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EDITORIAL 

This issue will begin by a brief tribute to Mgr Peter Hocken written by 
Ruth Reardon who knew him well. 

A book review by Fintan Lyons OSB in this number of One in Christ 
points to the importance of Pentecostals in the current ecumenical 
dialogue. It is a collection of essays published in 2019, compiled by three 
editors, one being Mgr Peter Hocken (1932-2017). This is an occasion to 
pay tribute to Peter Hocken’s commitment to the review over many 
years. Ordained for the diocese of Northampton, England, in 1964, he 
became involved in local ecumenism as a curate in the ‘new town’ of 
Corby. This led to a series of articles such as ‘Towards an Ecumenical 
Parish in Corby’ (1967), ‘Ecumenical Experimentation’ (1968), ‘How 
Essential is Ecumenism?’ (1969), ‘Shared Premises’ (1971) and other 
similar titles. But his focus on the local was always balanced by an 
international perspective. At the first national conference of what 
became known as ‘interchurch families’ in 1968 (the year he was 
appointed lecturer in moral theology at Oscott College), he spoke on 
the pastoral care of mixed marriage families, instancing some of the 
initiatives already taking place in France, Canada and Holland.  
He also became involved in the Catholic charismatic renewal 
movement, and became well known internationally as a leader, teacher 
and writer. He always sought to promote Christian unity in that context. 
He deplored what he saw as a dangerous split between ‘ecumenical’ and 
‘evangelicals’ (‘Towards a Greater Catholicity’, 1976), and in 1979 
contributed an article entitled ‘Charismatic Renewal, the Churches and 
Unity’. While at Oscott he gained his doctorate at Birmingham 
University for research on the history of the charismatic renewal and 
then spent twenty years in the USA as a member of the charismatic 
Mother of God Community in Washington, DC. In the eighties his 
contributions to One in Christ continued on such subjects as dialogue 
with the Southern Baptists in the USA, the oneness of God and the unity 
of all creation, and covenants for unity, while in the mid-nineties two 
articles on the importance of dialogue with Evangelicals and 
Pentecostals and on ‘Ecumenical Issues in Evangelism’ were published. 
From 1997-2001 he was back in England as the Bishop of Northampton’s 
Chaplain; in his later years he was based in Austria, and continued to 
travel extensively in the service of the charismatic renewal, always with 
an ecumenical focus. In 2012 he wrote on ‘An Emerging Pentecostal 
Perspective?’ for One in Christ. 
Just before his death he had the joy of giving a paper at the big Pentecost 
celebration of the Jubilee of the Catholic charismatic renewal held in 

164



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 54  NO. 2 165 

Rome. Pope Francis had insisted that it should be an ecumenical event, 
and it was ‘charismatic ecumenism’ that was the focus of his paper, 
which was entitled ‘Catholic Charismatic Renewal: an Ecumenical 
Current of Grace’. 

As for the different articles in this issue, they deal mainly with the 
following ecclesiological issues: the identity of the Church in the light 
of the questions raised around her acceptance of responsibility for the 
divisions between Christians; the catholicity of the Church and its 
meaning from the early Church until now; synodality, and the specific 
input of the Churches issuing from the Reformation; the importance, 
for the Church, of being in an ongoing process of ‘fides quaerens 
intellectum’ and of clarifying the hermeneutics of the founding texts in 
order to be a true witness of God living in her; the necessity for the 
Church to deepen her relationship with her theological and spiritual 
resources so as to be able to meet the challenge of pluralism. Reflections 
on the thought of Henri de Lubac and Yves Congar, two theologians of 
the last century who made an important contribution to both the 
ecumenical dialogue and the Roman Catholic Church's way of 
perceiving herself, are also to be found in these pages. 
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FROM WARRANT TO IMAGINATION: AN UN-NOTICED 
ASPECT OF BEM  

Thomas O’Loughlin* 

The Lima Statement of 1982 (BEM) from the WCC’s Faith and Order 
Commission has been held as a landmark in ecumenical dialogue in that 
it has provided a framework for approaching some of the most 
contentious issues between western Churches. But it should also be 
celebrated for introducing a new way of relating church practices today 
to the biblical record. It replaced the closed legal reading of the past (a 
biblical X warrants an ecclesial Y) not with the equally problematic 
‘incomplete jigsaw’ approach (an ecclesial Y is not inconsistent with a 
biblical X), but with a hermeneutic that notes that every ‘explanation’ is 
only a grasping, an imagining, of a mystery. Baptism, BEM argues, is 
imagined in a great variety of ways, but the reality is one. This approach 
also takes the historical life of the churches in which the New Testament 
texts emerged as a primary context rather that viewing those texts as if 
they were antecedent to their ecclesial situations. This hermeneutic 
which is explicitly applied to baptism in BEM has much wider application 
in ecumenical theological discussion, although at present much of its 
potential in such dialogue is only barely recognised. 

After nearly forty years, it is hard to re-capture the excitement that 
greeted the publication of Baptism, Eucharist Ministry in 1982.1 Here 
was a document that did not avoid the thorny issues that caused the 
sixteenth-century rupture, but sought to create a larger context in 
which all our issues, particularly as western Christians, could be 
debated. Given that the climate within the Roman Catholic Church has 

 
* 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. 
1 Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry: Faith and Order Paper 111 (Geneva: World 
Council of Churches, 1982); hereafter cited as BEM. 
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since turned much colder on ecumenical discussion since then, 
especially on Eucharist and ministry, it is hard to credit that this 
document was set for discussion by the Catholic Bishops Conference of 
England and Wales and by their clergy at the monthly deanery 
meetings. Everyone was to buy a copy and then discuss its implications. 
I well recall the discussion with almost all present finding it a 
convenient summary of what they understood to be the acceptable 
breadth of Catholic tradition and only one voice dissenting in terms of 
a general suspicion of ecumenical dialogue.2 Today, despite the fact 
that it is as relevant an issue as then, most clergy have forgotten BEM.3 
However, there is good news for those working for ecumenism in the 
wake of BEM in that many of the notions that first came to prominence 
in it are now widely accepted among the major churches as not being 
problematic. Most of these shifts have concerned positive elements of 
how churches have presented their understanding of baptism, or the 
Eucharist, or ministry, but there are also more subtle shifts in 
theological perspective and it is one of these that is the concern of this 
paper. 

In Quest of Valid Warrants 
One of the implicit dividing lines between the churches for most of the 
last five hundred years has concerned the relationship between what 
they do—an action in the present time—and what they read in ‘the 
Bible’/‘the Scriptures’ which is imagined as authorising the action. Thus 
an action that is apparently not authorised, or not explicitly authorised, 
can be no more than a custom (and so have a status ranging from a 
vanity of human invention to something of catechetical value but 
lacking any mandate or obligatory force). By contrast, anything that is 
of universal obligatory force—which might be variously labelled as a 
‘sacrament,’ an ‘ordinance’ or an ‘institution’—must have very explicit 
foundations and instructions as to its necessity of execution. It must 
have, in the venerable Anglican phrase, ‘the surest warrants of 
Scripture’.  

 
2 Personal recollection of a deanery meeting of Roman Catholic clergy in the 
Diocese of Arundel and Brighton in early 1984. 
3 I have asked about it at several clergy in-service training days and on this 
limited an un-scientific basis have come to the conclusion that it is now 
forgotten: I would love to be disproved, but the onus probandi is on those who 
would argue that it is still part of our active consciousness. 
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   Thus, for many Reformed Churches there are but two sacraments—
always assuming that in a scholasticism-inspired world that 
‘sacramenta’ are distinct objects and so can be counted—because only 
baptism and the eucharist pass the test of having the surest warrants of 
authorisation. Hence these two ‘events’ had stand apart from any other 
action of the churches (even if there were other sacraments) and only 
in relation to them could demands be made upon the Christian 
conscience. So the evangelical commands in the plural, in the ipsissima 
verbi Christi, of Matthew 28:19 and Luke 22:194 were ‘the gold standard’ 
in any discussion of sacraments and sacramentality. Indeed, assuming 
this standard generated an ancillary discussion about footwashing: here 
ipsissima verba Christi were, if anything, even more explicit (John 13:14 
So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to 
wash one another’s feet, [εἰ οὖν ἐγὼ ἔνιψα ὑμῶν τοὺς πόδας ὁ κύριος καὶ 
ὁ διδάσκαλος, καὶ ὑμεῖς ὀφείλετε ἀλλήλων νίπτειν τοὺς πόδας]). The 
question was whether this was a third (or an eighth) sacrament, but 
since there was no ecclesial actuality in need of such a warrant, it 
became, and remains, an academic discussion.5 
   This interest in ‘biblical warrants’ does not, in itself, merit much 
comment because it is such a well-known theme in Reformation 
theology, but the assumptions inherent in the appeal are far less often 
noted. The fundamental assumption is that there is a logical priority for 
the warrant over the practice. The latter only has existence in so far as 

 
4 This latter reference is anything but secure for ‘the long text’ of Luke at this 
point is a conflation of various texts with the addition of ‘the mandate’ from 1 
Corinthians 11:25 (see T. O’Loughlin, ‘One or two cups? The Text of Luke 22:17-
20 Again’ in H.A.G. Houghton ed., The Liturgy and the Living Text of the New 
Testament: Papers from the Tenth Birmingham Colloquium on the Textual 
Criticism of the New Testament [Studies in Honour of D.C. Parker], (Piscataway, 
NJ: Gorgias Press, 2018),51-69. Moreover, it seems that it was the need to 
preserve this ‘evangelical warrant’ that led to the need to create a complex 
hypothesis of many cups in the pre-seder Passover, far beyond our first-century 
evidence, and so we have this ironical situation: an actual ecclesial liturgical 
need generating the biblical warrants to underpin it! 
5 See, John C. Thomas, Footwashing in John 13 and the Johannine Community 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,1991); and cf. F.D. Macchia, ‘Is Footwashing 
the Neglected Sacrament? A Theological Response to John Christopher 
Thomas,’ Pneuma: The Journal of the Society for Pentecostal Studies 19 (1997) 
239-249. 
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it is the effect of its cause: the biblical warrant. Since this warrant is 
located within the body of the text and the text is a record of the 
moment in the life of Jesus, the warrant also has an historical priority. 
Practice is subsequent to word, and as such must be viewed as a 
manifestation of word. Practice does not have any separate ecclesial 
existence: quite literally, from the very first person baptised by the 
apostles, that act was a carrying out of a command authorising and 
demanding that action. Since the practice is an effect, little or no value 
lies in the study of the practice in terms of religiously significant 
knowledge—this alone can be found by understanding what is 
contained in the biblical authorisation. 
   At this point we encounter yet another assumption: the biblical books 
are sufficient for our theological understanding of the practices which 
they mandate. So, if I want to know the correct, i.e. biblical, 
understanding of baptism, I should turn to the Scriptures, and in 
particular the New Testament, for this is where this information is 
made available to the Church. There may be other elements I value, or 
interpretations I employ, but these cannot be considered part of the 
necessary doctrine: that which is needed is found in the mandating 
source. Moreover, if this constitutes the theology that is binding, I must 
assume not only its sufficiency but that it is all of a piece. This means 
that all the references to baptism, for example, must hold together for 
they proceed from a single authority (the Scriptures) and so must be 
capable of being combined into the doctrinal edifice on which the 
Church must take its stand. Here, historically, was not only the great 
all-consuming swamp of early modern theology, but the rationale for 
the theological enterprise. Since all the protagonists, including the 
Catholics, held that the Scriptures, as truth, had to be consistent, but 
no theological edifice had a consistency that was immune to attack, 
there was no end—and from our perspective we can see that there 
could be no end—of ways of seeking to combine all ‘the data’. The 
result, again taking baptism as an example, was that the battle lines 
over what baptism effected, how it effected that effect, how it was 
related to other causalities (e.g. the Cross), and on-going implications 
of the effect shifted back and forth: each generation in each group 
hoping to gain that little extra insight that would lead to the whole 
problem being solved. In assuming the consistent comprehensiveness 
of their source, they committed themselves to a theological demand far 
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more embracing than any of the points of Christian faith upon which 
they were focussed in the moment of controversy.6 
   Implied in these assumptions, and then cohering with them, was an 
obfuscation of the nature of their appeal to the Scriptures: that it was 
conduced as a legal enquiry. It is not accidental that in English the 
terminology used was not that of ‘origins’ but of ‘warrants’ (i.e. a 
document, in writing, from a sovereign to an officer authorising the 
performance of an act). Since it was an authority, there was little 
problem in viewing the Bible as a legal document that contained 
evidence of legal precedents which could be cited in a case. The effect 
was to prove that an action was not a novelty, and, by so doing justifying 
it as necessary. We might find this legal hermeneutic almost risible—
and it is certainly naïve in comparison with the reading strategies of 
most contemporary churches—but it was also the dominant 
hermeneutic of ritual at the time. As such, the biblical reader and the 
liturgical performer were ‘on one hymn-sheet’ with the doctrinal 
investigator. One could know all that one needed to know (doctrine) 
about what one was actually effecting in a ritual (liturgy) and also know 
that one was authorised and commanded to do exactly that (biblical 
exegesis). 
   Roman Catholics sometimes look with a certain pride at the detailed 
search for ‘biblical warrants’ that could be found in Reformed 
theologians until well into the twentieth century. By contrast with 
those theologians, the Catholics are pleased that they live within a 
‘tradition’ and as such are saved from an endless pursuit of details in 
ancient books which might authorise or veto some practice. Such pride 
is seriously misplaced. The Council of Trent, following a much longer 
legal-theological tradition, insisted that each sacrament was ‘a Christo 
Domino nostro institutum’7. This insistence committed them to the 
very same quest (with the exception that the authorising moment 

 
6 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Divisions in Christianity: The Contribution of 
“Appeals to Antiquity”’ in S. Oliver, K. Kilby, and T. O’Loughlin eds., Faithful 
Reading: New Essays in Theology and Philosophy in Honour of Fergus Kerr OP 
(London: T. & T. Clark, 2012), 221-241. 
7 For example: Canon 1 on Extreme Unction (Session 14) demanded assent to 
this institution by the Christ, and that it was ‘promulgated’ (note the legal 
expression) by the Apostle James (a beato Iacobo Apostolo promulgatum); see 
Denzinger-Schönmetzger, n. 1716. Similar declarations can be found for all the 
other sacraments. 
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might be less explicit) and, equally, it committed them to the legal 
quest for the complete and consistent theology: the datum, which 
preceded practice.8 Thus, the moment of ‘the institution’ of the 
Eucharist—in whichever textual authority one chose to cite was—the 
all-important underpinning for the action of the celebrant. This 
instituting act had both ontological and historical priority, it was 
‘recalled’ by the evangelists and ‘repeated’ by Paul.9 The legal 
hermeneutic was likewise common—and arguably is still alive 
today10—as was the expectation that the whole of the theological edifice 
was available to any theologian sufficiently skilled to explore it. In only 
one detail did the two great divisions of the Latin Church differ: actually 
finding the evidence for the institution ‘from the Christ’ was a more 
complex historical activity. We see this today in the fact that 
Denzinger- Schönmetzger now places the biblical ‘bases’ of Trent’s 
claims in italics within square brackets: the editors apparently simply 
making explicit what is implicit in the text;11 while doctrinal textbooks 
until the 1950s bristled with patristic references when these were 
deemed suitable as evidence.12 Furthermore, it would be naïve to imagine 

 
8 That this hermeneutic is still operative within Roman Catholic thinking one 
needs only to look at the Vatican commission on the possibility of ordaining 
women to the diaconate which focussed on whether they could find an 
historical precedent for the practice. This commission, in 2019, failed in its 
object, and it was announced at Easter 2020 that yet another such commission 
was being established: they are not enquiring as historians into the history of 
the early churches, but as canonists searching for a precedent in a legal casus. 
9 See Session 13 on the Eucharist: […] hoc […] sacramentum in ultima Coena 
Redemptorem […] instituisse […] disertis ac perspicuis verbis testatus est; quae 
verba a sanctis Evangelistis commemorata, et a divo Paulo postea repetita […] 
(DS 1637). 
10 Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Sacramental Languages and Intercommunion: 
identifying a source of tension between the Catholic and the Reformed 
Churches,’ Studia Liturgica 47 (2017)138-50. 
11 For example, after memorata (DS 1637) the editors have inserted: [Mt 26, 26 
ss.; Mc 14, 22 ss.; Lc 22, 19 s.]; and after repetita they have: [1 Cor. 11, 23 ss.]. In 
the case of Extreme Unction, they have inserted: [cf. Mc 6, 13] after a Christo 
[…] institutum (DS 1716). 
12 For example, the Didachè was often not deemed suitable as it was less than 
explicit on eucharistic essentials such ‘the verba’ or the need for these to be 
uttered by a priest (cf. Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Reactions to the Didachè in Early 
Twentieth-century Britain: A Dispute over the Relationship of History and 
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that this quest to use the past as a direct authorisation for the present 
is not still a very active concern for many Catholics.13 

Turning to BEM 
When we open the chapter in BEM on baptism, recalling this long 
quarrel over biblical sources, our hearts might sink when it too begins 
by laying out the biblical evidence in what is an extended form (eleven 
New Testament references forming the opening statement of the 
chapter) given that it is such a short document. On the other hand, this 
is precisely what many readers of the document wanted, and indeed 
would still want: let us start with the basics and set out the case from 
the high ground of the bible. But while all the texts famous from over 
four hundred years of inter-church disputes about baptism are there,14 
BEM also uses these within a completely new hermeneutic of the 
problem and a different strategy for observing theological debate. The 
whole opening paragraph deserves to be read afresh: 

Baptism is the sign of new life through Jesus Christ. It unites the one 
baptized with Christ and with his people. The New Testament scriptures 
and the liturgy of the Church unfold the meaning of baptism in various 
images which express the riches of Christ and the gifts of his salvation. 
These images are some- times linked with the symbolic uses of water in 
the Old Testament. Baptism is participation in Christ’s death and 
resurrection (Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:12); a washing away of sin (1Cor. 6:11); a 
new birth (John3:5); an enlightenment by Christ (Eph. 5:14); a re-
clothing in Christ (Gal. 3:27); a renewal by the Spirit (Titus 3:5); the 

 
Doctrine?’ in S.J. Brown, F. Knight, and J. Morgan-Guy eds., Religion, Identity 
and Conflict in Britain: From the Restoration to the Twentieth Century. Essays in 
Honour of Keith Robbins (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 177-194.; while many 
running battles about dating texts, most famously the letters of Ignatius of 
Antioch gained their potency from the importance of the texts as sufficiently 
early evidence to act as doctrinal ‘warrants’ in these confessional disputes (see 
Alan Ford, James Ussher: Theology, History, and Politics in Early-Modern Ireland 
and England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 237-241 and 254-255; and 
cf. T.D. Barnes, ‘The Date of Ignatius,’ Expository Times 120(2008), 119-130. 
13 One has but to look at the way the references are used in many passages in 
the current Catechism of the Catholic Church to see this approach to history at 
work. 
14 Baptism is, for instance, understood as a removal of sin (BEM cites 1 Cor. 6:11); 
and baptism is understood as a new birth (BEM cites John 3:5): both biblical 
quotations have a long history in ecclesial conflict. 
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experience of salvation from the flood (1Peter 3:20–21); an exodus from 
bondage (1 Cor. 10:1–2) and a liberation into a new humanity in which 
barriers of division whether of sex or race or social status are 
transcended (Gal. 3:27-28; 1Cor. 12:13). The images are many but the 
reality is one. 

We can see this as marking a significant departure from the previous 
theological style using a set of interlocking themes. 

A Theological Hermeneutic 
There is an assumption at work throughout the passage that our 
theology—it is ours rather than being a description of the divinely revealed 
corpus of doctrine—is always less than the reality, in this case baptism, that 
we are seeking to comprehend. If this is true of all we say about a mystery, 
it must equally be true of all that we quarrel about in relation to baptism. 
Only when we know that we have all the available evidence can we argue 
about who is correct/incorrect, orthodox/heterodox, faithful/unfaithful 
to the revelation using such basics of human argument as the Law of 
Contradiction. But if the mystery is greater than the images—and this 
is demonstrated by there being a multiplicity of images—then while we 
can argue for the utility of one over another, we might rank them in 
terms of their significance, and we might find one theology better than 
another, we must be very slow to rule any potential addition to our 
understanding as wrong or heretical. 
   In this scenario, theologians find themselves seeking expression while 
aware that the reality will always elude them. I can attempt 
comprehension, but all I have is a single image; and even if I assemble 
many images what results is just a fuller, but never a complete, 
understanding. The certainty of knowledge that was so characteristic of 
later scholasticism is here replaced with an epistemological stance of 
humility before the actuality of a human encounter with the divine. 
While such a ‘principle of theological incompleteness’ is often affirmed 
as a limiting notion within theology—one has but to recall the tales 
retold to generations of students of a child telling Augustine that he has 
as much chance of emptying the sea into a hole as Augustine has of 
understanding the Trinity; or the legend of the exhausted Aquinas 
describing his works as but straw in comparison with reality—it is 
equally liable to be sidelined as irrelevant. In our operative theologies 
we are all too prone to fall back on the mantras of received wisdom as 
if we have, de facto, all the information we need. Moreover, we ignore 
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the human desires for certainty and explicit clarity at our peril: these 
are desires that are explicit in many of those who make up church 
congregations—whether they ask ‘what does the bible tell us about …?’ 
or ‘why isn’t the Catechism of the Catholic Church sufficient for answers 
without theologians babbling?’—or implicit in a need to provide 
comprehensible materials for teaching. Yet succumbing to those 
desires both vitiates our religious search and creates false securities for 
which we invariably pay the price later. This approach in BEM, in a 
common document of the churches, serves to make a certain 
intellectual humility an operational feature of our discussions. 
   However, viewing theology as a set of collections of glimpses, rather 
than a comprehensive act of description, has implications for other 
aspects of our understanding of ourselves as the Church or belonging 
to a particular church. Firstly, no one group can adopt this perspective 
and then claim an exclusive claim to certainty: we have to be 
continually open to new formulations. This is a challenge, obviously, to 
a church with a formal doctrine of infallibility, but it is equally a 
challenge to those who hold that the sufficiency of Scripture is 
tantamount to its being the comprehensive source for Christian 
knowing. Both approaches depend on the whole ‘deposit’ of revelation 
being available and the activity of theology being a matter of deductive 
inference. However, in asserting that the reality is one and that the 
statements made about it are a series of images, BEM commits churches 
to an inductive approach to doctrine. Theology becomes the on-going 
activity to formulate and re-formulate what we understand of the 
reality of baptism which is a part of our existence as Christians. This 
transforms the ecumenical encounter itself from being some sort of 
peace-making/arbitration process—which it must be—into a common 
search for an as yet unfound/undiscovered/not-yet-created theology 
that will be not only greater than our disagreements, but gradually 
more adequate, in our situations, to our needs. 
   It is not clear from many of the commentaries produced by churches 
in responding to BEM that they appreciated the radically new vision of 
theology inherent in the document. However, the fact that the churches 
did not draw attention to the approach taken in BEM is itself evidence 
that they are passing from the lawyers’ approach to theological 
evidence that contributed so much to disunity between western 
Christians. 
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An Exegetical Hermeneutic 
The paragraph, as befits a document produced against the backdrop of 
the Reformations’ appeal to ‘the Scriptures,’ contains a veritable chain 
of references to the New Testament. However, the way we are to relate 
the churches’ understanding of a ritual within their contemporary 
reality—that they baptise people—to that body of quotations, and by 
implication the whole known as ‘the Bible,’ is very different from how 
that relationship was understood in the past and perhaps also the way 
some churches would construe it today. 
   Let us imagine that relationship in three different ways: 
   First, we could imagine that the texts cited constitute ‘what the Bible 
teaches about baptism’. If this is the case, then the combined body of 
quotations, as such, constitutes a treatise on the subject: here we have 
all we need to understand it. It is both complete and defined: and all 
else is extraneous. Moreover, we can work with it as a comprehensive 
guide: anything that appears to contradict a part actually contradicts it, 
and can and should be rejected; likewise, we can combine the insights 
—treated as propositions—and produce a doctrinally complete analysis 
of what ‘a theology of baptism is and must be’. While this is a 
simplification of the approach of the sixteenth century, it would not be 
far from being a description of their confident ambitions as they studied 
the Scriptures. 
   Second, we could assume that we do not get systematically arranged 
theologies in the works that come down to us from the first century of 
the Christian era, but at the same time affirm that we there find all that 
we need for our understanding. This argument seeks to account for the 
sufficiency and normativity of ‘the Bible’ while taking account of 
modern historical researches which point out that a first-century writer 
like Paul in Romans, or the later writer ‘Deutero-Paul’ who wrote 
Ephesians, or the early second-century writer who wrote 1 Peter were 
not seeking to produce a doctrinal handbook, much less answer 
problems that emerged in the scholastic environment of a late medieval 
university. So rather than simply look ‘at what the Bible teaches on 
baptism’, one has to tease out that teaching through careful research. 
But note what is implicit: if I go to that body of texts—the New 
Testament—and labour with it, it will reveal what the Church needs to 
know. This approach often invokes the image of the jigsaw puzzle: we 
have pieces in our hands before us and we seek to arrange them to 
produce something more than the pieces: the final picture and then we 
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will experience the satisfaction of ‘having it there before us’. It 
acknowledges that this is a very difficult jigsaw and requires much 
patience.15 Indeed, because of all the problems inherent in the evidence 
(which here, unlike in the first approach, are neither denied nor 
minimised) it might be imagined that we have a jigsaw but have lost 
the box-cover so we do not have an image to guide us (and we may have 
lost some of the pieces!), but if we struggle long enough, the essential 
shape will become apparent to us. In short, there is a complete, or at 
least a sufficiently complete theology, but the difficulties relate not to 
the source but to the fragmentary nature of our grasp of the source. 
However, from these remaining fragments of the ‘big picture’ we can 
re-construct it (at least in broad outline). Indeed, these reconstructions 
point to the substantial continuity between that lost picture and some 
later fairly complete picture possessed by that church. 
   Because this jigsaw approach takes the fullest account within its 
theological investigation of the historical problems of the collection 
known as ‘the New Testament’ it is often seen as an approach especially 
linked with the Churches of the Reformation and with biblical studies. 
Moreover, some of its greatest practitioners, such as Oscar Cullmann16 
and Joachim Jeremias,17 fit that profile. However, by far the most 
consistent practitioners of this approach have been Roman Catholics as 
it is the assumption that ‘it was there in the beginning and then 
developed’ that underpins ‘historical’ investigations pursued under the 
heading of the ‘development of doctrine’. This methodology is 
successful when used, as by J.H. Newman, to show what are considered 
the legitimate antecedents of a present state of affairs.18 However, when 
it is pursued with the aim of finding a past situation, then it invariably 
fails: ‘the evidence’ is not sufficient to answer the question which is 
posed using a different set of theological assumptions. That failure of 
the recent (2019) Vatican commission enquiring into the ‘history’ of 

 
15 On the fundamental assumptions of this approach, see Jonathan Z. Smith, 
Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianity and the Religions of 
Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). 
16 Baptism in the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1950). 
17 See, for example, his The Eucharistic Words of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 
1966). 
18 His classic work of 1846 (An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine) 
was intended to show that the present state of Catholic belief and piety was not 
a deviation from an earlier period. 
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women deacons is a case in point.19 Since the question is posed in terms 
of ‘were they ordained?’ the investigators look for evidence for this 
before the notion of ordination emerged: and so the enquiry fails. The 
quest is renewed again and again, despite recurring failures, because 
there is an implicit assumption: all is there always, in some way or 
other, if only we could see it. 
   The third perspective assumes that a comprehensive understanding 
of the mysteries of a religion will always elude us. A complete narration 
is but a rational desire and its pursuit could, indeed, have a distorting 
effect on what we say. What we have are insights, glimpses, and a 
willingness ‘to work with what we have’ with the fullness of truth as a 
property of the eschaton. We are going forward, and hopefully towards 
the truth, but truth—and a full, as distinct from an adequate, 
understanding—cannot be identified with any historical moment. Thus 
we have the glimpses of the early times (such as we find in the canonical 
collection), we have further reflections upon them, and we have our 
attempts today to produce more systematic understandings, but none 
of these moments is complete. In this approach we do not turn to the 
New Testament as a touchstone, but as a witness that they, like us, 
sought out the meaning of baptism in their discipleship. With the 
second approach this perspective makes full use of historical 
investigation, but unlike the second approach it is far more limited in 
its ambitions: it lives with the uncertainties and fractured nature of our 
understanding. Whereas the second approach was somehow analogous 
to a jigsaw, this is like having a photo album in which randomly some 
family snaps have been collected: each gives us a glimpse of a moment, 
but it is obviously ‘not the whole story’. 
   When we look again at BEM we see that it adopts this third approach 
in looking at baptism: ‘The images are many but the reality is one.’ The 
texts are not the pieces of a single picture, rather what we have is an 
assortment of ‘images’ but the reality is there and greater than all these 
images. So we must approach the reality with a humble respect: the 
mystery will remain, and it will always elude our attempts to 
comprehend it, much less to define it. 
 

 
19 See Pauliina Pylvänäinen, Agents in Liturgy, Charity and Communication: The 
Tasks of Female Deacons in the Apostolic Tradition [Studia Traditionis 
Theologiae 37] (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020). 
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An Appreciation of Praxis and Liturgy 
The traditional approaches to the sacraments always began with the 
moment of institution/the Scriptures, and then saw that mandate 
carried out in the Church’s ministry and worship. This is the legal 
sequence of an ordinance being made and promulgated, then 
subsequently being put into effect: it assumes that the former is a cause 
and not only has an ontological, but, necessarily, an historical priority. 
Historians have long contested the notion that this theological 
sequence which answers a theological question should be seen as 
identical with the actual sequence of events in the lives of the human 
beings who belonged to the first churches. Those followers of Jesus 
evolved their practices and then, in reflection and training in those 
practices, evolved the narratives we now read as their underpinning. 
While theologically we might affirm that word precedes community 
actions, historically the practices preceded the words we now have 
relating to them. 
   BEM assumes that baptism was a reality practiced in the churches 
which was then referred to, using a variety of images. These acts of 
imagination did not exhaust any more than they justified the practices; 
and so we must confront the reality rather than seek a theoretical ideal. 
Moreover, when we look at baptism in the early churches, just as with 
other institutions, we find not only a plurality of images but diversity 
in practices.20 This has important ecumenical consequences in dealing 
with historically vexed questions such as aspersion as opposed to 
immersion, or infant as opposed to adult baptism. By placing the 
priority with practice, which is then reflected in early documentary 
evidence, we move the discussion away from ‘what does the New 
Testament teach or warrant?’ and endless inconclusive arguments over 
whether ‘oikos’ in the story of Cornelius in Acts includes children.21 If 

 
20 For the plurality of practices in the churches, see David C. Parker, The Living 
Text of the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) in relation 
to the Scriptures, or Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian 
Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of the Early Liturgy (London: SPCK, 
2002 [second ed.]). 
21 Acts 10:1-48 (with special reference to vv. 47-48); the argument ran that since 
‘they’ were baptised, but we are only told of Cornelius expressing faith, that this 
was baptism of others on the basis of Cornelius’ faith and, therefore, could 
warrant the baptism of infants on the basis of their parents’ faith. 
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we assume a starting point in the actual practices of Christians—
without there being a primordial perfect moment which decides for all 
time the perfect performance—then we can confront the actual variety 
of practices and ask which practice, here in our situation, most 
adequately is a sign of our Christian hope? In this approach we are 
moving dialogically forward, discovering the way of discipleship, rather 
than assuming one practice is true, the others false, and then 
confronted with bitter inter-church arguments because it has become 
a game of winners and losers. 

A Paradigm for Pastoral Engagement 
This paper has argued that BEM marks a far more significant step 
forward in our hermeneutic of how the churches today relate to their 
origins than has been recognised. It is possible, indeed, that this 
hermeneutical step is of far greater long-term significance than the 
actual details which were agreed nearly forty years ago: many of them 
concerning issues that already appear quaint. 
   But if that is the case, then what we see in BEM’s approach regarding 
baptism has wider implications for those who seek to move forward 
ecumenically. Its approach can readily be applied to the practice of the 
eucharistic action by communities of Christians which has a priority 
over the manner in which they might explain that activity to themselves 
and proclaim it as their doctrine.22 But perhaps most importantly it 
provides a new way to examine the problems with regard to who may 
be deacons, presbyters, and bishops in those churches where the 
question of the admission of women to those ministries is now the 
major stumbling block both internally and ecumenically. 
   Few Christians today look to the books of their sacred memories as 
lawyers searching out precedents, likewise the notion that there was a 
past ‘golden age’ which we simply reproduce is ever less attractive, but 
the challenge of hearing the fullness of ‘what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches’ remains. That is a call for us to use our imaginations in 
reflection on faithful practice, knowing the realities of which we speak 
are always beyond us. 

 
22 See Thomas O’Loughlin, Eating Together, Becoming One: Taking Up Pope 
Francis’s Call to Theologians (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2019),71-83 
which uses BEM’s approach to baptism as its starting point. 
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‘TO CONFESS OUR SHARE IN THE GUILT’: 
ECCLESIAL REPENTANCE FOR SINS AGAINST UNITY 
AND THE CENTENARY OF THE ‘APPEAL TO ALL 
CHRISTIAN PEOPLE’ 

Jeremy Worthen* 

The ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ issued by the 1920 Lambeth 
Conference is a landmark text in a number of respects, including its 
articulation of ecclesial repentance for sins against unity. This is a motif 
that has continued to feature in the subsequent history of the ecumenical 
movement down to the present day, with a particular contribution from 
Roman Catholic engagement in ecumenical dialogue, including the work 
of the Groupe des Dombes. Nonetheless, it is also a motif that has become 
weakened in its appeal, partly because of concerns about the idea of 
ecclesial repentance more generally, and partly because of a less critical 
attitude within ecumenism since the 1970s towards the current state of 
separation between the Churches. The insight of the Groupe des Dombes 

 
* Jeremy Worthen is an Anglican priest who is currently the Team Rector of 
Ashford Town Parish in the Diocese of Canterbury. He previously served as the 
Church of England’s Secretary for Ecumenical Relations and Theology, where 
his responsibilities included participation in ecumenical dialogues leading to 
substantial reports with the Church of Scotland, the Methodist Church, and the 
United Reformed Church. Before that, he worked for many years on the staff of 
an ecumenical institute for theological education and ministerial formation 
based in the South East of England. Having studied for undergraduate and 
Master’s degrees at the University of Cambridge, he gained his doctorate at the 
University of Toronto’s Center for Medieval Studies, with a focus on Latin 
meditational literature from the twelfth century. His publications include The 
Internal Foe: Judaism and Anti-Judaism in the Shaping of Christian Theology 
(Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009), Responding to 
God’s Call: Christian Formation Today (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2012), and 
After Brexit? European Unity and the Unity of European Churches, co-edited 
with Matthias Grebe (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2019). He is an 
Honorary Research Fellow at the Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical 
Theological Education and a Research Fellow at St Augustine’s College of 
Theology. 
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that ‘Christian identity is conversion to God’ provides a basis for further 
exploration of repentance in relation to identity that can address both 
these factors. Ecclesial repentance may be understood as a proper action 
of the church that is defined by the movement of conversion and the 
tension that necessarily belongs within it. At the same time, to 
acknowledge the reality of sin in the formation of historic confessional 
identities also implies that we cannot take for granted the continuation 
of those identities as they currently exist and the perspectives associated 
with them. A commitment to ecclesial repentance for sins against unity 
therefore remains critical both for an ecclesiology that resists unhelpful 
bifurcation between the communities and institutions of the visible 
Church on the one hand and the ‘true’ Church on the other, and for an 
ecumenism that sees deeper union with Christ as inseparable from 
greater unity with one another. 

