blackmailing by 
a position of strength even legitimate political authority’ (21). This leads 
to the document’s call for a global authority competent to regulate 
markets. An international regulatory body must be able to enforce 
transparency and impose penalties for harmful practices such as tax 
evasion (31). 

Support for a global authority is not new in magisterial Catholic 
teaching. Already in 1963, Pope John XXIII called for a global body with 
the authority to solve problems of global scope—including the 
international arms race and global economic injustice.12 Following the 
2008 financial crisis, Pope Benedict XVI reiterated this call, explicitly 
calling for a body capable of regulating international finance: 

To manage the global economy; to revive economies hit by the crisis; to 
avoid any deterioration of the present crisis and the greater imbalances 
that would result; … for all this, there is urgent need of a true world 
political authority … Obviously [it] would have to have the authority to 
ensure compliance with its decisions from all parties, and also with the 
coordinated measures adopted in various international forums.13 

Pope Benedict, John XXIII and Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones 
all agree on the need for a global regulatory body so that more powerful, 
wealthy nations, or the global financial bodies that have achieved the 

 
12 John XXIII, Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth)137, 127, 130, April 11, 1963, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_j- 
xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html. 
13 Italics in original, Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate 67. 
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power of strong nations in their own right, can no longer dominate 
poorer nations and their peoples.14 

It is a hallmark of its practical focus that the document acknowledges 
the ways government regulation can and does fail to promote the 
common good. Corruption removes resources intended to benefit all 
the people of a society (30); politicians may be consciously or 
unconsciously swayed by the power of international financial 
operators; or national regulators may simply lack effective power to 
intervene in the harmful practices of global corporations (12). 
Theologian Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator has criticized Catholic social 
thought for its too uncritical assumption that governments function 
with democratic accountability and that the funds governments 
manage are generally spent for the benefit of their people.15 While this 
may reflect the experience of European and North American states, it 
fails to reckon with the significant reality of corruption and cronyism 
that characterizes political life in much of Africa, on Orobator’s 
account. This criticism is fairly leveled at a significant body of Catholic 
social thought which does tend to take a fairly optimistic view of 
government and its action. Happily, Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae 
Quaestiones avoids this pitfall in accurately stating the limitations of 
government which can be prone to corruption or simply incapable of 
acting to rein in international wrongdoing. 

Regulation, placing the activities of the markets under the control of 
public authorities, helps align financial activity with its true purpose 
according to Catholic anthropology: to promote human flourishing. 
Rather than imposing a value from outside, expecting wealth to be used 
for the benefit of all humankind simply reflects the reality that it is 
human work and activity in markets that creates the wealth in the first 
place. This is why wealth created through the destruction of other 
goods, such as through credit default swaps, is unethical and should be 
regulated against—it uses the markets contrary to their nature. In its 
natural law approach to finance, Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae 
Quaestiones follows the tradition of Catholic views on usury, which 
prohibited it when money was understood as naturally ‘infertile’ and 

 
 

14 Benedict XVI, ibid., 67; John XXIII, Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth)138. 
15 Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator, 'Caritas in Veritate and Africa’s Burden of 
(under)Development', Theological Studies 71, no. 2 (June 1, 2010), 326–27, 333. 
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began to accept it once understanding grew that money could naturally 
generate more.16 

Proposed solutions: expanded financial access 
The document’s call for increased biodiversity in markets invites people 
of good will to find ways to broaden the scope of those able to 
participate in the global finance industry. In particular, the document 
applauds ‘arrangements of cooperative credit, microcredit, as well as 
the public credit, in the service of families, businesses, the local 
economies, as well as credit to assist developing countries’ (16). People 
of faith might be familiar with the example of Grameen Bank, the 
international microlender whose founder, Muhammad Yunus, won the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 2006, or with Oikocredit, a social investment 
cooperative founded by members of the World Council of Churches. 

While the microcredit model initially focused on small loans made to 
small owner-operated businesses, growing understanding of the 
financial needs of those in poverty recognizes a broader need for 
microfinance. Incomes for those in poverty are difficult not just because 
they are low, but also because they tend to be unpredictable (as true for 
those employed in the informal sector in India or South Africa, as for 
low-waged retail workers scheduled for uncertain shifts in the wealthy 
United States.) Services beyond credit meet various needs in the lives 
of the poor, who would like reliable opportunities to save and perhaps 
earn interest, and who may need loans for needs beyond business, such 
as school fees or personal health emergencies.17 MIT economists Abhijit 
Banerjee and Esther Duflo find that microcredit does provide benefits 
to poor borrowers, although due in part to the sector’s low tolerance for 
risk, these benefits are real but sometimes minor. ‘Microfinance is only 
one of the possible arrows in the fight against poverty’, they conclude.18 
Despite their more privileged global position, poor people in wealthy 
countries face many of the same problems accessing financial services 
as poor people in poor countries. Income streams may be 
unpredictable; such government aid as exists may be insufficient to 

 

16    Daniel   K.   Finn,   Christian   Economic   Ethics:   History   and Implications 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2013), chapters. 8–9, 11. 
17 Daryl Collins, ed., Portfolios of the Poor: How the World’s Poor Live on $2 a 
Day (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 25–26. 
18 Abhijit V Banerjee and Esther Duflo, Poor Economics: A Radical Rethinking    
of the Way to Fight Global Poverty (New York: PublicAffairs, 2011), 172. 
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meet daily needs; and access to credit and savings instruments depends 
on demonstrating a financial stability that is out of reach to many of 
the poor.19 Christian communities in wealthy countries have stepped 
into the breach to meet these needs. Under the leadership of 
Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby, the Church of England began 
an effort to open credit unions in order to extend affordable financial 
services to the poor and ‘outcompete’ predatory payday loan 
companies, which charge usurious interest rates to those in need of 
relatively small amounts of cash.20 In the United States, St. Vincent de 
Paul societies—Catholic social justice groups usually based in 
parishes—have likewise attempted to compete with predatory payday 
lenders by making small loans at affordable interest rates. Borrowers 
are offered personal finance classes in addition to the financial 
services.21 

U.S. theologian James P. Bailey has called for Catholic social thought 
to devote more attention to asset-building—accumulating savings and 
building wealth—for the poor.22 While both public and theological 
discussions of poverty often envision the poor as those with limited 
income and buying power, ‘the pathway out of poverty is not through 
income and consumption alone, but through savings and investment as 
well’.23 Such proposals as individual development accounts in which 
governments or nonprofits match any funds saved by poor persons, or 
child savings accounts which take advantage of compound interest over 