Introduction 

2020 marks the centenary of the ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ that 
was issued by the bishops of the Anglican Communion assembled for 
the 1920 Lambeth Conference.1 It sets the course in many respects for 
Anglican participation in the emerging Ecumenical Movement over the 
next hundred years, and indeed influenced that Movement’s formative 
development as the reception of the text during the 1920s ran in parallel 
with preparations for the major international conferences on Life and 
Work and on Faith and Order. In terms of practical initiatives, it helped 
to shape the approach to union between Anglican churches and 
Protestant churches that ultimately led to the formation of the Church 
of South India in 1947 and to other united churches with Anglican 
participation being established in South East Asia in the 1970s.2 

 
1 For a full collection of the documents of the 1920 Lambeth Conference, see 
Randall Davidson, ed., The Six Lambeth Conferences 1867–1920, 'Lambeth 
Conference, 1920' (London: SPCK, 1929). The Resolutions from the 1920 
Lambeth Conference, which include the text of the ‘Appeal to All Christian 
People’ as Resolution 9, are available on the Anglican Communion website, at 
https://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/127731/1920.pdf. 
2 On the historical context, see Charlotte Methuen, ‘The making of “An Appeal 
to All Christian People” at the 1920 Lambeth Conference’ in Paul Avis and 
Benjamin M. Guyer (eds.), The Lambeth Conference: theology, history, polity 
and purpose (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 107–131. On Anglicans and 
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   One of the distinguishing features of the ‘Appeal to All Christian 
People’ is the central place it gives to repentance in seeking the ‘visible 
unity’ of the Church—a central term in the text that continues to 
resonate in ecumenical theology.3 Its Introduction concludes: ‘We 
believe that the Holy Spirit has called us in a very solemn and special 
manner to associate ourselves in penitence and prayer with all those 
who deplore the divisions of Christian people, and are inspired by the 
vision and hope of a visible unity of the whole Church.’4 With these 
words, the bishops identify themselves as included among ‘those who 
deplore the divisions of Christian people’ and do this ‘in penitence’, not 
simply laying the blame on others but accepting their own 
responsibility for these divisions. The main part of the text then begins 
by setting out a vision of the one, catholic Church that makes visible 
humanity’s communion with and in God, before commenting that ‘in 
fact we are all organized in different groups, each one keeping to itself 
gifts that rightly belong to the whole fellowship, and tending to live its 
own life apart from the rest.’5 
   Paragraph III of the Appeal opens by recognizing that this failure is 
not only about our actions in the present, and that we should not be 
too quick to assign fault as we look back at history: ‘The causes of 
division lie deep in the past, and are by no means simple or wholly 
blameworthy.’ The accompanying report from the Committee on 
Reunion stressed the patience needed to explore and understand them: 

The wounds of the Church of Christ are very deep and very stiff with 
time and controversy. They cannot be quickly healed. Rather will they 

 
church union in South East Asia, see Titus Presler, ‘Witness, Advocacy and 
Union: Anglicanism’s Twentieth-Century Contribution to Minority Christianity 
in South Asia,’ in The Oxford History of Anglicanism, Vol. V, Global 
Anglicanism, c. 1910-2000, ed. William L. Sachs (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018), 391-416. 
3 Jeremy Worthen, ‘The Centenary of the “Appeal to All Christian People” and 
the Ecumenical Vocation of Anglicanism’, Theology 123.2 (2020), 104–122, and 
‘The Ecclesiology of Visible Unity at Lambeth 1920: Lost beyond Recovery?’ 
Ecclesiology 16 (2020): 224-242. 
4 ‘Appeal to All Christian People’, Introduction. 
5 ‘Appeal to All Christian People’, §II. 
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have to be first more deeply probed, and the measure of the contrast 
between men’s doings and God’s purposes more fully understood.6 

At the same time, however, the Appeal insists that this does not make 
us innocent bystanders: ‘Yet none can doubt that self-will, ambition, 
and lack of charity among Christians have been principal factors in the 
mingled process, and that these, together with blindness to the sin of 
disunion, are still mainly responsible for the breaches of Christendom.’ 
As in other areas of human life, the fact that there has been as it were a 
generational transmission of sin does not reduce our culpability, but 
rather means that we need to acknowledge a solidarity in sin with our 
forebears. Similarly, that other ‘factors’ besides the sins of ‘self-will, 
ambition, and lack of charity’ have played a part does not diminish the 
reality of those sins. The paragraph ends by affirming that the existence 
of continuing separations between different ecclesial communions 
constitutes resistance to God’s purposes and that the beginning of any 
attempt to address them must include acceptance of our own collusion 
with that: ‘We acknowledge this condition of broken fellowship to be 
contrary to God's will, and we desire frankly to confess our share in the 
guilt of thus crippling the Body of Christ and hindering the activity of 
his Spirit.’7 
   The paper that follows begins by setting this confession of guilt for 
disunity from 1920 in some historical perspective, showing how it 
resonated through the decades that followed while acknowledging that 
its force also became somewhat weakened. It then examines the 
theological relationship between repentance and identity to explore 
why it may be that ecclesial repentance for sins of disunity is difficult 
to sustain. It ends by affirming the continuing significance of such 
repentance for work towards Christian unity, and thereby of the ‘Appeal 
to All Christian People’ as a landmark text in articulating it. 

Ecclesial Repentance in the History of Ecumenism 
The idea that separation and division are matters of sinfulness within 
the Body of Christ is not a new one. Paul’s list of ‘works of the flesh’ in 
Galatians makes space, alongside sexual immorality, idolatry and 
drunkenness, for ‘enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, 

 
6 Report on ‘Relation to and Reunion with other Churches’ in Randall Davidson 
(ed.), The Six Lambeth Conferences 1867–1920 (London: SPCK, 1929), ‘Lambeth 
Conference, 1920’, 161. 
7 ‘Appeal to All Christian People’, §III. 
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factions, envy’ (Gal. 5:20–21). When the Ephesians are urged to ‘lead a 
life worthy of the calling to which you have been called,’ such a life is 
explicated as being lived ‘with all humility and gentleness, with 
patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:1–3). The 
diminishment of unity is treated here as it is elsewhere in the New 
Testament as the manifestation of sin corroding the Church, whereas 
in unity between the members of the body their union with the head 
becomes apparent.8 
   Of course, there is always the possibility that when the church is 
divided, some attribute this wholly to sins of disunity committed by 
others. Even in the heat of the conflicts that accompanied the spread of 
the Protestant Reformation in Western Europe in the sixteenth century, 
however, some were able to see their own failings as part at least of the 
cause of the emerging fractures, and not just those of other Christians.9 
Closer to the 1920 Lambeth Conference, influential Anglicans of the 
nineteenth century, had spoken lucidly about the importance of 
individuals repenting for their part in continuing disunity and lack of 
charity. One example of this would be John Keble, a central figure in 
the Oxford Movement and the Anglo-Catholicism that emerged from 
it, which generated new energy for dialogue with Roman Catholicism 
and Orthodoxy.10 Another illustration, from a rather different part of 
the Anglican spectrum, would be F. D. Maurice, who preached to his 
congregation in 1865: 

Brethren, we talk much of divisions in the Church; we have many 
nostrums of our own for healing wounds; many schemes of 
comprehension; much zeal to banish opponents of ours, who, we affirm, 
are the causes of strife. Let as many as think these methods have been 
successful hitherto, try them again. Let those who despair of such, make 
one other experiment. It is an old and simple one. We have sinned in 
breaking the Communion of the Church. Let us confess that sin, each 

 
8 Cf. Rom. 13:13–14, and 16;17–20;1 Cor. 3:3; 2 Cor. 12:20–21; 1 Tim. 6:.3–5; Jas 3:13–
18. 
9 Yves Congar, True and False Reform in the Church, trans. Paul Philbert 
(Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2011), 76–78. 
10 Michael A. McGreevey, ‘John Keble’s Way to Christian Unity’, One in Christ 
50.2 (2016), 287–295, originally published 1965. Cf. Mark Chapman, The Fantasy 
of Reunion: Anglicans, Catholics, and Ecumenism, 1833-1882 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014). 

184



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 54  NO. 2 185 

for himself and the whole Church, when we meet at the Communion. 
Others may have committed it. We are not suppressing their sins when 
we are acknowledging our own.11 

There is, therefore, a considerable degree of continuity between what 
we find in the ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ on this subject and that 
which Anglican ecumenists inherited from the nineteenth century, now 
intensified by contrition for the attitudes and assumptions that had 
allowed war to consume so much of ‘Christian’ Europe from 1914 to 
1918.12 What is new here, however, centres on the deployment of the 
first person plural in the final sentence of paragraph III, as quoted 
above: ‘We acknowledge this condition of broken fellowship to be 
contrary to God's will, and we desire frankly to confess our share in the 
guilt of thus crippling the Body of Christ and hindering the activity of 
his Spirit.’ This is a collective statement from the bishops of a global 
communion, speaking on behalf of the churches they represent: an 
ecclesial statement confessing guilt, and therefore a formal act of 
ecclesial repentance, of repentance by an ecclesial body through those 
who have authority to speak on its behalf, and not just by an individual 
or group within it. 
   The claim that the churches need to repent for the sins of the 
Church’s division resonates through much of the ecumenical 
movement over the following hundred years. It is taken up in different 
contexts and with different emphases, involving Orthodox and 
Reformed, Baptists and Mennonites, as well as in texts from figures as 
diverse as William Temple and Reinhold Niebuhr and in documents 
from the World Council of Churches.13 In an address he gave to the 
international Faith and Order Conference in 1937, Karl Barth had urged 

 
11 Quoted in Conversations between the Church of England and the Methodist 
Church: An Interim Statement (London: SPCK, 1958), 15. 
12 According to a British report on Faith and Order dialogue from 1918, ‘The 
conflict among Christian nations has brought home to us with a greater 
poignancy the disastrous results of the divisions which prevail among 
Christians’; see G. K. A. Bell (ed.), Documents Bearing on the Problem of 
Christian Unity and Fellowship 1916–1920 (London: SPCK, 1920), 11. Cf. Ephraim 
Radner, ‘Christian Mission and the Lambeth Conference’, in Paul Avis and 
Benjamin M. Guyer, The Lambeth Conference: Theology, History, Polity and 
Purpose (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 147–148. 
13 For an overview, see Jeremy M. Bergen, Ecclesial Repentance: The Churches 
Confront their Sinful Pasts (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2011), 19–21. 
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that ‘We have no right to explain the multiplicity of the churches at all. 
We have to deal with it as we deal with sin, our own and others, as guilt 
which we must take upon ourselves…’14. Later, he would resume this 
theme again in the Church Dogmatics, arguing that every division of 
the church, however complex and ambiguous its origins, ‘is a deep 
riddle, a scandal’; the Church ‘cannot be one among many.’15 
   The insistence on repentance for disunity as the root of all endeavour 
towards greater unity has strongly marked Roman Catholic 
engagement with the Ecumenical Movement. The second chapter of 
the Second Vatican Council’s Decree on Ecumenism, titled ‘The 
Practice of Ecumenism’, includes the stark statement: ‘The words of St 
John hold good about sins against unity: “If we say we have not sinned, 
we make him a liar, and his word is not in us”. So we humbly beg pardon 
of God and of our separated brethren, just as we forgive them that 
trespass against us.’16 In 1968, the report on ‘The Renewal of the Church 
in Unity’ for the Lambeth Conference quoted those words in its opening 
paragraph, adding in response that ‘We humbly wish to appropriate for 
ourselves the reference of the Second Vatican Council’17. In the same 
year, one of those appointed by the Roman Catholic Church to the 
World Council of Churches Assembly in Uppsala told delegates that 
‘The centre of the ecumenical movement can only be Christ himself 
who, through the action of the Spirit, is drawing us all by the way of 
repentance towards the fullness of unity’18. For Roman Catholicism in 
the 1960s, as to some extent also for Anglicanism in 1920, readiness to 
repent for sins against unity has perhaps been especially pivotal for 
opening to ecumenism given the earlier prevalence of discourses of 
unity as requiring the ‘return’ to the one true Church of those who had 

 
14 Karl Barth, The Church and the Churches, new ed. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 22. 
15 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, vol. 4, ed. 
Thomas F. Torrance and Geoffrey W. Bromiley, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956), 
676. 
16 Vatican II, Unitatis Redintegratio, Decree on Ecumenism, 1964, II, 7; see 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/
vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html. 
17 The Lambeth Conference 1968: Resolutions and Reports (London: SPCK, 1968), 
119. 
18 Quoted in Donald W. Norwood, Pilgrimage of Faith: Introducing the World 
Council of Churches (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2018), 61. 
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departed. On such a view, repentance was only needed on the part of 
others. 
   Nonetheless, the roots of the idea that the Roman Catholic Church 
stands in ‘a fellowship of repentance with the other Churches’ reach 
back much further than the Second Vatican Council.19 Not that long 
after the Anglican bishops issued their ‘Appeal to All Christian People’, 
Paul Couturier began to articulate ‘the radical conviction that the 
Church stands in need of conversion’, which was then taken up and 
explored in great depth by the Groupe des Dombes, a dialogue group of 
French Roman Catholics and members of the Swiss Reformed Church, 
of which he was one of the founders.20 In one of the earlier texts they 
published in 1969, it was asserted that 'We cannot arrive at unity only 
by theological agreement. An ecclesial conversion (metanoia) is 
needed, where each church recognizes its shortcomings’21. For them, 
‘conversion’ became a critical term in the search for unity, one that 
includes repentance but places it within the wider biblical concept of 
metanoia, a change of heart and a transformed way of life. Understood 
in this way, ‘Conversion is not simply at the source of the ecumenical 
movement. It represents its constantly underlying motivation. When 
conversion flags, the ecumenical movement stagnates or even goes into 
reverse.’22  
   Their articulation of this theme resonates in other documents from 
the closing decades of the twentieth century. A Joint Working Group of 
the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches wrote 
in 1980 that ‘In our present divided state, in fact, visible unity cannot 
be restored unless, turning towards Christ, each Church takes the 
decision to repent in so far as it is a community of sinful Christians’23. 

 
19 The phrase is from Groupe des Dombes, For the Conversion of the Churches, 
trans. James Grieg (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1993), 211. 
20 Bergen, Ecclesial Repentance, 19. 
21 Groupe des Dombes, ‘Église et Esprit Saint’, Introduction; reprinted in Groupe 
des Dombes, Communion et Conversion des Églises: Édition Intégrale des 
Documents Publiés de 1956 à 2005 (Montrouge Cedex: Bayard, 2014), 40; 
author’s translation (emphasis in original). 
22 Groupe des Dombes, For the Conversion of the Churches 134. 
23 ‘Towards a Confession of the Common Faith: A Plan of the Joint Working 
Group of the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches’, 
1980, reprinted in Hans-Georg Link (ed.), Apostolic Faith Today: Handbook for 
Study (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1985), 181. 
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It may be heard too in Pope John Paul II’s 1995 Encyclical on 
ecumenism, Ut Unum Sint, with its call for a ‘dialogue of conversion’24. 
The same theme continues to be expressed today in the life of the 
Chemin Neuf religious community, with its prayer that the Holy Spirit 
would ‘enable us to experience the suffering caused by division, to see 
our sin, and to hope beyond all hope’25. One can see it also in the latest 
document from the Anglican–Roman Catholic International 
Commission, whose Preface speaks of the two communions ‘making 
their own journey of conversion into greater life but supported by the 
other as they do so’. commenting that the task it proposes ‘requires 
frank assessment, repentance, and the courage to look at ourselves 
honestly and learn from the other’26. 
   Paragraph III of the ‘Appeal to All Christian People’ can therefore be 
regarded as a landmark for a significant tradition within ecumenism 
that continues to the present day. It ought to be acknowledged, 
however, that it is also a tradition that has suffered something of an 
eclipse since the 1970s. One factor in that might be the ambivalence 
within Roman Catholic ecclesiology regarding the idea of ecclesial 
repentance more generally, because of the perceived need to uphold 
the holiness of the Church while acknowledging the sinfulness of its 
members. Addressing Orthodox Christians in 1923, Pius XI wrote that 
they ought ‘to seek to know the true life of the Church, not to impute 
to the Roman Church the faults of private persons, faults that the 
Church condemns and which it will bring itself to correct’27. The church 
to which no faults can be imputed is a church that has no need to 

 
24 Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint: On Commitment to Ecumenism 35 and 82–84; 
text available at http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/ 
documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html. 
25 See, for instance,  
https://www.chemin-neuf.org/en/home/ecumenism/passion-for-unity 
(accessed 5 December 2020). 
26 Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC), Walking 
Together on the Way: Learning to Be the Church—Local, Regional, Universal. An 
Agreed Statement of the Third Anglican–Roman Catholic International 
Commission (ARCIC III) (London: SPCK, 2018), iv–v. The statement refers to Ut 
Unum Sint on the role of sin in ‘our historical divisions’ and, without 
referencing it, the Chemin Neuf community’s prayer for unity with its 
acknowledgement of sin, at 99–100, §155.  
27 Quoted in Congar, True and False Reform, 79. 
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repent. Within the pontificate of John Paul II, both the clerical abuse 
scandal and his own profound attempts to address the legacy of the 
Holocaust for Jewish-Christian relations focused the continuing issues 
here in highly-charged ways. Some Roman Catholic theologians 
criticised the Pope for seeming ‘to ignore the corporate failure of the 
Church to witness to its Lord’ during the events of the Holocaust, 
arguing that ‘the acknowledgement of ecclesial sinfulness is an essential 
part of Christian witness to the Cross and Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ’28. 
   By contrast, Protestant theologians such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer have 
more readily affirmed that the Church ‘must seek repentance’29, and 
certainly Protestant and Anglican Churches have shown themselves 
willing, since the Second World War in particular, to issue formal 
statements that might be described as unambiguous expressions of 
ecclesial repentance. The focus for this has, however, increasingly been 
on what might be described as social and political ethics: slavery, war 
and conflict, persecution and the treatment of marginalized groups.30 
Meanwhile, over the last five decades the attraction within 
Protestantism of concepts such as ‘reconciled diversity’ and ‘conciliar 
fellowship’ to describe the goal of unity has undermined the conviction 
animating earlier generations of ecumenists that the existence of 
separate Churches in the same place, serving the same communities, is 
incompatible with that goal.31 We may still, on such a view, have plenty 
of which to repent in terms of our attitudes and behaviour, past and 
present, towards other Christians, but that is not the same as regarding 
the situation whereby ‘we are all organized in different groups, each 
one… tending to live its own life apart from the rest’ as contrary to the 
will of Christ for the Church and therefore objectively sinful and 

 
28 Nicholas M. Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic 
Ecclesiology, Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 8–9. 
29 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the 
Sociology of the Church, ed. Clifford J. Green and Joachim von Soosten, trans. 
Reinhard Kraus and Nancy Lukens, DBWE, vol. 1 (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2009), 119. 
30 Bergen, Ecclesial Repentance. 
31 Michael Root, ‘“Reconciled Diversity” and the Visible Unity of the Church’, in 
Colin Podmore (ed.), Community, Unity, Communion: Essays in Honour of 
Mary Tanner (London: Church House Publishing, 1998), 237-251. 
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inviting ecclesial repentance. Indeed, the late modern celebration of 
plurality and distrust of institutions that appear unchecked by 
competition or regulation lend that situation a certain comfortable 
familiarity in our cultural landscape, and may even draw from it 
reassurance of freedom to maintain and explore distinct identities in 
religion as in other social spheres. 

Repentance and Identity 
For the Conversion of the Churches, originally published by the Groupe 
des Dombes in 1991, remains one of the most sustained and creative 
explorations of this territory. The pivotal move it makes is to assert 
conversion (which includes repentance) as constitutive of identity in 
Christ, for persons, for the Church, and for ‘confessions’, which might 
be regarded as roughly, if not precisely, equivalent to the more normal 
‘denominations’ in the UK context. As the initial ‘Outline of the 
Argument’ succinctly expresses it, ‘Christian identity is conversion to 
God’32. The implications of this are then drawn out: ‘Existentially, 
Christian identity is not static but dynamic. It is a shifting of the centre, 
an exodus, a transition, a paschal movement. Christian identity is 
always a Christian becoming.’33 This insight enables the authors to 
argue that far from undermining confessional identity—the fear of 
many of those resisting greater unity with other Churches—the work 
of confessional conversion through ecumenical encounter in fact 
affirms and renews confessional identity as a mode of participation in 
ecclesial and Christian identity. 
   This analysis of conversion and identity provides a point of departure 
for exploring both of the factors in resistance to ecclesial repentance 
identified at the end of the previous section. First, it will be proposed 
that the connection between repentance (understood as an integral 
aspect of conversion) and identity provides a way to address the 
concern felt within some Catholic theology that ecclesial repentance 
must cut against the true identity of the Church. The next section will 
then suggest that it shows how attenuated models of Christian unity 
fail to acknowledge the dynamics of sin within the historic formation 
of our different denominations. 

 
32 Groupe des Dombes, Conversion of the Churches. 
33 Ibid., 19 and 20. 
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   The connection between identity and conversion introduces a 
tension, even an instability, within identity. At the heart of repentance 
is the paradox of simultaneously owning and disowning sin. For 
repentance to be true, the person must acknowledge without 
qualification the sin committed as their action, as part of their history, 
and thereby accept it as something that defines their identity: ‘I am the 
person who did this, and I admit my responsibility without 
qualification or excuse.’ At the same time, for repentance to be true, the 
person must also affirm without qualification their renunciation of that 
sin, their distance from it, and thereby reject it as something that does 
not define their identity: ‘I am the person who wishes they had not done 
this and who wills not to commit such sinful actions again.’ To repent 
is to express a tension between who I am as defined by what I have done 
in the past and who I am as defined by how I see things in the present 
and what I choose for my future. My past wrong actions are fully mine, 
and yet they do not determine who I now am and who I will be. To 
repent from the heart is to place one’s identity in a movement that 
leaves one suspended in the present between a past one is leaving 
behind and a future one is yet to inhabit. 
   In the teaching of the New Testament, repentance is bound together 
with newness of life: it creates the space through which the coming 
reign of God can break into the present moment. Jesus’ public ministry 
begins, according to Mark, when Jesus ‘came to Galilee, proclaiming the 
good news of God’, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 
of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news’ (Mark 1:14–
15). The tension inherent in the action of repentance can only be 
overcome by the promise that there is a reality meeting my desire that 
past sins should not determine who I now am and who I will be—a 
reality stronger than the tenaciously replicating dynamic of sin, 
suffering and death. Because the kingdom of God has come near, 
repentance becomes a way of trusting in this truth and beginning to 
live from it. In the preaching of the apostles in Acts, the resurrection of 
the crucified Christ is proclaimed as the guarantee that repentance will 
be met by forgiveness and therefore by release from sin, so that those 
who believe can walk in newness of life (Acts 2:38, 5:31, 13:26–39). 
   Elsewhere in the New Testament, it becomes clear that repentance 
and forgiveness are not simply enabled by the Christ’s death and 
resurrection but are how we participate in it, becoming united to him 
and in him (Col. 2:10–15). The paradox of identity in repentance is now 
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refocused in the light of the paschal mystery: the question of how 
repentance can be both the point where I am fully identified with my 
past sins and the point where I am fully released from them cannot be 
separated from the question of how the Galilean prophet whose life 
ended in torture and death for the sins of the world can be forever the 
exalted Saviour of the world, and therefore how we can die with him 
and rise with him and still be the same created persons in this new 
creation. We can see Paul struggling to create the space in ordinary 
language to express this as he writes to the Galatians: ‘I have been 
crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who 
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son 
of God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal. 2:19–20). 
   In such a perspective, repentance marks the turning from death to 
life, from darkness to light. Yet the reality is that those who have 
responded to the good news of Jesus Christ by repenting and believing 
continue to commit sins and continue to need to repent. Fully released 
from their sins, they nonetheless do not cease to sin and therefore to 
need to accept identification with their sins, even as they also identify 
as those who have died to sin and live to God. The paradox of identity 
in repentance thereby recurs, and indeed in intensified form. We are 
sinners—and at the same time righteous, in Luther’s coinage: neither 
can be denied, and it is not simply a matter of us changing at a specific 
moment in time from being sinners to being justified. And yet if we lose 
any sense of repentance as change, as movement, transition, pascha, 
then we have lost our anchorage in the teaching of the New Testament 
about the Gospel. When we repent with belief in the good news of new 
life beyond our sins and the death they bring with them, a space is 
opened for that new life to begin. 
   The practice of ecclesial repentance over the past century raises a 
range of theological questions, but the paradox of identity inherent in 
repentance perhaps throws some light both on why they have proved 
difficult to resolve and how they might be addressed. The Church is at 
once the community that calls people to repentance in response to 
God’s offer of forgiveness, and the community of those who have 
repented and received that forgiveness: given this description of what 
the Church is and does, how can the Church repent for what it has done 
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as the Church—how can it identify itself as an agent of sin?34 Insofar as 
members of the Church continue to sin, one might say, they depart 
from their own identification with the Church; they cease to act as 
members of the Body of Christ.35 The Church is that reality that stands 
on the other side of repentance, in the space it opens up by God’s grace: 
it is part of the mystery of new life, new creation in Jesus Christ. If the 
Church is the world redeemed, then we would be destabilizing the 
identity of the Church by trying to re-inscribe repentance and thereby 
sinful agency within it: the Church would become, as it were, both the 
world and the Church at the same time. To resist this, it might be said, 
is not to deny that ecclesial communities and institutions do indeed 
represent the simultaneity, in this age that is passing away, of the 
unredeemed world and the Church as the communion of redemption, 
but to insist that the theological reality of the Church remains defined 
eschatologically, by the new age that has come and is coming. It might 
then be concluded that it is not therefore appropriate to transfer 
Luther’s simul iustus et peccator from the believer to the Church.36 
   The risk of such a position, however, is a bifurcation between the 
eschatological reality of the Church and the ecclesial communities and 
institutions that occupy historical and social space.37 Once the two 
become separated, either the eschatological Church disappears from 

 
34 Cf. Henri de Lubac, Splendour of the Church, trans. Michael Mason (New 
York: Sheed and Ward, 1956), 72: the Church ‘is a reconciling power and the 
family of all the reconciled; a double mystery of communication and 
communion, since by the communication of the sacraments—holy things 
(sancta)—she is a communion of holy ones (sancti)’. 
35 Bergen notes the argument of some Roman Catholic theologians that ‘that 
the boundary of the Church runs through each individual such that only what 
is holy and without sin may be considered truly in the Church,’ in Ecclesial 
Repentance, 121. 
36 For an attempt to appropriate Luther’s simul for ecclesiology that is situated 
firmly within an eschatological horizon, see Lesslie Newbigin, The Household 
of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church (London: SCM, 1953). 
37 Cf. Meissen Conversations, On the Way to Visible Unity: A Common Statement, 
1988, the basis for the Meissen Agreement between the Church of England and 
the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, https://www.churchofengland.org/ 
sites/default/files/2017-11/The%20Meissen%20Agreement.pdf, III.2: ‘The Church 
is a divine reality, holy and transcending present finite reality. At the same time, 
as a human institution, it shares all the ambiguity and frailty of the human 
condition and is always in need of repentance, reform and renewal.’ 
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the earth into a heavenly or wholly future space, or it is located in some 
element or dimension of the Church on earth that remains free from 
continuing sin. One might say that, since the Reformation, Protestant 
ecclesiology has been more inclined towards the former of these paths 
and Catholic ecclesiology towards the latter. In either case, the concept 
of ecclesial repentance is profoundly challenged. If the ecclesial 
institutions—such as the 1920 Lambeth Conference—that express 
repentance do not speak for the true Church of Jesus Christ but simply 
as social bodies that have the same mix of good and evil as any other, 
then it is not clear how far such an action is truly ecclesial at all. 
Similarly, if individuals, groups and representative figures—even 
bishops and Popes—are only expressing the repentance of some part of 
the Church and not of the whole, then again, this falls short of being a 
fully ecclesial action, in the way that the proclamation of the Gospel 
and the celebration of the sacraments are ecclesial actions. 
   Ecclesial repentance only makes sense as a way of affirming both the 
identity of the Church as it is in Christ with the Church as it is in the 
world and the distance between them. That is only to say, however, that 
the identity of the Church must be found in the movement of 
repentance and conversion that both owns and disowns sin, trusting 
that because of the movement of God towards God’s world in the 
sending of the Son and the Spirit, its identity ‘lands’ in the reign of God, 
with God’s victory over sin and death and release of sinners from their 
power. This would appear to be essential for any ecclesiology that is to 
avoid the bifurcation outlined in the previous paragraph and instead 
identify the visible Church of sinners with the Body of Christ and the 
temple of the Holy Spirit. An ecclesiology that cannot make space for 
the possibility of ecclesial repentance would therefore be in some 
tension with the statement of the Second Vatican Council that ‘the 
Church, embracing in its bosom sinners, at the same time holy and 
always in need of being purified, always follows the way of penance and 
renewal’38. The identity of this Church remains, in the words quoted 

 
38 Vatican II, Lumen gentium, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, 1964, 8. 
See: 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/
vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html. Cf. World Council of Churches’ 
Commission on Faith and Order, The Church: Towards a Common Vision, Faith 
and Order Paper 214 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, Commission on 
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earlier from the Groupe des Dombes, ‘an exodus, a transition, a paschal 
movement,’ with repentance integral to that movement for the Church 
on earth. 

Unity, identity, and Conversion 
As already noted, the Groupe des Dombes gave powerful expression to 
the centrality of metanoia, conceived as the double moment of 
repentance and conversion, in seeking Christian unity. Recognizing 
that defensiveness regarding identity lay at the root of much resistance 
to greater unity, For the Conversion of the Churches presented a 
theological argument that identity in Christ must always pivot on 
metanoia, and that this needs to be true of confessions (or 
denominations, the more natural though not exactly equivalent term in 
a UK context), as it is of persons and of the Church as such. Hence the 
inadequacy of approaches to unity—most common in Protestant 
thinking—that accept the current state of confessional differences and 
the associated separations as inevitable or even valuable. ‘The path of 
the status quo’ is identified in the document as ‘the recent temptation 
of Churches that are content with the state of separation, or of vague 
relations that are no longer regarded as divisive: it is thought possible 
to retain the identities of all peaceably, in an existence where there is 
no conversion’39. 
   For the analysis of the Groupe des Dombes, the distinction between 
ecclesial and confessional metanoia is crucial. To apply this distinction 
rigorously would, however, render all the concrete examples of ecclesial 
repentance that might be given from the past hundred years, beginning 
with the ‘Appeal to All Christian People’, as examples of confessional 
repentance strictly speaking: one denomination, confession, or global 
communion confesses its ‘share in the guilt’, and can only do so as a 
part of the Church, and not as the one Church, the whole Church, the 
Church as such. Indeed, the absence of visible unity, as the bishops at 
the 1920 Lambeth Conference understood it, would appear to make any 
concrete action of fully ecclesial repentance as the Groupe des Dombes 
present it impossible in the present: there is no person or body who can 
speak for the Church, rather than speaking only for a church, when it 
comes to naming and taking responsibility for past sins. 

 
Faith and Order, 2013), 22: ‘For this reason, part of the holiness of the Church 
is its ministry of continually calling people to repentance, renewal and reform.’ 
39 Groupe des Dombes, Conversion of the Churches 194. 
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   Of course, it would be possible to respond that this is just a matter of 
clarification: repentance by a particular Church that is part of the 
universal Church is still a form of ecclesial repentance, even if we might 
then want to categorize it as confessional repentance to make the 
limitation clear. There is a specific difficulty here, however, in 
understanding what is happening when a part of the Church—such as 
the Anglican Communion in 1920—makes an act of repentance for its 
share in the disunity of the whole Church. To begin with, such an act 
clearly implies that other parts of the Church also share in the guilt that 
is being confessed. Hence the closing sentence of the Introduction: ‘We 
believe that the Holy Spirit has called us in a very solemn and special 
manner to associate ourselves in penitence and prayer with all those 
who deplore the divisions of Christian people, and are inspired by the 
vision and hope of a visible unity of the whole Church.’ Repentance by 
a part of the Church for sins of disunity is necessarily an incomplete 
action, inviting solidarity in repentance from other parts of the Church, 
for the assumption being made here is that the fault is not all with that 
one part but is shared by the whole. By contrast, it is not necessary for 
all parts of the Church to share in acts of repentance by some parts of 
the Church for collusion with slavery, racism, unjust wars, or 
persecution of the Jewish people. Other expressions of ecclesial 
repentance can be ‘confessional’, in the sense used by the Groupe des 
Dombes, and still be complete as such. Repentance by one part of the 
Church for sins of disunity, however, names sins that are shared by 
others, and therefore cannot stand completed as such a ‘confessional’ 
action. It can only be understood as a movement beyond confessional 
identity: a movement towards an identity that could unite those 
currently divided to confess together their sins of disunity, with one 
voice. 
   ‘Yet none can doubt,’ the bishops said in 1920, ‘that self-will, ambition, 
and lack of charity among Christians have been principal factors in the 
mingled process, and that these, together with blindness to the sin of 
disunion, are still mainly responsible for the breaches of Christendom’. 
This statement points to the radical character of ecclesial repentance 
for sins of disunity, by raising the implicit question of the extent to 
which ‘self-will, ambition, and lack of charity’ have shaped and 
continue to shape our identity as a church, a ‘confession’, a global 
communion, in ways which we may very well struggle to perceive. What 
if the ‘we’ that speaks as a ‘confessional’ voice in the ‘Appeal to All 
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Christian People’—the ‘we’ of the assembled Anglican bishops that 
confesses its ‘share in the guilt’ of disunity—is itself riddled with self-
will, ambition, and lack of charity? Might it not need to fall silent, rather 
than talking too confidently of its continuing contribution to the work 
of God in the world? 
   Nearly a hundred years later, the Anglican–Roman Catholic 
International Commission acknowledged that the ‘confessional 
identities’ of Anglicans and Roman Catholics are ‘not unaffected by sin’, 
concluding: ‘Hence there is the need for ecclesial repentance and for 
reform of our instruments of communion in this respect.’40 Where the 
identity of the agent is fractured by sin, however, the question has to 
be asked of how it can continue acting without simply continuing in 
sin. Such confession can only be made in the hope of a radical 
transformation of identity, for which association with others ‘in 
penitence and prayer’ is indispensable—others who will help us to see 
what we would prefer to avoid acknowledging about the disfigurement 
of our identity in Christ by the works of the flesh, ‘enmities, strife, 
jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy’ (Gal. 5.20–21), and 
how these have become tangled up with the precious growth of the fruit 
of the Spirit in our separated part of the Church. The assertion of the 
Groupe des Dombes that ‘the strongest point in our identity is also that 
which is most vulnerable to temptation’ remains uncomfortable to 
accept, implying that to acknowledge that our true identity is ‘an 
exodus, a transition, a paschal movement’ means that we cannot take 
for granted the confessional forms of corporate and historic selfhood 
that—of necessity—we bring into ecumenical encounter, but must be 
ready for them to be challenged and changed for the sake of closer 
union with Christ and deeper unity with one another.41 

Conclusion 
Lambeth Conferences have generally been held in the eighth year of 
each decade, since the first one took place in 1867, but the First World 
War delayed the sixth until 1920, and the strife within the Anglican 
Communion since the turn of the millennium had some responsibility 
for the delay in scheduling the most recent one until 2020—now, like 
so much else, postponed because of the Coronavirus global pandemic. 

 
40 ARCIC, Walking Together on the Way 155. 
41 Groupe des Dombes, Conversion of the Churches 177; emphasis in original. 
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The coincidence with the centenary could have been an opportunity to 
re-affirm the Communion’s commitment to repentance for the sins of 
disunity as one dimension of its faithfulness to the call to unity issued 
a hundred years ago. It could also have been a moment to acknowledge 
the inseparability of division within one part of the Church from 
division between those parts, between the lack of wholeness within the 
Anglican Communion and the lack of wholeness for Christ’s Church on 
earth. The fragmenting of catholicity also causes fractures in the unity 
of each Church, each communion, fracturing its ability to speak with a 
true and full voice. ‘Our share in the guilt of thus crippling the Body of 
Christ and hindering the activity of his Spirit’ means that as ‘we desire 
frankly to confess’ it, so we must also place ourselves, our identity as a 
church, as a Communion, in that movement between accepting the 
manifold ways in which sin has shaped us and trusting that there is 
nonetheless for us in Christ a life free from sin, the other side of death 
and resurrection. 
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WHAT DOES CATHOLICITY MEAN?  
ECUMENISM, SYNODALITY AND CULTURES 
ACCORDING TO POPE FRANCIS 

Luc Forestier* 

Catholicity is often understood as a confessional mark of the Roman 
Catholic Church since it has been long confused with romanization or 
with universality. Thanks to theologians like Yves Congar (1904-1995) 
and to the evolution of the mission situation, new conceptions of 
catholicity emerged during the twentieth century, and were officially 
stated during Vatican II. Pope Francis’ pontificate has brought about a 
new stage in the process of the reception of Vatican ll which should 
contribute to the Reform of the Roman Catholic Church by offering the 
possibility of synodality and more interaction between cultures. 

Amongst the most famous photographs of Pope Francis, you may find 
those of his first journey outside Rome to Lampedusa, a little island in 
the Mediterranean which welcomes immigrants from the other side of 
that Sea. As he wrote in his first exhortation Evangelii gaudium (the Joy 
of the Gospel), ‘I am the pastor of a Church without frontiers’ (para.210). 
An even more surprising event was the mass which he celebrated, in 
February 2016, on the very border between Mexico and the United 
States. From both sides, people were able to participate in that mass 
whatever their nationality. Beyond any geopolitical considerations, 
these attitudes of Pope Francis raise theological and ecclesiological 
questions. Why should the celebration of the death and resurrection of 
Christ lead to the partial overcoming of the principle of nationality? 
What does catholicity really mean, especially in our globalized world?  

 
* Luc Forestier, priest of the French Oratory, is Associate Professor in the 
Theologicum, Faculty of Theology and Religious Sciences of the Institut Catholique 
de Paris (Catholic University of Paris). He teaches the theology of the Church, the 
theology of ministries, the hermeneutics of Vatican II, and directs a seminar on 
Ecumenism and Jewish-Christian Dialogue. He is a member of the ‘Groupe des 
Dombes’ and of the Evangelical-Catholic Conversations Group. 
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   In seeking to discern the meanings of catholicity fifty-five years after 
Vatican II, we will explore some historical evolutions, from an 
apologetic conception of catholicity—employed to assert that the 
Catholic Church is the only one to be a true church—to an ecumenical 
understanding employed at Vatican II, the reception of which is still to 
be fully realized. In the ecclesial atmosphere generated throughout the 
papacy of Pope Francis, the Catholic Church has a renewed opportunity 
to implement some intuitions of Vatican II, especially those concerning 
the relationship between faith and culture, as well as those concerning 
synodality. From a European point of view, these reforms need to be 
strengthened in our Churches, but we may also learn valuable lessons 
from other continents, with regard to what inculturation and 
synodality actually entail in any given context. 

1. Catholicity and Romanization 

In the 2013 document of Faith and Constitution, the four attributes of 
the Church in the Nicene Creed are presented, and ‘catholicity’ is 
clearly differentiated from ‘universality’1. Moreover, the presentation 
focuses on what threatens the catholicity of the Church, when 
differences, which are inherent in God’s creation, are transformed into 
divisions between Christians.  
   This affirmation about the meaning of catholicity is implicitly a 
disqualification of some bad habits which sadly became strongly 
embedded in the confessional ethos of some particular Churches. 
Following the major divisions which arose between Christians, 
‘catholicity’ became a confessional mark, along with ‘evangelical’ or 
‘orthodox’. Such a confusion between an attribute of the Church, which 
can only be a gift from God, and certain institutional characteristics is 
not only obvious in some confessional creeds2 or ecclesiastical 

 
1 ‘The essential catholicity of the Church is undermined when cultural and other 
differences are allowed to develop into division. Christians are called to remove 
all obstacles to the embodiment of this fullness of truth and life bestowed upon 
the Church by the power of the Holy Spirit’. See: Faith and Order Commission, 
The Church. Towards A Common Vision (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 
2013), para. 22.  
2 In some French Protestant Churches, the Nicene Creed translates ‘catholicam 
ecclesiam’ by ‘universal Church’. See, e.g. André Birmelé, Marc Lienhard, La Foi 
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statements3, but also in the longstanding Roman Catholic affirmation, 
across many centuries until relatively recently, that the universal 
Church, whose supreme pastor is the pope, is the only ‘Catholic’ 
Church4.  
   Long before Vatican II, Yves Congar (1904-1995) outlined another 
approach to what catholicity actually means. This evolution of the 
meaning of catholicity, which would be embraced by Vatican II even if 
it is still yet to be fully implemented throughout the Church, is closely 
connected to missionary questions, at least from the pontificate of 
Benedict XV (1914-1922) onward. Confronted with World Wars, 

 
des Églises luthériennes. Confessions et catéchismes (Paris, Genève: Cerf/Labor 
et Fides, ²2012, 1991), 30.  
3 During the recent pan-orthodox Council in Crete, named the ‘Holy and Great 
Council of the Orthodox Church’, the final Encyclical asserts this relation 
between Orthodox Church and catholicity in paragraph 2. ‘The Orthodox 
Church, faithful to this unanimous apostolic tradition and sacramental 
experience, constitutes the authentic continuation of the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic Church, as this is confessed in the Symbol of faith and is confirmed in 
the teaching of the Fathers of the Church. Thus, she is conscious of her greater 
responsibility not only to ensure the authentic expression of this experience in 
the ecclesial body, but also to offer a trustworthy witness to the truth to all 
humankind.’ Accessed December 19, 2020:  
https://www.holycouncil.org/-/encyclical-holy-council?inheritRedirect=true& 
_101_INSTANCE_VA0WE2pZ4Y0I_languageId=en_US  
It is also true in the document on the ‘Relations of the Orthodox Church with 
the Rest of the Christian World’, which starts with this assertive statement: ‘The 
Orthodox Church, as the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, in her 
profound ecclesiastical conscience, firmly believes that she maintains a central 
place in matters pertaining to the promotion of unity among Christians in the 
contemporary world.’ Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, even if it is not 
explicit, the text uses the same categories as Vatican II did in Unitatis 
redintegratio. Accessed December 19, 2020:  
https://www.holycouncil.org/official-documents/-/asset_publisher/VA0WE2pZ4Y0I 
/content/rest-of-christian-world?_101_INSTANCE_VA0WE2pZ4Y0I_languageId  
=en_US 
4 In his famous book on catholicity, Dulles quotes a letter from the Holy Office 
to the Catholic bishops of England, against the ‘Branch Theory’ of the Church: 
‘No other church is catholic except that which is built on the one individual 
Peter and which grows up into one body closely joined and knitted together 
[See Eph.4:16] in the unity of faith and love.’ (DS 2888), Avery Dulles, The 
Catholicity of the Church (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), 21, 131.  
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nationalist and totalitarian systems, the papacy highlighted the 
supranational character of the Church, while recalling at the same time 
the embedding of Christianity into local cultures and the centralization 
in Rome of the Catholic Church.  

a) Congar and Ressourcement Theology 
Although not the first formulation of Congar’s understanding of 
catholicity, his article in the prominent dictionary Catholicisme still 
remains an important point of reference5. Written considerably before 
Vatican II, this article already shows what will become the main 
resource of the conciliar fathers and experts. Instead of beginning with 
a confessional definition of ‘catholicity’, half of the article traces the 
history of the word, with a broad focus on some of the early Church 
fathers. Except in Acts 4: 18, the word is absent from the New 
Testament. Congar shows that a consideration of the earliest 
employment of the term by the Apostolic Fathers may help us to 
understand the true meaning, which is simultaneously geographical 
and dogmatic. On the one hand, Catholic refers to the same Church in 
different cities; on the other hand, it also refers to the same faith of 
believers. Henceforth, according to Congar, this double meaning 
became most definitely normative. He hails the fact that the principal 
scholastics were ‘unexpectedly faithful’ to this conception, where the 
apologists of the sixteenth century ‘do not speak about the universality 
of doctrine’. From that moment onwards, the most influential manuals 
of theology in the Roman Catholic Church identify catholicity with 
universality, opting firmly for the geographical meaning of the word 
and neglecting the dogmatic sense. Of course, before the extended 
missionary efforts of the main Protestant denominations in the 
nineteenth century, the Roman Catholic Church could claim to be the 
only one which was actually present in almost all parts of the globe. But, 
even if the criticism is rather discreetly made, Congar notes the limits 
of this apologetic conception6. In the rest of his article, his ‘theology of 
catholicity’ is more speculative, at the same time understanding the 

 
5 Yves Congar, ‘Catholicité (Théologie)’, Catholicisme, hier, aujourd’hui, demain, 
tome 2 (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1949) col. 722-725. 
6 ‘Till today, catholic and apologetic theologians have focused on the 
geographic universality […] This notion of geographical or spatial and 
quantitative catholicity has induced some inconveniences, as shown by the 
interpretations of these apologetic theologians.’ See: Ibid., col. 723.  
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notion itself as grounded in Christ and actioned by the Holy Spirit, 
‘unique and supreme’, acting in every one specifically and in the Church 
as a whole. But, the ecumenical convictions of Congar, even if he was 
criticized by the Holy Office, were brave in their expression, since he 
succeeded in demonstrating how the catholicity of the Church is 
simultaneously both actual and yet still to be actualized.7  
   With this argument, framed from both an historical and patristic 
point of view, Yves Congar was already employing the method of what 
would become known as ressourcement theology8, and this, in 
particular, with regard to ecclesiology—the theology of the Church. He 
had realized already that the only way to overcome the afflicting 
apologetics plaguing the Church of the first half of the twentieth 
century was to relativize recent doctrinal and polemical elaborations 
through the rediscovery of the Scriptures with the aid of the Church 
fathers, instead of starting out from the manuals of theology. 
   Behind this attempt to create a non-geographical conception of 
catholicity, Congar’s argument was, indeed, built on the most recent 
developments in missionary theology. This became more obvious in 
another article devoted to the racial question9, published in the same 

 
7 ‘But [catholicity] is still actualizing, that is its principles of unity have not yet 
reached the fullness of their applications and possible expressions’, Ibid., col. 
725. 
8 Gerald O’Collins, The Second Vatican Council: Message and Meaning, 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2014). See chapter I ‘Ressourcement and 
Vatican II, 1-24.  
9 Yves Congar, The Catholic Church and the Race Question (Paris: UNESCO, 
1953), 63 p. This text was published in French and in an English translation by 
UNESCO. The Foreword advises that the ‘manuscript has received the 
imprimatur of the ecclesiastical authorities’. Moreover, Fr. Congar explained 
the status of theology: ‘Readers of previous pamphlets on “The Race Question 
in Modern Science” will perhaps be surprised by the manner and method 
employed in the present one. We owe them a few preliminary words of 
explanation. The assertions of science and philosophy are in the last resort 
reducible to verifiable facts or to facts and reasoning that can be tested by 
anyone; they are subjects to rational methods of apprehension or proof. 
Theology, which is the ordered and considered expression of the Church’s 
doctrine, often relies upon reasoning and may make use of factual data, but the 
truth of its assertions is ultimately based on other assertions which, for it, 
replace facts – the assertions of Revelation and Tradition interpreted by the 
Church’s teaching. Theology is a science; it has a subject and a method of its 
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period of Congar’s own development, just before the grim period, in 
which each and every one of his articles were thoroughly checked and 
at times censured. It was only on the eve of Vatican II that he would be 
cleared of all suspicion, when he was appointed to the preparatory 
theological commission. In this pamphlet, Congar wants to show the 
opposition between the Catholic Church10 and every form of racism:  

The Church is not racist, indeed she is the antithesis of racism; she 
stands for the unity of the human family, yet for a unity which does not 
exclude diversities but rather comprehends them, because it is 
‘catholic’.11 

The demonstration of what ‘catholicity’ means for the Catholic Church 
is, on the one hand, a dogmatic construction, based on a theology of 
creation by God, illustrated by the very famous controversies about the 
rights of ‘Indians’, the inhabitants of the New World after the 
discoveries of the sixteenth century. But, on the other hand, what used 
to be a geographical demonstration, showing what universality means 
in terms of interactions with every people and culture throughout the 
whole world, seems now to be frankly political. Congar not only refers 
to the colour bar in some countries, or to the Apartheid situation, but 
also to the evolution of the theology of missions in the twentieth 
century faced with the ambivalences of nationalism. 

b) A Double Movement in the Missions, Romanization, and 
Localization 
From Benedict XV to Pius XII, the Holy See faced the dramatic 
consequences of the increasing rise in nationalistic fervor, first in 
Europe then in the whole world. The failure of the noble yet fruitless 

 
own; it reasons and, when occasion requires, it provides proof; but it starts from 
a premise which is received from an authority and admitted, as an absolute 
starting point, only by those who have faith.’ See: p. 9. 
10 The pamphlet discreetly refers to some non-Catholic statements about 
racism. For example, concerning the situation of Apartheid in South Africa, 
Congar wrote that ‘the report of the Synodal Commission of the Dutch 
Reformed Church of South Africa, published in 1951, is susceptible of being read 
as a justification of Apartheid on scriptural grounds; but it is not for us here to 
deal with this view, from which incidentally many pastors, particularly of the 
younger generation, dissociate themselves’. In: Congar, The Catholic Church 
and the Race Question, 43. 
11 Congar, The Catholic Church and the Race Question, 56.  
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efforts of Benedict XV during the First World War to counter this were 
exacerbated by the deliberate exclusion of the Holy See from the Paris 
Peace Conference (1919) and then from the League of Nations. In the 
missions, in Asia for example, nationalist divisions had serious ecclesial 
consequences, particularly given the fact that some priests had to 
return to their own native countries in order to fight, and the fact that 
some German missionaries were even expelled from the lands where 
they had been missionaries after the First World War.  
   In his Apostolic Letter Maximum illud (November 30th, 1919), Benedict 
XV proposed a new charter for the missions, the influence of which 
endured until Vatican II. The centralization of the missions which 
resulted, particularly as regards finance, was founded on the nationalist 
experiences of some ecclesial agencies or of some religious 
congregations: ‘It would be a tragedy indeed if an apostolic man were 
to spend himself in attempts to increase and exalt the prestige of the 
native land he once left behind him. Such behavior would infect his 
apostolate like a plague. It would destroy in him, the representative of 
the Gospel, the sinews of his love for souls and it would destroy his 
reputation with the populace.’12 Benedict was even more pointed in his 
admonitions to the missionaries themselves: 

We have been deeply saddened by some recent accounts of missionary 
life, accounts that displayed more zeal for the profit of some particular 
nation than for the growth of the kingdom of God. We have been 
astonished at the indifference of their authors to the amount of hostility 
these works stir up in the minds of unbelievers. This is not the way of 
the Catholic missionary, not if he is worthy of the name. No, the true 
missionary is always aware that he is not working as an agent of his 
country, but as an ambassador of Christ.13  

Despite this condemnation of nationalism, there is no explicit criticism 
of the ‘patronage missions’, that is the active steps of different European 
states, for geopolitical reasons to assist the missionary efforts. The main 

 
12 Benedict XV, Maximum illud (November 30th, 1919). Accessed December 19, 
2020: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xv/en/apost_letters/documents/hf_ 
ben-xv_apl_19191130_maximum-illud.html 
13 Benedict XV, Maximum illud (November 30th, 1919). 

205



FORESTIER   What does Catholicity Mean? 206 

reason for this surprising silence could be the diplomatic efforts of the 
Holy See to fully participate in international life.14 
   Even if this remark would not be easily acceptable to missionary 
societies, Benedict XV did not hide his surprise that there was no bishop 
from countries that had experienced several centuries of Christian life, 
and he decided to set about reforming local seminaries.15 In his 
Apostolic Letter, he mentioned the knowledge of languages and the 
training of missionaries, clearly demonstrating this double 
movement—a Roman centralization and a renewed localization, which 
can be illustrated by the example of China.  
   Indeed, this double movement has been accentuated first by Pius XI, 
then by Pius XII, with the help of the first Apostolic Delegate to China, 
Mgr Celso Costantini. It was under strong pressure from Rome that the 
Shanghai Council (1924) was organized, followed by Pius XI’s 
consecration of the first Chinese bishops (October 28th, 1926). This very 
moving celebration was a major step in the establishment of the 
Chinese hierarchy by Pius XII, in 1946, with the creation of the first 
Chinese cardinal, a few years before the proclamation of the People’s 
Republic of China. And yet this consecration was, at the same time, 
both fully Roman and fully Chinese. Although these new bishops were 
the first, almost for centuries, who were not European, the celebration 
took place in St. Peter’s, presided over by Pope Pius XI himself.  
   This Roman impetus is further illustrated by the closure of the 
Chinese rites controversy, which lasted from the seventeenth to the 
twentieth century. Participating in these rites was completely forbidden 

 
14 See: Claude Soetens, L’Église catholique en Chine au XXe siècle (Paris: 
Beauchesne, 1997), 193 p. 
15 ‘It is also true that there are countries that have been deeply penetrated by 
the light of the Faith, and have, besides, reached such a level of civilization that 
they produce eminent men in all the fields of secular life—and yet, though they 
have lived under the strengthening influence of the Church and the gospel for 
hundreds of years, they still cannot produce Bishops for their spiritual 
government or priests for their spiritual guidance. From these facts it is obvious 
that in some places the system ordinarily used in training future missionaries 
has up to now been feeble and faulty. To correct this difficulty, We are ordering 
the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith to apply remedies 
adapted to the various regions of the world, and to see to the founding of 
seminaries for both individual regions and group of dioceses.’ In Benedict XV, 
Maximum illud (November 30th, 1919). 
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to Christians—even debate on the subject was not allowed. The 
decision of Pius XII, a few weeks after his election, to adjourn this 
interdiction was certainly the consequence of the political situation in 
Manchuria, but also came about, in part, thanks to the cultural 
reflections of some Roman officials, especially those of a certain Mgr 
Montini who would later become Pope Paul VI. At the same time, the 
protectorate system was abolished, and diplomatic relations were 
finally established between the Holy See and the Republic of China. 
Unfortunately, World War II and the new political regime after 1949 
prevented the Catholic Chinese Church from implementing the 
decision of Pius XII and therefore, also, prevented the cultural 
consequences of such a change from coming to pass. 
   In various letters, Pius XII expressed his concern for the Chinese 
situation, especially in one of the most dramatic ones, Ad Sinarum 
gentem (October 7th, 1954), where he condemns the ‘Three 
Autonomies’, recalling the bonds between the Chinese Catholic Church 
and other Christians, especially the Pope.  

The promoters of such movements with the greatest cunning seek to 
deceive the simple or the timid, or to draw them away from the right 
path. For this purpose, they falsely affirm that the only true patriots are 
those who adhere to the church thought up by them, that is, to that 
which has the ‘Three Autonomies’. But in reality they seek, in a word, to 
establish finally among you a ‘national’ church, which no longer could 
be Catholic because it would be the negation of that universality or 
rather ‘catholicity’ by which the society truly founded by Jesus Christ is 
above all nations and embraces them one and all.16 

At the same time, he emphasized the local dimension of the Christian 
faith according ‘to the nature and particular character of the Chinese 
people, as also to its ancient traditional customs’17.  
   This attempt at limitation of the nationalist movement within the 
Chinese Church was completely opposed by the Communist regime, 
and the double movement of romanization and localization, initiated 
by Benedict XV, encountered there its dramatic limits. 
As the Chinese example demonstrates, popes could not make any real 
distinction between catholicity and universality until the eve of Vatican 

 
16 Pius XII, Ad Sinarum gentem (October 7th, 1954), Acta Apostolicae Sedis 
47 (1955): 12. Accessed December 19, 2020: http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-        
xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_07101954_ad-sinarum-gentem.html  
17 Pius XII, Ad Sinarum gentem 9.  
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II. When they emphasized the supranational characteristic of the 
Catholic Church, it was vigorously contested either by an aggressive 
nationalism, or by totalitarian regimes which could not tolerate any 
external influence. And the growing importance of geopolitical factors 
in understanding the actual mission of the Church in the world also 
underpinned Congar’s affirmation, opening the way towards an 
ecumenical approach to this question some months after the first 
meeting of the World Council of Churches in 1948, a meeting which 
took place in Amsterdam, albeit without any official delegation from 
the Holy See.  
   It is only with the advent of the pontificate of John XXIII and Vatican 
II that the Catholic Church would finally escape from this ecumenical 
impasse of non-participation. Starting with the first announcement of 
the convocation of the Council by Pope John XXIII on January the 25th, 
1959, the Catholic Church came to recognize the Ecumenical 
Movement and would participate in it, thereby further explicitly 
transforming the meaning of catholicity. 

2. From Vatican II to Pope Francis: Catholicity as Exchange 
of Gifts 

The evolution of the situation regarding romanization and localization 
which occurred before Vatican II, brought to light the geopolitical 
limitations of a missionary strategy the impetus of which came mainly 
from Rome. Vatican II would help the whole Church reaffirm its 
missionary character, revitalizing the local Churches and encouraging 
what became a broad process of ‘inculturation’. Thereafter, the actual 
meaning of ‘catholicity’ would be transformed by this movement, 
opening up new paths for the Roman Catholic Church. 
   However, since the closure of Vatican II onwards, there has been a 
constant debate concerning the hermeneutics of the Council’s final 
documents. On ecclesiological questions, especially those concerning 
the catholicity of the Church, the process of ‘reception’ is still going on, 
and we know from experience that conciliar reception may require 
centuries. In recent years, especially between 2012 and 2015, that is fifty 
years after Vatican II, the ongoing debate about the reception of 
Vatican II, not only within the Catholic Church but also in other 
Churches, has been largely renewed—in particular thanks to the 
election of Pope Francis. He is the first pope, since John XXIII’s papacy, 
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who was not personally involved in the Council. From John XXIII to 
John-Paul II, four popes participated in the Council, as bishops or 
popes, while Joseph Ratzinger was a theological peritus (expert) at the 
Council whose major influence is generally acknowledged. With the 
papacy of Francis, ecclesial leadership has passed to a new generation, 
with a different relationship to the texts and to the conciliar experience. 
Before considering those texts of Vatican II that address the catholicity 
of the Church, it is necessary to understand this new stage in the history 
of reception, which helps us to understand what the delicate balance 
between Rome and the local churches could mean today.  

a) A New Stage in the Reception of Vatican II 
On the subject of Vatican II, it might at first appear that Pope Francis 
is more silent than his two immediate predecessors, John-Paul II and 
Benedict XVI, who both affirmed at the very beginning of their 
pontificate their determination to follow the intuitions of the Council. 
In the years of preparation for the 2000 Jubilee, John-Paul II said that 
Vatican II is the ‘compass’ which the Church of the twenty-first century 
requires. After the Jubilee, he reiterated his convictions about the 
Council: 

With the passing of the years, the Council documents have lost nothing 
of their value or brilliance. They need to be read correctly, to be widely 
known and taken to heart as important and normative texts of the 
Magisterium, within the Church’s Tradition. Now that the Jubilee has 
ended, I feel more than ever in duty bound to point to the Council as 
the great grace bestowed on the Church in the twentieth century: there 
we find a sure compass by which to take our bearings in the century now 
beginning.18 

This quotation simultaneously demonstrates both a rich image of the 
role that this fifty-five years old event could play in the daily life of the 
Church, and of the ongoing debate about the ‘correct’ hermeneutics of 
the conciliar corpus. Indeed, the image of the compass is useful as one 
considers the progress of the whole Church as People of God in human 
history, searching for new ways to fulfill its mission for humanity. 
Moreover, this comparison makes it possible to move beyond those 

 
18 John-Paul II, Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte (January 6th, 2001). 
Accessed December 19, 2020: 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/2001/documents/ 
hf_jp-ii_apl_20010106_novo-millennio-ineunte.html  
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divisions which reached their peak during the Extraordinary Synod of 
1985, some twenty years after Vatican II, which focused on the 
‘definitive’ hermeneutics of the conciliar texts.19 Obviously, Vatican II 
is much more than a collection of texts simply requiring 
implementation, rather it is also an event which has to be understood 
fully.  
   This new focus on the Council itself is partly the result of what has 
been called ‘the historicizing of Vatican II’, that is to say, the enormous 
effort to compile a complete history of the Council,20 which would 
demonstrate the magnitude of this event, and which equally illustrate 
what change came about in the Church both during and since Vatican 
II. The debate about Vatican II, which has largely dominated the life of 
the Catholic Church in recent years, has ranged in focus from the 
hermeneutics of the texts, as stated, to the opposition between those 
who saw the Council as one of continuity with earlier Church life and 
teachings and those who saw it marking a period of rupture with what 
went before. In 2005, Benedict XVI tried to transform this largely 
ideological debate, revising something that he had earlier stated in 
1984. Indeed, in the midst of the disputes over the interpretation of the 
conciliar texts, he stated that the Church must ‘return to the authentic 
texts of the original Vatican II’21. Moreover, on the eve of the 1985 
Extraordinary Synod, the then Cardinal Ratzinger analyzed the 
situation regarding this opposition between ‘break’ and ‘continuity’, 

 
19 The Final Report. Extraordinary Synod of Bishops, Rome, 1985 (Washington, 
D.C.: National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986), 24 p. On this question, 
see the chapter 9 ‘The Continuing Challenge of the Second Vatican Council. 
The Hermeneutics of the Conciliar Statements’, in Walter Kasper, Theology and 
Church (London: SCM Press, 1989).  
20 An international team of historians and theologians, under the direction of 
Pr. Alberigo (Bologna, Italy), has published a major opus: Giuseppe ALBERIGO, 
History of Vatican II. English version edited by Joseph A. Komonchak, trans. 
Matthew J. O’Connell, 5 vols. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis; Leuven: Peeters, 1995-
2006). For a first account, it is possible to consult John W. O’Malley, What 
happened at Vatican II (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), 380 p.  
21 Joseph Ratzinger with Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report: an Exclusive 
Interview on the State of the Church, trans. S. Attanasio and G. Harrison (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1985) 31. 
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arguing for a continuity between Trent, Vatican I and Vatican II.22 As 
Pope Benedict XVI, he tried twice to transform this debate. On the first 
occasion, a few months after his election, he pondered aloud as to why 
the implementation of the Council was so difficult. Only at this point, 
the opposition was no longer determined as being between ‘rupture’ 
and ‘continuity’, as he had indicated in 1984, but rather between ‘a 
hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture’ and ‘the hermeneutic of 
reform, of renewal in the continuity of the one subject-Church which 
the Lord has given to us’23. But, beyond these well-known words, he 
described three examples of this reform in continuity, which are seldom 
recalled, and which showed concretely the scope of these modifications 
within the on-going Church.24 On a second occasion, at the very end of 
his pontificate, Benedict XVI met one last time with the priests of the 
diocese of Rome and spoke about Vatican II, underlining the opposition 
between the ‘real’ council and the ‘virtual’ one which was presented by 
the media. His conclusion, however, was hopeful: ‘But the real force of 
the Council was present and, slowly but surely, established itself more 
and more and became the true force which is also the true reform, the 
true renewal of the Church.’25 It is not evident that these two attempts 

 
22 In quotes in the text, Ratzinger said: ‘to defend the true tradition of the 
Church today means to defend the Council. It is our fault if we have at times 
provided a pretext (to the “right” and “left” alike) to view Vatican II as a “break” 
and an abandonment of the tradition. There is, instead, a continuity that allows 
neither a return to the past nor a flight forward, neither anachronistic longings 
nor unjustified impatience. We must remain faithful to the today of the Church, 
not the yesterday or tomorrow. And this today of the Church is the documents 
of Vatican II, without reservations that amputate them and without 
arbitrariness that distorts them’, The Ratzinger Report, 31. Note that italics are 
fully respected. 
23 Benedict XVI, Address to the Roman Curia Offering them his Christmas 
Greetings (December 22nd, 2005). Accessed December 19, 2020: 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/ 
documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html 
24 Benedict XVI referred to three types of relationships: first, between faith and 
reason, essentially on the historical point of view; second, between the Church 
and the modern State; third, between the Church and the faith of Israel.  
25 Benedict XVI, Address at the Meeting with the Parish Priests and the Clergy of 
Rome (February 14th, 2013). Accessed December 19, 2020: 
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have been completely effective in changing the nature of the debates 
about Vatican II, but the election of Francis has very much changed the 
situation and opened new ways for interpreting Vatican II, and 
especially with regard to what ‘catholicity’ means.  

b) Inculturation and Synodality According to Pope Francis 
Understanding how Pope Francis interprets Vatican II is not such an 
easy operation, since he has scarcely ever stated his personal position 
on this very point. A few months after his election, he was interviewed 
by Fr. Antonio Spadaro SJ, and this text was simultaneously published 
in different cultural periodicals of the Society of Jesus around the world. 
Answering a question about Vatican II, the answer was at the same time 
brief and radical: ‘Yes, there are hermeneutics of continuity and 
discontinuity, but one thing is clear: the dynamic of reading the Gospel, 
actualizing its message for today—which was typical of Vatican II—is 
absolutely irreversible.’26 In this sentence, Francis wanted to go beyond 
the opposition between continuity and discontinuity, as Benedict XVI 
had tried to do, and he specified the sense of the Council as a ‘renewal 
movement’ with a decisive sentence, whose influence is now self-
evident: ‘Vatican II was a re-reading of the Gospel in the light of 
contemporary culture.’27 This brief mention of ‘culture’ becomes 
essential indeed as we discover the successive major texts of his 
pontificate, that is Evangelii gaudium (2013), Laudato si’ (2015), Amoris 
laetitia (2016) and Fratelli tutti (2020).  
   Like ‘nature’, ‘culture’ is a word whose polysemy forbids any 
simplification.28 Pope Francis indeed employs this word with different 
meanings, for example, as the ethos of a society. To take a more specific 
example still, he has employed it with reference to social and 

 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/speeches/2013/february/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20130214_clero-
roma.html  
26 Antonio Spadaro, Interview of Pope Francis, September 2013. Accessed 
December 19, 2020: 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/september/docum
ents/papa-francesco_20130921_intervista-spadaro.html  
27 Antonio Spadaro, Interview of Pope Francis. 
28 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper & Row, 1951), 259 
p.  
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ideological trends, such as ‘the throwaway culture’29, in which he 
condemned a consumerist atmosphere in which old or poor people are 
sacrificed in the name of economic rules30. Faced with this dramatic 
situation, from a human and natural point of view, he argues it is 
necessary to promote a ‘cultural ecology’, which respects the patrimony 
of different peoples on the earth. But the Pope is fully aware of the 
ambivalence of ‘patrimony’31, which must not be confined to the past, 
but rather points towards the inner life of a population, including the 
arts, spirituality, poetry, etc. Thus culture, according to Pope Francis, is 
not to be conflated with academic specialties or high level activities. 
Culture is also popular culture, connected to a local population and 
territory.32 Frequently, the Pope underlines ‘the popular cultures of 
Catholic peoples’33 as a resource in the face of current challenges, which 
includes popular piety, devotions, etc. It is then for anthropological 
reasons that Christianity is always ‘inculturated’ in a specific culture, as 
stated by the Pope: ‘Grace supposes culture, and God’s gift becomes 
flesh in the culture of those who receive it.’34 

 
29 Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 16 (Rome: Vatican Press, 2015). 
30 Among the numerous quotations of the 2015 Synod about the family, Pope 
Francis underlines the analysis of this cultural ethos: ‘The Synod Fathers noted 
that “one symptom of the great poverty of contemporary culture is loneliness, 
arising from the absence of God in a person’s life and the fragility of 
relationships”’, Pope Francis, Amoris laetitia 43 (Rome: Vatican Press, 2016).  
31 ‘Culture is more than what we have inherited from the past; it is also, and 
above all, a living, dynamic and participatory present reality, which cannot be 
excluded as we rethink the relationship between human beings and the 
environment’, Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 143. 
32 ‘There is a need to respect the rights of peoples and cultures, and to appreciate 
that the development of a social group presupposes an historical process which 
takes place within a cultural context and demands the constant and active 
involvement of local people from within their proper culture. Nor can the 
notion of the quality of life be imposed from without, for quality of life must be 
understood within the world of symbols and customs proper to each human 
group.’ See: Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 144. 
33 Pope Francis, Evangelii gaudium 69 (Rome: Vatican Press, 2013). 
34 Ibid., 115. In this very important paragraph, Francis refers to three numbers 
of Gaudium et spes (25, 36 and 53), which underline the importance of culture 
for humanization and for the Gospel, but also emphasize autonomy, which 
means cultural differentiation.  
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   This insistence on culture, always understood within a local territory, 
is obviously grounded in his pastoral experience as priest and bishop in 
Argentina35 which had an important influence also on his conception 
of synodality. Indeed, from the very beginning of his pontificate, 
Francis has underlined and implemented synodal procedures with 
some innovation, from his insistence on the need for 
‘decentralization’36, to his systematic use of citations from episcopal 
conferences all over the world37. The synodal insistence reached its 
peak during the 2015 Synod on the Family. The rules of this synod were 
changed from those of the 2014 synod: there was a new emphasis upon 
the ‘circuli minores’ (little groups), giving opportunity for the members 
of the Synod to explain their positions and to narrate their pastoral or 
personal experiences. Celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the 
decision of Paul VI, at the beginning of the last session of Vatican II, to 
establish the Synod of Bishops, itself, Francis further underlined the 
onwhelming importance of synodality throughout the Church: ‘From 
the beginning of my ministry as Bishop of Rome, I sought to enhance 
the Synod, which is one of the most precious legacies of the Second 
Vatican Council. […] It is precisely this path of synodality which God 
expects of the Church of the third millennium.’38 This synodality is to 
be implemented at all levels of the Church’s life, from the parish and 
the diocese to the Universal Church, through the Bishops’ Conferences. 
Obviously, as the daily life of the Catholic Church manifests, this 
insistence on synodality does not relativize the Pontifical primacy, nor 
the particular ministry of the bishops, but decentralization opens new 

 
35 Juan Carlos Scannone, ‘Pope Francis and the Theology of the People’, 
Theological Studies 77 (2016), 118-135. 
36 Pope Francis, Evangelii gaudium 16. 
37 With Evangelii gaudium (2013), it was the first time that so many quotations 
from different Episcopal Conferences were found in an Apostolic Exhortation 
or an Encyclical. Moreover, the Pope recognized that the ‘juridical status of 
episcopal conferences which would see them as subjects of specific attributions, 
including genuine doctrinal authority, has not yet been sufficiently elaborated.’ 
See: Pope Francis, Evangelii gaudium 32. 
38 Pope Francis, Address at the Ceremony Commemorating the 50th Anniversary 
of the Institution of the Synod of Bishops, October 17th, 2015. Accessed December 
19, 2020:  
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/october/documents
/papa-francesco_20151017_50-anniversario-sinodo.html 
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spaces for ‘intermediary instances of collegiality, perhaps by integrating 
and updating certain aspects of the ancient ecclesiastical 
organization”39. Finally, this insistence on synodality has been 
juridically adopted in the Apostolic Constitution Episcopalis 
Communio40. 

c) Catholicity as a Learning Process 
These examples of the relationship between the Gospel and cultures, 
and of synodal processes in the Catholic Church, show that for Francis, 
as for Benedict XVI, conciliar reception means Church reformation! It 
is then also possible to return to the texts of Vatican II and to sketch 
what they might entail and consequently what might be possible in the 
local Churches.  
   As Avery Dulles noted about Vatican II, catholicity is no longer 
confused with romanism, and is understood in ecumenical terms.41 
And, among the conciliar texts, this new stage in conciliar reception can 
particularly lean on Lumen gentium 13, which shows the richness of 
Vatican II as a corpus and as an experience. The following paragraph 
from Chapter II of The People of God states that the Christian faith is 
universal and urges the Church and the Churches to evangelize within 
the diversity of human cultures:  

Since the kingdom of Christ is not of this world, the Church or people 
of God in establishing that kingdom takes nothing away from the 
temporal welfare of any people. On the contrary it fosters and takes to 
itself, insofar as they are good, the ability, riches and customs in which 
the genius of each people expresses itself. Taking them to itself it 
purifies, strengthens, elevates and ennobles them (Lumen gentium 13).42 

 
39 Ibid. 
40 Pope Francis, Apostolic Constitution Episcopalis Communio (September 15th, 
2018). Accessed December 19, 2020: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_constitutions/documents
/papa-francesco_costituzione-ap_20180915_episcopalis-communio.html  
41 In Lumen gentium, Vatican II ‘predicated catholicity not directly of the Roman 
Catholic Church but rather of the Church of Christ, which the Council depicted 
as “subsisting” in the Catholic Church (LG 8), so that the fullness of catholicity 
was not obtainable except in communion with Rome (UR 4).’ In: Avery Dulles, 
The Catholicity of the Church, 21. 
42 In Gaudium et spes 44, this affirmation was even strengthened: ‘For, from the 
beginning of her history (she) [the Church] has learned to express the message 
of Christ with the help of the ideas and terminology of various philosophers, 

215



FORESTIER   What does Catholicity Mean? 216 

This description radically challenges a certain conception of 
globalization, stating that catholicity does not equate to universality. 
Indeed, catholicity means that the infinite diversities of human cultures 
are integrated and purified in the Church, which is then understood as 
a communion of local Churches. Far from the implementation of any 
single model of Christian life, catholicity implies a permanent exchange 
of gifts: 

In virtue of this catholicity each individual part contributes through its 
special gifts to the good of the other parts and of the whole Church. 
Through the common sharing of gifts and through the common effort 
to attain fullness in unity, the whole and each of the parts receive 
increase (Lumen gentium 13). 