 

19 Kathryn J. Edin and H. Luke Shaefer, $2.00 A Day: Living on Almost Nothing 
in America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2015). 
20 Miles Brignall, 'Archbishop of Canterbury Wants to "compete" Wonga out of 
Existence', The Guardian, July 25, 2013, sec. Money, 
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2013/jul/25/church-england-wonga; 
Antony Macrow Wood, 'Establishing the Churches’ Mutual Credit Union', 
Crucible, October 2016, 17–24. 
21 Tom Gallagher, 'Microcredit Lending: An Alternative to Payday Loans for the 
Working Poor', National Catholic Reporter 45, no. 22 (August 21, 2009): 27–27; 
Catholic Herald, 'St. Vincent de Paul Society’s Alternative to Payday Loans', 
catholicherald.com, accessed March 11, 2019, https://www. Catholicherald.com 
:443/ News/Local_News/St Vincent_de_Paul_Society_s_alternative_to_payday 
_loans/. 
22 James P. Bailey, Rethinking Poverty: Income, Assets, and the Catholic Social 
Justice Tradition, Catholic Social Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, c2010., 2010), 56–58. 
23 Ibid., 3. 
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time through modest grants made to every child at birth, are practical 
manifestations of asset building for those in poverty already in practice 
in the United Kingdom and many U.S. states.24 While some models 
already exist, Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones challenges 
theologians, financiers, and all people of good will to continue pursuing 
creative ways to extend access to finance to those who need it. 

 
 

Human dignity and profit: which takes priority? 
One key conviction of Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones is that 
financial practices at base are the product of human society, which is a 
product of human’s social nature, which is divinely created as good. 
(For example, human social nature is linked to economic value creation 
in the statement ‘the task of producing added value within the markets 
in a healthy way is realized by a unique function of cooperation’, 20.) 
Therefore, even prior to the fact that markets can be deployed to help 
meet human needs, markets in themselves are good. The document 
asserts a ‘natural circularity that exists between profit … and social 
responsibility’ and an ‘indissoluble connection … between the ethics 
respectful of persons and the common good, and the actual 
functionality of every economic financial system’ (23). 

This assumption, so irenic toward the world of finance, leads the 
document into a logical conundrum that undermines its own insistence 
that human flourishing must come first. Namely, the document 
repeatedly asserts that practices which honor relational anthropology 
and prioritize human flourishing are also ‘good for business’. At times, 
this seems to set economic profit on par with human flourishing, rather 
than placing profit in its right order, only good when it serves human 
flourishing. 

For example, when offshore banking enables tax avoidance and thus 
strips revenues from ‘the real economy’, the document deems it 
unjustifiable both morally and ‘from the point of view of the global 
efficiency of the economic system itself’ (30). Derivatives, credit default 
swaps and other financial products which profit on others’ failure are 
both immoral and harmful to ‘the healthy functioning of the economic 
system’ (25-26) because they expose the economy to bubbles and 

 
 

24 Ibid., 107–11. 
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crashes. Conversely, taxes are portrayed as positive for both human 
wellbeing and ‘the growth of the actual economy’ (31). 

Again, the document argues that ‘the freedom enjoyed by the 
economic stakeholders, if it is understood as absolute in itself, and 
removed from its intrinsic reference to the true and the good, creates 
centers of power that incline towards forms of oligarchy and in the end 
undermine the very efficiency of the economic system’, (12, my italics). 
The claim that unrestricted freedom tends to lead to monopoly, which 
in turn undermines the competition that generates economic 
efficiency, is empirically verifiable. However, this remarkable statement 
goes beyond that to suggest that orienting our freedom to ‘the true and 
the good’ might be valuable not because we will then pursue the true 
and the good, but because doing so serves economic efficiency. This is 
regrettable. 

Elsewhere, the document connects finance to anthropology with its 
assertion that businesses are networks of relationships, ‘intermediate 
social bod[ies] with a proper culture and practices’ (23). Businesses 
which make profit the directing focus of the body’s culture create 
environments in which ‘every ethical claim is really perceived as 
irrelevant’. This hierarchy of values results in choices which may 
damage the long-term economic health of the business by privileging 
the financial benefit of shareholders over the holistic well-being of 
stakeholders (23). The document seems to equate two very different 
goods here. From a Christian theological perspective, the success or 
failure of a particular business cannot but pale in comparison to the 
threat of prevalent attitudes in which every ethical claim is irrelevant. 

In places, the document works itself into a bind by wishing to assert 
a virtuous circle between ethical, truly human behavior and efficiently 
functioning markets. The implication that business success can be a 
happy corollary of policies that promote human dignity risks suggesting 
that a goal of human dignity derives its legitimacy from business 
success. This undermines the document’s overall contention that 
human dignity must be the goal of finance, in fact is the only legitimate 
reason for it to exist. Rather—the document correctly claims 
throughout—business success derives its legitimacy from pursuing a 
goal of human dignity: ‘Profit should be pursued but not “at any cost”, 
nor as a totalizing objective for economic action’ (11). To portray 
business success as a potential happy bonus of pursuing human dignity 
through finance seems to equate the two goals. It undermines the 
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message found throughout the document that human dignity is and 
must be the only legitimate goal of finance. 

For further growth: learning from the poor 
One remarkable perspective of Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae 
Quaestiones is its vision of what we might call a ‘win-win economy’. The 
document asserts a connection between ethical practice and profit and 
holds that wealth generation becomes unethical when it hinges on the 
destruction of value. For students of economics, this framing invites 
pause; doesn’t all market competition involve creative destruction? But 
the document distinguishes between the creation of value in the ‘actual 
economy’—of which an example might be competition that lowers the 
price of a lifesaving drug—and specious creation of wealth through 
such means as financial betting on the failure of companies. When 
economic practice is rightly directed toward the flourishing of human 
life, the whole human community stands to benefit. If a particular 
business fails through competition, its stakeholders might lose out as 
business stakeholders, but would still win as members of the human 
family. 

This vision of financial practice sounds laughably optimistic, perhaps 
even naïve, to perspectives shaped by the homo economicus 
anthropology of selfish, competitive humanity. But in fact, a finance 
sector prioritizing human well-being does exist, far from the world of 
‘high finance’ so accurately criticized by the Vatican document. People 
in poverty the world over have wisely and creatively devised financial 
tools that allow them to achieve the goals of saving, borrowing and 
navigating financial emergency despite their very real exclusion by the 
global financial system. The financial instruments created by the poor 
often exemplify the anthropological goals set out by the Vatican 
document for the global financial system. These financial practices 
serve human flourishing, acknowledge human interdependence, and 
contribute real value to their local economies. 