As Avery Dulles summarized: ‘Vatican II presents catholicity not as a 
monotonous repetition of identical elements but rather as reconciled 
diversity.’43 Nevertheless, a question remains, concerning the means 
the Church and the churches need to employ in order to realize such a 
program. In fact, Lumen gentium 13 proposes three areas for concretely 
experiencing the catholicity of the Church. First, there is diversity 
within the People of God, amid the equal dignity of all believers 
conferred by a common baptism. Some of them are to become ministers 
‘for the good of their brethren’; some of them are consecrated in the 
religious life. Secondly, there is a diversity in the communion of the 
Churches: ‘Moreover, within the Church, particular churches hold a 
rightful place; these churches retain their own traditions, without in 
any way opposing the primacy of the Chair of Peter, which presides over 
the whole assembly of charity and protects legitimate differences, while 
at the same time assuring that such differences do not hinder unity but 
rather contribute toward it’ (Lumen gentium 13). Thirdly, Vatican II 
states that the links between different Churches is really an exchange 
of gifts, not only from a spiritual point of view, but also from a human 
and material point of view: ‘Between all the parts of the Church there 
remains a bond of close communion whereby they share spiritual 
riches, apostolic workers and temporal resources’ (Lumen gentium 13). 

 
and has tried to clarify it with their wisdom, too. Her purpose has been to adapt 
the Gospel to the grasp of all as well as to the needs of the learned, insofar as 
such was appropriate. Indeed, this accommodated preaching of the revealed 
word ought to remain the law of all evangelization.’ 
43 Avery Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 24. 
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Even if Lumen gentium is clearly explicit about this exchange of gifts, 
the reception has shown some limits concerning the relationships 
between different Churches, under the presidency of the Church of 
Rome. The repeated synodal insistence of Pope Francis, and the reform 
he wishes to see in Bishops’ Conferences, could help the Catholic 
Church to implement more fully what catholicity means. 
   Making allowances for differing cultures, especially popular cultures, 
and facilitating synodality at different levels of Church life constitute 
the main challenges for the Catholic Church to overcome in order to be 
able to live out fully what it is to be ‘catholic’, i.e., what catholicity 
means. For the European Churches, the job is not yet complete, since 
cultures change quickly and synodality requires lasting efforts. With 
regard to synodality, the example of the CELAM (Latin American 
Episcopal Council), created in 1955, could be a stimulus for a 
supranational effort. But what was effective in this continent has, 
unfortunately, no real equivalent manifestation, as yet, in Europe. 
   Moreover, missionary questions and Roman solutions of last century 
unintentionally prepared for Vatican II and its ecumenical decisions, 
opening new ways to implement catholicity more effectively. And 
thanks to the present stage in conciliar reception, the Roman Catholic 
Church is now able to learn from the experiences of synodality from 
other Christian communions. The Vatican II texts, such as Lumen 
gentium 13, call for a renewed implementation, and the concrete life of 
different Christian churches is a gift to be welcomed, which could help 
reforming the Roman Catholic Church. 
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CONNEXIONALISM: A METHODIST CONTRIBUTION 
TOWARDS A MORE SYNODAL CATHOLIC CHURCH 

Valentín Goldie* 

In March 2020, Pope Francis communicated that the theme for the 
upcoming Synod of Bishops in 2022 will be ‘For a synodal Church: 
communion, participation and mission’. The theme chosen was present from 
the very beginning of Francis’ pontificate and implies, among other issues, a 
reconsideration of Church governance. The present article, in the receptive 
ecumenism mentality, explores the notion of ‘connexionalism’ as understood 
by the Methodist Church and presents and elaborates on some leads 
provided by the Methodist Church that may help a debate towards a more 
synodal Catholic Church. 

In the early twentieth century, the average Catholic would have 
described the governance of the Catholic Church as purely pyramidal. 
The laity should be obedient to their pastors, who should be obedient 
to their bishops, who should be obedient to the Pope.1 In the 1960s, this 
form of understanding Church governance held some degree of truth 
but at the same time relativized, partly because of changes in the 
cultural environment and partly because of the Second Vatican 
Council.  
   The Second Vatican Council was foremost an ecclesiological council, 
that revisited the way the Church saw herself. After a thorough revision 
of the biblical and traditional sources the Council formulated a 
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium. Many changes 
followed. Among others, the Roman Catholic Church introduced 
changes in its governance that were significant steps towards a more 
synodal Church, at the universal, local and even parish level. 

 
* Valentín Goldie is a Roman Catholic priest of the archdiocese of Montevideo, 
Uruguay. He graduated as Doctor in Sacred Theology from the Pontificia 
Università Gregoriana of Rome in 2018 with a dissertation about communion in 
the Methodist-Roman Catholic dialogue. Since then he serves as Professor of 
Ecclesiology at the Facultad de Teología del Uruguay in Montevideo. 
1 Many catechisms contained such doctrine, for example see M. Bouvet, 
Lecciones religiosas, (Barcelona: Ibérica, 1914), 103-106. 
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   By the time the Council was over there was an experience that longed 
to continue, but at the same time, an ecumenical council should remain 
an extraordinary event in the life of the Church. As a result, a new 
institution was born, the Synod of Bishops. Said institution is 
established in the Code of Canon Law 342-348. The Synod of Bishops is 
defined as  

A group of bishops who have been chosen from different regions of the 
world and meet together at fixed times to foster closer unity between 
the Roman Pontiff and bishops, to assist the Roman Pontiff with their 
counsel in the preservation and growth of faith and morals and in the 
observance and strengthening of ecclesiastical discipline, and to 
consider questions pertaining to the activity of the Church in the world.2 

Some theologians argue that the Synod is not a proper synodal 
institution or that it is a weak synodal body,3 because the bishops’ task 
is merely to assist the Roman Pontiff with their counsel. This is 
substantially different from an ecumenical council where the bishops 
exercise, together, the supreme authority over the Church, even though 
the Acts of the Council are truly collegial4 only if the Roman Pontiff 
accepts the declarations of the Council. The Synod is not, strictly 
speaking, an institution of governance; it is merely an instrument 
through which the Pope receives advice. However, it is possible for the 
Pope to summon a Synod with deliberative power,5 thus making it, 
strictu sensu, a collegiate institution. As of today, no Synod has been 
convoked by any Pope with deliberative authority.  
   Some significant changes occurred at a local level, too. The Diocesan 
Synod existed before Vatican II, but changes were introduced to this 
organization, the most important one being that laity were allowed to 
become full members. The intention was clear: to formally listen to the 
opinion of all members of the People of God before taking major 
decisions involving the whole diocese. Following in the footsteps of 
Vatican II, the Catholic Church also founded the Presbyteral Council to 

 
2 Codex Iuris Canonici (CIC), 342. 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG1104/_INDEX.HTM  
3 See D. Vitali, Un popolo in cammino verso Dio, (Cinisello Balsamo, Milano: San 
Paolo, 2018), 14-15. 
4 The terms ‘collegial’ and ‘synodal’ may be used interchangeably, even though 
‘collegial’ is a more legal word, and ‘synodal’ a term that implies more of a 
mentality. 
5 See CIC 343. 
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aid the bishop in his function as head of the diocese. Thus was created 
a more synodal form of government supported by synodal-minded 
institutions. 
   The synodal mentality also transformed the Catholic Church at the 
parochial level with the formation of the Parochial Pastoral Council.6 
However, this council is merely consultative.  
   Even though the Synod of Bishops falls short of being truly synodal or 
collegiate since it does not produce its own binding authoritative 
documents, (the same could be said about the Diocesan Synod at a local 
level or the Parochial Pastoral Council at the parish level), its creations 
is a big step towards a more synodal church. 
   Synodality as a mentality seemed to have lost momentum in the last 
decades. With this loss has come the weakening of the institutions 
which gave it form. However, Pope Francis seems to be infusing 
momentum into the synodal mentality by convoking a Synod of 
Bishops specifically to address this issue in the Church.7 As a 
contribution to the construction of a more synodal mentality, the 
present article explores the Methodist tradition, particularly the 
concept of ‘connexionalism’ coined by John Wesley and his followers, 
that bred a form of governance of the church different from both the 
episcopal and the congregational model. This article will explore the 
theological foundations of such form of governance and discuss 
whether the Catholic Church can benefit and learn from it without 
abandoning the basics of her faith and tradition developed throughout 
the centuries. 
   The first section will briefly present the founding Methodist 
experience which saw the origins of connexionalism. The second 
section will be more theological in nature, exploring the foundations 
for the Wesleyan claim. The article will then explore Catholicism with 
connexional eyes, discovering traits of connexionalism within its 
organisation and criticisms to its current governance. The final section 
will be an attempt to receive the notion of connexionalism in 
Catholicism as an inspiration to reform the Catholic Church towards 

 
6 See CIC 536. 
7 See Synod of Bishops, Comunicato stampa, (Roma: 07. 03. 2020). See: 
http://www.synod.va/content/synod/it/attualita/comunicato-stampa-della-
xvi-assemblea-generale-ordinaria-del-sin.html 
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with a more synodal mindset and thus, as it will be argued, a more 
faithful to the Holy Spirit Catholic Church.  

Connexionalism as Experience 

In the eighteenth century, Great Britain was the epicentre of the 
Industrial Revolution. Millions of workers migrated from the 
countryside to big cities and changed forever the landscape of both 
cities and countryside. One of the biggest social impacts was the 
uprooting of the peasant population, who lost all reference to their 
traditional country parish. This new social situation demanded new 
pastoral actions, and a new pastoral action there was. The eighteenth 
century was the century of the ‘First Great Awakening’ as it was known 
in the United States or ‘Evangelical Revival’ as it was known in Great 
Britain. During this period, itinerant preachers visited towns with 
fervent sermons admonishing people to live holy lives and stay away 
from sin. One of those preachers was John Wesley, an Anglican priest. 
Unlike the other preachers of his time, John Wesley was concerned 
about the continuity in faith of those ‘awoken’ by his sermons. 

I was more convinced than ever that the preaching like an apostle, 
without joining together those that are awakened and training them up 
in the ways of God, is only begetting children for the murderer. How 
much preaching there has been for these twenty years all over 
Pembrokeshire! But no regular societies, no discipline, no order or 
connection. And the consequence is that nine in ten of the once 
awakened are now faster asleep than ever.8  

John Wesley decided to join together in small groups those awoken by 
his preaching. These small groups would be interlocked to form a larger 
society. Some groups, like de class9 meetings or band meetings, where 
small groups in which members shared their experience as disciples of 
the Lord; some other larger groups had formation as their scope, and 
some fellowship. John Wesley was very interested in providing an 
alternative to the pub as a means of recreation and socialization.10 This 
interlockedness involved in John Wesley’s pastoral proposal was 
absolutely key. It is in this environment that the notion of 

 
8 J. Wesley, The Works, vol III (London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 1878), 144. 
9 The ‘class’ is the most basic unit of the interlocking Methodist system. 
10 D.M. Henderson, John Wesley: A Model for Making Disciples, Kindle ed. 
(Wilmore KY: Rafiki Books, 2006) 71-113. 
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‘connexionalism’ was born.11 No individual Christian in relationship to 
his class, and no class in relationship to the rest of the society should 
be self-sufficient, or isolated, instead, they should all be in a 
relationship of interdependence:12 they should be connected. 
Connexionalism implies 

Firstly, the need of ‘being together’ as a condition to grow in Christ. 
There is only ‘social holiness’ within Christianity, achieved by mutual 
support. Secondly, this communion is pastoral and dynamic [… It is a] 
mutual stimulus to do good deeds and to care for each other. Thirdly, 
the community must be concrete, organised and visible ‘in one place’, 
‘being together’ without neglecting material aspects: monetary 
contribution to others’ needs.13 

Once the connexional mindset is experienced in Christian life, it 
quickly translates into the way the society functions. Connexionality is 
foremost a mentality that informs the juridical way the institution 
operates. It is by nature very flexible. Its core principle is expressed in 
the 1999 document about the Church of the British Methodist Church, 
Called to Love and Praise. 

How is this ‘connexional principle’ effected? First, at all levels of the 
Church, the structures of fellowship, consultation, government and 
oversight express the interdependence of all churches, and help to point 
up, at all levels, necessary priorities in mission and service. Second, 
alongside this, as the natural corollary of connexionalism, local 
churches, Circuits and Districts exercise the greatest possible degree of 
autonomy. This is necessary if they are to express their own cultural 
identity and to respond to local calls of mission and service in an 
appropriate way. But their dependence on the larger whole is also 
necessary for their own continuing vitality and well-being. Such local 

 
11 The term ‘connexionalism’, or ‘connectionalism’ as written by the American 
Methodists, does not exist in the English language. It is a word coined by John 
Wesley and his followers to express their peculiar way of experiencing 
communion amongst them. 
12 See D. Carter and B.W. Robbins, ‘Connexionalism and Koinonia: A Wesleyan 
Contribution to Ecclesiology’ in One in Christ 34 (1998), 320-336 at 321. 
13 J. Míguez Bonino, ‘La eclesiología wesleyana ¿una Iglesia que nace del 
pueblo?’ in J. Duque (ed.), La tradición protestante en la teología 
latinoamericana, (San José: Departamento Ecuménico de Investigaciones, 1983) 
277-286 at 281-282. 
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autonomy may also need to be limited from time to time in the light of 
the needs of the whole Church.14  

An early Methodist living in the eighteenth century would grow in his 
faith in the Lord experiencing the need of his fellow Christians and 
experiencing the fact that he is connected with Christians elsewhere, 
especially those in nearby cities and towns with whom he could 
communicate, thanks to the Methodist itinerant minister, who would 
visit different communities of an area. The connectedness of his 
Christian life would be evident to him. It is in this environment that 
‘connexionalism’ became not only an experience but also a theological 
term that expressed communion, koinonia, as lived by the Methodists.  

Connexionalism as a Theological Category 

The first generation of Methodists experienced koinonia as 
connexionalism in a more spiritual and institutional sense. It was the 
second generation that elaborated theologically based upon the 
experience they received as their tradition. It was Benjamin Gregory, 
the great Methodist ecclesiologist of the nineteenth century, who best 
elaborated on the notion of connexionalism. When Gregory re-
examined the New Testament, he argued that there was no form of 
Church governance that could reasonably claim to have a divine 
origin;15 instead he claimed to see a connexional mentality. ‘What the 
apostles did with the results of spontaneous evangelistic action was to 
lose no time in recognising it and connecting it.’16 Here we have the 
mindset in which Scripture is read. It was with this mindset that Peter 
and John were sent by the apostles to Samaria in a connective mission. 
Their job was to connect the newly formed church in Samaria with the 
church of Jerusalem (see Acts 8: 14-18). Peter became an itinerant 
superintendent, the connector of churches therefore invested with 
authority to make decisions on behalf of the whole Church. With this 
authority he baptised a pagan, a practise totally foreign to the very early 

 
14 The Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise: The Nature of the Christian 
Church in Methodist Experience and Practice, (1999), 4.6.2. See: 
https://www.methodist.org.uk/media/1993/fo-statement-called-to-love-and-
praise-1999.pdf  
15 See B. Gregory, The Holy Catholic Church, (London: Wesleyan Conference 
Office, 1873), 31. 
16 Ibid., 49. 
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Church. Even though Peter had the authority to do what he did, he had 
to account to the whole Church for the use of his authority. In other 
words, Peter, the supreme authority of the Church, was accountable to 
the rest of the apostles.17 Gregory’s connexional interpretation of 
Scripture, therefore, seems accurate: relationships of interdependence 
among the apostles seems to have been the norm in the New 
Testament. As Gregory clearly states 

From all this it is plain that in the view of the Holy Spirit the Church is 
a living organism, animated by the Spirit of Christ diffused through all 
its members; an organism of which in its healthy, normal condition, the 
mutual interdependence and the reciprocal sustentation are perfect and 
entire.18 

We can now associate connexionalism with mutuality, accountability 
of everyone in the Church without exception, and interdependence. As 
time went by so did the theology of connexionalism. By the twentieth 
century the Trinitarian roots of connexionalism was formulated. 

In later Trinitarian doctrine, (anticipated in the New Testament), 
Christians, in differing ways, have also found a model for the life of the 
Church. For example, to speak of God as a loving communion of three 
co- equal ‘persons’ suggests that the Church should be a community of 
mutual support and love in which there is no superiority or inferiority. 
[…] In whatever way we think of the Trinity, we cannot have an adequate 
ecclesiology without a proper Trinitarian doctrine, since the Church is 
called to mirror, at a finite level, the reality which God is in eternity.19  

As we can see, even though the term ‘connexionalism’ is not explicitly 
mentioned, the concept of mutuality implies that the Godhead is itself 
a ‘connexional society’, with no divine person being self-sufficient but 
totally dependent on the other two. A few paragraphs later the 
document becomes more explicit, when arguing about the 
interdependency of local churches within the denomination. 

According to Acts, the first Christians in Jerusalem shared all their 
possessions, ensuring that none of their number was left in need. Paul, 
drawing on the analogy of the human body, teaches that all Christians 
are ‘members’ of Christ, and ‘members’ of each other (1 Corinthians 12:12; 
Romans 12.5). Thus, each local church is, in a sense, a complete entity. 
But just as human beings function and flourish only in relationship with 

 
17 Ibid., 42-43. 
18 Ibid., 71. 
19 The Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, 2.1.9. 
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others, so also do churches. As in Acts, this interdependence found 
practical expression: Paul organized a ‘collection’ to relieve the poverty 
of the Christians in Judaea, and, at the same time, to represent the unity 
of Jewish and Gentile Christians (e.g. Romans 15: 25-7). This unity, in the 
view of the writer of John’s gospel, is modelled on and rooted in the 
unity of the Father and the Son (e.g. 17: 21).20  

This completes the theology of connexionalism. Connexionalism 
implies interdependence and mutual relationships at both a personal 
and institutional level, or as the Book of Discipline expresses it, ‘a vital 
web of interactive relationships’21 that somehow mirrors the 
relationships within the Godhead. 
   Catholics do not use the term ‘connexionalism’. However, it is not 
difficult to include it within a Catholic framework. Communionis Notio 
develops the notion of communion, arguing that it has two dimensions, 
a vertical communion and a horizontal communion, that is, 
communion with God and communion amongst men.22 
Connexionalism as understood by Methodism could thus be defined, in 
Catholic terms, as ‘horizontal communion’ which implies a sharing of 
the same faith, governance, mission and ethos.23 

Connexionalism and Catholicism 

Some Methodist scholars acknowledge the fact that there are 
connexional traces within Catholicism, even before the foundation of 
the Methodist movement by John Wesley. The monastic movement 
prior to the Middle Ages and the Franciscan movement of the 
thirteenth century are regarded as connectional in nature.24 However, 
the same claim cannot be made for the Catholic Church’s governance 
as a whole.  

 
20 Ibid., 2.3.8. 
21 The United Methodist Church, The Book of Discipline, (Nashville, TN: The 
United Methodist Publishing House, 2016) 132, 701.1. 
https://www.ctcumc.org/files/fileshare/2016-book-of-discipline.pdf  
22 See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Communionis Notio, par. 3. 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con
_cfaith_doc_28051992_communionis-notio_en.html.  
23 See The United Methodist Church, The Book of Discipline, (Nashville, TN: 
The United Methodist Publishing House, 2016) 132. 
24 See D. Chapman, In search of the Catholic Spirit: Methodist and Roman 
Catholics in Dialogue, (Peterborough: Epworth, 2004), 91. 
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A Connexional Perspective of Some Catholic Institutions 
A close look at some of the constitutions of monastic and Franciscan 
orders support Chapman’s claim. 
   The Constitution of the Monks of the Cistercian Order of the Strict 
Observance25 states that there is a superior in the community, the 
abbot, but he must have the consent of the council or even the whole 
chapter for numerous issues.26 Every monastery is ‘connected’ by the 
General Chapter,27 which is the highest authority in the order. 
Monasteries may also be grouped in Regional Conferences.28 As it is 
clear, each monastery is independent, but not isolated from the whole 
order. One could easily say that the joint action of all monasteries in 
the General Chapter prevents a particular monastery from deviating 
from the charism of the monks.  
   The Franciscan movement could also claim a clear connexional satus. 
Even today one could easily find aspects that could well be considered 
connexional in nature if that category existed within Catholicism. 
Within the Franciscan fraternity each brother must live in a community 
where he experiences an openness to his brothers accepting them as 
God-given gifts and also accepting their correction when it is due.29 
Each house of brothers has a superior called the Guardian but he 
exercises authority only within the chapter of the house.30 The same 
could be said of the Province, which is run by a Minister Provincial who 
exercises authority within a Provincial Definitory. The Minister 
Provincial must visit every house. His ministry could well be compared 
to the ministry of the itinerant preacher of early Methodism. 
Analogously, there is also a Minister General who exercises his 
authority within the General Chapter and General Definitory, whose 
consent for any decision is normally mandatory though, in some cases, 
the General Chapter may override resolutions by the Minister General.31 

 
25 OCSO, Constitution of the Monks, 2016. https://ocso.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/1-Const-Monks-Oct-2016-EN.pdf  
26 OCSO, Constitution of the Monks, c. 37-38. 
27 Ibid., c. 77. 
28 Ibid., c. 81. 
29 Order of Friars Minor, General Constitutions General Statutes, (Rome, 2016), 
arts. 40-43. https://ofm.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/CGSG2016EN.pdf.  
30 Order of Friars Minor, General Constitutions General Statutes, arts. 237-243. 
31 Ibid., art. 197. 
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In the Franciscan way of life, and governance, everybody is somehow 
accountable to someone. Accountability and fraternal correction are 
expected as the duty of every brother in the fraternity, making this a 
system of government that could well be considered ‘connexional’.  
   Though they do not use the word, it is not only ancient religious 
orders that follow the connexional principle. Some relatively new 
institutions within the Catholic Church may well be regarded as 
‘connexional-minded’. One example is the Schönstatt movement, a 
movement whose complexity is beyond this article to explain. However, 
this movement, consists of several branches and several communities, 
organised at a diocesan, national and international level. No branch or 
community is subject to another one, yet they are all connected through 
the Diocesan Council, the National Presidium and the General 
Presidium. All of these institutions are collegial in nature.32 The ethos 
of the movement requires that all decisions should be taken by 
consensus without any sort of imposition. Every branch is independent, 
but not isolated, and connected through strong enough bonds to 
guarantee agreement in concrete actions. The key is that there is not a 
central authority to which anyone is subordinated, thus creating bonds 
of mutuality and interdependence, that could well be considered 
‘connexional’ seen with Methodist eyes. 

A Connexional Perspective of the Catholic Church as a Whole 
The Catholic Church is organised at a universal level with the Pope and 
the College of Bishops as supreme authority. The Catholic Church 
considers both the College of Bishops and the Pope, her supreme 
authority. The Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, Lumen gentium, 
states that Jesus ‘willed that their successors [i.e. the apostles], namely 
the bishops, should be shepherds in His Church even to the 
consummation of the world’33. The Code of Canon Law states this 
doctrine in a more juridical form. It states: ‘The college of bishops, 
whose head is the Supreme Pontiff and whose members are bishops […] 
is also the subject of the supreme and full power over the universal 
Church.’34 The Supreme Pontiff is an indispensable member of the 
college, in such a way that the college may not function unless the 
Supreme Pontiff convokes the bishops, presides over them and 

 
32 The Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt, General Statute, 2017. 
33 Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, 18. 
34 CIC 336. 
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approves its decrees.35 The Pope may also rule the Church without the 
College of Bishops, as stated by the First Vatican Council. 

So, then, if anyone says that the Roman Pontiff has merely an office of 
supervision and guidance, and not the full and supreme power of 
jurisdiction over the whole Church, and this not only in matters of faith 
and morals, but also in those which concern the discipline and 
government of the Church dispersed throughout the whole world; or 
that he has only the principal part, but not the absolute fullness, of this 
supreme power; or that this power of his is not ordinary and immediate 
both over all and each of the churches and over all and each of the 
pastors and faithful: let him be anathema.36 

Given that the First Vatican Council was not repudiated but reaffirmed 
by the Second Vatican Council, the Code of Canon Law also had to state 
this doctrine in juridical form: 

The bishop of the Roman Church, in whom continues the office given 
by the Lord uniquely to Peter […] is the head of the college of bishops, 
the Vicar of Christ, and the pastor of the universal Church on earth. By 
virtue of his office he possesses supreme, full, immediate, and universal 
ordinary power in the Church, which he is always able to exercise 
freely.37 

It seems that the Catholic Church can function in a vertical mode, 
where the Pope makes every decision by himself, or it can function in a 
semi-collegial mode38, where the College of Bishops and the Pope 
jointly agree on decisions. There may also be some intermediate modes 
too complex to analyse here. The point is that the Church may move 
from one mode to another at the discretion of the Pope only. It is up to 
the Pope and to the Pope alone to convoke a Council or a Synod with 
deliberative authority, and since those are the institutions through 
which the Church operates in a semi-collegial mode it is entirely up to 
the Pope to decide in which mode the Church will be governed. 
   Analogous reasoning could be applied to the Church governance at a 
local or parish level. With the exception of some economic issues, the 

 
35 See ibid. 338. 
36 First Vatican Council, Pastor aeternus, canons of chapter 3. 
37 CIC 331. 
38 A full collegial mode would imply that the Pope could be on the minority side 
of a collegial decision. Since all decisions of the college must also be approved 
by the Pope it would be safe to say that he has an insurmountable veto power 
over the College of Bishops, thus making it semi-collegial and not full-collegial. 
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bishop may run his diocese in a vertical mode, taking all the decisions 
by himself or he may run his diocese in a semi-collegial mode through 
certain institutions foreseen in Canon Law, such as the Presbyteral 
Council, the Council of Consultors, the Diocesan Pastoral Council or 
the Diocesan Synod. It is always up to the local bishop to convoke these 
institutions and to approve their decisions. At a parish level things are 
much simpler: the institutions are in themselves not collegial, but there 
is room for a collegially-minded priest to run his parish in a collegial 
way through the Pastoral Council of his parish. At the end of the day, it 
is always the bishop at a local level or the parish priest at a parish level, 
who decides whether the community entrusted to him is to be run in a 
vertical or a semi-collegial mode. 
   A system of governance must have three basic characteristics to be 
termed ‘connexional’: interdependence, mutual accountability and, 
what in Catholic tradition is referred to as subsidiarity.39 As has been 
previously established, Catholic governance functions in different 
modes that may vary in a spectrum that goes from totally vertical to 
semi-collegial. It is very easy to spot the lack of interdependence and 
mutuality between the Pope and the rest of the bishops. The Catholic 
Church´s governance clearly states that the College of Bishops may not 
function without the Pope. In other words, it depends on the Pope. But 
the Pope may well run the Church without the consent of the College 
of Bishops so that the Pope depends on no one and is accountable to 
no one at all. There is no mutuality or interdependence, unless, of 
course, the Pope chooses to operate in such a way. However, optional 
interdependence is no interdependence. What is said regarding the 
Pope in relation to the Bishops at the universal level may well be said 
of the local bishops in relation to the priests and people, and of the 
parish priest in relation to the people of his parish. The Roman Catholic 
Church has a governing system that lacks interdependence, and mutual 
accountability; therefore, it may not be considered ‘connexional’ 
despite having within its ranks institutions, some of them ancient, that 
may well be considered connexional in nature.40 

 
39 See quotation of note 14. 
40 The incompatibility between connexionalism and the episcopal (and thus 
papal) form of Church government was also established by Methodist scholars, 
see for example D. Carter and B.W. Robbins ‘Connexionalism and Koinonia’, 
334. 
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Towards the Synod of Bishops on Synodality 

Pope Francis has recently convoked the Synod of Bishops to discuss 
synodality. To a certain extent that means that there is a degree of 
dissatisfaction with the present situation of the Catholic Church. 
Making an exercise of receptive ecumenism, which means exploring 
other Christians’ theology in order to examine and eventually embrace 
it, may yield important insights and that may allow for a Catholic 
breakthrough in both theology and practice. As it will be shown, there 
are several Methodist issues that could be examined by the Catholic 
Church at a scholarly and an official level. 
   The first issue that is raised by Methodism is the relationship between 
governance and the Trinitarian faith. According to Methodists in 
whatever way the Trinity is thought so should Ecclesiology.41 Catholic 
scholars do acknowledge that the Church should mirror the Trinity.42 
Could one say that we believe in a ‘synodal’ God, that always acts united 
ad extra? Or the mystery of the Trinity could be more accurately 
described by stating that within the Godhead there is a monarchy of 
the Father, who is always obeyed by the Son and the Holy Spirit? If the 
Church should mirror the Trinity in its structures of governance a 
‘synodal God’ should lead to a more synodal Church governance, 
whereas a God conformed by a monarchical Father should lead to a 
more vertical Church. Saint Ignatius of Antioch established that the 
presbyters should be united to their bishop as Christ to the Father.43 If 
we are to understand the precise way Catholic governance should best 
mirror the Trinity, the exploration of the Trinitarian doctrine and the 
deepening of our understanding of this mystery should be the first step. 
The Catholic Church should only move toward a more synodal or 
connexional church if and only if she manages to formulate a 
Trinitarian doctrine that emphasises the equality of the three persons 
within the Trinity and a doctrine that links the Trinitarian doctrine 
with Ecclesiology.  
   One of the dangers the Church would encounter if she adopted a 
more synodal form of government, is the risk of a western civilization 
mindset. In western history, a form of government arose that implied 

 
41 See quotation in note 18. 
42 See for example B. Forte, La Chiesa icona della Trinità: Breve ecclesiologia, 
(Brescia: Queriniana, 1986). 
43 See Ignatius of Antioch, Epistola ad Smyrneos VIII, 2 in PG 5, 713.  
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mutuality and interdependence. It was the ‘new regime’, born out of the 
American and French revolutions. In this way of governance there are 
checks and balances, everyone is accountable to someone. That has 
somehow been embedded in our minds. The risk is that Catholics may 
come to think of the Synod of Bishops as a Church parliament that has 
to keep the Pope in check. The governance of secular countries is aimed 
at limiting the power of individuals so that the risk of abuse of power is 
minimised. A more synodal Church should not mirror that model and 
its institutions should discourage such a mindset. Instead, a more 
synodal Church should stress the role of the Holy Spirit who directs the 
Church, manifesting Himself in the whole People of God, from the Pope 
to the latest neophyte. Since the western mindset is so deeply and 
widely embedded, education of the faithful in sound Trinitarian 
doctrine is a prerequisite for a more synodal reformation of Catholic 
governance. 
   Catholics could also learn from Methodists to explore with fresh eyes 
their own Catholic heritage. There is a widespread consensus within the 
Catholic Church that the Benedictine monastic movement of the early 
Middle Ages and the Franciscan movement of the thirteenth century 
were, and still are, a gift of the Holy Spirit to the Church. Maybe some 
of those gifts remain unwrapped by the Church as a whole, and by that, 
I mean that maybe there are a few things that the whole Church needs 
to embrace that are already there and have been for centuries. This 
ancient novelty seems to be alive and well within new ecclesiastical 
communities such as the Schönstatt movement among others. What 
could be incorporated into the Church as a whole regarding church 
governance that already exists in Catholic institutions? 
   The path to a more synodal Catholic Church is not easy to walk. Its 
destination is, principally, a mentality that needs to be embraced by the 
hierarchy and the laity alike; a mentality deeply rooted in Scripture and 
Tradition at a depth that has never been achieved before. Then, and 
only then, could the Church start thinking of reforming its Canon Law 
to better express the mystery it tries to present to the world. Hopefully, 
the upcoming Synod of Bishops may help it take a step or two towards 
a more synodal Catholic Church. 
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RESPONSE TO FATHER VALENTIN GOLDIE  

David Carter* 

This response to Fr. Valentín Goldie’s article in this current issue of One 
in Christ welcomes Fr. Goldie’s initiative in proposing that the Roman 
Catholic search for greater synodality might learn from the Methodist 
synodical structures of connexionalism. To Fr. Goldie’s account of them, 
the writer adds a few more points that may highlight their possible value 
to the rest of the oikoumene. He ends with an account, showing how, in 
the light of more recent developments, Methodists might begin to see the 
Petrine minister as a global spokesman for the essentials of Christian 
truth and discipleship. 

Father Valentín’s accompanying article in this issue of One in Christ 
makes a valuable contribution in three areas of ecumenical activity: to 
Methodist-Catholic dialogue in general; to receptive ecumenism, 
particularly of the Together on the Way sort where communions look 
at what they might profitably learn from each other in terms of 
ecclesiological structures, and, finally, to the present Pope’s search for 
more fully synodical structures of church life at every level from the 
parish upwards. Fr. Goldie rightly sees Methodist connexionalism as 
involving synodality, mutual pilgrimage and learning at every stage and 
level of Christian ministry life and discipleship. He is quite right to 
stress that connexionalism is both spiritual and structural and to begin 
his exposition of it under the section title ‘Connexionalism as 
Experience’. For the early Methodists, their experience of the 
connexional discipline of meeting regularly in their class meetings for 
fellowship, mutual encouragement and prayer and of meeting in the 
societies for teaching, preaching and worship, was integral to their 

 
* David Carter is a Methodist local preacher in Bristol. He was formerly an 
associate lecturer and research associate with the Open University in Religious 
Studies. He was a member of the British Roman Catholic-Methodist dialogue 
committee from 1990-2013. He was secretary of the Theology and Unity Group 
of Churches Together in England from 1995-2016. He has a particular interest 
in the international bilateral ecumenical dialogues and in Methodist-Roman 
Catholic dialogue in particular. His wife and daughter are Methodist presbyters. 
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spiritual development and, in particular, to their awareness of the many 
duties of the life of the ordinary Christian, in prayer and worship, 
testimony and witness, practical discipleship of service and preferring 
of others in honour. 
   Wesley’s main quarrel with his contemporary field evangelist, George 
Whitfield, was that there was no ‘follow up’ of his converts to ensure 
that they received adequate instruction and formation in their new 
faith, a point Goldie well illustrates with his quotation on page 3, ending 
with the caustic remark that ‘the consequence is that nine out of the 
ten once awakened are now faster asleep than ever’. 
   Wesley had no original intention of forming a new church, rather of 
developing a system of spiritual formation which, like religious orders 
and associations in the Roman Catholic Church today, would 
complement the work of the clergy and the contemporary provision of 
the offices and sacraments of the established Church.1 At first, he even 
hoped it would provoke other clergy to imitate his methods or at least 
redouble their spiritual and pastoral activity with their own faithful. 
Instead, it created a new religious culture and tradition which the early 
Methodists increasingly preferred to that of the established Church 
even though Wesley always hoped the two would work in tandem.  
   Fr. Goldie rightly stresses the interlocking nature of the system at 
every level. It is worth adding a point that he does not mention 
concerning the origin of the term connexionalism which is spelt with 
an ‘x’ in British Methodism and with a ‘ct’ (connectionalism), in our 
American sister Church. Very soon in his evangelistic career, Wesley 
realised that it was beyond him or any one person to do all the 
preaching which was necessary in the many areas of England that had 
little or inadequate pastoral provision from the existing state Church.2 

 
1 It is interesting to note the opinion of Hugh Price Hughes (1847-1902), a 
prominent Methodist leader of his era, who argued that if Wesley had been a 
Catholic, there would have been no schism. The Pope would simply have tied a 
rope around him and told him to found a new order. 
2 Parishes were very unevenly distributed across eighteenth century England. 
There were many in the South and the East where the population had been at 
the time of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons. There were fewer in the North 
and West with the result that communities, particularly ones in industrialising 
areas in the North where the population had mushroomed and where there 
were many settlements far from any parish church. Only a few years ago, I had 
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From the early 1740’s he began to recruit and train from amongst his 
converts lay preachers whom he would direct in their journeying and 
train in their theological and spiritual formation. These preachers 
would have to obey his rules if they wanted to be styled ‘preachers in 
connexion with the Revd John Wesley MA’ and to receive the meagre 
financial support he was able to give them when he sent them to travel 
and preach in particular places. Later, their work was supplemented by 
local preachers, men who stayed in their home areas and existing 
occupations, but preached on Sundays and occasionally at other times.3 
   Methodism led to the most extensive development of lay ministries 
within local congregations since the apostolic era. The most basic units 
of the interlocking Methodist system were the ‘classes’, each of about a 
dozen members, which were to meet once a week for prayer, Bible 
study, mutual encouragement and support in the living of a balanced 
Christian life. They met under a lay leader, designated by Wesley 
himself or the travelling preacher appointed to their area. Some of these 
lay leaders were people of great spiritual energy and insight; in some 
cases, almost as reverenced as a Russian staretz. 
   The next level up were the societies which met regularly for worship, 
sometimes very early, sometimes in the evening. It was here that the 
genius of John Wesley’s brother came into play as he began to write 
hymns for the society members to sing their faith, an innovation in 
English Christian life but one which helped the members express their 
joy and enthusiasm.4 Charles wrote hymns that covered all the major 
festivals of the Christian year, all Christian experiences of conversion, 
pilgrimage and many others, and especially the hymns for the Society 
meetings which expressed the communal experience of the early 
Methodists:  their joy in salvation as well as their sense of 
interdependence as they supported each other in the trials of the 

 
a holiday at a tiny village in the North which had long had two Methodist 
chapels, the nearest Anglican parish church being in a town five miles away. 
3 A system that still exists. The writer of this article, a teacher by former 
profession, is still a local preacher. 
4 Unlike Germany, where Luther had promoted hymn writing and singing, 
British Christians did not sing. The Book of Common Prayer only prescribed on 
hymn, in the Ordination service. The Scots Presbyterians only sang metrical 
psalms, questioning whether anything else could be ‘biblical’. Other English 
nonconformists followed the Scots’ line even though a few, such as Isaac Watts, 
also wrote hymns. 
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spiritual life and in the attempts to be mutually responsible to each 
other in faithful discipleship of Christ and his way. Two of the hymns 
that express this, still perennially popular amongst Methodists, are ‘All 
praise to our Redeeming Lord’ and ‘Thou God of Truth and Love’5. 
Verses 2 and 3 of the first reflect the depth of the communion in those 
early societies: 

He bids us build each other up: 
And, gathered into one, 

To our high calling’s glorious hope 
We hand in hand go on. 

The gift which he on one bestows, 
We all delight to prove; 

The grace through every vessel flows, 
In purest streams of love. 

There is a delightful ambiguity in the first line of verse 3. Does it mean 
the affirmation of the unique gift of another or the sharing of a common 
gift? Perhaps, it is both. 
   Verses 1and 3 of ‘Thou God…’ describe the common search to do God’s 
will and verse 3 the unity given to that end: 

Thou God of truth and love, 
We seek thy perfect way, 

Ready thy choice to approve, 
Thy providence to obey; 

Enter into thy wise design, 
And sweetly lose our will in thine. 

Didst thou not make us one, 
That we might one remain, 

Together travel on, 
And share our joy and pain, 

till all thy utmost goodness prove, 
And rise renewed in perfect love? 

Wesley’s hymns are unique in the combination of deep doctrinal 
teaching and fervent piety. Probably the only hymnographer with 
whom he may be compared in this respect is St. Symeon the New 
Theologian, the tenth century Byzantine, who shared Charles Wesley’s 
deep devotion to the Spirit as we can see in just one verse, 

 
5 Respectively nos. 608 and 620 in the current official British Methodist hymnal, 
Singing the Faith (2011). 

235



CARTER   Response to Father Valentín Goldie 236 

O thou who camest from above 
The pure celestial fire to impart 

Kindle a flame of sacred love 
On the mean altar of my heart.6 

Hymn singing, in the interests of expressing the joy of the Gospel (to 
adopt the title of Pope Francis’ letter) is still a great Methodist 
preoccupation and vehicle of sheer praise. 
   Fr. Goldie rightly compares the sense of communion at the heart of 
both Methodist and Roman Catholic experience of church. Both 
traditions see it as reflecting the experience of the church of the first 
three centuries. Charles Wesley expresses this in several hymns 
extolling the piety of the early Christians. This verse, written for love–
feasts, a Methodist re-reception of the ancient agape, expresses the link 
and the joint eschatological hope: 

Come and let us sweetly join 
Christ to praise in hymns divine! 

Give we all with one accord, 
Glory to our common Lord; 

Hands and hearts and voices raise: 
Sing as in the ancient days; 

Antedate the joys above, 
Celebrate the feast of love.7 

One may argue that the near universal current agreement on the 
ecclesiology of Church as Communion (albeit with differences on the 
necessary accompanying structures!) has two key sources. The first, a 
Roman Catholic one, stemming from Mohler’s inspired if, at times, 
perhaps over-idealised account of the life of the early Church, in which 
the bishop was almost invisible. Mohler’s account was transmitted 
through Newman and achieved new prominence in the ressourcement 
that preceded and then energised Vatican II.8 The second source is early 
Methodism from which came the lived experience of deep fellowship 
amongst the humble laity, expressed in song by Charles Wesley.9 Fr. 

 
6 Singing the Faith, no. 564. 
7 Wesley’s Hymns (the original Methodist hymn book), 1780, no. 519. 
8 J.A. Mohler, Unity in the Church or the Principle of Catholicism (1825), and 
1996. 
9 Especially, though not exclusively in the Hymns for the Society meeting and 
parting. Both Charles Wesley and Mohler had an instinctive understanding of 
Church as Communion long before the ecclesiologists of the mid-twentieth 
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Goldie is quite right to note the common convergence, which has been 
stressed in modern Roman Catholic-Methodist dialogue.10 
   The intense life of the class and society members had its higher level 
counterpart in the institutions of connexionalism that served the 
Methodist movement as a whole. The societies were grouped in 
circuits, to each of which, one or more travelling preachers were 
allotted to supervise and to develop the opening of further societies.11 
Their job was both pastoral and supervisory: to govern and enforce the 
agreed discipline but also to encourage the lay people to take the fullest 
possible part in the administration and building up of each society. Lay 
leaders acted as stewards, responsible for the opening of the chapels 
established, and as property stewards administering the buildings and 
raising money as needed.12 
   From 1744, Wesley assembled his travelling preachers in Conference, 
to consult with them on all the needs of the movement and its co-
ordination and expansion. This Conference became the governing body 
and remains so in Britain. From 1771, preachers went to America, then 
elsewhere, and in 1784, Wesley sent two travelling preachers to the 
newly independent United States, to establish a separate conference, 
deliberately designed to be a separate church because there was, as yet, 
no established church there.13 In every particular Methodist Church, 

 
century who did so much to push it forward in their work. Both men had an 
instinctive understanding of the ethos of the apostolic and immediately post-
apostolic Church. 
10 Especially in the two dialogues on the Church, in the fifth session, on The 
Apostolic Tradition and in the ninth on Church and Sacraments. 
11 The Constitutional Practice and Discipline of the Methodist Church (SO500) 
still defines the circuit as ‘the primary unit in which local churches express and 
experience their interconnexion in the Body of Christ, for the purposes of 
mission, mutual encouragement and help’.  
12 All this went far beyond the use of lay-folk in other British churches. 
Anglicans had church wardens, with responsibility for buildings though no 
spiritual ones as such. Baptists and Congregationalists had members appointed 
as deacons, who had administrative responsibilities and who distributed the 
elements at the Lord’s Supper.  
13 The Scots were, in fact, to ordain the first Anglican bishop for the US and I 
believe that the beginnings of a Roman Catholic hierarchy stem from the same 
year with a bishopric in Baltimore. For years, Wesley had been trying to 
persuade the Bishop of London, then responsible for Anglicans living outside 
of Britain and Ireland to ordain priests for America, but to no avail. 
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there continues to be a Conference as the ultimate governing body. At 
first, the Conference, both in Britain and the US, was composed purely 
of the travelling preachers but, from 1872 in the US and 1878 in Britain, 
lay representatives were added to the Conference, thus completing a 
pattern of lay and ministerial partnership at all levels of governance. 
From 1784 in America and 1795 in England, Methodism developed 
separately from its parent, the Church of England, though not as a 
result of any deliberate rejection of Anglicanism per se, more as a result 
of the desire of the Methodist people to receive holy communion from 
the travelling preachers. These now regarded themselves as true pastors 
and not just as evangelists or extraordinary messengers raised up to act 
where the Anglican clergy did not.  
   Fr. Goldie correctly cites an article I wrote with the then American 
Methodist ecumenical officer, Bruce Robbins, in which we pointed to 
the incompatibility of connexionalism as we understood it with the 
papal-episcopal form of church government.14 Some of our then doubts 
might disappear if the present Pope took one of two courses which 
remain open to him. The first, as Fr. Goldie puts it, is to stress the 
teaching of Vatican 1 which undoubtedly does allow the Pope to make 
decisions that affect any and every situation in any local church. The 
other is to follow the path indicated by Vatican II and develop genuine 
episcopal collegiality and follow it up with a degree of synodality which 
goes down to the parish level. At the moment, there is no requirement 
for a parish priest to have a church council involving lay-folk or for a 
bishop to have a council involving other clergy and laity. 
   There seems every indication that Pope Francis might move in this 
direction. Professor Faggioli points to the fact, as I have previously 
pointed out, both in this journal and elsewhere, that what Francis really 
values is vibrant Christian communities of whatever sort.15 He is 
anxious they should all co-operate, both those from his own fold and 
others. He is anxious to encourage lay-folk of spirit, as teachers, nurses, 
doctors and entrepreneurs in his own church and in others. 
   There would, of course, be a nettle to be grasped from the Methodist 
end: the Petrine ministry. Methodism very much thinks in terms of 
collegial responsibility at all levels: for example, the discipline and 
monitoring of lay or local preachers is under a local preachers meeting, 

 
14 In One in Christ, (1998), 320-336. 
15 Ibid., (2020), 71.  
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consisting of all those who are on ‘full plan’ and all presbyters in each 
circuit. In American Methodism, there is a division of powers between 
administration, which is in the hands of the bishops of each area, and 
the General Conference, in which the bishops do not actually have a 
vote. 
   John Wesley once said that ‘the Methodists are one people the world 
over’. At one level that is spiritually true but not in governance, each 
conference being supreme in its own nation or region. There is a World 
Methodist Conference which meets every five years for fellowship and 
consultation on mutual need and problems but it is purely consultative, 
though it does take responsibility for international inter-confessional 
dialogues, including the Methodist-Roman Catholic dialogue. 
   Could Methodism come to recognise the need for a commonly 
accepted global spokesman for the Christian Church? I have already 
addressed this issue elsewhere and am of the opinion that the way Pope 
Francis currently acts in addressing the priorities for contemporary 
Christian mission, witness and servant discipleship, makes the case 
more cogently and attractively than it could have been made under his 
predecessors (I say this much as I admire in particular, St. John XXIII 
and St. John-Paul II for their unstinting insight and energy).16 
   Long ago, in 1873, the Victorian Methodist ecclesiologist, Benjamin 
Gregory, pointed to the work of Peter and John, as described in Acts in 
connecting churches which had (independently of their initiative) been 
established in Samaria, with the rest of the Church.17 Gregory also cites 
Acts 9:32 as describing Peter exercising a ministry of encouragement 
and itinerant superintendency of all the churches, then, of course, 
purely confined to Palestine.18 One might use this text, unused 
previously as far as I am aware by Catholic scholars, in support of the 
Petrine ministry as a starting point for a Methodist contemplation of a 
ministry of global leadership within the oikoumene. It would be 
interesting to know to what extent our Anglican and Lutheran partners 

 
16 See also the very significant proposals made by the late Geoffrey Wainwright 
in the context of two key consultations hosted by the Centro Pro Unione in 
Rome in 1998 and 2010 and subsequently published under the editorship of Jim 
Puglisi. My article in One in Christ (2020, no. 1) ‘A Wider Role for the Petrine 
Ministry’ outlines five services that the Bishop of Rome might render for the 
general benefit of the whole oikoumene, pp. 79-81. 
17 B. Gregory, The Holy Catholic Church (1873), 50. 
18 Ibid., 43. 
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might see eye to eye with us on this. All three have tried to address the 
issue of Petrine ministry in recent years.19 
   One wonders, too, whether it might be possible to contemplate the 
development of a differentiated consensus on the Petrine ministry. The 
late Harding Meyer once advocated such a consensus on episcopacy 
and in the ARCIC report The Gift of Authority, the suggestion was made 
that Anglicans might move to a positive reception of papal teaching 
even in advance of the establishment of full reunion. The fact that 
different churches might feel able to affirm, and even be prepared to 
accept, certain aspects of the Petrine ministry would greatly stimulate 
research and dialogue. 
   Just as Anglicanism is, in some ways, a bridge church between the 
ancient churches of catholic order and the Reformation churches, so 
Methodism can be a bridge church between the evangelical tradition, 
so much of which is independent/congregationalist in style and the 
global structures of the Catholic Church. Methodism has its strong 
evangelical and evangelistic traditions but it meets the Roman Catholic 
tradition at three vital common intersections: in the stress on the 
universal call to holiness; in the stress on the interdependence of the 
Church and mission at every level, and in the call to transforming 
mission which attends both to the spiritual and social needs of 
humankind, a matter Francis expresses in his most recently published 
encyclical, Fratelli tutti.20 
   In this context, it is also appropriate to quote Wesley’s dictum, ‘There 
is no holiness but social holiness’, a dictum that expresses all that 
Francis wants to say about synodality and Christian mutual support and 
encouragement on the common pilgrimage in faith, hope and love to 
which we are all called. It also reflects his concern for social justice. The 
early Methodists looked after their own poor, but they did not neglect 
others in need; indeed, Wesley founded a Strangers’ Friends Society to 
enable Methodists to help those outside of their own community. 
   The three common emphases of Methodists and Roman Catholics, 
referred to above, bring us very close; a closeness that needs to be ever 
more fully acknowledged and lived out in practice in our relationships, 

 
19 Methodists in dialogue with Catholics first in Towards a Statement on the 
Church (1986), para 58. Anglicans and Catholics in The Gift of Authority (1999) 
and Lutherans and Catholics first in The Gospel and the Church (1972). 
20 Guardian, summary report 5.10. 2020. 
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both with each other and the rest of Christ’s Church. Fr. Goldie suggests 
that, in the light of what Roman Catholics can learn from 
connexionalism in pursuit of synodality, they might also re-receive part 
of their own tradition, particularly from the Benedictine and Franciscan 
traditions. Methodists also have a duty to re-examine their own 
tradition and, where necessary, re-receive aspects of it. In dialogue at 
all levels we can ‘kindly help each other on’, to use yet another Charles 
Wesley phrase. 
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THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE ECUMENICAL 
MOVEMENT TO THE RENEWAL OF THEOLOGY1  

Katherine Shirk Lucas* 

The praxis of ecumenical dialogue is beneficial to the renewal of theology 
as a discipline of faith seeking understanding. Spiritual ecumenism 
invites theology to question its own spiritual practices, while the praxis 
of bilateral dialogue encourages greater attention to doctrinal language. 
The ministry of reconciliation fostered through the ecumenical 
movement is instructive for a revitalized theology of truth. The ongoing 
renewal of theology is thus crucial to overcoming satisfaction with the 
status quo of polite ecumenism and striving for ever-greater visible unity 
of the one Church. 

Ecclesial communion is essential to Christian life, and the desire for 
ever-greater unity of Christians and of the Churches should inform and 
inspire all fields of theology. Theologians should take more 
responsibility for the quest for unity through their praxis and service in 
reflection, research, writing and teaching. At the same time, the 
processes and progress of the ecumenical movement should enrich 
theology. Why and how is the praxis of ecumenical dialogue beneficial 
to the renewal of theology? After examining what the praxis of theology 
means and involves, we will consider how the gifts and fruits of the 
ecumenical movement may enhance the discipline of theology. We will 
focus on spiritual ecumenism, bilateral doctrinal dialogues, the 

 
1 This essay is based upon my contribution for the inauguration of the Chair for 
Ecumenical Theology at the Centre Sèvres in October 2018. I am grateful to 
Professor Michel Fédou SJ and Professor Anne-Cathy Graber CCN for their kind 
invitation to participate in this event with my colleague Professor Frédéric 
Chavel of the Institut Protestant de Théologie de Paris. 
* Katherine Shirk Lucas teaches in ecumenical theology at the Institut Supérieur 
d’Études Œcuméniques (Institute for Advanced Ecumenical Studies) at the 
Institut Catholique de Paris (Catholic University of Paris). She is a member of 
the Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission in France (French ARC) and a 
member of the Groupe des Dombes. 
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ministry of reconciliation and the ultimate horizon of the quest for 
Christian unity.  

The Praxis of Theology: Faith Seeking Understanding  
Fides quaerens intellectum, Anselm of Canterbury’s (c. 1033–1109) 
description of the theological task, flows from the ascetic and 
contemplative practices of Benedictine life. This axiom has traversed 
the centuries and continues to provide inspiration. At the source and 
the core of the theological quest, faith, a gift offered and accepted freely 
by the grace of God, is an existential choice, an expression of trust, a 
vital relationship with God and our brothers and sisters in humanity. 
The act of believing enhances life and unites believers who receive the 
Word of God through the action of the Holy Spirit in the Church. Just 
as the academic discipline and praxis of medicine attends to the health 
of mind and body, so too Christian theology, as an academic discipline 
and praxis, serves the vigor of faith and life in God, in and through the 
Body of Christ. 
   Quaerens, the present participle of the verb quaero, signifies to search 
for, to seek, to strive for. Quaero translates the active nature of 
theological reflection, research, and praxis as an ongoing humble quest, 
open to surprise and disruption, as the mystery of God has no bounds.  
This quest is not a solitary walk, but rather a prayerful pilgrimage, both 
personal and communal, attentive to the struggles and joys of the times, 
with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, a shared search for truth in service 
and devotion to the one Triune God.  
   Intellectum, most often translated into English as ‘understanding’, 
designates the broad horizon of the theological quest that encompasses 
not only the exercise of human reason, but also discernment and 
wisdom which flourish over time. The hermeneutical perspective of 
understanding relies first on the interpretation of Scripture in dialogue 
with ecclesial, theological, religious, and cultural traditions and 
resources of other disciplines. In the Roman Catholic tradition, this 
dialogical process develops in communion with the spiritual care and 
authority of the magisterium of the Church. More recently, Pope 
Francis has emphasized the need for a hermeneutic of compassion and 
mercy in theological praxis, in accordance with the themes of his 
papacy.  

It is important that theologians be men and women of compassion—
inwardly touched by the oppressed life many live, by the forms of slavery 
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present today, by the social wounds, the violence, the wars and the 
enormous injustices suffered by so many poor people who live on the 
shores of this ‘common sea’. Without communion and without 
compassion constantly nourished by prayer […] theology not only loses 
its soul, but also its intelligence and ability to interpret reality in a 
Christian way. Without compassion, drawn from the Heart of Christ, 
theologians risk being swallowed up in the condition of privilege of 
those who prudently place themselves outside the world and share 
nothing risky with the majority of humanity.2  

   Pope Francis holds that following a path of mercy prevents theology 
and theologians from ‘domesticating’ the mystery of God and helps 
keep their interpretive work grounded in prayer and awareness of 
suffering and injustice.  
   With this vision of theology in mind, let us now turn to the praxis of 
ecumenism. What are some of the positive consequences of the 
ecumenical movement and how may they contribute to theology as an 
academic discipline and praxis? We will examine four interrelated 
fields: spiritual ecumenism, doctrinal ecumenical dialogue, the 
ministry of reconciliation and the ultimate meaning and horizon of 
seeking the visible unity of the Church.  

The Spiritual Roots and Soul of the Ecumenical Movement 
The transformative spiritual dimension of the ecumenical movement is 
fundamental to its nature and mission. Indeed, the call for conversion 
of heart and renewal of life has driven the ecumenical movement from 
its inception and has been most fully expressed through what is known 
as ‘spiritual ecumenism’3. Prayer, long recognized as the ‘soul’ of the 
ecumenical movement, is the most common medium of spiritual 
ecumenism, as participation in the prayer of Christ who desires that we 

 
2 Pope Francis, ‘Theology after Veritatis gaudium in the Context of the 
Mediterranean’, June 21, 2019. See: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/june/documents/
papa-francesco_20190621_teologia-napoli.html  
3 Paul Couturier (1881-1953), a French Roman Catholic priest who initiated the 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and was one of the founding members of 
the Groupe des Dombes, is a key figure for spiritual ecumenism. Paul Couturier, 
Prière et unité chrétienne. Testament œcuménique, (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 
2003).  
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be one as he and the Father are one (John 17:21).4 Common prayer in 
ecumenical settings is a tangible manifestation of the progress towards 
visible unity that Christians and Churches have made, but it is also the 
space where the divisions that persist may be painfully experienced: 
sharing in the One Body and Blood of Christ is not yet possible for all 
Christians. Common prayer is thus also a sign of the ultimate horizon 
of ecumenism, of the path that lies ahead.5 
   The praxis of spiritual ecumenism that highlights both the 
flourishing, yet incomplete, unity of Christians and the promised unity 
that remains to be grown, invites theology and theologians to consider 
anew the role of prayer in their discipline. As the driving force of 
theology, faith must be nourished through prayer. Have theological 
educators sufficiently encouraged a praxis of prayer that both 
strengthens spiritual trust and reveals areas needing further attention? 
How are students of theology taught to pray, by themselves and with 
others? How are they taught to reflect on different forms and practices 
of prayer? Greater consideration of spiritual practices and prayer as a 
locus theologicus invites more thorough analysis of how these realities 
have transformed our ecclesial landscapes and missions. For example, 
the ever-growing number of large gatherings for prayers of healing, 
across Christian confessions, merits more interest. As a holistic and 
integrative praxis, spiritual ecumenism echoes the monastic origins of 
Anselm’s dictum and summons theology to scrutinize its own 
sustaining spiritual practices.  
 
 

 
4 During his ecumenical pilgrimage to Geneva for the seventieth anniversary of the 
World Council of Churches in June 2018, Pope Francis stated: ‘Prayer is the oxygen 
of ecumenism. Without prayer, communion becomes stifling and makes no progress, 
because we prevent the wind of the Spirit from driving us forward.’ See:  
http://www.christianunity.va/content/unitacristiani/en/dialoghi/sezione-occidentale/ 
dialoghi-multilaterali/dialogo/altri-documenti-ed-eventi/pellegrinaggio-del-santo-
padre-a-ginevra--21-giugno-2018-/incontro-ecumenico.html. 
5 The Ninth Report of the Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church 
and the World Council of Churches, Receiving One Another in the Name of Christ 
(2007–2012) addresses this aspect spiritual ecumenism in Annex B, paragraph 45.  
See: https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/ninth-report-of-the-joint-
working-group.  
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The Praxis, Methodology and Reception of Doctrinal 
Ecumenical Dialogue  
Our second area concerns the praxis of doctrinal ecumenical dialogue, 
its methodology and reception. The progression of doctrinal dialogue 
encourages the discipline of theology to examine its different languages 
and means of communicating with different publics. The linguistic 
metaphor may be used to trace the methodological developments of 
doctrinal dialogue.  
   At the outset of the ecumenical movement, dialogue partners began 
by listening to each other’s dialects, the speech of praise through 
prayer, as well as doctrinal formulations. After this phase of linguistic 
initiation and exchange, ecumenical conversation first advanced 
through a comparative method of juxtaposing both ecclesial practices 
and doctrinal formulations. Multilateral dialogue, especially as 
practiced by the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of 
Churches, brought about a method of convergence, where dialogue 
partners seek to forge together a common way of expressing the nature 
and the mission of the Church.  
   Bilateral doctrinal dialogue, in particular the dialogue between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation, has 
implemented the method of differentiated consensus that explicitly 
recognizes the legitimacy and worth of the dialogue partner’s specific 
accent.6 Speaking a common language of ‘consensus in fundamental 
truths’, the Roman Catholic Church and Lutheran World Federation 
recognize  

The understanding of the doctrine of justification set forth in this 
Declaration shows that a consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of 
justification exists between Lutherans and Catholics. In light of this 
consensus the remaining differences of language, theological 
elaboration, and emphasis in the understanding of justification 
described in paragraphs 18 to 39 are acceptable. Therefore, the Lutheran 
and the Catholic explications of justification are in their difference open 

 
6 The term ‘differentiating consensus’ is also used to highlight the ongoing and 
dynamic nature of this method.  
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to one another and do not destroy the consensus regarding the basic 
truths.7 

The conclusion of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification 
declares that this consensus must have a perceptible impact. ‘Our 
consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of justification must come to 
influence the life and teachings of our churches. Here it must prove 
itself.’8 Yet, the ecumenical dialect of differentiating consensus has 
struggled to become a lingua franca at the heart of Christian life.9  
   Theology, with its hermeneutical responsibility to interpret Scripture, 
can help elucidate the dissonance of different dialects and accents in 
Christian ethics. Could the dialects of Christian ethics be taken up and 
their legitimacy justified by a method of differentiating consensus? 
Doctrinal ecumenical dialogue has shown the necessity and benefits of 
learning languages and appreciating accents. This type of learning 
requires time, endurance, and patience. In a similar way, theology and 
theologians are enriched when immersed in learning the language of 
another academic discipline, of popular cultures and social media, of 
religious cultures, of poetry. Fluency in other languages serves the 
theological and apostolic duty of sharing the Word of God through 
reasoned and communicable discourse with diverse audiences. This 
commitment presupposes knowing how to identify and become 
familiar with an audience and being able to adjust one’s speech 
accordingly.  A major challenge for the ecumenical movement is 
communicating the deeper meaning and translating the language of 
doctrinal dialogue for the public of younger generations in different 
cultural contexts across the world.  
 
 

 
7 Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ), n° 40. The Lutheran 
World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church issued a twentieth 
Anniversary Edition of the JDDJ in 2019. See: 
https://www.lutheranworld.org/content/resource-joint-declaration-doctrine-
justification-20th-anniversary-edition  
8 JDDJ, n° 43.  
9 The World Methodist Council (2006) and the World Communion of 
Reformed Churches (2017) have also endorsed the JDDJ, while the Anglican 
Communion welcomed and affirmed its substance (2017). This is an 
encouraging sign whose comprehensive significance has yet to be apprehended.  
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The Ministry of Reconciliation  
Our third area of reflection concerns the ministry of reconciliation as 
conveyed by the apostle Paul: ‘All this is from God, who reconciled us 
to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ was reconciling the world to himself, 
not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message 
of reconciliation to us’ (2 Cor. 5:18-19). The ongoing praxis of bilateral 
ecumenism, especially between Lutherans and Mennonites, has 
brought about significant steps towards forgiveness, thanks in part to a 
methodology of revisiting history together in order to tell and to 
continue to build upon a common shared story of their past that opens 
onto the future.10  
   The ecumenical quest for ecclesial communion and the visible unity 
of the Church has highlighted that repentance and conversion stem 
from and are nourished by revisiting the history and violence of 
divisions with an aim to seeking truth. The ministry of reconciliation 
the ecumenical movement has supported and encouraged could be 
helpful in the current crisis of clergy sexual abuse in the Roman 
Catholic Church and other Churches. A victim and survivor-centered, 
compassionate and transparent process of justice and reparation will 
involve empowering and listening to their voices and ensuring their full 
participation and co-production of a common story from which truth 
and the force for change may emerge. Without visible acts of cleansing 
and repentance, along with systemic transformation of clerical and 
abusive ecclesial cultures, the wounded Body of Christ cannot begin to 
heal.  
   Indeed, the clergy sex abuse crisis has harmed the whole Body. If one 
member suffers, all the members suffer together (1 Cor. 12:26). Both the 
insights of the ecumenical movement and theology should be 
marshaled. As a discipline in search of truth, with the consequent 
exigencies, theology could further develop the Christological and 

 
10 The Lutheran World Federation and the Mennonite World Conference, 
Healing Memories: Reconciling in Christ. Report of the Lutheran-Mennonite 
International Study Commission. (2010).  
See: https://mwc-cmm.org/resources/healing-memories-reconciling-christ  
This bilateral dialogue led to a service of repentance and reconciliation between 
Lutherans and Mennonites at the Eleventh Assembly of the Lutheran World 
Federation in Stuttgart in 2010.  
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ecclesiological signification of the truth-telling and truth-honoring 
processes involved for all. Treating the scourge of abuse in an 
ecumenical framework, listening together to victims, and centering 
their input would lead to more mutual accountability and could help 
survivors join their forces. The Anglican and Roman Catholic bishops 
of the International Anglican Roman Catholic Commission on Unity 
and Mission (IARCCUM) have reflected on this type of exchange in the 
perspective of a theology of the Cross.  

At the foot of the Cross we, as bishops, have reflected on an ‘ecumenism 
of humiliation’. We lament our failures and share the brokenness of our 
church communities. We failed to protect vulnerable people: children 
from sexual abuse, women from violence, and indigenous peoples from 
exploitation. In this communion of shame, we confess that our own 
feeble witness to God’s call to life in community has contributed to the 
isolation of individuals and families, and even to that secularization 
which removes God from the public space. We, as bishops, are called to 
lead the Church in repentance and to seek justice for the abused.11 

An ecumenical ‘communion of shame’ could be a catalyst for swifter 
justice for those who have suffered.  

The Horizon of Ecumenical Dialogue  
Our fourth and final point concerns the missionary mandate and 
ultimate eschatological horizon of ecumenical dialogue. This horizon 
reminds theology to focus on sustaining life in God. The ‘Message to All 
Christian People from the First Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches’ in Amsterdam in 1948 recognizes the unity of the Church will 
come from the power of God. The ecumenical movement working 
towards greater unity witnesses God’s love to the world—this 
missionary mandate is essential.  

It is not in man’s power to banish sin and death from the earth, to create 
the unity of the Holy Catholic Church, to conquer the hosts of Satan. 
But it is within the power of God. He has given us at Easter the certainty 
that His purpose will be accomplished. But, by our acts of obedience and 
faith, we can on earth set up signs which point to the coming victory. 
Till the day of that victory our lives are hid with Christ in God, and no 
earthly disillusion or distress or power of hell can separate us from Him.  
And those who wait in confidence and joy for their deliverance, let us 

 
11 Walking Together: Common Service to the World and Witness to the Gospel. 
See: https://iarccum.org/doc/ 
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give ourselves to those tasks which lie to our hands, and so set up signs 
that men may see. 12 

As a discipline of discernment, theology has an indispensable role in 
determining through dialogue with other disciplines such as sociology 
how and which ‘acts of faith’ are visible, and in what ways, to men and 
women of today? How may our different ways of communicating be 
ever more coherent with the Gospel?  
   The praxis of spiritual ecumenism and doctrinal ecumenical dialogue 
have much to contribute to the ongoing renewal of theology as faith 
seeking understanding. In conclusion, how may we all better prioritize 
the quest for visible unity of the Churches? In 1983, a year before his 
death, Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner and his colleague Henrich Fries 
published Einigung der Kirchen—reale Möglichkeit, translated into 
English as Unity of the Churches: An Actual Possibility13. Rahner’s 
prophetic call to grant the highest priority to the quest for Christian 
unity in the theological and pastoral practices of the Churches, 
resounds with as much force as it did thirty-five years ago. He maintains 
that the separation of the Churches is a serious scandal which harms 
the credibility of the Churches and threatens the very existence of 
Christianity in some regions. He is concerned that Church leaders 
underestimate the urgency of the unity of the Church and continue to 
find excellent reasons to invest their energies elsewhere. As he states in 
the introduction: ‘The unity of the Church is the commandment of the 
Lord of the Church, who will demand from the leaders of the Churches 
an accounting as to whether or not they have really done everything 
possible in this matter.’14 In the face of easy satisfaction with the status 
quo of friendly relations between the Churches, Rahner evokes the 
ecumenical kairos that is here and now. ‘What is the time which one 
claims is not yet ripe? Are we not ourselves the time, as Augustine says? 
And how much time will be allowed for the “not yet”? Can we think in 
terms of centuries, as we did earlier?’15 Indeed, how long may we live 

 
12 ‘The Message from the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches.’ See: 
https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/the-message-of-the-1st-
assembly-of-the-world-council-of-churches  
13 Einigung der Kirchen—reale Möglichkeit (Freiburg in Breisgau: Verlag Herder, 
1983). Unity of the Churches: An Actual Possibility, trans. Eric Gritsch and Ruth 
Gritsch (Fortress Press, 1983; and Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2008).  
14 Fries and Rahner, Unity of the Churches, 1. 
15 Fries and Rahner, Unity of the Churches, 2. 
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the ‘not yet’ which stains our lives with the realities of our failures, but 
also increases our desire to receive the forgiveness and unity that comes 
only from God. Rahner also reminds us of what is most important: we 
must never cease to find cause for joy and gratitude for the path of unity 
our Churches have already begun to travel together.  
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TAIZÉ AND THE NOUVELLE THÉOLOGIE  

Evan A. Ponton* 

This essay explores the history and ecclesial significance of the 
connections between the Taizé community and the so-called nouvelle 
théologie in light of the long and fruitful relationship that existed 
between Taizé’s founder Brother Roger Schutz, theologian Max Thurian, 
and two of the great, representative figures of the nouvelle théologie, 
Henri de Lubac, SJ, and Yves Congar, OP. The first section of this essay 
traces the intersecting paths of Congar, de Lubac, and the Taizé Brothers 
within the ecumenical movement in France leading up to Vatican II, in 
large part due to the extraordinary vision of the Abbé Paul Couturier, the 
‘father of spiritual ecumenism’, and ‘apostle for Christian unity’. Through 
participation in activities associated with the ecumenical movement such 
as the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and the Groupe des Dombes, 
the Taizé Brothers and figures of the nouvelle théologie collaborated 
toward the renewal and development of Catholic ecclesiology. The second 
section focuses on the role played by Schutz and Thurian as non-Catholic 
observers at the Second Vatican Council (1962-65). Both Congar and de 
Lubac kept detailed journals during the course of the Council and their 
entries provide a small but useful window into Taizé’s influence at the 
ground level. In both theory and practice, the Taizé community helped 
Roman Catholics along their course toward recovering a more robust 
notion of the Church’s essential catholicity. The third section briefly 
considers how Taizé and the nouvelle théologie may serve as a parable 
of catholicity for the Church today. 

This essay examines the role of the Taizé community, particularly its 
founder Brother Roger Schutz (1915-2005) and theologian Max Thurian 
(1921-1996), in shaping contemporary Catholicism through the 

 
* Evan A. Ponton is a priest of the Archdiocese of Baltimore where he currently 
serves as Associate Pastor of St. John the Evangelist Catholic Church in Severna 
Park, MD. He holds his Licentiate in Sacred Theology from St. Mary’s Seminary 
and University in Baltimore, MD, and Licentiate in Philosophy from the 
Catholic University of America. Additionally, Father Ponton works on the 
archdiocese’s racism task force. 
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interaction with two of the great, representative figures of the nouvelle 
théologie, Henri de Lubac, SJ (1896–1991), and Yves Congar, OP (1904–
1995). The first section traces the intersecting paths of Y. Congar, H. de 
Lubac, and the Taizé Brothers in the ecumenical movement leading up 
to the Council, largely due to the extraordinary vision of Abbé Paul 
Couturier (1881-1953), the ‘father of spiritual ecumenism’. The second 
section focuses on the role played by R. Schutz and M. Thurian as non-
Catholic observers at the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Both 
Congar and de Lubac kept detailed journals during the course of the 
Council that provide a small window into Taizé’s influence at the 
ground level. I argue that the Taizé community helped Roman 
Catholics along their course toward recovering a more robust notion of 
the Church’s essential catholicity. 

I. 