In their book Portfolios of the Poor, a team of economists, 
development experts and financiers describes how people in extreme 
poverty—those living on $2 a day or less—save, borrow and obtain 
insurance. Contrary to stereotype, families surviving on such small 
incomes actively manage their money, save and plan for the future, and 
refrain from spending every penny earned. To do this they use a variety 
of financial instruments, some likely familiar to those who are not poor. 
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These would include, at the least formal level, interest-free loans from 
family or friends, and at the most formal level, loans and savings 
instruments offered by microcredit NGOs.25 

Other financial tools created by the poor for their own use might be 
less familiar outside the communities that use them. ‘Saving-up clubs’ 
where one member might hold the modest cash savings of each 
member of the group build accountability into putting money aside. 
Although such clubs do not pay interest, the social pressure of 
committing to save along with a group of friends makes use of these 
financial instruments a wise move for poor savers.26 A more complex 
financial instrument, RoSCAs (rotating savings and credit associations), 
are commonly used in poorer nations as well as in recent immigrant 
communities in the U.S.27 Participants in RoSCAs, also known as 
‘merry-go-rounds’ or by other colloquial names, agree to contribute the 
same amount of money every week or month and take turn receiving 
the accumulated funds.28 While microfinance has traditionally focused 
on enabling poor people to start small businesses, saving-up clubs and 
RoSCAs are often used to guard against calamities such as illness or 
plan for socially important expenditures such as family weddings or 
funerals.29 These financial instruments not only function because of 
social connections between persons, they enable families to strengthen 
their social connections by hosting important events that honor the ties 
between persons and between the living and the dead. 

In poor communities, microloans from international banks and 
personal loans from friends follow the same anthropological view of the 
purpose of finance, relying on trust and interdependence and focusing 
on the meeting of human needs. Microfinance was founded on the 
principle of lending to small groups who keep one another accountable 
and use the loans to provide for their families.30 One study of 
interpersonal loans in rural Nigeria found that borrowers and lenders 
calibrated their financial transactions according to need. If a lender had 

 
 
 

25 Collins, Portfolios of the Poor, 47–48. 
26 Ibid., 115–16. 
27 Banerjee and Duflo, Poor Economics, 185–87. 
28 Ibid., 185–87. 
29 Collins, Portfolios of the Poor, 67–68, 105–6. 
30 Ibid., 156–57. 
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undergone hard times and was now in need, a borrower might repay 
more than initially agreed upon.31 

None of these financial instruments can work without trust and 
cooperation among the participants. The financial tools created and 
maintained by the poor express the anthropologically rooted 
understanding of the economy expressed by the Vatican document. 
They make manifest the ‘actual economy’ which creates real value and 
places it in the hands of ordinary persons who will use it to meet their 
needs and those of their families. The document makes the point that 
ordinary economic exchanges of material goods take their character 
from the presence or absence of ‘immaterial goods’ such as ‘trust, 
equity, and cooperation’ (9). Financial instruments created and 
maintained by the poor, including savings clubs and RoSCAs, depend 
on trust and cooperation between persons who know each other, 
embodying the anthropological understanding that individuals are 
constituted by relationship with others in community. Debt repayment 
practices taking the needs of lender and borrower into account embody 
Pope Benedict’s insight that values change hands when goods do and 
the logic of gift accompanies the logic of simple exchange (9). 

Looking at the financial instruments created by the poor, we 
understand better a point Oeconomicae et Pecuniariae Quaestiones 
strives to make clear: All financial transactions express relationships 
between persons and depend on intangible moral values such as trust 
and solidarity. This might be less self-evident when the parties are 
geographically distant or many in number, as is often the case in global 
finance, but no less true. When trust, solidarity and benefit for all 
parties are present, the Vatican document suggests, complex and global 
financial transactions can embody human dignity just as much as a 
savings club created by friends among the $2-a-day poor. However, 
when these intangible values are missing from an exchange of tangible 
goods, injustice is likely part of the exchange. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

31 Banerjee and Duflo, Poor Economics, 144. 
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REVIEW IN THE IMAGE OF CONTEMPORARY 
ECUMENICAL SPRING 

 
Emmanuel Gougaud* 

 
As editor-in-chief of the review, Unité des Chrétiens, I have often heard 
people lament ‘the ecumenical Winter’. After the progress of the 
twentieth century, it is implied the search for Christian Unity has 
entered into a time of inactivity or even decline. It is not a matter of 
stigmatizing a generation of commitment, dialogues and ecumenical 
actions. On the contrary, we express our gratitude, admiration and 
affection to all the giants of Christian Unity, we who are only dwarfs 
beside them, in the beautiful formula of Bernard of Chartres: 

We are like dwarfs perched on the shoulders of giants (the Ancients); 
we can see things further away than the Ancients could, not because our 
sight is powerful or our stature is greater, but because we are carried and 
lifted up by the high stature of the giants.1 

So, what do we see from the shoulders of giants? The history of the 
Church in the twentieth century is marked by three movements. Firstly, 
there was the contemporary ecumenical movement. The historic 
Churches entered into dialogue with each other. They wished to 
respond to the prayer of Jesus for the unity of his disciples. The fruits 
were numerous. There was, for example, the setting up of the 
Ecumenical Council of Churches in 1948, the lifting of the 1054 mutual 
excommunications between Rome and Constantinople and the 
Declaration on Justification between the World Lutheran Federation 
and the Catholic Church in 1999. The second movement involves 
evangelical Protestantism. It was affirmed with the re-foundation of the 
World Evangelical Alliance in 1951 and the launch of the Lausanne 
Movement in 1974, which aimed to unite Protestant evangelical 
communities. The networking of communities, thanks to the Lausanne 

 
* Editor-in-chief of Unité des Chrétiens, national director of the national service 
for the Unity of Christians of the French Bishops’ Conference, parish priest at 
Sainte-Pauline du Vésinet. 
1 This phrase is known to us from book III of John of Salisbury’s Metalogicon. 
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Movement, renewed the thinking about the Christian mission across 
the world. The third movement is the birth and flowering of 
Pentecostalism, which wished to sensitize Christians to the action of 
the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers. It has seen an expansion without 
precedent in Christian history. Among the new forms of ecclesial life 
that have arisen from Pentecostalism we are familiar with Charismatic 
Renewal. This movement, since its beginnings, concerned the Catholic 
Church and Protestant communities. These three movements see 
themselves as fruits of the Holy Spirit. They are a source of renewal and 
fruitfulness. Unfortunately, they have developed in an isolated fashion 
and sometimes in opposition. Therefore, it is vital that Christians in the 
Evangelical, Pentecostal, Orthodox, Anglican, Protestant and Catholic 
Churches meet and listen to one another. Contrary to a common 
opinion, ecumenism has not broken down; on the contrary, it has not 
ceased to develop. Cardinal Koch, president of the Pontifical Council 
for the Promotion of Christian Unity, uses a very interesting metaphor. 
Ecumenism is like an airplane: the passengers feel the power of the 
airplane taking off; once in flight, it seems to go slower, even though it 
flies on average at 900 kilometers per hour. 

At the beginning of the ecumenical movement, Christians 
experienced great movement, a sort of liftoff. Today, Christian unity is 
developing more than ever and just as actively. New Christian Churches 
have joined the ecumenical movement. The movement has been 
enriched by theological and ecclesiological problematics, as well as 
ethical and societal ones. The example of ecumenism in France seems 
typical—having passed from being a river to a delta, a place of great 
fertility, according to the beautiful expression of Pastor Jane Stranz, 
former responsable for ecumenical relations in the Protestant 
Federation of France. The Catholic Church was traditionally in dialogue 
with two privileged partners: Protestant Lutheran and Reformed 
communities now grouped in the United Protestant Church of France 
(EPUDF) and the Archdiocese of Russian Orthodox Churches in 
Western Europe. This dialogue was taking place at a time when 
Catholicism was less challenged by secularism. For thirty years, our 
country has experienced the arrival of new Christian Churches 
following substantial immigration and the emergence of Evangelical 
and Pentecostal communities. New partnerships have begun. Old and 
new ecumenical dialogues are an invitation to trust, patience and 
perseverance. They demand creativity and humility, wisdom and 
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courage. Ecumenical life is flourishing abundantly. There has never 
been so many bilateral and multilateral dialogues between Christians 
in the world! In France, the Catholic Church maintains five mixed 
committees or discussion groups. Stemming from dialogue with 
Lutheran and Reformed Protestants, a guide for preparation for 
marriage has just appeared. With the Anglicans, we are working on the 
Liturgy of the Hours, prayer with the psalms and a French translation 
of the Book of Common Prayer. With the Orthodox, we are reflecting on 
how to articulate the concepts of primacy and synodality in the 
universal and local Churches. With the Baptist Protestants, we are 
completing a theological text of moral theology, using examples of 
divorce and remarriage and the just war. Finally, with Evangelical 
Protestants, we are asking questions about the possibility of a common 
evangelization. These dialogues are regularly presented in Unité des 
Chrétiens and on the website unitedeschretiens.fr. 

Today the Catholic Church is having to deal with serious de- 
christianisation, the scandal of sexual abuse, clericalism and a necessary 
pastoral conversion. In that Church, people are asking ‘what’s the point 
of ecumenism?’ A dialogue with Muslims would seem more urgent. In 
the same way, profound changes in our society have led to a different 
concept of unity and diversity. We are at once fascinated and repelled 
by globalisation and its avatars. Our contemporaries fear the loss and 
dissolution of their identities while still wanting to benefit as much as 
possible from globalisation. This ambivalence creates a retreat into 
rigid identities and violence. A comfortable acceptance of moral 
relativism brings about the opposite. Paradoxically, they are used in a 
non-compulsory manner, as people wish and according to their own 
modalities. Many scholars describe this new era as ‘post-modern’ or as 
a ‘fluid society’.2 We live in a world where pluralism is accepted, even 
desired. The corollary is that ideas of unity and truth are sometimes 
seen as totalitarian. Today, their definition is changing. There is a 
spiritual, charismatic and missionary energy beyond the Churches’ 
confines. Alongside the official bodies, ecumenism too has become 
fluid. Confronted by these challenges of a new era, ecumenism offers 
powerful resources for the present time. 

 
 

2 I refer here to Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of a ‘fluid society’. The concept refers 
to the unceasing flux or movement and speed, characteristic of our modernity. 
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Anchored in the commandment of Christ, action in favour of the 
unity of Christians proposes a spirituality that is particularly pertinent 
for us today. We have to enter unceasingly into the desire of Jesus for 
the unity of all of his disciples in order to manifest his unity with God 
the Father, in other words Trinity as communion. The search for the 
unity of Christians is not to be confused with a fusion of all the 
Churches or by a lowest common denominator. Action in favour of 
unity forces us to abandon a self-referential temptation where we would 
be the best and only Christians in the world. The scandal of our 
divisions should not be minimized. As St Paul says, when one member 
suffers, the whole body suffers. We are indispensable to one another, 
not interchangeable. Ecumenism invites us to find a form of visible 
unity that respects the uniqueness of each community. This is where 
the Trinitarian analogy takes its full meaning. The Churches must find 
a model of unity in their expression of the Trinitarian perichoresis. Their 
raison d’être is in the witness of love without confusion or separation of 
divine persons. In this way they become salt and light for the world, 
particularly at a time of globalisation. If the Catholic Church suffers 
from clericalism, ecumenism can provide an antidote. It invites us to 
recognize a real ministry in men and women different from that of a 
Catholic priest. It calls for an attitude of permanent conversion by 
opening itself to other ways of believing, celebrating and announcing 
Jesus Christ. It develops a synodal spirit. It allows the Churches to 
renew themselves by bringing them back to their Trinitarian roots. 

The search for Christian unity is linked as it were congenitally to 
missionary dynamism. The aim is not to be together and identical; it is 
to announce to the world the good news of Jesus Christ. The point is to 
provide a common witness to our contemporaries with regard to major 
social issues. In October 2018, the first meeting of the Francophone 
Christian Forum was held in Lyons for 250 leaders of Christian 
Churches in France, Belgium and Switzerland. The Lyons Forum takes 
its inspiration from the World Christian Forum. The aim is to recognize 
each other as brothers and sisters in Christ. While recognizing the 
differences that led to their separation, participants are invited to tell 
the story of their encounter with Jesus, to listen to the stories of each 
other and to recognize them as brothers and sisters. A new ecumenical 
methodology is being put in place, which is resolutely Christocentric. 
We no longer begin by looking at what separates us; we go to the heart 
of what unites us, our encounter with Jesus. This new approach is 
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beautiful and simple. It speaks particularly to Pentecostal and 
Evangelical communities, but also to all who are faithful to Christ. This 
approach can be reproduced in our Catholic communities. It changes 
how we view one another. 