Yves Congar and Henri de Lubac are representative figures of the so-
called nouvelle théologie, and two of the leading thinkers behind the 
Second Vatican Council’s ecclesiology of communion.1 This section 
traces the genesis of Congar and de Lubac’s relationship with the 
Brothers of Taizé through participation in two significant activities 
associated with the ecumenical movement, the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity and the Groupe des Dombes. In both cases, the 
common denominator was the remarkable French Catholic priest, 
Abbé Paul-Irénée Couturier.  
   France in the 1930s, and the ancient Christian city of Lyons in 
particular, brimmed with spiritual and intellectual energy toward 
Christian unity. Couturier, a priest and math teacher of the Archdiocese 
of Lyons, discovered his ecumenical vocation with the encouragement 

 
1 Where the Council documents draw from many biblical models to describe 
the Church, I am here referring primarily to the Final Report of the 1985 
Extraordinary Synod of Bishops, which stated, ‘the ecclesiology of communion 
is the central and fundamental idea of the Council’s documents’ (I.5). On the 
roles of Congar and de Lubac, see Dennis M. Doyle, ‘Journet, Congar, and the 
Roots of Communion Ecclesiology’, Theological Studies 58 (1997), 461-479; 
‘Henri de Lubac and the Roots of Communion Ecclesiology’, Theological Studies 
60 (1999), 209-227. See also Fergus Kerr, Twentieth-Century Catholic 
Theologians (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 34-51, 67-86. 

253



PONTON   Taizé and the Nouvelle Théologie 254 

of two significant mentors.2 The first was an influential lay businessman 
and intellectual named Victor Carlhian who introduced Couturier to 
new thinkers such as Maurice Blondel, Henri Bergson, Jacques 
Chevalier, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Carlhian funded a small 
press that produced the first works of P. Teilhard de Chardin. In 1920, 
he also organized the Groupe de travail en commun, which included 
budding philosophers such as Emmanuel Mounier and Jean Guitton. 
Couturier’s second mentor, Père Albert Valensin, a Jesuit philosophy 
professor at Lyons, gave spiritual direction, including the Exercises of 
St. Ignatius, and involved Couturier in the care of Russian emigres 
pouring into France after the Russian Revolution.3 From 1920 to 1932, 
Couturier helped feed and shelter the refugees. Encountering Russian 
Orthodox believers in works of charity, but also liturgy and prayer, 
impressed upon Couturier the need for deeper spiritual and theological 
reflection on the state of division and disunity among Christians. 
   In July of 1932, Couturier made a month-long retreat with the Monks 
of Unity at Amay-sur-Meuse monastery in Belgium, founded by the 
Belgian Benedictine monk Dom Lambert Beauduin.4 Couturier 

 
2 Couturier was ordained a priest in 1906 as part of the diocesan Society of St. 
Irenaeus (la Société des Prêtres de Saint-Irénée), also known as the Missionaires 
Chartreux. Beginning in 1909, Couturier taught natural sciences at the college 
des Chartreux in Lyons. See Maurice Villain, L’Abbé Paul Couturier: Apôtre de 
l’Unité Chrétienne (Tournai: Casterman, 1964), 19-22. 
3 Geoffrey Curtis, Paul Couturier and Unity in Christ (London: SCM Press, 1964), 
38-43. Curtis, an Anglican who worked alongside Couturier, borrows heavily 
from Maurice Villain’s French biography, L’Abbé Paul Couturier: Apôtre de 
l'Unité Chrétienne (Tournai: Casterman, 1959). 
4 Dom Lambert Beauduin’s personal intervention through Bishop Michel 
d’Herbigny, SJ, president of the Pontifical Oriental Institute, prompted Pope 
Pius XI to issue the papal letter Equidem Verba (1924), calling on Benedictines 
in particular to work toward Christian unity. Beauduin left the Benedictine 
Mont-César Abbey in Leuven to found the monastery at Amay in 1925 as a 
constructive response based on his participation in the Malines Conversations 
(1921-1925), a series of dialogues between Roman Catholics and Anglicans 
pioneered by Catholic priest, Fernand Portal, and the Anglican Lord Halifax, 
Charles Lindley Wood, with the blessing of Cardinal Mercier, Archbishop of 
Malines, Belgium. As a basis for the new monastic community, Beauduin 
composed a short commentary on Equidem Verba entitled A Monastic Work for 
Church Unity, which Couturier read and reflected over during his retreat. In 
April of 1932, only months before Couturier’s retreat, Dom Beauduin resigned 
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solidified his lifelong mission to ‘spiritual ecumenism’ while meditating 
on the writings of Beauduin, Cardinal Mercier, and praying with 
Russian icons.5 He was particularly moved by the passage known as 
‘The Testament’ of Cardinal Mercier: ‘In order to unite with one 
another, we must love one another; in order to love one another, we 
must know one another; in order to know one another, we must go and 
meet one another.’6 The experience filled Couturier with the desire to 
introduce the movement known as the Octave of Christian Unity in 
Lyon. While not its founder, Couturier gave the week a new ardor and 
direction.7  
   Couturier envisioned this common spiritual pilgrimage as a ‘geometry 
of ecumenism’, a metaphor recalling his mathematical background that 
imagines Christians at opposite bases of a pyramid ascending to a single 
point of convergence in Christ. A meditation composed in 1941 entitled 
‘A Cosmic Aspect of Prayer’ reveals the influence of Teilhard de 

 
as prior of the community under pressure from religious authorities distrustful 
of his vision for ecumenism and moved to the Abbey of En Calcat near Toulouse 
where he stayed until 1951. The Amay monastery relocated to Chevotogne in 
1939. See Robert Gurtner, S.M., ‘Fernand Portal: A Pioneer of Today’s 
Ecumenical Dialogue’, Vincentiana 45 (2001), no. 2, art. 7; Dom Thaddée Barnas, 
OSB, ‘L’abbé Paul Couturier et le Monastere d’Amay-Chevotogne’ Irénikon 75 
(2002), 458-479; James F. Puglisi, ‘Prayer for Christian Unity in the Twentieth 
Century’ in A Century of Prayer for Christian Unity ed. Catherine E. Clifford 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 51. 
5 Couturier has been called by many the ‘Father of Spiritual Ecumenism’.  See 
for example Pope Benedict XVI’s reference during his address at the ecumenical 
meeting during his apostolic journey to Cologne (August 19, 2005)  
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/august/documents 
/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20050819_ecumenical-meeting.html  
6 Geoffrey Wainwright, ‘Ecumenical Spirituality’, in The Study of Spirituality, 
edited by Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright and Edward Yarnold, SJ (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 542. 
7 Founded by the Episcopalian priest and Franciscan friar, Father Paul Wattson 
of Graymoor and the Anglican priest Spencer Jones in England, the Octave ran 
from the Feasts of the Chair of St. Peter (January 18) and the Conversion of St. 
Paul (January 25). Upon returning from his retreat, Couturier corresponded 
with Wattson and Jones. Pope Pius X approved Catholic participation in 1909 
and Benedict XV encouraged and even attached indulgences to Catholic 
participation. See Charles V. LaFontaine, ‘Father Paul Wattson of Graymoor 
and Prayer for Christian Unity’, The Catholic Historical Review vol. 67 no. 1 
(1981), 31-49. 
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Chardin. Couturier often shared handwritten passages of Teilhard de 
Chardin’s The Divine Milieu with others. Trained in the natural 
sciences, like Teilhard de Chardin, Couturier promoted a spiritual 
ecumenism straining towards unity that includes but transcends the 
visible institution moving into an anthropological and cosmic 
dimension.8 In the essay ‘Prayer and Christian Unity’, his self-described 
‘ecumenical testament’, Couturier describes prayer as the ‘fundamental 
force’, ‘the greatest of cosmic forces’, a ‘metapsychical force’ in the 
universe that ‘transmutes the world of rocks, plants, and animals into 
an ordered song’9. 
   In January 1933, Couturier held the first meeting in Lyons, a ‘Triduum 
of Prayer for Unity’, preached by his mentor Albert Valensin. 
Meditating on Christ’s universal prayer in John 17, Couturier published 
a letter on ‘The Psychology of the Octave’ in the Revue Apologétique 
(December 1935) that became a charter document no longer promoting 
an ‘ecumenism of return’—the official Roman Catholic position taken 
in Pius XI’s encyclical Mortalium animos (1928)—but on terms of the 
‘unity that Christ wills, as he wills and when he wills’10. Here Couturier 
wrote of his hope ‘not that “the others” may be converted to us, but that 
we all may be drawn closer to Christ’. With the consent of Cardinal 
Maurin of Lyons and renamed in order to be ‘broadened and 
decentralized’ (his words), Couturier launched the Universal Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity in 1936.11 Couturier’s vision found support in 

 
8 See G. Curtis, Paul Couturier and Unity in Christ, 25. 
9 Paul Couturier, ‘Prayer and Christian Unity (1944)’, in The Ecumenical 
Movement: An Anthology of Key Texts and Voices, ed. Michael Kinnamon and 
Brian E. Cope (Geneva: WCC Publications; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 
498-503. Compare, for example, Couturier’s vision presented here with Teilhard 
de Chardin’s reflections on the spiritual power of ‘holy matter’. Pierre Teilhard 
de Chardin, The Divine Milieu: An Essay on the Interior Life (New York: Harper 
& Brothers, 1960), 81. 
10 G. Curtis, Paul Couturier and Unity in Christ, 63-68; Dagmar Heller, ‘The Soul 
of the Ecumenical Movement: The History and Significance of the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity’, Ecumenical Review 50 (1998), 399-404; Thomas E. 
Fitzgerald, The Ecumenical Movement: An Introductory History (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Publishing, 2004), 94-95. 
11 Sister Teresa Burke, CP, ‘The Abbé Paul Couturier, Pioneer of Spiritual 
Ecumenism’, in The Unity of Christians: The Vision of Paul Couturier, A Special 
Edition of The Messenger of the Catholic League, ed. Mark Woodruff (October 
2003-February 2004), 4-5. 
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figures such as Cardinal Pierre-Marie Gerlier, Archbishop of Lyons 
(1937-1965), and Sulpician Father Pierre Michalon, PSS (1911-1986), and 
thus began Couturier’s lifelong project of the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity in Lyons. Moreover, the Reformed Synod of Agen (1936) 
accepted Couturier’s proposals and granted permission for Calvinist 
pastors to participate in the prayers for unity, preparing a way forward 
for Schutz and Thurian.  
   As destiny would have it, attending the very same retreat as Couturier 
at Amay-sur-Meuse was a young Dominican priest, Father Yves 
Congar.12According to Congar, the seeds of his own ecumenical 
vocation were sown in his childhood friendships with Protestants and 
Jews, as well as his eventual studies at Le Saulchoir and Lille where he 
also encountered Russian Orthodox Christians from a nearby seminary. 
It was while meditating on John 17 during his retreat leading up to 
priestly ordination in 1930, Congar states, that he ‘clearly recognized 
[his] vocation to work for the unity of all who believe in Jesus Christ’13. 
Although Couturier and Congar were men of vastly different 
temperaments and, despite some initial misgivings, the two priests 
struck up a lifelong friendship when they met for the first time at Amay 
in 1932.  

 
12 Y.-M. Congar, Dialogue Between Christians, 9. Congar reflects: ‘A priest from 
Lyon, Abbé Paul Couturier, was at Amay at the same time as myself and I well 
remember a conversation I had with him there in the shade of a garden walk. 
The Abbé developed to me an idea of the Church which had a certain 
Bergsonian flavour: there was an élan vital (“life-force”) in the Church; there 
was something corresponding to matter interpreted as esprit retombé (“fallen 
spirit”) … It was only very much later, when reading Maurice Villain’s life of 
Abbé Couturier, that I learned that it was at this precise moment at Amay that 
the Abbé, who up to then had simply been engaged in relations of friendship 
and charity with the Russian emigrés, had been inspired to devote himself to 
the cause of unity. He decided to promote the celebration of the octave of 
prayer, first of all in the form of a “solemn triduum of prayer for the return of 
separated Christians to the unity of the Church”’, 10.  
13 Yves M. Congar, OP, Dialogue Between Christians: Catholic Contributions to 
Ecumenism, trans. Philip Loretz, SJ, (Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 
1966), 3. See also Congar, ‘Reflections on being a Theologian’, trans. Marcus 
Lefébure, New Blackfriars 62 (1981), 405-409; Fifty Years of Catholic Theology: 
Conversations with Yves Congar, ed. Bernard Lauret, trans. John Bowden 
(London: SCM Press, 1988), 77. 
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   In January 1936, Couturier invited Congar to deliver the conferences 
at the Christian Unity octave held at the Sacré-Coeur de Montmartre in 
Paris, which included discussions with Protestant and Orthodox 
believers. These edited conferences formed Congar’s groundbreaking 
first publication, Chrétiens désunis (1937) [Divided Christendom] which, 
in his mind, for the first time in the French-speaking Catholic world, 
attempted to define ‘ecumenism’ theologically.14 Where Couturier was 
the undoubted Catholic spiritual leader of the movement, (Congar later 
described him as ‘the Father of Spiritual Ecumenism’), Congar aimed to 
articulate a ‘theological ecumenism’ rooted in the Trinity and 
Incarnation.15 Through his communion with God the Father and Holy 
Spirit, Jesus Christ who is fully God and fully human, becomes the 
source of the catholicity of the Church, that is, the Church as fullness. 
The concept of catholicity as explored in Divided Christendom served as 
the rudder for Congar’s ecclesiological and ecumenical vocation and 
vision of reform. Brother Emile of Taizé comments: ‘catholicity is first 
of all at the heart of his ecumenism [...] his ecumenical vocation is the 
best explanation for his vocation as an ecclesiologist.’ 16 Congar believed 
that a genuinely catholic vocation implies an ecumenical vocation and 
vice versa, in so far as to be catholic and ecumenical is to seek the 
fullness, wholeness, and the totality of truth in communion. 
   Yves Congar asked Henri de Lubac to contribute a volume to his 
Unam Sanctam series, and Catholicisme (1938) became de Lubac’s first 
book, another watershed text in twentieth-century Catholic theology, 

 
14 Y.-M. Congar, OP, Divided Christendom: A Catholic Study of the Problem of 
Reunion, trans. M. A. Bousfield (London: The Centenary Press, 1939), xi-xv. 
With this work, Congar aroused suspicion for arguing the Catholic Church did 
not possess a completely realized catholicity, a catholicity only imperfectly 
explicit. Moreover, Congar suggested that at times separated Christians had 
more faithfully preserved or taught elements of Christian tradition than the 
Catholic Church, and that work for unity would bring about qualitative and not 
just quantitative growth to the Church. 
15 Y.-M. Congar, Dialogue Between Christians, 20. Gabriel Flynn, ‘Cardinal 
Congar’s Ecumenism: An “Ecumenical Ethics” for Reconciliation?’, Louvain 
Studies 28 (2003), 315. See also Hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and 
Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 265; John Anthony Berry, ‘Communion Ecclesiology in Theological 
Ecclesiology’, Questions Liturgiques 90 (2009), 98-99. 
16 Brother Emile of Taizé, Faithful to the Future: Listening to Yves Congar, trans. 
Karen Scott and Br. Émile (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), 86. 
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in which he challenged the individualism and ahistoricism of Neo-
Scholasticism by demonstrating the inherently social and history-
oriented vision of faith and salvation witnessed by patristic and 
medieval sources.17 In this way, what came to be called the nouvelle 
théologie’s revived understanding of catholicity reveals the theme of 
unity, the mystery of communion, as the true and universal destiny of 
humankind. In the late 1930s, Couturier invited de Lubac, as well as 
other local Jesuits and luminaries such as the poet Paul Claudel, to 
preach and lecture during the Octave of Unity in Lyons.18 These events 
served as de Lubac’s initiation into the ecumenical movement.  
   In 1937, Couturier founded the first group of Protestant and Catholic 
pastors and theologians, who gathered at la Trappe de Notre-Dame des 
Dombes near Lyons, known as the Groupe des Dombes.19 Just prior to 
the start of war in 1939, Couturier started a second ‘cell’ comprised of 
theologically-attuned, French-speaking Protestants and Catholics. 
Couturier recruited the Reformed Genevan pastor Jean de Saussure to 
organize the Protestant side and two priests, Maurice Villain, SM, and 
Laurent Remillieux to gather the Catholics.20 Congar’s Divided 
Christendom and de Lubac’s Catholicism raised important 
ecclesiological questions for the Groupe des Dombes. 
   In 1939, Roger Schutz, a Reformed theology student at Lausanne, 
organized a small group of friends dubbed the ‘Grande Communauté’, 
for conversation and retreats. As a result, Roger undertook to write a 
thesis on the monastic ideal as far as the time of Saint Benedict, and 
contemplated his own destiny on personal retreats at the Grande 
Chartreuse and Trappist monasteries. Roger credits his maternal 

 
17 Henri de Lubac, Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man, trans. 
Lancelot C. Sheppard and Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1998). 
18 Henri de Lubac, At the Service of the Church: Henri de Lubac Reflects on the 
Circumstances That Occasioned His Writings, trans. Anne Elizabeth Englund 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 45. See also Rudolf Voderholzer, Meet 
Henri de Lubac: His Life and Work, trans. Michael J. Miller (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 2008), 44-45. 
19 See the comprehensive account of the history and development of the group, 
Catherine E. Clifford, The Groupe des Dombes: A Dialogue of Conversion (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005). 
20 Clifford, The Groupe des Dombes, 42. Couturier’s mentor, Victor Carlhian, 
also participated in the group from 1937 to 1957. 
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grandmother with providing the ‘key’ to his ecumenical vocation: 
‘Impressed by the testimony of her life, while I was still fairly young, I 
found my own Christian identity by reconciling within myself the faith 
of my origins with the mystery of the Catholic faith, without breaking 
fellowship with anyone.’21 In this manner, Brother Roger envisioned a 
practical reform based on the sources of the Church’s original 
catholicity that did not reproduce the divided confessionalisms of 
reformist ecclesiologies, whether Protestant or Roman Catholic.22 
   At the beginning of the war, in August 1940, ‘Brother Roger’ acquired 
his house at Taizé near Cluny (Saône-et-Loire). Around Christmas, de 
Saussure encouraged the young Roger to visit Couturier in Lyons. After 
this meeting, Couturier shared his excitement in a letter to Mother 
Genevieve Micheli of Grandchamp: ‘A part of what I dreamt of is 
coming to be! It is among my Protestant brethren that this real 
“monastery” is beginning, and I would also like to see it exist among 
Catholics.’23 On July 5, 1941, Couturier and Villain visited Schutz at the 
house in Taizé—the first of many visits—and celebrated Mass in the 
tiny local Romanesque church.24 In 1948, the Taizé community, now 
numbering five, received official permission from the papal nuncio, 
Angelo Roncalli, to restore the church for their liturgies and the 
brothers said the office there on Easter Sunday for the first time.  
   Couturier shared his vision for spiritual ecumenism with Schutz and 
Thurian and also introduced the Taizé Brothers to the religious Sisters 
of Grandchamp.25 Couturier proved instrumental for Schutz’s vision of 
the formation of the new community and for his writing of the Rule of 

 
21 Brother Roger of Taizé, Choose to Love: Brother Roger of Taizé 1915-2005 
(Taizé, France: Les Presses de Taizé, 2007), 25. 
22 Gottfried Hammann, ‘Did Brother Roger Have a Theology?’, in Brother 
Roger’s Contribution to Theological Thought: Acts of the International 
Colloquium Taizé, August 31-September 5, 2015 (Taizé, France: Les Presses de 
Taizé, 2016), 25. 
23 Quoted in Sister Minke de Vries, ‘Monasticism and Prayer for Christian Unity: 
The Community of Grandchamp’, in A Century of Prayer for Christian Unity, 
102. 
24 John Heijke, CSSp, An Ecumenical Light on The Renewal of Religious 
Community Life, Taizé (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1967), 26. 
25 Sister Minke de Vries, The Fruits of Grace: The Ecumenical Experience of the 
Community of Grandchamp, trans. Nancy S. Gower (Eugene, OR: Pickwick 
Publications, 2007), 69-76. 
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Taizé, exhorting the brothers to pray and work for unity. In 1953, the 
year of Couturier’s death, Grandchamp adopted the Rule of Taizé. As 
Geoffrey Curtis wrote: ‘The Abbé’s close relationship with the 
Protestant brothers of the Taizé community and with the Protestant 
sisterhood of Grandchamp ripened as darkness fell. It was to be of 
primary importance in their development and is still bearing fruit.’26 
Later in life, Schutz would compare Couturier to John the Baptist.  
   A second series of meetings conducted during the contentious years 
of 1942 to 1955 opened at la Trappe des Dombes on September 28, 1942, 
before Schutz and Thurian left for Geneva.27 The theme of their 
conversation was unity through baptism in the Letter to the Ephesians. 
While Schutz felt right at home among the Trappist monks, Thurian 
relished the fresh theological conversation, which included Catholic 
biblical and patristic scholars of the ‘new theology’, among them de 
Lubac and Carlhian.28 It was in this fellowship of Protestants and 
Catholics that Schutz and Thurian acquired their profound 
commitment to ecumenism. Two months later Schutz and Thurian, 
hunted by the Germans for harboring refugees, left Taizé, indefinitely, 
for Geneva. They participated in the Groupe des Dombes each year 
following their return to France in 1946. Regular group meetings took 
place in turn at Les Dombes, Presinge, and Grandchamp. After their 
initial encounter at Les Dombes, R. Schutz and H. de Lubac 
encountered one another many times in Lyons. R. Schutz saw in H. de 
Lubac not only a bold and abundant ecclesiology but a man of true 
Christian integrity.29 
   Among Catholic prelates, the strongest voice of support for the 
ecumenical movement was that of Pierre-Marie Gerlier, Cardinal 
Archbishop of Lyons (1937-1965). Gerlier arranged the first papal 
audiences for Schutz and Thurian with Pius XII in 1949 and 1950. Not 
long after their audience, the Holy Office published the instruction 

 
26 Ibid., 239. 
27 Maurice Villain, ‘History of the Inter-Confessional Group of Les Dombes’, in 
Ecumenical Dialogue in Europe, ed. Patrick C. Rodger (Richmond, VA: John 
Knox Press, 1966), 20. 
28 G. Curtis, Paul Couturier and Unity in Christ, 255. H. de Lubac also took refuge 
at a religious house in Vals south of Lyons in early 1943 when the Nazis entered 
Lyons, which was then a free zone. 
29 Jean-Claude Escaffit and Moïz Rasiwala, Histoire de Taizé, nouvelle édition 
(Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2016), 32. 
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Ecclesia Catholica (1949), outlining their attitudes toward the 
ecumenical movement cautiously permitting Catholics under certain 
conditions to take part in it. While still holding an ecumenism of 
return, the Vatican for the first time acknowledged the movement as a 
work of the Holy Spirit. Taizé Brothers attended ecumenical meetings 
in Rome in 1952, 1954, and 1955 which introduced them to Roman 
circles where they were to meet the future pope, Giovanni Montini, and 
the traditionalist, Ottaviani. 
   In 1950, H. de Lubac was effectively silenced by Rome and removed 
from his position at Lyons to Paris. Due to the difficulties surrounding 
the encyclical Humani Generis (1950), which condemned many ideas of 
the ‘new theology’, de Lubac declined the invitation to attend the 
Groupe des Dombes. The Groupe des Dombes held a retreat on the 
Lord’s Prayer at Taizé in 1953, the year of P. Couturier’s death as well as 
the year H. de Lubac returned to Lyons.30 Cardinal Gerlier acted as a 
key mediator and advocate for Couturier and de Lubac as suspicions 
and vacillating support from Rome cast a shadow over the movement. 
Due to these setbacks, the second series of meetings shied away from 
public statements and much of their conversation went unrecorded.  
   After the death of the ‘Apostle of Christian Unity’, as Cardinal Gerlier 
called him, Couturier’s mission found enthusiastic successors in 
Maurice Villain, a Marist theology professor and confidant who 
tirelessly promoted Couturier’s work, and Father Michalon, who co-
founded the Centre Unité Chrétienne (today, Centre Saint-Irénée) with 
Victor Carlhian in 1954.31 Reflecting back on this period, Congar wrote: 
‘I made the acquaintance of Roger Schutz and Max Thurian from Taizé 
(then, one said Cluny). Few things have made me more conscious of my 
limitations and my spiritual obtuseness than my failure to realize the 
novelty and the stature of Taizé in its early days.’32 Congar first visited 
Taizé from June 19-20, 1959, and wrote an unpublished account. He 
continued to visit Taizé before and after the Council, exchanging signed 

 
30 See Frederick Bliss, SM, and Alois Greiler, S.M., ‘Paul Couturier and Maurice 
Villain: The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity’, One In Christ 42 (2008), 270-
284. 
31 Maurice Villain, ‘Abbé Paul Couturier: In Memoriam’, The Ecumenical Review 
5 (1953), 395-401. Cf. Étienne Fouilloux, ‘Une Affaire Lyonnaise: La Succession 
de L’abbé Couturier’, Chrétiens et Sociétés 18 (2012): 105-135; Max Thurian, 
L’abbé Couturier’, Verbum Caro vol 6, n. 24 (1952), 161-67. 
32 Y.-M. Congar, Dialogue Between Christians, 32-33. 
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books and even indicated pages where Taizé was referenced as a sign of 
friendship and trust.33 
Henri de Lubac himself later reflected: 

At the very time, when some among us, as if suddenly struck by 
blindness, seem no longer to perceive the beauty or the benefits of the 
world, of the evangelic life in the Church, on the plateau of Taizé, once 
a nearby dependency of ancient Cluny, a swarm of young men from all 
the horizons of the Protestant Reformation, have gathered to lead that 
life together, a life they are rediscovering in all its freshness.34 

That ‘freshness’ reached Catholics on January 25, 1959, the closing day 
of the Week of Prayer for Unity, when Pope John XXIII announced his 
plan to ‘throw open the windows of the Church and let the fresh air of 
the Spirit blow through’, by convoking the Second Vatican Council. 
Through his visionary work shaping the Week of Prayer for Unity and 
the Groupe des Dombes, Couturier’s mission paved the crossroads for 
the meeting of Taizé and the nouvelle théologie. Although Couturier’s 
earthly pilgrimage ended in 1953, once these other luminaries came 
together at this crossroads, they shared a path to Vatican II. 

II. 

In this section, I discuss the first-hand accounts of the Council by Y. 
Congar, H. de Lubac, R. Schutz, and M. Thurian which record the 
proceedings during the Council and events immediately afterwards and 
provide a unique and intimate glimpse into this momentous event. In 
convening the Council, Pope John XXIII rehabilitated the work and 
reputations of the great figures of the nouvelle théologie. John XXIII first 
made his acquaintance with Taizé while Apostolic nuncio to France 
(1944-1953). Even before the Council, John XXIII expressed his gratitude 
and trust in these ‘Calvinist monks’ as ‘that little springtime’.  
Archbishop Gerlier discreetly arranged the newly-elected Pope’s very 
first private audience on November 7, 1958 with Brothers Schutz and 
Thurian, to which the Pope agreed, adding jokingly, ‘on condition that 

 
33 Brother Emile of Taizé, Faithful to the Future: Listening to Yves Congar, trans. 
Karen Scott and Br. Emile (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), 5. 
34 Quoted from H. de Lubac’s preface to Roger Schutz and Max Thurian, 
Revelation: A Protestant View (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1968). 
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they do not ask me questions that are too difficult’.35 In a conversation 
with Schutz on June 20, 1960, Congar writes in his diary that: ‘According 
to Schutz, the Pope had said some very incredible, even downright 
heretical, things to him, such as: “the Catholic Church does not possess 
the whole truth; we should search together…”’36 During this final papal 
audience with the brothers on February 25, 1963, John XXIII shared his 
intention to publish his encyclical on peace and reconciliation among 
all humanity (alluding to Pacem in Terris). The pope spoke of the 
Catholic Church composed of ever-widening concentric circles, and 
considered the brothers not far from the heart, encouraging them to 
continue on their path.37 Throughout their life, the brothers preserved 
a deep love and appreciation for John XXIII. Y. Congar even mentions 
a pilgrimage taken by R. Schutz and M. Thurian in October 1964 to the 
birthplace of John XXIII, during which they visited his brothers, nieces, 
and nephews.38 
   In June 1960, John XXIII created a new dicastery, the Secretariat for 
Promoting Christian Unity, to be headed by its first President, the Jesuit 
biblical scholar and ecumenist Augustin Cardinal Bea, along with the 
first Secretary Joseph (later Cardinal) Willebrands. Consultors 
appointed to the Secretariat for Unity included Michalon and Jérome 
Hamer, OP, rector of Le Saulchoir until 1962.39 The Secretariat’s first 
task was to invite the World Council of Churches and Christian World 
Communions to appoint non-Catholic observers to the Council to 
accompany the representatives. John XXIII personally invited Schutz 

 
35 J. Heijke, An Ecumenical Light on The Renewal of Religious Community Life, 
Taizé, 38. See also Roger of Taizé, ‘Christ is United to Every Human Being 
without Exception’, in Vatican II: 50 Personal Stories, ed. William Madges and 
Michael J. Daley (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2012), 180. 
36 Y.-M. Congar, My Journal of the Council (July 1960), 7. 
37 J.-C. Escaffit and M. Rasiwala, Histoire de Taizé, 58-59. 
38 Y.-M. Congar, My Journal of the Council (18 October 1964), 632. On this trip, 
Congar reports, Schutz and Thurian also visited Brescia, the Oratory where 
Montini (Paul VI) was educated, which they called ‘a school of courage, and 
education in courage, and a place of resistance to totalitarianism’, ibid. 
39 See George Tavard, ‘Spiritual Ecumenism at Vatican Council II’, in A Century 
of Prayer for Christian Unity, 83-84. 
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and Thurian to be observers. The Secretariat then took on an important 
role in preparing council documents.40  
   For the duration of the council, the Taizé Brothers (Schutz, Thurian, 
and usually two other Taizé Brothers on a rotating basis) rented a small 
apartment in the center of Rome on the via del Plebiscito across from 
the Palazzo di Venezia. In a Protestant commentary on Dei Verbum 
published after the Council, Schutz and Thurian included a short, 
introductory chapter entitled ‘A Day at the Council’. In it they describe 
the arrangement of their apartment with its ‘little oratory’ at the center, 
and go on to give an account of their day which begins with a breakfast 
meeting during which they discuss plans of the day and decide which 
bishops will be invited to join them for lunch. or supper. They mention 
too their walk to St. Peter’s Basilica, preparing notes and suggestions 
on schemas, their giving talks and conferences for bishops, and their 
speaking at seminaries.41 One of their table guests was the young 
auxiliary from Krakow, Bishop Karol Wojtyla.42 They enjoy meals with 
visitors from around the globe, after which they share a reflection on 
ecumenism and close with the Our Father. They also describe dreaming 
about visible unity around the Eucharist. During the Third Session in 
November of 1964, even Ottaviani pays the brothers a visit, bringing six 
cardinals with him the following year. Apparently, as one brother 
remarked, after years visiting Rome, Brother Roger knew how to ‘touch 
his heart’43. 
   Yves Congar and Henri de Lubac visit and pray the Office with the 
brothers frequently. A month into the Council, Congar writes: 

 
40 Jerome-Michael Vereb, CP, ‘Because He Was a German!’ Cardinal Bea and the 
Origins of Roman Catholic Engagement in the Ecumenical Movement (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 121-143; Donald W. Norwood, ‘Vatican II: The 
Most Catholic Council?’, The Ecumenical Review 66 (2014), 421-432. In the 
Apostolic Constitution Pastor Bonus (1988), John Paul II changed the name of 
the Secretariat to the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, see 
‘History’ 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/
rc_pc_chrstuni_pro_20051996_chrstuni_pro_en.html  
41 Roger Schutz and Max Thurian, Revelation: A Protestant View (Westminster, 
MD: Newman Press, 1968), 6-10. 
42 Roger of Taizé, ‘Christ is United to Every Human Being without Exception’, 
181. 
43 J.-C. Escaffit and M. Rasiwala, Histoire de Taizé, 70. 
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At 8 p.m., supper with the four Brothers from Taizé. They have created 
their own atmosphere in the apartment where they live. We talked a lot. 
I myself most of all, perhaps. They have many guests. There is almost no 
meal at which there are no guests, sometimes as many as five or six 
bishops. In this way, there comes into being on such occasions 
something of a council of consultations and friendships, which help to 
create the climate of the Council properly so called […]. The view of the 
Brothers of Taizé is this: one must take the risk, WITH the Pope and 
with Cardinal Bea, that they have so courageously taken in thus opening 
the Council to the Observers.44 

From his seat in St. Peter’s Basilica at the opening liturgy, French 
philosopher Jean Guitton points out: ‘Just opposite, on the bench of the 
observers, who are highly honored, I regard the contemplative visage of 
Pastor Schutz of Taizé.’45 While the observers did not speak or vote 
during sessions, they were given front-row seats and frequently 
attended Mass. Henri de Lubac records some of Schutz and Thurian’s 
observations: ‘Schutz and Thurian invited me for Friday evening. 
Thurian told me that he sees from time to time, opposite him, Cardinals 
Marella and Döpfner having a good laugh together. He takes note, also, 
of the cardinals who are asleep or are impassive and those who are 
having fun, and “those who seem unhappy at the presence of the 
observers”.’46 De Lubac’s diary often depicts him laughing with Schutz 
and Thurian. Indicative of their personalities, H. de Lubac’s journal is 
courteous and genial, while Y. Congar is passionate, opinionated, and 
sometimes gossipy.47 Congar describes Schutz as ‘a little bit starry-eyed, 
and sentimental, but, even more, luminous and a man of God. It is so 
obvious that the grace of God is with them! There is a Taizé “man”, a 
Taizé anthropology, very spiritual.’48 Congar’s deepest and most 
detailed description of Taizé comes from a journal entry on October 18, 

 
44 Y.-M. Congar, My Journal of the Council (8 November 1962), 156. 
45 Jean Guitton, Unity Through Love: Essays in Ecumenism, trans. Brian 
Thompson (New York: Herder and Herder, 1964), 11, 13. 
46 Henri de Lubac, Vatican Council Notebooks I, trans. Andrew Stefanelli and 
Anne Englund Nash (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015), 241.  
47 In one such candid journal entry after one dinner, Congar expresses: ‘I did 
not feel at ease with Br Roger Schutz because, although he never stops talking 
about dialogue and listening to others, at the same time he never stops 
expressing and asserting himself. He is a man of God, but, this evening I found 
him trying.’ See Ibid., 861. 
48 Y.-M. Congar, My Journal of the Council (8 October 1964), 613. 
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1964 after sharing in dinner and prayer with the brothers. In it he 
wrestles with the meaning of the community:  

Taizé seems to me to give a striking example of a Gospel response, and 
I would say, a priestly response to the expectation of human beings. 
They communicate God, they live God, and that is all. And that is 
enough. One comes to them because there one finds oneself in the 
presence of God. But Schutz combines a mystical gift with a rather 
extraordinary sense of the concrete and an ability to translate the 
mystical expectation into concrete realization. He immediately seeks to 
engage with the CALL and find for it a concrete response. Very many 
young people come to them: they convey to them, first of all, entry into 
the presence of God and his demands, and then, not theories, but the 
suggestion of simple, immediate, concrete undertakings.49 

The theological debates that dominated the Council were near and dear 
to Thurian’s heart, evidenced by the books he wrote prior to, during, 
and after the Council. One of these highly symbolic debates, the vote 
with the narrowest margin in the entire Council, concerned the 
relationship of Mary to the Church, specifically whether to devote an 
entire document to Mary or simply devote a special section within the 
document on the Church, Lumen gentium. From an ecumenical 
standpoint, Thurian, who had recently published a book on Mary, stood 
with Cardinal König who argued that inclusion of Mary in a document 
on the Church could make ‘possible a convergence with both the 
Oriental and Protestant traditions’50. 
   The journals provide insight into the formal and informal discussions 
on the Eucharist and ecumenism. In 1959, Thurian published a 
biblical/liturgical study on the Eucharist that Congar favorably 
reviewed.51 In one episode during the Council that illustrates the 
tensions that existed, de Lubac writes, ‘Max Thurian was saying to an 
Orthodox observer that if the Catholic Church authorized it, he would 

 
49 Ibid. (18 October 1964), 632. 
50 Donald W. Norwood, ‘The Impact of Non-Roman Catholic Observers at 
Vatican II’, Ecclesiology 10 (2014), 301. See Max Thurian, Mary, Mother of the 
Lord and Figure of the Church, trans. N. Cryer (London: Faith Press, 1963). 
51 Y.-M. Congar, Dialogue Between Christians, 435-442. Congar writes: ‘Quite 
apart from its great interest from an ecumenical point of view, Thurian’s book 
would make very profitable reading for priests desiring to deepen their 
appreciation of the Eucharist, provided they make the effort demanded by his 
very close and concentrated writing which develops lines of thought very close 
to our own but not exactly coinciding with them’, 436. 
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gladly receive Communion at the council Mass. The latter replied to 
him that, as for him, he refrained even from praying interiorly during 
the Roman Catholic Mass’52. For Schutz and Thurian, committed as 
they were to spiritual ecumenism, discussion about Eucharist was first 
and foremost a matter of prayer. Many mornings they spent a moment 
in Eucharistic adoration alongside bishops in a side chapel of St. Peter’s 
Basilica before council sessions. Nearing the end of the Council, H. de 
Lubac reports: ‘Yesterday morning, during the session, I saw Roger 
Schutz, alone, in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament (chapel of the 
left-hand transept).’53 In an episode toward the close of the Council, de 
Lubac writes after a lunch with the brothers: 

Yesterday, having gone to Saint Peter’s to pray at the tomb of John XXIII, 
they met the papal procession, which were preparing to leave to go to a 
parish church in the suburbs […] they were offered chairs in the choir, 
right in front of the Pope, who talked for a moment with them. They 
were enthusiastic about the homily: the Pope spoke very simply, like a 
good pastor, of the presence of Christ in the midst of the Christian 
community; he explained the mystery of the Eucharist with clarity, 
giving the whole doctrine but without technical words. Max Thurian 
saw it as a model of preaching of the Eucharist.54 

De Lubac’s journal also speaks of Schutz and Thurian’s interest in the 
pending document De revelatione (the draft of the document that 
would become Dei Verbum). He includes an interview Thurian gave 
with the French Catholic paper La Croix.55 At a lunch with Thurian and 
some French bishops, H. de Lubac recalls:  

We spoke of many things, but especially of the present religious 
situation, of theories that are emerging (particularly with Fr. 
Schillebeeckx) about the relations between the Church and the world, 
etc., as well as about the concept of the priest and of his role. I tried to 
reduce the problems to their simplest expression and in terms of faith. 
I sought to show, too, how much the questions that are debated today 

 
52 Henri de Lubac, Vatican Council Notebooks II, trans. Andrew Stefanelli and 
Anne Englund Nash (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015), (8 October 1964), 170.  
53 Ibid. II, (9 November 1965), 409. 
54 Ibid., (22 November 1965), 418-19. 
55 See Max Thurian, ‘Un acte œcuménique du Concile: le vote de Constitution 
dogmatique sur la révélation’, Verbum Caro 19 n. 76 (1965), 6-10. 