Strong in its convictions, the editorial board of Unité des Chrétiens 
wished to contribute in its own way to this ecumenical renewal. Our 
quarterly review offers different headings to reflect the diversity of the 
search for unity. At the heart of each issue is a dossier dealing with a 
particular theological, ecclesiological, cultural, ethical or societal 
theme. It includes an exegetical analysis and reflective or practical 
articles. It also includes a pastoral dimension. Alongside the dossier, an 
alphabetical section deals with the reality of a Church from a 
pedagogical and popular perspective. The ‘Essentials’ section focuses on 
the realities of the Council of Christian Churches in France, since our 
review is published under its aegis. We hope also to promote the 
pastoral dimensions of ecumenism by documenting Milestones on the 
Way to Unity. This recounts the practical experiences of communities. 
Often, readers themselves share pastoral initiatives in which they are 
involved. This provides a mutual enrichment. This is particularly the 
case on the occasion of the Week of Prayer for Christian unity. Aware 
of the opportunity for a renewed promotion of ecumenism and the 
importance of this at the heart of Christianity and new Christian 
generations, we give special attention to education. It is a matter of 
showing the relevance of ecumenism and its progress. Since Christian 
unity is not an option, we show that it is not reserved to specialists or 
an elite or Christians who are interested for personal or family reasons. 
We hope that our readers can enrich their spiritual lives in the 
discovery of the patrimony of Christian traditions. We have also chosen 
to use a visual model, with photos and contemporary graphics in order 
to grasp the attention of new generations of readers. We have placed 
strong hopes in our ability to reach a new readership, while continuing 
to accompany our faithful subscribers along the way to unity. 

Certainly, ecumenism is not limited to the Week of Prayer from 18-25 
January. Partners, editors and readers of Unité des Chrétiens know that 
it is not just an initiative at the heart of the current ecclesial reality but 
the source and summit of life with Jesus. 

330



ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 53 NO. 2 331 
 

THE MALINES CONVERSATIONS GROUP: 
APPROACHING DIVISION AND COMMUNION 
THROUGH THE LENS OF THE REALITY OF LIFE AND 
THE TRUTH OF FAITH 

 
Thomas Pott* 

 
At the ecumenical vespers in the Basilica of Saint Paul Outside-the- 
Walls in Rome, January 25, 2014, Pope Francis said: ‘Christian unity will 
not appear suddenly as a miracle but will be given to the followers of 
Christ step by step as they walk together and work together. To journey 
together is already to be making unity.’ And Archbishop Justin Welby, 
at the second meeting of the Malines Conversations Group in London, 
March 2014, said: ‘One of the inspirations in conversations involving 
ecumenical endeavor should be the idea of pilgrimage. In pilgrimage, 
we are not looking so much at each other, rather we look after each 
other, we look for the care of each other, but not at each other; our 
focus is on the person who leads us, on Christ himself.’ 

Walking together, working together, serving together, living together, 
all these things express communion of life, of real lived life, 
notwithstanding the separations we may be suffering in the realm of 
faith, religion and/or ideology. Pope Francis’ and Archbishop Justin’s 
words are at the same time encouraging and discomforting, words of 
hope and of disenchantment. Because if Christian unity is already in 
some way what we are living while ‘walking together’, what then is the 
value of our Eucharistic communion in the Body of Christ in which 

 

* Thomas Pott entered the Monastery of Chevetogne in 1987. He obtained a 
doctorate in Oriental Ecclesiastical Sciences at the Pontifical Oriental Institute 
in 1999. Since 2006 he has been a member of the Catholic/Orthodox 
International Commission for Theological Dialogue; in 2007 he became 
consultant to the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity and 
in 2013 he co-founded the Catholic /Anglican Group for theological dialogue 
known as the Malines Conversations Group. He has been a consultant to the 
Pontifical Congregation for Oriental Churches since 2014 and a member of the 
Liturgical Commission for Oriental Churches since 2015. He is currently Vice- 
President of the Society for Oriental Liturgy. He became Claustral Prior of the 
Monastery of Chevetogne in 2016. 
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precisely and ironically we seem to celebrate our dividedness? Walking 
together but not sharing Eucharist—at least this is the situation for 
members of Churches that share the same ‘sacramental faith’ about 
Eucharist but what does that mean? Firstly, for how we understand 
‘unity in the Body of Christ’ and, secondly, for the place we allow the 
truth of our faith to occupy in the reality of our lives? In other words, 
how far is what we celebrate in church relevant for what we live in life 
and to what extent does sacramentality reach beyond the rites we 
perform in church, embracing, inspiring and animating our way of 
being in the world? These questions become particularly discomforting 
when we think of the fact that we, as ‘divided Christians’, already ‘walk’ 
so much together, sharing all the important things of life. But when it 
comes to sharing the Eucharistic bread, the meal of the Lord which 
ought to be the source of our unity as the divine gift par excellence— 
unity in the same Body into which we are baptized by the force of the 
same Holy Spirit—then we are thrown back into our ‘comfortable’ age- 
old divisions. This shows that in our sharing in life we use another 
language than when sharing in faith, or that our Eucharist, in reality, is 
not much more than an exercise of personal piety. 

Sacramentality, in this broad sense of the reality of life and the truth 
of faith, has been one of the core drivers of the Malines Conversations 
Group from its beginning in 2013. It is interesting to note, by the way, 
that the first meeting of the Group took place in the same week in which 
Pope Francis and Archbishop Justin Welby were installed in their 
respective sees. 

Foundation of the Group 
Three particular events or ideas inspired the foundation of the Group. 

The first event was the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, November 17, 2010, 
when the then Archbishop Rowan Williams, invites—and even urged— 
the Roman Catholic Church to help the other Churches reflecting on 
why it is that, in so many Churches, Eucharist is not any more 
experienced as the center of Christian life. This, of course, is true for 
many Christian communities, but most certainly also for the Roman 
Catholic Church, for which the Eucharist has always remained central 
in her theological thinking, but not in the life of the ordinary faithful. 
In this sense, the concept of communion is also often understood in a 
superficial  way: we will think of ‘my  communion  with Christ’   rather 
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than ‘my communion with the others in Christ’. Nevertheless, this is 
exactly the meaning of communion—communio sanctorum—to which 
St Paul refers in his Epistle to the Corinthians, when he states: ‘when 
you gather to eat [the Supper of the Lord], you should all eat together. 
And when I come I will give further instructions’ (1 Cor. 11: 33-34). 
Regarding the division between our Churches, especially having in 
mind the Catholic, the Anglican and the Orthodox Churches, our 
division does not concern the Eucharist or the concept of Communion 
(in its Eucharistic and thus ‘communal’ dimension), but rather the 
concept of Church and its structure. This concept, during history, has 
had to carry a steadily growing theological burden, resulting in an 
always growing distance from an evangelical and patristic theology. But 
not withstanding this growing theological influence, the Eucharist of 
these Churches hardly changed at all either in its ritual aspects, or in its 
theological interpretation. 