268



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 54  NO. 2 269 

need to be clarified, at their foundation, by a coherent doctrine of nature 
and the supernatural.56 

After the Council, R. Schutz and M. Thurian published a commentary 
on Dei Verbum with a preface written by H. de Lubac, examining Schutz 
and Thurian’s view that ‘Catholicism “renewed in the spirit of the 
Council” is in a position to effect the synthesis’ of previously considered 
mutually exclusive opinions regarding, for example, ‘salvation through 
faith or works; or the sacrifice of the cross and the Mass; the collegial 
ministry and the papacy; the Church invisible and the Roman Catholic 
Church’. These could all be seen as ‘both true and full of promise’57. 
Schutz also spoke of the need for Protestants to be mutually committed 
with Catholics in the task of aggorniamento, even using as an example 
the Taizé commitment to celibacy as integral to their contemplation 
and a sign of the Kingdom at hand that opens up ecumenical dialogue.58  
   Catholicity is that mark of the Church running through their writings 
that binds Schutz and Thurian as Reformed Protestants with de Lubac 
and Congar as Roman Catholics. Just prior to the Council, Thurian 
wrote how in the Church’s creed, the word ‘ “Catholic” expresses a 
quality of totality and fullness’, of the truth, of life, of time, and of 
creation.59 Congar later described the ecumenical movement as 
characterized by ‘ “he fact that it embraces all the Christian divisions”, 
of ‘seeing the positive Christianity in others’, and ‘a search for 
plenitude’.60 Central to his book Catholicism and later works, beyond 
the merely institutional and intellectual, H. de Lubac stressed the social 
and historical nature of authentic catholicity. In its deepest sense, de 
Lubac argued, the Church’s catholicity is not simply geographical or 
doctrinal but Trinitarian and anthropological. Tending toward the 
unity of humankind, greater catholicity implies greater inclusion to 
more fully signify the mystery of communion. Above all, this happens 
through prayer and sacrament. Thurian especially devoted many books 
to understanding the nature and role of the sacraments in the Church.  

 
56 Henri de Lubac, Vatican Council Notebooks II, (14 November 1964), 277. 
57 Roger Schutz and Max Thurian, Revelation, 4-5. 
58 Roger Schutz, The Power of the Provisional, trans. Philip Parsons and Timothy 
Wilson (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1969), 55, 72. 
59 Max Thurian, Visible Unity and Tradition, trans. W.J. Kerrigan (Baltimore, 
MD: Helicon Press, 1962), 84-85. 
60 Y.-M. Congar, Ecumenism and the Future of the Church (Chicago, IL: The 
Priory Press, 1969), 28-30. 
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   In the decades following the Council, Congar’s understanding of 
catholicity continued evolving in terms of a ‘pluralist unity’ and a 
‘reconciled diversity’, especially in his third and final great work on 
ecumenism, Diversity and Communion.61 Yet the prayer and hospitality 
of the Taizé brothers in Rome probably influenced the bishops and 
theologians’ sense of catholicity as much, if not significantly more, than 
Brother Roger and Thurian’s many writings and lectures. Congar 
maintained close relationships with the Brothers of Taizé. Into the 
1980’s. Congar and M.-D. Chenu sometimes attended Taizé conferences 
for young adults held at Notre-Dame in Paris at Brother Roger’s 
request. Brother Emile of Taizé, who frequently attended to Congar on 
his visits to Taizé and even visited him on his deathbed with a letter 
from Brother Roger, points to Congar and Roger’s shared spiritual 
anthropology and conviction that the Church, while an authoritative 
institution, is not reducible to a legal or theological system. He recalls 
that in temperament, ‘these two men [Congar and Schutz] could not 
have been more dissimilar. And yet the same passion burned in them 
both: the ecclesia.’62  
   Schutz’s words to the Jesuit Provincial Superior on the occasion of 
Henri de Lubac’s death in 1991 also bear witness to the commitment to 
catholicity to which Christ calls every disciple: 

His attitude, in the difficult periods he went through, carried us forward: 
he knew how to consent to hardships coming from Christians 
themselves. Sometimes seeing his most clear intentions disfigured by 
other Christians, he remained silent and continued on his way. Through 
him, I grasped this certainty—to love Christ and to love him in his 
communion which is the Church, it is all one.63 

III. 

The founders and key figures of the nouvelle théologie have passed 
away, as has Brother Roger of Taizé, tragically killed in 2005, but not 

 
61 Paul D. Murray, ‘Expanding Catholicity through Ecumenicity in the Work of 
Yves Congar: Ressourcement, Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Reform’, 
International Journal of Systematic Theology 13 (2011), 272-302. 
62 Brother Emile of Taizé, Faithful to the Future, 8. 
63 Quoted in J.-C. Escaffit and M. Rasiwala, Histoire de Taizé, 32 (My 
translation). I wish to express my gratitude to Rev. Mark Gorman and Michael 
J. Gorman for their comments and suggestions, as well as for sharing their 
commitment to ecumenism and love for the Taizé community. 
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without leaving behind an impactful ecclesial legacy. Taizé continues 
to attract new brothers and many visitors who participate in its living 
‘parable of community’ and ‘pilgrimage of trust on earth’.64 The historic 
encounter between Taizé and the nouvelle théologie offers the Church 
today a parable of catholicity for theological reflection. Three sites for 
contemplation include friendship, synodality, and young people. 
   Perhaps the theological ‘fact’ worthiest of attention is the way 
friendship steered reform. All seemed to grasp that the Church’s 
interpretation of John 17 depends upon her implementation of John 15: 
‘I have called you friends’. Catholicity is a mark of the Church bestowed 
upon friends of Christ and friends in Christ. The recent work of 
theologian Brother John of Taizé, for example, develops just such an 
understanding of Church as a catholic community of ‘universal 
friendship’ made possible only by way of a return to the sources.65 A 
catholic theology of communion depends upon a community of 
theologians committed to the proposition that the work of theology is 
undertaken on our knees together, whether in a chapel, office, rented 
apartment, or St. Peter’s Basilica.  
   As a theological inheritor of the ressourcement, the ecclesiology of 
Pope Francis presents new opportunities to explore the still unfolding 
catholic implications of Vatican II reflective of the Council’s inclusion 
of non-Catholic observers like Taizé.66 One manifestation is synodality. 
Pope Francis stated it is the ‘path of synodality which God expects of 
the Church of the third millennium’67. The International Theological 
Commission affirmed that synodality ‘is at the heart of the work of 
renewal the Council was encouraging’ (no. 6) and ‘at the heart of the 

 
64 See Brother Roger, Parable of Community: The Rule and Other Basic Texts of 
Taizé (New York: Seabury, 1981). 
65 Brother John of Taizé, Friends in Christ: Paths to a New Understanding of 
Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2012), 11. 
66 Noting the influence of de Lubac, see Pope Francis, A Big Heart Open to God: 
A Conversation with Pope Francis (New York: HarperOne/America Press, 2013), 
5. 
67 Pope Francis, ‘Ceremony Commemorating the 50th Anniversary of the 
Institution of the Synod of Bishops’ (Oct 17, 2015). See: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/october/docume
nts/papa-francesco_20151017_50-anniversario-sinodo.html  
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ecumenical commitment of Christians’ (no. 9).68 The presence of Taizé 
at the Council is even now being felt, for example, as Brother Alois, 
current Prior of Taizé, participated and made interventions in the 
Fifteenth Synod of Bishops in 2018 on the theme ‘Young People, Faith, 
and Vocational Discernment’.69 
   Finally, the Church must not overlook the fact that involvement in 
the ecumenical movement in France, and each visit a great theologian 
such as Congar or P. Ricoeur paid to the Taizé community, meant 
immersing theological discourse in the ongoing prayer and dialogue of 
the Church’s young people. Pope Francis praised Taizé in an address 
during his apostolic journey to Turkey stating, 

It is precisely the young who today implore us to make progress towards 
full communion. I think for example of the many Orthodox, Catholic 
and Protestant youth who come together at meetings organized by the 
Taizé community. They do this not because they ignore the differences 
which still separate us, but because they are able to see beyond them; 
they are able to embrace what is essential and what already unites us.70 

The embrace that once united Taizé and the nouvelle théologie stands 
for the Church today as a much-needed parable of catholicity.71  
 

 
68 International Theological Commission, ‘Synodality in the Life and Mission of 
the Church’ (March 2, 2018). See: 
http://www.vaticanaz.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/r
c_cti_20180302_sinodalita_en.html  
69 Brother Alois at the Synod of Bishops in Rome (Oct 7, 2018). See: 
https://www.taize.fr/en_article24820.html  
70 Pope Francis, Apostolic Journey of his Holiness Pope Francis to Turkey 
(November 20, 2014). See: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2014/documents/papa-
francesco_20141130_divina-liturgia-turchia.html  
71 I wish to express my gratitude to Rev. Mark Gorman and Michael J. Gorman 
for their comments and suggestions, as well as for sharing their commitment 
to ecumenism and love for the Taizé community. 
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IMAGE AND LIKENESS: PATRISTIC PERSPECTIVES  

Noel O’Sullivan* 

The patristic interpretations of creation in the image and likeness of God 
(Gen. 1:26f) provide a rich foundation on which to build unity among 
Christians. The point of entry for this article is the patristic distinction 
between image and likeness, whereby image is understood as an 
inamissible seal which derives from creation. Likeness is a potential given 
at creation and realised in the course of the economy of salvation. The 
article relies, in particular, on the writings of Irenaeus of Lyon and Origen 
of Alexandria. It draws on the Ressourcement theologian Henri de Lubac 
to highlight the contemporary significance of the patristic writings. De 
Lubac describes likeness variously as divinisation, divine union, the 
supernatural dignity of the person and, most significantly, participation 
in the inner movement of the Trinity. The recapitulation of all things in 
Christ (Eph. 1:10) will include the cosmos. On the basis of the patristic 
insights, interpreted through a contemporary lens, we can celebrate a 
common humanity which has a natural dignity (image) and is promised 
a supernatural dignity (likeness). To realise this full potential a ‘dialogue 
of conversion’ is essential (Pope John Paul II). Hence the vital importance 
of Ecumenism. 

 
* Noel O’Sullivan, a priest of the Diocese of Cork and Ross, was Ecumenical 
Secretary in his diocese in the 1990s. He is a member of the Roman Catholic–
Presbyterian theological dialogue in Ireland. He lectures in Systematic 
Theology at the Pontifical University in Maynooth. He has a Master of Arts 
degree in French from University College, Cork, and holds a doctorate in 
theology, granted with the mention Summa cum laude, from the Institut 
Catholique in Paris where he presented a thesis on the Christology of Henri de 
Lubac. It is published under the title, Christ and Creation: Christology as the 
Key to Interpreting the Theology of Creation in the Works of Henri de Lubac 
(Oxford: Peter Lang, 2009). In addition to the regular undergraduate modules, 
he offers two postgraduate seminars in Maynooth: ‘A Critical Reading of the 
Works of Henri de Lubac’; ‘Contemporary Issues in Christology’. His latest 
theological article is ‘Theodicy: God and Covid-19’ (forthcoming). 
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‘Gloria enim Dei vivens homo, vita autem hominis visio Dei’1 

I have been privileged in recent years to be part of a Presbyterian-
Roman Catholic theological dialogue. Prior to Covid-19 we met 
three/four times a year at the Benedictine Abbey in Rostrevor, County 
Down, Northern Ireland. The group was set up at the request of the 
Presbyterian Church. The Roman Catholic delegation was appointed by 
the Irish Episcopal Conference. I was not part of the initial dialogue but 
was asked to take part three years ago, as it was believed that someone 
with an expertise in Christology would be of benefit to the group. Since 
then I have been inspired by the depth and honesty of the contributions 
from both sides. With no hint of syncretism, there is a genuine attempt 
to understand each other’s theology and Christian way of life. The 
initial document, which launched the discussions, was the Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, by the Lutheran World 
Federation and the Catholic Church (1999). Since then the dialogue 
focused on predestination, faith, sacraments; each presented their 
position on questions which arose. One underlying issue has been 
anthropology; what is our respective understandings of our humanity? 
In that regard I delivered a paper on ‘Image and Likeness’ and that is 
the basis of this article. 
   Despite the differences of religious affiliation and even the 
entrenched positions that have bedevilled those of different religious 
persuasions and none, there is a fundamental common denominator 
which we all share, namely our understanding of the human person. 
This anthropological underpinning is far more determinative of our 
ability to live in peace and harmony with one another than are some of 
the heady theological issues that sometimes come between us. This 
article sets out to explore a potentially unitive thread in the fabric of 
our common humanity. It involves an excavation of Genesis 1:26: ‘Let 
us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness’. Our 
exploration will not confine itself simply to scriptural exegesis but, 
rather, we will delve into the rich patristic response to this verse of 
Scripture.  
 
 

 
1 Irenaeus of Lyon, Adversus Haereses IV, 20,7. 
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Ressourcement 
By way of introduction, I should like to outline my approach in terms 
of theological method. I place myself squarely in the Ressourcement2 
tradition, which enabled twentieth century theology to burst free of the 
shackles of Neo-Scholasticism. The kind of theology which had 
prevailed during the previous four hundred years consisted largely of 
commentaries on Thomas Aquinas in a way that was sterile and lifeless. 
It is loosely called Neo-Scholasticism or Neo-Thomism and is 
associated with a wide spectrum of theologians from Cajetan (Thomas 
de Vio, 1465-1534) to Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange OP (1877-1964). It is 
important to distinguish between Scholasticism and Neo-
Scholasticism. Scholasticism refers to the theology of the schools, 
associated with the three medieval giants: Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), 
Bonaventure (1217-1274), and John Duns Scotus (1266-1308). The 
centuries that followed were marked by a certain encrustation of 
theology. Bernard Sesboüé describes it in these terms: 

At the theological level the Church was dominated by Neo-
Scholasticism and a form of Neo-Thomism which developed a perfectly 
lubricated conceptual mechanism, sometimes with reified concepts and 
often imbued with a juridical mentality, which gave it the comfort of a 
certain ‘dogmatic slumber’ and which regarded itself as indispensable to 
the preservation of dogma.3 

The Ressourcement theologians caused this bastion to implode. 
Noteworthy among them were the French theologians Marie-
Dominique Chenu OP (1895-1990), Yves Congar OP (1904-1995), Jean 
Daniélou SJ (1905-1974) and Henri de Lubac SJ (1896-1991). In German 
the parallel names were Karl Rahner SJ (1904-1984) and Hans Urs von 
Balthasar (1905-1988).  
   An exegetical analysis of the Hebrew text of Genesis 1:26 will only take 
us a certain distance in our attempt to plumb its depths. Reading the 

 
2 The term was coined by Charles Péguy (1873-1914) to express the return to 
scriptural and patristic sources that so marked a new way of doing theology in 
the twentieth century. See Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (eds), 
Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in Twentieth-Century Theology 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
3 Bernard Sesboüé, ‘Le Surnaturel chez Henri de Lubac,’ Recherches de Science 
Religieuse 80/3 (1992), 373-408, at 387. Unless otherwise indicated, the 
translations from the French are my own.  
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Fathers of the Church opens up a rich vista with their interpretations of 
the biblical text. Some from among them distinguished image and 
likeness in a way that opens up an interesting perspective on creation 
and redemption.  

Lexicographical and Semantic Survey 
Before embarking on a more detailed analysis of the patristic 
interpretation of these terms, it is important to undertake a brief 
lexicographical and semantic survey of the Hebrew text of Genesis. The 
word tselem, meaning image, seems to be synonymous with demuth, 
meaning likeness. In fact, tselem can be understood as meaning image 
or likeness. It suggests something cut out, for example, images of the 
heathen gods. On this understanding, the human person is a 
representation of the deity who, through his/her activity, will rule all 
things previously created. Demuth, in turn, means likeness or 
similitude in terms of external appearance; for example, a child may 
have the likeness of the parent. The most plausible interpretation is that 
the two terms may have simply been used for emphasis in Genesis.4  

Irenaeus of Lyon 
When we turn to the Fathers of the Church, we find a whole new world 
open up before us in their interpretation of these terms. Origen of 
Alexandria (185-254) and Irenaeus of Lyon (130-200) distinguished 
between the two terms. In the case of Irenaeus, he was reacting to the 
influence of Gnosticism which was a significant force in Jewish and 
early Christian thought. Gnosticism is based on the belief that the world 
was created by a lesser god, a belief which thereby explains the origin 
of evil. The name ‘gnostic’ derives from the Greek word gnosis, meaning 
knowledge. Gnosticism proposes salvation through knowledge.  
   Characteristic of the Gnostic teaching was the distinction between the 
Demiurge or ‘creator god’ and the Supreme remote and unknowable 
Divine Being. From the latter, the Demiurge was derived by a series of 
emanations or ‘aeons’. He it was who, through some mischance or fall 
among the higher aeons, was the immediate source of creation, which 
was therefore imperfect and antagonistic to what was truly spiritual. 

 
4 J. Laidlaw, article ‘Image’, in A Dictionary of the Bible, Vol. II, 452. See also Paul 
Beauchamp, Création et séparation, Étude exégétique du chapitre premier de la 
Genèse, (Paris: Aubier Montaigne, Cerf, Delachaux & Niestlé et Desclée de 
Brouwer [coll. Bibliothèque de Sciences religieuses],1969), 358–361. 
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Creation, in the Gnostic understanding, is basically evil; man is a 
prisoner in a body incapable of salvation. Gnosticism is anti-historical 
because the human person has no possibility of progress towards 
salvation. Only the elect can enter the Pleroma5. Human freedom does 
not exist. But into the constitution of some people there had entered a 
seed or spark of a divine spiritual substance, and, through ‘gnosis’ and 
the rites associated with it, this spiritual element might be rescued from 
its evil material environment and assured of a return to its home in the 
Divine Being. Such people were designated the ‘spiritual’ 
(pneumatikoi), while others were merely ‘fleshy’ or ‘material’ (sarkikoi) 
and were doomed to perdition. The function of Christ was to come as 
the emissary of the supreme God, bringing ‘gnosis’. As a Divine Being 
he neither assumed a properly human body nor died, but either 
temporarily inhabited a human being, Jesus, or assumed a merely 
phantasmal human appearance.  
   In his Adversus Haereses, Irenaeus robustly defended the equality and 
basic goodness of all people based on his analysis of the terms ‘image’ 
and ‘likeness’. Created in the image (eikon/ tselem)6 of God, the human 
person is gifted with the divine prerogatives of reason, freedom and 
immortality. Image is inamissible, meaning that it can never be lost; the 
most depraved sinner still has something of the image of God. Likeness 
(homoiosis/ demuth)7, according to Irenaeus, is different. He sees it as 
a potential given to the human person at creation which grows under 
grace in the course of a person’s life until they ‘see God face to face’ and 
are fully transformed into God’s likeness: ‘We are God’s children now; 
what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: 
when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is’ (I 
John 3:2). Likeness can be diminished or even lost because of sin. It is 
restored through conversion and the redemption won for us by Christ.  
   On the basis of this distinction between image and likeness, Irenaeus 
presents an understanding of creation as a developmental process. 
Adam and Eve in this perspective are like vulnerable children in the 
Garden of Eden, in need of God’s mercy, rather than two perfect human 

 
5 Pleroma means the fullness of existence. In the New Testament it is used to 
refer to the fact that the fullness of divinity is to be found only in Christ (Col. 
2:9). 
6 Greek and Hebrew terms respectively. 
7 Greek and Hebrew terms respectively. 
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beings whose sin represents a damnable revolt. Perfection is a gradual 
process brought about by the loving grace of God over a lifetime. God 
is more like an understanding parent bringing his children to maturity 
than a vengeful judge watching out for every wrongdoing, ready to dole 
out the appropriate punishment. Irenaeus’ view sits more easily with an 
evolutionary world view which dominates modern thinking about the 
world and its origins.8  

Origen of Alexandria 
Origen too contrasted these two concepts, indicating that man is 
created in the image of God with a view to becoming like his creator. 
Commenting on Genesis 1: 27, Origen interprets the silence of the 
author (of Genesis) regarding ‘likeness’ as indicating that man only 
receives the ‘image’ of God at creation and that ‘likeness’ is a 
potentiality that has yet to be realised:  

He said that he made him in the image of God but was silent concerning 
likeness, which just means that man received the dignity of image in his 
first creation, but that the perfection of likeness is reserved for him until 
the consummation (…). The possibility of this perfection, which was 
given him from the beginning by the dignity of image, he must himself 
realise at the end in perfect likeness, bringing the work to completion.9 

However, it is important to point out that there were significant voices 
which did not make this distinction between ‘image’ and ‘likeness’, for 
example, Gregory of Nyssa regarded these terms as synonyms.10  

Henri de Lubac 
Against this background, whereby one cannot posit a univocal 
understanding of image and likeness on the basis of the writings of the 
Fathers, we find a sustained and developed theology in the works of the 
Ressourcement theologian, Henri de Lubac. In a talk to chaplains of the 

 
8 Karl Rahner, ‘Christology Within an Evolutionary View of the World’, 
Theological Investigations Vol V. (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), 157-192. See 
also Noel O’Sullivan, ‘Striving Towards the Omega Point,’ in Brendan Leahy 
(ed.), Faith and the Marvelous Progress of Science (New York: New City Press, 
2014), 141-157. 
9 Origen, De principiis III, 6, 1, Sources Chrétiennes 268 (Paris: Cerf, 1980), 236. 
10 See Johannes Quasten, Patrology III (Allen, Texas: Christian Classics, 1959), 
292. 
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Chantiers de la jeunesse in 1942, he gives a succinct summary of how he 
understands image and likeness: 

For the Fathers of the Church, man, created in the image of God, that is 
to say, with those divine prerogatives of reason, freedom, immortality, 
and dominion by right over nature (la domination de droit sur la nature), 
was made in view of his resemblance to God, which is the perfection of 
this image, which is to say, that he is destined to live eternally in God, 
to enter into the inner movement of the trinitarian Life and to bring all 
creation along with him.11  

The distinction between image and likeness is clear: image confers on 
the created being divine prerogatives. The divine prerogatives of 
reason, freedom, immortality and the right to subdue the earth 
distinguish man from the animal and constitute what de Lubac calls, in 
his first book Catholicisme (1938), ‘the natural dignity of man’12. In other 
words, the human person is not entitled to the qualities implied by 
‘image’; they rightly belong only to God. Being created in God’s image 
is not an end in itself; it has as its ultimate purpose ‘the likeness of God,’ 
which is ‘the perfection of this image’. In Catholicisme, corresponding 
to ‘likeness’ is the phrase: ‘the supernatural dignity of the baptised,’13 
which infinitely surpasses the natural dignity of man, though it rests on 
it. Likeness is, as it were, the blossoming of image. Creation is like a bud 
which only achieves its purpose when it has fully flowered. What is 
given in embryonic form at creation is perfected through time. Another 
way of expressing the same idea is that there is something of his final 
destiny present in the human person from the beginning and it 
gradually emerges in the economy of salvation, which is an historical 
process. 
   There is one final aspect of the 1942 definition which should be 
stressed. ‘All creation’ is intended to be brought into the inner 
movement of the Trinity. But it is humanity which brings creation into 
the life of the Trinity. This has implications for our work in the world 

 
11 Henri de Lubac, ‘Causes internes de l’atténuation et de la disparition du sens 
du Sacré,’ in Bulletin des aumôniers catholiques. Chantiers de la jeunesse 31 
(August 1942), republished in Théologie dans l’Histoire II (Paris: Desclée de 
Brouwer, 1990), 20. English translation by Anne Englund Nash: Theology in 
History (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996), 230. 
12 Henri de Lubac, Catholicisme. Les aspects sociaux du dogme (Paris: 1938, 
2003), 3. 
13 Ibid. 
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and for the autonomy of creation but, more significantly, it interprets 
the earlier phrase: ‘dominion by right over nature’. The latter divine 
prerogative is susceptible of being interpreted as a negative, dismissive 
attitude to the universe. Nowadays, we would speak of the stewardship 
of nature. However, the term used by de Lubac should be seen against 
a background where elements of nature were understood as gods who 
had to be pacified. Humanity is rightly presented here as the high point 
of creation, but creation with its privileged destiny includes nature. The 
phrase ‘to take all creation with him’ is a basis on which to build a 
proper attitude to creation. It implies that we have a responsibility of 
care towards the universe. It is the work of human hands which 
determines whether creation grows into what it was meant to be, or 
whether it is destroyed. These reflections, inspired by de Lubac’s 
quotation, should find an important place in the development of a 
Christian ecology. Despite great progress towards awareness of the 
environment and the promotion of good practice in its regard, the 
ecological movement is usually not informed and inspired by a theology 
of creation. This is a theological responsibility that calls for dialogue 
with ecologists and environmental groups. Laudato Si’ (2015) is an 
important contribution by Pope Francis to this contemporary issue. 
   In short, there are a number of aspects to be retained from an 
examination of the understanding of image and likeness, based on de 
Lubac’s 1942 definition. Firstly, the two realities of image and likeness 
are intrinsically linked; ‘likeness’ is not something imposed on man but 
is the full realisation of who he is from the beginning. Secondly, growth 
in likeness takes place in time. The temporal aspect of the 
interpretation of image and likeness is critical to understanding the 
history of salvation. Thirdly, de Lubac emphasises the inclusion of 
creation in the final recapitulation of all things in Christ.  
   Despite its apparent comprehensiveness, this 1942 definition lacks an 
essential ingredient which de Lubac provides in his later works. It 
concerns the unknowability of the human person. In language similar 
to what we have been considering in the above definition, de Lubac 
adds this very important caveat when he writes in Le mystère du 
surnaturel (1965): 

The Fathers tell us that man is ‘in the image of God’ not only because of 
his intelligence, his freedom, his immortality, or even because of the 
power he has received to dominate nature: he is so moreover and above 
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all, in the final analysis, because there is in his depths an 
incomprehensibility.14 

This comment was first penned by de Lubac in the 1949 article which 
carried the same title as the 1965 book: ‘Le mystère du surnaturel’. Both 
publications treat—in almost identical ways—of how this 
incomprehensibility might be broached. We find a similar emphasis in 
Sur les chemins de Dieu: ‘Christian tradition tells us that man, made in 
the image of the incomprehensible God, is ultimately incomprehensible 
to himself.’ 15 The human person can only be known in the light of 
Christ: ‘Certain depths of our nature can be opened only by the shock 
of Revelation.’16 In this sense we can say that the human person is a 
mystery, created in the image and likeness of the supreme mystery, 
God.  

Conclusion 
Likeness is the perfection of image: it is a potential that is given at 
creation and realised in the course of the economy of salvation. We can 
describe it variously as divinization, divine union, the supernatural 
dignity of the person, and participation in the inner movement of the 
Trinity.  
   The patristic interpretation of image and likeness has significant 
implications for our spiritual, pastoral and ecumenical ministries. No-
one can be dismissed as being worthless, given that nobody ever loses 
the image of God; they may fail to achieve the perfection of the likeness 
of God but they will still retain the image. This fundamental 
anthropological understanding should colour our relationships with 
each other as churches, as humanists and as atheists.  
   Understanding alone is not sufficient for the urgent work of 
ecumenism. What needs to be emphasised is the Christological and 
Trinitarian focus of Christianity, irrespective of our denomination. 
Unless our dialogue is informed by a spirit of conversion (metanoia) 

 
14 Le Mystère du surnaturel (coll. ‘Théologie’, 64), Paris, Aubier–Montaigne, 1965 
(1), republished in Œuvres complètes XII (Paris: Cerf, 2000), 260. See also ‘Le 
mystère du surnaturel’, in Théologie dans l’Histoire II, 105.  
15 Henri de Lubac, Sur les chemins de Dieu (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1966). 
Third edition of the volume: De la connaissance de Dieu (Éditions du 
Témoignage chrétien, 1945), 13. 
16 Henri de Lubac, Le Mystère du surnaturel, op. cit., 265. See also the article 
entitled ‘Le mystère du surnaturel’, in Théologie dans l’Histoire II, 105. 
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and a radical openness to the Holy Spirit, then our efforts, while 
intellectually and socially satisfying, will not lead to lasting unity. In his 
1995 Encyclical, Ut Unum Sint, Pope John Paul II advocated a ‘dialogue 
of conversion’ which, he claimed, ‘constitutes the spiritual foundation 
of ecumenical dialogue’ (§ 82). But this ‘dialogue of conversion’ is ‘with 
the Father on the part of each Community’. The Pope continues, ‘The 
bonds of fraternal koinonia must be forged before God and in Christ 
Jesus’17. Individual conversion and institutional reform are the 
prerequisites of Church unity. In the words of the Decree on Ecumenism 
from the Second Vatican Council: ‘There can be no ecumenism worthy 
of the name without inner conversion.’18 This continues to be the 
challenge for all Christians and, in particular, for those of us privileged 
to represent our Church in dialogue with others.  
 