The second event that proved an inspiration was the Annual National 
Service for Seafarers at Saint Paul’s Cathedral London, where I 
happened to be on Wednesday 12 October 2011. I was struck by the texts 
of readings and hymns, in which the sea and its dangers were presented 
as symbols of human life, the life we essentially share with all people. I 
wondered to what extent the Church is a celebration of this sharing of 
life, or rather the symbol of our divisions. And what about Liturgy? My 
thoughts—my memory...—went to a small Seafarers chapel on the 
Belgian coast in Knokke. The celebration at Saint Paul’s Cathedral 
didn’t seem so different from what is being celebrated on a simple and 
daily basis in that chapel, because in essence it is all about life, faith, 
hope and love, and the sea, the water, the winds and our relationship 
to them, are a mighty symbol of commonality, of ecumenism. Here we 
find ourselves essentially at the level of memory, the core dynamic of 
what constitutes Liturgy. 

The third event which was an inspiration for the formation of the 
Group was the solemn celebration of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul 
in Saint Peter’s Basilica, 29 June 2012. Pope Benedict XVI had invited 
the Choir of Westminster Abbey to sing together with the Choir of the 
Sistine Chapel. This kind of ecumenical events seems to testify to the 
excellent relations between our Churches, giving us a ‘good conscience’ 
about our ‘honest efforts’ on the ecumenical path: walking together, 
singing together, praying together. But I couldn’t help wondering how 
the participants of the original Malines Conversations (1921–1927) 
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would have thought about this kind of event in which any prospective 
of restoring Eucharistic communion between our Churches is excluded 
from the beginning. 

That is how the idea grew of taking up the intuition of the Malines 
Conversations, especially as their corner stone was the true bonds of 
friendship between Lord Halifax, Abbé Portal and Cardinal Mercier, 
and to explore if conversations on the real life of our Churches, of their 
members and on all which binds them together in life, love, faith and 
hope can give us a hint on how to move forward in the ecclesiological, 
canonical and theological impasse, of which the instauration of the 
Ordinariate—to name a concrete example—has become a rather 
sorrowful symbol. Indeed, Anglicanorum Cœtibus can by no means be 
considered as a common path towards sharing the body and blood of 
Christ, since the dimension of ‘conversion’ really only concerns 
Anglicans, the effort of the Roman Catholic Church merely consisting 
in making its canonical structures a bit ‘more welcoming’. 

Annual meetings 
Since 2013, the Malines Conversations Group has been gathering 
annually, always in early spring, alternately at Anglican and Roman 
Catholic venues. It was decided originally not to have more than 14 
members, 7 on each side, in order to be able to ‘sit around one table’. 
Today, however, the group consists of 18 members, while since 2015 also 
a certain number of guests are invited at each meeting which consists 
of presentations, by members or guests, and discussions, all of which is 
edited in separate volumes, for the exclusive use of the members of the 
Group, in order not to lose track of the accomplished work and to help 
further reflection. 

An essential dimension of the group is its informal character. 
Although Archbishop Rowan Williams and the retired Archbishop of 
Malines, Cardinal Godfried Danneels, accepted to be ‘patrons’ of the 
Group from the very beginning, and Cardinal Kurt Koch, President of 
the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity encouraged the 
group to stay in close contact with both ARCIC and IARCCUM, the 
Malines Conversations Group isn’t commissioned by any official body 
or institution and, therefore, can decide about its own agenda, which, 
from year to year, shows a very rich thematic evolution. In this context, 
it is interesting to mention that initially the Group was discouraged by 
one of its members, a former official of the PCPCU, from dealing with 
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Apostolicæ Curæ and the problem of the Catholic non-recognition of 
the validity of Anglican orders—whether or not linked with the 
question of female ordinations—because it could complicate the work 
of the official dialogue. Ironically, however, the secretary of the 
Pontifical Council, Brian Farrell, said: ‘If this group is not going to treat 
this, who else can still do it?’ That is why this question has become a 
central component of our discussions, which we have approached from 
a variety of angles. 

Members 
Before summarizing the thematic evolution the Group has gone 
through, I will first say something about its members and list the venues 
where the meetings have taken place. As I mentioned earlier, from the 
start, liturgy and sacramental theology have been at the center of the 
attention of the Group. That is why it consists of a larger number of 
liturgical theologians than one would expect in an ecumenical group 
(Simon Jones, Joris Geldhof, Keith Pecklers, Jennifer Cooper). But the 
Group is convinced of the importance of pluridisciplinarity as one of its 
characteristics, which is why it has included among its founding 
members moral and biblical theologians (Maryana Hnyp, Cyrille Vael), 
church historians (Jeremy Morris), ecclesiologists (Jamie Hawkey) and 
even one or two ecumenical theologians (Nick Sagovsky). Some 
members are involved ex officio, like the director of the Anglican Center 
in Rome, the Anglican or the Catholic co-chairs of ARCIC and 
IARCCUM, as well as the responsible of the PCPCU for the dialogue 
with the Anglican Communion (Tony Currer). Depending on the 
themes that were dealt with, experts in particular fields have been 
invited: 

 Jack Dick (author of The Malines Conversations Revisited), at 
the first meeting in Chevetogne and Malines in 2013; 

 Cardinal Danneels and Rowan Williams, at the second 
meeting in Canterbury and Westminster in 2014. At the same 
meeting, Archbishop Justin Welby and Cardinal Vincent 
Nichols also addressed the group; 

 Robert Taft, Cardinal Joe Tobin (who has become a member 
since), Karen Westerfield-Tucker and John Baldovin, at the 
third meeting in Boston in 2015; 

335



REPORTS 336 
 

 Geoffrey Rowell, Kevin Ervin, Cardinal Coccopalmerio 
(Pontifical Council for legislative texts) and Brian Farell, at 
the fourth meeting in Rome in 2016; 

 William Lamb, Anders Berquist, Sarah Coackley (who has 
become a member as well) and two canonists, Norman Doe 
and James Conn, at the fifth meeting in Cambridge in 2017; 

 Gordon Lathrop, Paul MacPartlan, orthodox canonist 
Alexander Rentel and Lebanese anatomist and 
anthropologist Antoine Courban, at the sixth meeting in 
Long-Branch, New Jersey in 2018; 

 Moral theologian Joe Selling, canonist Georges Ruyssen, and 
social entrepreneur and impact consultant Jurgen Mortiers, 
at the seventh meeting in York, this year. 

Programs 
At the first meeting, in Chevetogne, the program was focused on the 
cultural, social, religious, and liturgical changes since the first Malines 
Conversations took place. Also, a first approach was taken regarding 
the question of something like the ‘universal anthropological 
dimension’ of Liturgy; something that goes beyond the actual ordo and 
the momentary praying assembly. 

In Canterbury, at the second meeting, the conversations concentrated 
on the idea of ‘united not absorbed’—wisdom from 1925 for today...—, 
on the complexity of ‘memory’ and on communion as a graded reality. 

This lead to the third meeting in Boston, dedicated to the exploration 
of the concept of Sacramentality as something in which ‘reality of life’ 
and the ‘truth of the faith’ embrace each other—should embrace each 
other—and which in the life of the Church—of our, real Churches—is 
articulated in multiple ways. At our last session in Boston, Don Bolen, 
then Archbishop of Saskatoon, formulated four points, which greatly 
helped to establish the program for upcoming meetings. 1) Re-reading 
of the narrative of what happened in 1896; taking Apostolicae Curae on 
its own terms, becoming more aware of the disjuncture between the 
actual debate and its results. 2) Re-reading of the narrative of the last 
fifty years, which saw growing relationship, ARCIC’s contribution, etc. 
Apostolicae Curae does not provide us with the adequate theological 
and linguistic categories to address the present situation and to 
describe Anglican orders in the contemporary context. 3) Rethinking 
apostolic succession as it touches on liturgical practice, tackling the 
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disjuncture between sacramental practices, theological categories and 
reality. 4) Finding strategies for confining a document to history, 
inventing ways of showing a new context/a new way forward. 

Thus, from the theme of Sacramentality, in Rome in 2016, the Group 
moved on towards exploring the narrative of the fifty years of relations 
between the Anglican Communion and the Catholic Church, as well as 
the narrative of the persistent heritage of Apostolicæ Curæ and of the 
hardly—not even badly...—received heritage of Sæpius Officio (the 
official response by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York to 
Apostolicae Curae in 1897). That meeting also saw some specific 
sacramentological analyses—the development of the ritual of 
ordinations during the past century—and some hermeneutical 
explorations aimed at finding ‘deeper’ ways—more loyal to the forces 
at work in Creation—of reading and understanding ‘the reality of life 
and the truth of the faith’. In Rome, Cardinal Cocopalmerio underlined 
the importance of the exchange of gifts and the meaning these gifts 
enclose in a mysterious—and thus ‘sacramental’—way. He said: ‘What 
does it mean when Pope Paul VI gave a chalice to the Archbishop of 
Canterbury? If it was to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist, it 
was meant to be done validly, no? This is stronger than the pectoral 
cross, because a chalice is used not just for drinking but for celebrating 
the Eucharist. With these gestures the Catholic Church already intuits, 
recognizes a reality.’ It was interesting that he used the word ‘reality’ 
instead of ‘validity’, which is an exercise of what we have come to call 
‘under-tunneling’. If he would have said: ‘the Catholic Church already 
intuits, recognizes some degree of validity’, he would have closed up 
the event, the narrative, in the stronghold of canon law and doctrine. 
Using instead the word ‘reality’, the narrative can start breathing 
organically and inhale the air of our time with living lungs. The fact that 
he meant what he said became clear when he stated that: ‘Liturgical 
scholarship should help us with understanding the concept of 
“validity”.’ He recommended that the group should do its homework in 
this field, which clearly lead to the following meeting. 

From the fifth meeting, in Cambridge, till this year’s session in York, 
several themes have become central, all of which have been approached 
as much as possible from a soteriological-sacramentological 
perspective rather than from a canonical-ecclesiological point of view: 
questions of gender, the evolution of moral teaching form Humanae 
Vitae to Amoris Laetitia, challenges regarding ‘reform of mentality’ and 
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‘ministry and order’ between canon law and sacramentality. In all these 
questions, there are profound wounds that must be healed, offended 
and violated memories that must be purified, and lots of mentalities in 
as many dimensions that must be reformed. Paul Bradshaw observes 
that: ‘While the Anglican conviction that their orders were entirely 
valid remained unshaken following the publication of Apostolicæ Curæ, 
yet there have been—perhaps not surprisingly—signs of a firm desire 
to make twentieth-century revisions of Anglican ordination rites 
impregnable against any further attacks on the same grounds. [...] 
Anglican liturgical revisers seem to have willingly accepted the 
scholastic approach to the essentials of ordination at the very time 
when in other areas of liturgical and sacramental theology they have 
been moving in quite a different direction.’ If that is true, would it be 
possible to ‘reform’ our ‘narrative’ of the sacrament of order in a 
pneumatological rather than in a Christological direction? ‘It is the 
reorientation of ecclesiology to the Holy Spirit and its essentially 
eschatological identity and missiological purpose that underpins the 
post-conciliar possibilities for ecumenical dialogue and mutual 
learning. The same perspective makes possible the implicit ecclesiology 
of a learning and discerning church which is emerging in so much of 
Pope Francis’ teaching. It is a similar shift that can enable us to renew 
our ecumenical discussion around priesthood and ministry [...]’ 
Shouldn’t ‘we read the nature of priestly ministry through the powerful 
lens of those realities which it is ordered to serve: the realities of the 
baptismal vocation’? 

At the same time, ‘the collapse of gender simple stereotypes 
(particularly in the west) is surely something the Church is going to 
need to pay more theological attention to, as our world of symbols has 
become exceedingly confused. […] If masculinity and femininity are not 
rigid categories, if human bodies are unfinished entities, and if the 
scientists (social and otherwise) are telling us this is a more (and not 
less) complex area than we even thought a decade ago—there are 
potentially very serious ramifications for what we say about many issues 
currently described as closed’. 

For the coming couple of years, the Group took on three concrete 
tasks: the publication of a book, called Malines: Continuing the 
Conversations, with a presentation of our work and vision; the 
preparation of the centenary of the beginning of the Malines 
Conversations in 2021, well underway (1-5 December 2021: second 
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Sunday of Advent) and a draft proposal for an official answer to the 
letter of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York of 1897: Sæpius 
Officio. 

Conclusion 
‘What would be your hope for this group?’ One of our new members 
who asked me that question, immediately suggested that this would be 
the ordination of female deacons in the Catholic Church. That is not 
the case. I don’t think that female deacons in the Catholic Church 
would resolve anything of our sacramentological and ministeriological 
impasse. We should rather accept to work together on reforming the 
theological mentality of our Churches and try to discover together what 
priesthood and ministry were meant to be. 

My hope, to be honest, is that in ninety-one hundred years from now 
somebody will rediscover and take up our work and say: ‘Listen, here is 
something which might help us go forward.’ 
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ECUMENICAL VESPERS, 
LIVERPOOL CATHEDRAL, 19 JANUARY 20201 

 
In addition to Michael Fitzgerald’s articles, OIC has also received the text 
of a homily he gave at an ecumenical service of Vespers at Liverpool’s 
Anglican Cathedral. He spoke on a theme chosen for this year’s Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity. The member of the Editorial Board who sent 
the copy of the text commented: ‘It is Scriptural and straightforward, 
simple yet profound, and full of hope in the Holy Spirit with regard to the 
ecumenical future.’ The occasion and his words bore witness to the 
existence of a lively and active ecumenism among Christians today. 

 
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 
As I am sure you are well aware, the theme for the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity this year is ‘They showed us unusual kindness’, a phrase 
in the Acts of the Apostles drawn from the description of the welcome 
received by Paul and his companions after being shipwrecked in Malta. 
I shall return to this text later, but I would like to say that I feel it is an 
‘unusual kindness’ for me to be invited to preach in this prestigious 
cathedral. Although, perhaps, on second thoughts, the ‘unusual’ has 
become usual, on account of the most cordial relationship that has 
developed between the two cathedrals here in Liverpool. In any case, I 
wish to say thank you for this invitation to reflect with you this 
afternoon. 

The Word of God has been addressed to us through the prophet 
Ezekiel. The prophet is told to stand up to receive the word, and he 
received the Spirit in order to be able to stand and to hear this word. So 
let us implore the Holy Spirit to fill us that we may be nourished by the 
Word of God. 

The word given to Ezekiel was not all that comfortable. It is described 
as ‘lamentations, wailings, moanings’. Yet, surprisingly, this word 
‘tasted sweet as honey’. Ezekiel, perhaps comforted by this taste, is to 
convey this word to rebellious Israel. He is to preach not his own word, 
but the word that is given to him, and to do so with courage even if the 

 

1 The Old Testament reading was Ezekiel 2:1 – 3:11. The New Testament reading 
was Galatians 1:11 – 24. 
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people will not listen to him. Is not this true for us also? Are we not 
called to preach the Word of God, to proclaim the Gospel, to our 
contemporaries, a word that is challenging? We are to remind people 
that we must all search for the common good, that we must think not 
only of ourselves but of all our brothers and sisters, especially those who 
are suffering and in need. We must preach words of peace, peace built 
on justice and developed through a spirit of true reconciliation. We are 
to preach in this way to those around us ‘who talk peace to their 
neighbours while malice is in their hearts’ (Ps 28:3). Moreover we, as 
Christians, are to be united in pronouncing this word of the Gospel, 
because unity will give greater strength to our words. 

Paul confirms this word of the prophet. He too tells us that the word 
we preach, as he preached, is not man-made but comes ‘through a 
revelation of Jesus Christ’. It is surely in meditating on Jesus Christ, in 
allowing ourselves to be filled by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, that we shall 
find unity, and that our words will take on greater strength. And if 
people apparently do not want to hear what we have to say, let us not 
be discouraged, but let us continue to announce the Gospel with all its 
demands but also with all it promises. 

Can we not take Paul himself as an encouraging sign? He says that he 
was specially chosen by God, and from his mother’s womb, and that he 
was a practicing Jew, and yet he was ‘persecuting the Church of God’ 
and doing great damage to it. And then God chose to reveal his Son in 
him. There is a contrast here that is most instructive: Paul is chosen 
right from birth, or even before, but his true vocation is only revealed 
later. We can always hope for change, in ourselves, in the situations we 
find ourselves in. 

Let me return to the passage of Acts. I would recommend you to read 
for yourselves the whole of chapter 27. Here the author of Acts is 
describing Paul’s journey to Rome as a prisoner. He gives a graphic and 
horrific account of the journey and the shipwreck, the danger that the 
prisoners were in of being put to death by their guards, but how all 
eventually could either swim to safety or come to the shore on pieces 
of wreckage. Then, in chapter 28, he writes: 

Once we had come safely through, we discovered that the island was 
called Malta. The inhabitants treated us with unusual kindness. They 
made us all welcome, and they lit a huge fire because it had started to 
rain and the weather was cold. Paul had collected a bundle of sticks and 
was putting them on the fire when a viper brought out by the heat 
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attached itself to his hand. When the natives saw the creature hanging 
from his hand they said to one another: ‘That man must be a murderer, 
he may have escaped the sea, but divine vengeance would not let him 
live.’ However, he shook the creature off into the fire and came to no 
harm, although they were expecting him at any moment to swell up or 
drop dead on the spot. After they had waited a long time without seeing 
anything out of the ordinary happen to him, they changed their minds 
and began to say he was a god. 

The people of Malta were not entirely wrong in saying that Paul was a 
murderer. After all, he had openly stated, before King Agrippa, that he 
himself ‘threw many of the saints into prison … and when they were 
sentenced to death (he) cast (his) vote against them’ (Acts 26:10). But 
Paul had changed: from an adamant persecutor he had become the 
ardent preacher of the Good News of Jesus Christ. Paul can be 
considered a sign of hope. His life provides evident proof that persons 
can change, that even impossible-seeming situations can change. 

The author of Acts goes on to say that in Malta Paul was able to 
perform acts of healing and so was treated with great respect. After 
some time the journey continued to Rome where Paul, although a 
prisoner and under house arrest, was able to continue ‘proclaiming the 
kingdom of God and teaching the truth about the Lord Jesus Christ’ 
(Acts 28:31). 

We are encouraged therefore to believe that things can change. Just 
as the Churches of Christ in Judea, having heard that their one-time 
persecutor was now preaching the faith he had previously tried to 
destroy, gave glory to God, so we are to give glory and thanks to God 
for the progress that has been made in ecumenical relations. 
We know, of course, that everything is not perfect, since we are not yet 
together in full unity. So we continue to pray that the Spirit of Jesus 
Christ may be at work in all of us. 
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