 
17 Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint 82 (London: Catholic Truth Society, 1999), 
93. 
18 Vatican II, Unitatis Redintegratio 7 (1964). 
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THE GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH AND RELIGIOUS 
PLURALISM  

Christos Filiotis-Vlachavas* 

For several decades Orthodoxy has faced the challenge of religious 
pluralism. There are signs that this challenge should not be viewed 
negatively but positively. In fact, the emergence of an undeniably 
pluralistic world is a kairos for Orthodoxy. Orthodoxy must 1) value its 
faith in the Trinitarian God, in the God of communion and love, 2) refocus 
on Pentecost, that is to say the realization of unity in diversity, and 3) 
refocus on its Christology which is founded on kenosis, this act of 
unconditional love of God for all creation. Whether or not orthodoxy is 
able to engage with the principles of religious pluralism and respect for 
difference depends upon its ability to activate its own spiritual and 
theological resources.1 

1. History  

The Eastern Church has, for a long time, lived in societies where there 
was an obvious cultural, linguistic and religious pluralism. For this 
reason, Eastern Christians had developed a spirit of respect, 
understanding and tolerance towards other cultures and other religious 

 
* Christos Filiotis-Vlachavas is a Doctor of Theology at the University Aristote 
of Thessalonica and at the University of Strasbourg. He is an Assistant Professor 
at the Faculty of Theology at the University Aristote in Thessalonica in the 
department of Pastoral and Social Theology, and he taught at the Institut 
Orthodoxe Saint-Jean in Brussels. He is a member of the Mixed Committee for 
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. 
1 This article was first published in French, under the title ‘L’Eglise orthodoxe 
de Grèce et le pluralisme religieux’, in Le Messager Orthodoxe, 153 (2012). It has 
been translated by Jane Trott. 
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practices. These principles, which are Christian in essence, are based on 
the experience and teaching of Christ, who asked his disciples to love 
everyone, with a love that was to be extended without exception to 
those different from themselves including even their enemies,2 as 
shown by the parable of the Good Samaritan which indicates not only 
the theory of Christian love but above all its practice.3  
   According to Steven Runciman, the Byzantine Church was a Church 
that deserved admiration for the fact that it was close to the people and 
that it had developed a theology whose major features were freedom 
and openness.4 For him, the Byzantine Church was the most civilized 
religious institution the world had known until that time. Through 
dialogue instituted by Byzantine theologians with the Muslim world, 
Runciman is convinced that the Christians of Byzantium and the 
Muslims of the time cultivated friendly relations and that the Orthodox 
Church and the Muslim faith showed a mutual understanding and 
tolerance alongside genuine two-way dialogue. Historically, some 
Byzantine Caliphs and Rulers had encouraged dialogue between the 
theologians of the two religions.5 For Runciman it is more than obvious 

 
2 Matt. 5:43: ‘You have learned that it has been said: You will love your 
neighbour, and you will hate your enemy. But I say to you: Love your enemies, 
bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those 
who mistreat and persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is 
in heaven; for He makes the sun rise on the bad and the good, and it to rain on 
the righteous and the unjust. If you love those who love you, what reward do 
you deserve? Don't publicans also do the same? And if you only greet your 
brethren, what do you do that is extraordinary? Don't the heathens, too, do the 
same thing? So then be perfect, just as your Heavenly Father is perfect.’ 
3 Luke 10: 25-36. 
4 S. Runciman, Byzantine Civilization (London, 1961), 100 seq. (see chapter on 
‘Religion and Church’). 
5 Ibid. Regarding the dialogue between Orthodox Christians and Muslims, see 
the work of Bishop Anastasios Yannoulatos (Archbishop of Tirana and all 
Albania) especially his books: Facing the World: Orthodox Christian Essays on 
Global Concerns (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2003); 
Globalization and Orthodoxy (Athens, 2002). In Greek, see especially pages 140-
206). See also the contributions of the noted scholar Asterios Argyriou, 
specifically: ‘The situation of Islamic-Christian dialogue in the Orthodox world 
and in Greece’, in Islam and Christianity; Mutual Perceptions since the Mid-20th 
Century, ed. by J. Waardenburg (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 96-105; ‘Orthodox and 
Muslim Peoples in the Balkans’ in Contacts 168 (1994), 243-258; ‘The Koran and 
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democratic experience of the Orthodox Church up to the twenty-first 
century comes from its minority presence in both Western Europe and 
in North America. In such a framework of time-limited and space-
limited democratic experience, the Orthodox Church has had to 
develop a defensive and pessimistic attitude towards pluralism. 

ii) Institutional Problems 
This long-term ordeal of Orthodoxy in an undemocratic context sadly 
resulted in institutional dysfunction for ecclesiastical life and 
organisation. A dominant Church’s hierarchy, indifferent clergy and 
opposition to progress by the faithful are the most striking examples of 
this institutional dysfunction. It was further exacerbated by the efforts 
made on the part of the various ecclesiastical bodies to try to adapt to 
the 'functional necessities' which were created firstly by the Ottoman 
and later, communist situations. In such a political context, which was 
unfavourable to Orthodoxy, ecclesiastical survival and the struggle for 
unity was a priority, to the detriment of the desire for pluralism. 

iii) The Unbreakable Bonds (perichoresis) between Church and 
State  
The relationship between Church and State could be described as being 
like ‘communicating vessels’.  
   The historical reason for this description can be found in the system 
of relationships between the state and others in Byzantium, known as 
‘synallèlia’. Such a system meant that the state's manipulated the 
Orthodox Church in order to convey its own political goals and thereby 
create a collective consciousness. Hence the state intervention that 
continued in Greece right up until 1977 when the ‘New Statutory 
Charter’ allowed a discreet administrative separation between the 
Church and State, each now having their own distinct roles. 
   At the end of the dictatorship of the colonels in 1974, Greek society 
made important progress towards modernisation and the building of a 
sustainable democracy suited to the new challenges which presented 
themselves. During this process, many discussions took place 
concerning the relationship between Church and State as well as the 
state’s relationship with the wider world. Greece's entry into the 
European Community in the early 1980s further encouraged such 
discussions. Various models of Church/State relationships were 
proposed and an agreement reached the result of which was that, out 
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that the Orthodox Church, throughout its history, apart from the recent 
past, has been a church of dialogue. This Byzantine specialist though, 
states that these relationships of dialogue were irreparably and 
permanently damaged by the Crusades. 
   Runciman describes an historical practice of dialogue that was already 
established by St John Damascene and other Byzantine theologians up 
until the time of the classicists and St Gregory Palamas (fourteenth 
century). He demonstrates that the Orthodox Church throughout its 
history, except in modern times, was faithful to its theology and a 
church of dialogue and sincere contacts. In contrast, current 
bibliography demonstrates the absence of work on the part of Orthodox 
theologians and intellectuals concerning the role of Orthodoxy in a 
globalized and pluralistic world and its dialogue with different 
cultures.6 This could be because some of the work remains inaccessible 

 
Christian Faith Reflections on the Islamic-Christian dialogue yesterday and 
today’ in Kath'odon 3 (1992), 37-42 (in Greek); ‘Perception of Islam and 
Translations of the Koran in the Greek Byzantine World’ in Byzantion 75(2005), 
25-69. See also, Damaskinos (Swiss Metropolis), ‘The Academic Dialogue 
between Christians and Muslims’ in Kath’odon 3 (1992), 7-17 (in Greek); M.H. 
Congourdeau, ‘Manuel II and Islam’, in Contacts 217(2007), 20-34; A-Th. 
Khoury, Byzantine Theologians and Islam. Texts and authors (VIII-XIII s.) 
(Leuven, 1969); the works (almost the majority in Greek) of the two young 
researchers A. Kralidis and A. Ziaka, professors at the Faculty of Theology of 
Aristotle University of Thessalonika, who have a major interest in this area. 
6 The only publication that deals with this issue globally and which dares to 
develop a critique of the attitude of current Orthodoxy towards religious 
pluralism is The Orthodox Churches in a Pluralistic World: An Ecumenical 
Conversation (WCC Publications and Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2004), an 
English translation of the book of E. Klapsis (ed.) in Greek (Athens, 2006). See 
also, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Encountering the Mystery: 
Understanding Orthodox Christianity Today (New York, 2008), as well as the 
books of Bishop Anastasios mentioned above. See also: A. Walker and C. Carras 
(eds.), Living Orthodoxy in the Modern World, London: SPCK, 1996). We also 
suggest the following references: P. Vassiliadis, ‘Orthodoxy at the Crossroads’, 
Church-Communion-Oecumene 4 (Thessaloniki, 1992), in Greek; E. 
Voulgarakis, Christianity and the World (Athens, 1993), in Greek; S. Agouridis, 
Theology and Society in Dialogue (Athens, 1999), in Greek; N. Matsoukas, 
Ecumenical Theology (Thessaloniki: Theological and Philosophical Library 55, 
2005); I. Petrou, Multiculturalism and Religious Freedom (Thessaloniki, 2005), 
in Greek); Th. Papathanasiou, The Church is created as it looks outwards 
(Athens, 2008), in Greek; Ditto, My God the foreigner (Athens, 2008), in Greek; 
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to Westerners because of a lack of translations. But also, unfortunately, 
the Orthodox Churches, in comparison with others, have not always 
dared to engage in a fruitful public dialogue on pluralism. 
   In his work, Steven Runciman, describes the historical background to 
this lack of engagement. He tells how centuries of Turkish slavery 
forced the Orthodox Church to learn the humiliating art of living in 
darkness.7 The Greek Orthodox Church however developed alongside 
independence and freedom movements, especially in the Ottoman era, 
and afterwards. Such a role was positive and decisive as the peoples 
made an exodus from slavery. But at the same time as it helped the 
people find their freedom, it also managed to imprison them in a state 
of ethnocentrism, with a belief in their own inherent superiority. Then 
during the nineteenth century and during the first decades of the 
twentieth century, there developed more multiethnic and multicultural 
societal interactions, but these then slowly disappeared in favour of the 
creation of a more homogeneous society. This was mostly caused by the 
exclusivism of Hellenic education, which emphasises the superiority of 
Hellenic culture as the source of universal culture. Also important in 
this homogenisation of society was the role of state institutions, the 
University of Athens, the army and the role played by the Orthodox 
Church.8 The Church had been transformed into a national church in 
stark contrast to its origins, its own theology, and its history of almost 
continuous confrontation with the Ecumenical Patriarchate.9  

 

 
S. Tsompanidis, Ecclesiology and Globalization (Thessaloniki, 2008); S. Fotiou 
(ed.), The welcoming of ‘The other’. Orthodox Spiritual Values and Modernity 
(Athens, 2009), in Greek; E. Rerakis, 'The Other in the Greek School 
(Thessaloniki, 2009), in Greek. Also, worth mentioning is the Journal of Synaxis 
(Quarterly Publication of the Study of Orthodoxy, published in Athens) which 
encourages the dialogue of Orthodoxy with modernity. 
7 S. Runciman, Histoire des croisades (History of the Crusades) (Paris, 1998), 
1048. 
8 See A. Heraklidis, ‘The causes of anti-minority attitude in Greece. Some 
hypotheses for research, in Minorities in Greece. Scientific Symposium of the 
Foundation for Neo-Hellenic Studies of Culture (November 7-9, 2002) (Athens, 
2004), 49 (in Greek). 
9 See the study of G. Papathomas (arch.), The Church of Greece in United Europe 
(Nomocanian Approach) (Athens, 1998). 
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democratic experience of the Orthodox Church up to the twenty-first 
century comes from its minority presence in both Western Europe and 
in North America. In such a framework of time-limited and space-
limited democratic experience, the Orthodox Church has had to 
develop a defensive and pessimistic attitude towards pluralism. 

ii) Institutional Problems 
This long-term ordeal of Orthodoxy in an undemocratic context sadly 
resulted in institutional dysfunction for ecclesiastical life and 
organisation. A dominant Church’s hierarchy, indifferent clergy and 
opposition to progress by the faithful are the most striking examples of 
this institutional dysfunction. It was further exacerbated by the efforts 
made on the part of the various ecclesiastical bodies to try to adapt to 
the 'functional necessities' which were created firstly by the Ottoman 
and later, communist situations. In such a political context, which was 
unfavourable to Orthodoxy, ecclesiastical survival and the struggle for 
unity was a priority, to the detriment of the desire for pluralism. 

iii) The Unbreakable Bonds (perichoresis) between Church and 
State  
The relationship between Church and State could be described as being 
like ‘communicating vessels’.  
   The historical reason for this description can be found in the system 
of relationships between the state and others in Byzantium, known as 
‘synallèlia’. Such a system meant that the state's manipulated the 
Orthodox Church in order to convey its own political goals and thereby 
create a collective consciousness. Hence the state intervention that 
continued in Greece right up until 1977 when the ‘New Statutory 
Charter’ allowed a discreet administrative separation between the 
Church and State, each now having their own distinct roles. 
   At the end of the dictatorship of the colonels in 1974, Greek society 
made important progress towards modernisation and the building of a 
sustainable democracy suited to the new challenges which presented 
themselves. During this process, many discussions took place 
concerning the relationship between Church and State as well as the 
state’s relationship with the wider world. Greece's entry into the 
European Community in the early 1980s further encouraged such 
discussions. Various models of Church/State relationships were 
proposed and an agreement reached the result of which was that, out 
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2. Self-examination 

Historically, the Church’s entire structure, message and mission reflect 
an obvious ecumenical dimension. Therefore, Orthodoxy was 
predisposed, with all its historical and theological principles to 
recognise, when it came, the phenomenon of globalisation and should 
therefore have been able to act according to its principles. However, 
Orthodoxy in the Balkans and Eastern Europe had been combined with 
the birth and development of nation states, and this then resulted in a 
need to restructure in a form which made it difficult to adapt to the new 
challenges of the twenty-first century. There is a clean and clear 
contradiction between the content of the faith, which makes 
Orthodoxy into the most ecumenical of religions, and its traditional 
exterior form, which is an obstacle to its opening up and bringing its 
mission of peacemaking and reconciliation to a multinational, 
multicultural world. 
   In a collective work already mentioned, Elisabeth Prodromou 
published an article10 on the attitude of the Orthodox Church, in 
particular the Church in Greece, towards pluralism. This work 
highlights the three, still current, historical legacies that define the 
ambiguous attitude of the Church in Greece towards globalisation and 
pluralism.  

i) The Absence of Democracy 
Orthodox peoples had, historically, lived in either a pre-democratic or 
a proto-democratic or a non-democratic political framework. At the 
time of the Byzantine Empire, the implied agreement between Church 
and State was that religious pluralism was a threat to the integrity of 
the Empire. In fact, under the Ottoman Empire, religious pluralism was 
closely associated with the existence of slavery. Subsequently, the 
period of formation of the nation-state also caused painful experiences. 
In general, throughout this period, religious and political pluralism 
resulted in either experiences of domination or threats to its existence 
for the Orthodox world. Even after the Cold War, in the areas where 
most Orthodox Churches in Europe have evolved, the path to the 
establishment of democracy remains unfinished. The only really 

 
10 E. Prodromou, ‘Christian Orthodox Religion and Pluralism. Overcoming 
Ambiguity?’, in The Orthodox Churches in a Pluralist World. An Ecumenical 
Dialogue, op. cit., 68seq. 
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of fear of losing almost the majority of their electorate, all attempts by 
political parties to intervene in religious affairs between 1980s and 
1990s, resulted in surrender to the Church of Greece which was now in 
opposition to all kinds of pluralism, whether religious, political or 
social. This agreement shows that the elite of the state and of political 
parties had come to recognise that they could make use of the Orthodox 
Church to their own advantage. 
   This attitude towards pluralism affects not only the unique position 
of the Church, but also that of the state, which must manage, under 
democratic conditions and within a pluralistic framework, a new 
relationship with the Orthodox Church. Stephanos Stavrou, head of the 
Council of Europe's European Commission Against Racism and 
Xenophobia (ECRI), points out that the Greek State is reluctant to 
replace its role as protector of the Orthodox faith, with that of being a 
neutral guarantor of peaceful co-existence between different religions. 
Thus attempts to build a modern democracy in a pluralistic world 
intersect on the one hand, and the challenges around the security and 
stability of the state on the other, probably explain the weak and 
unconvincing efforts of the state to restructure relations between the 
Orthodox Church and the state. Equally the homogeneity of Greek 
society (97% are Greek Orthodox) was a strong factor in the Greek 
state's indifference to the rights of other religions. The massive influx 
of immigrants in recent years, who are not Orthodox and their gradual 
naturalisation will, of necessity, lead the Greek State and society 
towards a change in relations between the Church and the State, 
enabling pluralism to be the context of future relationships.11 
   In the Orthodox world we do not, to our knowledge, rely on the 
decision of an official body to define the position of the Orthodox 
Church on religious pluralism. We have limited our research to the case 
of the Church of Greece, which has existed now within a democratic 
framework for the past few decades. The Holy Synod of the Church of 
Greece deals with various ecclesiastical affairs with the help of twelve 
synod committees. Among them, there is a committee which deals with 
relations with other Orthodox Churches as well as with other Christian 
Churches. Another committee is responsible for the Church's struggle 

 
11 S. Stavrou, ‘Human Rights in Greece: Twelve Years of Supervision from 
Strasbourg’, in Journal of Modern Greek Studies 17, 1 (1999), 10. 
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against heresies. This commission is also responsible for relations with 
other non-Christian faiths. 
   In our opinion, the Articles of the Constitution of the Hellenic 
Republic, which regulate relations between the state, the Church and 
religions in general, help us to arrive at a certain understanding 
concerning the involvement of the Orthodox Church in the area of 
pluralism. 
   Article 3 of the Constitution states that the predominant religion in 
Greece is that of the Eastern Orthodox Church of Christ. The Orthodox 
Church of Greece, grateful for Our Lord Jesus Christ [...] is 
autocephalous (having its own head, though in communion with other 
Orthodox Churches) and administered by the Holy Synod [...] The text 
of the Holy Scriptures is unalterable [...] Subsequently, Article 13 clearly 
states that ‘any other known Religion is free; the practices of its worship 
are to be carried out unimpeded under the protection of the laws. 
Proselytism is forbidden’. The term ‘predominant religion’ means the 
faith of the majority of the Greek people. The 1975 Constitution 
recognises as ‘Known Religion’ alongside the Orthodox Church, 
Catholicism, Judaism and Islam. All other religions are recognised in 
other legal ways. 
   In some of the cases involving religion in which Greece has been 
condemned at the Court of Human Rights, it is clear that a kind of 
contradiction exists between the text of the Constitution and its 
application. The special historical relations between Orthodoxy and the 
state in Greece allows the interventions of Church authorities in the 
administrative and legal systems. This reveals the advantages which the 
Orthodox Church has over other religions. In some cases, this 
relationship leads to the Church's participation in political procedures, 
for example, the agreement of the local bishop for permission to build 
a place of worship. (Similar cases are found in the Muslim community 
in northern Greece). Other examples show that this ambiguous attitude 
towards pluralism is not confined to the relationship with the Orthodox 
Church but extends into the workings of the state. 
   In any case, looking back, the Orthodox Church demonstrates a 
reluctance to accept its former relationship with the state. It also admits 
surprising shortcomings in its spirituality which stops it engaging 
sincerely with pluralism. Within these parameters, there are certain 
clues, which therefore promise a transformation of the vision on 
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pluralism,12 which should not be seen as a threat or a danger, but rather 
as a blessed opportunity to share the joyous message. It would be a good 
thing if the search for pluralism came from within the Church rather 
than from its doctrinal institutions. In our opinion, this would gain 
much favour in the minds of the Orthodox people and would liberate 
the true mission of the Church. 

3. Theology 

At this point it is worth considering the fundamentally rich theology of 
the Orthodox Church. For the Orthodox theologian, the Metropolitan 
of Pergame Jean Zizioulas, human existence is defined by relationships 
with others.13 The call of the first man into existence implies three main 
factors: freedom, relationship and otherness. Through this call from 
God, Adam is created as a being different from God, his creator, and 
also from the rest of creation. Man emerges having a distinct existence 
only through his relationship with his Creator and with creation, as if 
modelled on the Trinity. A freedom characterised by the idea of person 
should be considered not only as ‘personal’ but also as ‘interpersonal’. 
The denial of relationship with others is therefore in opposition to the 
way we were originally created. 
   As human beings we cannot be truly free if we exist in isolation and 
or in self-centered exclusivism. We are truly free beings if we belong to 
a community of free people. The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, 
in analysing the idea of person from the Orthodox point of view, points 
out:  

Freedom is never solitary but always social. We are only free if we 
become a ‘prosopon’, the Greek word for ‘person’ which is derived from 

 
12 See the example of The Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholics on the island of 
Syros where the cohabitation of the two communities was difficult because of 
their past (the Catholic presence in Syros and other Greek islands of the 
Cyclades dates from the time of the Fourth Crusade). In the last thirty years, 
especially after the dictatorship of the colonels in 1974, the situation has 
changed. Interfaith marriages have become widespread. Christos Loukos 
explains this transformation because of the secularisation of Hellenic society 
and because of the emancipation of people away from ecclesiastical authorities 
[C. Loukos, ‘Catholics and Orthodox at Syros 1821-1974. A difficult cohabitation’, 
in Minorities in Greece, op. 296 (in Greek)]. In our opinion, this finding ignores 
the work also done by the two communities. 
13 Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness (New York, 2006), 41. 
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the word which means “face” i.e. if we turn to others, looking them in 
the eyes and allowing them to look into our own. To turn away, to refuse 
to share, is to lose freedom. Freedom is expressed in the encounter.14 

Christian monotheism does not mean the reduction of God into one 
person. According to biblical and patristic theology, God is not limited 
to a simple entity, unique and self-sufficient.15 God is a triad of people, 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. These three divine people form 
not only a unity but above all a union ‘in a perpetual movement of 
mutual love that the Greek patristic tradition calls the perichoresis’ 
(unbreakable bond). This means that God's ‘being’ is a relational being. 
Some Fathers of the Church interpret the creation of man in the image 
of God16 from the trinitarian perspective17: man is made in the image of 
the Holy Trinity. It is therefore obvious that all that has been written 
concerning intra-trinitarian relations must also apply to the human 
being: man, as far as possible, can act in such a way that, the same 
mutual love and the same unbreakable bonds that characterise divine 
life, life within the Trinity, are also possible on earth. At the root of this 
theology, the Ecumenical Patriarch describes how the Orthodox 
Church should behave towards pluralism in an increasingly globalised 
society: 

Our social pattern must be the doctrine of the Trinity, a God of 
communion, a social God. Every form of community—the workplace, 
the school, the city or even the nation—has the aim of becoming, each 
in its own way, a living example of the Trinity. Nations are called to be 
open to each other. This is surely the role of religion in a changing world: 
namely, to promote freedom among people based on encounter and 
communion.18 

Moreover, if we look at the Orthodox icon of Pentecost19 we see that 
the Twelve Apostles are shown in the form of a semicircle, that is, an 
open circle, giving each the possibility of being a free and equal 

 
14 Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, op. cit. 
15 See, Athanase of Alexandria, Contra Gentes 47. 
16 Gn. 1: 26. 
17 See, W. Siebel, ‘L'homme image surnaturelle de Dieu. L'état original’ (‘Man's 
supernatural image of God. The original state’), in Mysterium Salutis 7 (Paris, 
1971), 278 seq. 
18 Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, op. cit. 
19 See A. Dialektopoulos, Icons of the Twelve Feasts (Kavala, 1998), 193 (in 
Greek). 
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participant in an open dialogue with the other. Pluralism in Orthodoxy 
is closely linked with Pentecost, where unity and diversity are realised 
at the same time. Central to the event of Pentecost is the fact that the 
Gospel was expressed to a diverse group and in a plurality of languages. 
If we recognise the link between language and culture,20 we can discern 
the miracle of Pentecost: the truth of Christ can be embodied at the 
same time in a variety of cultural contexts. The work of the Church is 
not the construction of a single world culture. On the contrary, the 
Kingdom of God can be spread across many cultures. In other words, 
Pentecost speaks to us about God's presence being at its most powerful 
when witnessed in all the cultures of the world. 

4. Epilogue 

The pluralistic world is a challenge for the Orthodox Church. A sincere 
self-criticism of the past, allows Orthodoxy to overcome an ambiguous 
attitude towards pluralism, justified because of its recent history. The 
spirit of the Orthodox Church is ecumenical, and this still permeates 
the mission of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. The term ecumenical is not 
a term with geographical connotations but implies the collapse of all 
the barriers that the state has created between human beings. The 
ecumenicity of the Church challenges the conscience of those who do 
not have the strength to recognise the ‘signs of the times’.21 
   The prophetic vision of the Church, and therefore of her theology, is 
fulfilled as she takes on the salvation of the whole world. This view of 
salvation, which is a constant feature of every divine liturgy (‘for the 
salvation of the whole world, stability...’), can only be achieved if a 
permanent opening up is established in relation to the whole world 
every day, that is, a continuous dialogue open to all: to those who are 
close and to those who are far away.22 And this is not new. It is a way of 
life which we see in the time of the apostles and in the early Church. 
The apostles, Apostolic Fathers and theologians were the first to engage 
in genuine dialogue with others in society and with their beliefs and 

 
20 Demetrius Trakatellis (Archbishop of America), The Orthodox Churches in a 
Pluralist World: An Ecumenical Dialogue, op. cit., 48. 
21 See I. Petrou, Multiculturalism and Religious Freedom, op. cit., 74. 
22 John 10: 16: ‘I still have other sheep that are not in this pen. I also have to lead 
them; they will listen to my voice, and they will become one flock with one 
shepherd.’ 
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philosophy at a point in history when they were also risking their lives. 
They will no doubt judge us if we then do the opposite. 
 

FILIOTIS-VLACHAVAS   The Greek Orthodox Church and Religious Pluralism 288 

democratic experience of the Orthodox Church up to the twenty-first 
century comes from its minority presence in both Western Europe and 
in North America. In such a framework of time-limited and space-
limited democratic experience, the Orthodox Church has had to 
develop a defensive and pessimistic attitude towards pluralism. 

ii) Institutional Problems 
This long-term ordeal of Orthodoxy in an undemocratic context sadly 
resulted in institutional dysfunction for ecclesiastical life and 
organisation. A dominant Church’s hierarchy, indifferent clergy and 
opposition to progress by the faithful are the most striking examples of 
this institutional dysfunction. It was further exacerbated by the efforts 
made on the part of the various ecclesiastical bodies to try to adapt to 
the 'functional necessities' which were created firstly by the Ottoman 
and later, communist situations. In such a political context, which was 
unfavourable to Orthodoxy, ecclesiastical survival and the struggle for 
unity was a priority, to the detriment of the desire for pluralism. 

iii) The Unbreakable Bonds (perichoresis) between Church and 
State  
The relationship between Church and State could be described as being 
like ‘communicating vessels’.  
   The historical reason for this description can be found in the system 
of relationships between the state and others in Byzantium, known as 
‘synallèlia’. Such a system meant that the state's manipulated the 
Orthodox Church in order to convey its own political goals and thereby 
create a collective consciousness. Hence the state intervention that 
continued in Greece right up until 1977 when the ‘New Statutory 
Charter’ allowed a discreet administrative separation between the 
Church and State, each now having their own distinct roles. 
   At the end of the dictatorship of the colonels in 1974, Greek society 
made important progress towards modernisation and the building of a 
sustainable democracy suited to the new challenges which presented 
themselves. During this process, many discussions took place 
concerning the relationship between Church and State as well as the 
state’s relationship with the wider world. Greece's entry into the 
European Community in the early 1980s further encouraged such 
discussions. Various models of Church/State relationships were 
proposed and an agreement reached the result of which was that, out 

294



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 54  NO. 2 295 

SAINT IRENAEUS JOINT ORTHODOX-CATHOLIC 
WORKING GROUP 20201 

Trebinje 2019  

The Saint Irenaeus Joint Orthodox-Catholic Working Group gathered 
for its sixteenth annual meeting from 9 to 13 October 2019 in Trebinje 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina) at the invitation of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church. The 2019 meeting was chaired by the Catholic co-president of 
the Working Group, Bishop Gerhard Feige of Magdeburg and its 
Orthodox co-president Metropolitan Serafim (Joantă) of Germany, 
Central and Northern Europe (Romanian Orthodox Church). 
   Before the opening session on Wednesday evening, October 9, the 
group was warmly welcomed by His Grace Dimitrije (Radjenović), 
Bishop of Zahum, Herzegovina and the Littoral. The group members 
visited the Tvrdoš Monastery on Thursday October 10 and were warmly 
welcomed by Hegumen Sava. Throughout the meeting, the participants 
attended morning prayers of both traditions. On Saturday October 12 
the group visited Dubrovnik, they attended Mass at the Catholic 
cathedral and were graciously received by the Bishop of Dubrovnik 
Mate Uzinić. On Sunday October 13, the members of the group 
participated in the Divine Liturgy at the Orthodox cathedral of Trebinje 
presided over by Bishop Grigorije (Durić) of Düsseldorf and all 
Germany (Serbian Orthodox Church). Following the Liturgy, they were 
generously received by Bishop Dimitrije. 

 
1 The Saint Irenaeus Joint Orthodox-Catholic Working Group is composed of 26 
theologians, 13 Orthodox and 13 Catholics, from a number of European 
countries, the Middle East, and the Americas. It was established in 2004 at 
Paderborn (Germany), and has met since then in Athens (Greece), Chevetogne 
(Belgium), Belgrade (Serbia), Vienna (Austria), Kiev (Ukraine), Magdeburg 
(Germany), Saint Petersburg (Russia), Bose (Italy), Thessaloniki (Greece), 
Rabat (Malta), on Halki near Istanbul (Turkey), Taizé (France), Caraiman 
(Romania), and Graz (Austria). It was decided at Trebinje to hold the next 
meeting of the Irenaeus Group in October 2020 in Rome (Italy). Orthodox Co-
secretary: Prof. Dr. Assaad Elias Kattan, CRS / Chair for Orthodox Theology, 
Münster (Germany); Catholic Co-secretary: Dr. Johannes Oeldemann, Johann-
Adam-Möhler-Institut für Ökumenik, Paderborn (Germany). 
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   After the publication of Serving Communion, the first common study 
of the Irenaeus Group, this year’s meeting was the first step on a new 
stage of its work. It concentrated on various aspects of unity and 
schism, taking in biblical, historical, and systematic approaches. Several 
case studies were examined, including the contemporary situation in 
Ukraine. The reflections of this year’s meeting were summarized by the 
participants in the following theses: 

General Theses 
(1) To polarize the distinction between unity and schism is an 
oversimplification. There is, rather, a much wider spectrum within 
which degrees of greater or lesser proximity may be perceived. Thus 
unity does not mean uniformity but includes quite different forms of 
communion, which can be described with different concepts. 
(2) In discussing what one means by unity one has to distinguish 
between various levels: an essential level which asks about the inner 
nature of the Church, a structural level which reflects on more 
empirical and organizational aspects of the unity, and a potential level 
which develops ways of uniting. One should neither mix the three levels 
nor treat them in isolation from one another. 
(3) Unity cannot be only determined through customary formal criteria 
but can also be found in a spiritual and communal experience which 
may to some extent transcend confessional limitations. 
(4) The theme of unity and schism is one that requires a great deal of 
further research. Yves Congar provides a useful starting point in his 
observation that the separation between East and West is constituted 
by ‘he acceptance of a situation by which each party of Christendom 
lives, behaves and judges without taking notice one of the other’ (After 
nine hundred years, New York 1959, 5). This remark highlights the 
sociological, psychological, and imaginal aspects of the schism. 

Theses on Scripture and Tradition 
(5) Even in the Old Testament, unity is not a preestablished fact to be 
taken for granted, rather we see a plurality of models for unity and 
resolution of conflicts (e.g. the narratives about David, Saul, and 
Jonathan, show different elements of conflict and forgiveness). The 
focus of John 17:21-22 is the close relationship between Jesus and his 
Father, which at the same time is the foundation of the call of Christians 
to unity. The witness of the Scriptures shows us that while conflicts are 
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inevitable (1 Cor. 11:19), some may lead to spiritual growth, while others 
lead to lasting divisions.  
(6) In Church tradition, the concept of unity depends on certain 
philosophical, cultural and historical presuppositions which are not 
necessarily identical with those of the early Church. In practice, the 
concept of unity has undergone a change because its metaphysical 
foundations have been challenged by existential and historical 
thinking. 
(7) The concept of schism covers a broad spectrum of events in Church 
history which sooner or later harden into a split in the Church. Schism 
denotes quite different phenomena which range from factions within a 
local Church, such as the Novatians in Rome, conflicts between two 
local Churches, as in the dispute between Rome and Carthage over the 
baptism of heretics, right up to rifts within and between whole 
patriarchates enforced by Churches pronouncing anathemas against 
one another, as in the endless controversies over the council of 
Chalcedon (451), and indeed the break of communion between the 
Churches of East and West. 
(8) In the first centuries ‘schism’ and ‘heresy’ were often used 
interchangeably. Later on, in connection with the rise of the imperial 
church, a distinction was made between the two concepts. Heresy came 
to be understood primarily as an offence against an article of faith, 
whereas schism was seen as consisting, among other things, in the non-
recognition of ecclesial authority. With the growing emphasis on the 
papal office in the wake of the Gregorian reform, the tendency in the 
West was to brand as heresy any form of insubordination against papal 
authority. 

Theses on Specific Instances of Schism 
(9) In 1974 and 1995 Greek Catholic Archbishop Elias Zoghby of Baalbek 
suggested a restoration of communion between the Greek Orthodox 
and the Greek Catholic Churches of Antioch. Zoghby’s initiative 
revealed how intertwined the local and universal levels are. This 
intertwining can be fruitful when it comes, for example, to the 
reception of consensus documents between our Churches. However, it 
can also hamper the dynamics of rapprochement since local steps 
depend on the progress of dialogue on the universal level. 
(10) The example of the conflicts between Greek Catholics and 
Catholics of the Latin rite in Poland and Ukraine during the twentieth 

297



REPORT 298 

century goes to show how heavy questions of history, politics, and 
identity can weigh on interrelations within the same Church. Church 
buildings, celibacy, language and the relevance of rites became objects 
of dispute. National adherence and historical experiences came to 
matter more than the common Christian allegiance. 
(11) Since the collapse of communism there has been a schism within 
Orthodoxy in Ukraine. The solution offered by the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate was to establish an autocephalous Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine which Moscow continues to regard as its own canonical 
territory. As a result, Moscow has broken Eucharistic relations with 
Constantinople. The rest of the local Orthodox Churches keep 
communion with both Moscow and Constantinople. At the same time, 
several of them have criticized both sides of the conflict for unilateral 
actions that have challenged panorthodox unity. A schism within global 
Orthodoxy, fortunately, has not happened (at least as yet). A lasting 
resolution of the issue will depend to some extent on consultations and 
dialogue between the Churches of Constantinople and Moscow. Such 
dialogue could involve other Churches as well and should embrace not 
only the current tensions but also fundamental ecclesiological 
questions, such as the nature of schism and of Orthodox unity. 

Theses on Future Work  
(12) Unions and separations operate on various levels and in various 
degrees. We propose to elaborate a working definition and description 
of degrees of union and separation. We propose to make some concrete 
suggestions as to how mutual recognition might be affirmed in stages. 
(13) We propose to pay particular attention not only to the various 
factors (theological, historical, political, etc.) that contributed to the 
genesis of schism but also and especially to the various pressures 
(especially sociological, psychological, and imaginal) that reify and 
reinforce schism but can also help overcome schism. 
(14) We propose to consider further the practical dimensions of and 
requirements for a mutual healing of memories. In particular, we 
propose a creative re-imagination of the state of separation between 
Catholics and Orthodox. This will entail a thoroughgoing exploration 
of the existing state of mutual recognition of the other as Church in 
practice (sacraments, saints, etc.). 
   At the beginning of this new phase of work the two co-secretaries of 
the Irenaeus Group offered their resignations. The members elected 
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Assaad Elias Kattan as the new Orthodox co-secretary and re-elected 
Johannes Oeldemann as Catholic co-secretary. They thanked Nikolaos 
Loudovikos for serving as Orthodox co-secretary for fifteen years. At 
the end of their meeting the members of the Irenaeus Group expressed 
warm thanks to Bishop Dimitrije of Zahum, Herzegovina and the 
Littoral for the hospitality the group enjoyed during its stay in Trebinje. 
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Peter Hocken, Tony L. Richie and Christopher A. Stephenson, eds., 
Pentecostal Theology and Ecumenical Theology (Leiden/Boston: E. 
J. Brill, 2019), paperback. 363 pages. 

After the death of Peter Hocken, one of the remaining two editors, 
Christopher A. Stephenson, made the helpful observation in the 
Introduction that at least three themes emerge from the various 
contributions. 
   First, although the response of pentecostals1 to today’s ecumenical 
convergence continues to be mixed, there is a strong and definite trend 
in the direction of respect, support and participation. In Part1, the first 
essay by Cecil (Mel) Robeck, the historian of the movement, will show 
how complex the interaction was among the leaders of the Holiness 
Movement and the early twentieth century pioneers of the Azusa Street 
pentecostal phenomenon, though there was a shared conviction that 
God was calling all to unity. However, the unity envisaged was a united 
stand against the existing denominations destined ‘to be swallowed up 
by a Pentecostal form of Christianity’ (4).  
   Second, it becomes clear in the essays that global Pentecostalism and 
the now well established Ecumenical Movement are better together 
than when they are apart. For example, the growth of charismatic 
renewal in the traditional denominations, created common ground for 
cooperation between global Pentecostalism and the Ecumenical 
Movement, as recounted in detail by William Kay in ‘Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Convergence: A Divine Trajectory’. According to the late 
Peter Hocken, ‘the aim of the Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship was 
to witness to the baptism in the Spirit beyond the reach of Pentecostal 
evangelism’ (43).  
   Third, it becomes clear in Part 2 of the book that relations between 
Pentecostalism and the Ecumenical Movement should not be 
uncritical. Clearly, tensions are likely to arise with regard to the 
institutional and charismatic dimensions of Christianity. As Andy Lord 
nicely states: ‘It would be much easier to understand if the church were 
simply one or the other, and yet it is the combination that has enabled 
life through the centuries’ (241). The writings of two experts on the 

 
1 Throughout the book use and non-use of the capital letter varies. 
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‘dialectical tension’, Yves Congar and Jaroslav Pelikan, are drawn upon 
to consider the issue from a historical and theological perspective. 
Lord’s own contribution is to note from historical studies that over time 
there is a move from either the institutional to the charismatic (Roman 
Catholic) or from the charismatic to the institutional (Protestant) and 
that the key here is movement. He utilises some of the historical and 
theological journey of Pentecostalism to illustrate how the 
pneumatology of movement might work out in practice. Pentecostals 
have found themselves drawn by the charismatic Spirit into new forms 
of church institution while leaders of tightly defined institutions have 
been drawn by the Spirit to discern carefully the empowerment of 
individuals.  
   ‘The Mutual Challenges of Pentecostal Charismatic and Liturgical 
Worship’ by Simon Chan presents and obvious example of the critical 
approach to each other of pentecostal and traditional mainstream 
churches that now show considerable ecumenical convergence in their 
approach to worship. Even the name for this activity can illustrate a 
contrast and a challenge; pentecostal groups generally eschew the term 
liturgy in favour of worship and the term charismatic seems more at 
home in pentecostal than in liturgical environments. At bottom, it is a 
question of the theology of worship. Chan suggests that there are two 
problems that require clarification. ‘First, considerable confusion 
occurs because of a failure between a theological and a ritual studies 
definition of the term liturgy. From the perspective of ritual studies, any 
worship involving regular patterns of actions and words can be called a 
liturgy… But theological and charismatic worship represent two very 
different paradigms of worship. The liturgy is the enactment of the 
Paschal Mystery. It is a kind of dramatic action’ (262). The ‘script’ is 
given. The participants are ‘actors’ not performers and audience. 
Second, understanding worship of the charismatic kind is difficult 
because a discernible theological ‘shift’ is occurring and is noticeable in 
songs of recent vintage. Chan notes the sharp difference in basic 
content in traditional Pentecostal and present-day charismatic 
worship. The former was much more focused on long prayer-meetings 
and confession of sin, spontaneous testimonies of God’s grace and 
intercessory prayer. Today there is no confession of sin and ‘and rarely 
do we find intercessory prayer’ (264). Since in the area of worship the 
progress of the Ecumenical Movement has been very marked for several 
decades, while according to Chan charismatic worship has assumed a 
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rather concert-like character where leaders on the platform are 
performers and motivators and the congregation an audience; there is 
here a serious obstacle to convergence between the theological models 
enshrined in the two patterns of worship. And this is unfortunate 
because the older Pentecostal pattern was more clearly linked with the 
Passion of Christ and its life-giving grace, which is at the heart of 
traditional liturgy. 
   Continuing the soteriological theme, Steven M. Studebaker 
contributes an important article on baptism in the Spirit. He holds that 
‘early Pentecostals articulated their experience of the Holy Spirit in 
theological categories they inherited from their evangelical 
predecessors’ (283). Pentecostalism was theologically ‘captured’ by 
evangelicalism. As articulated by Larry Hart, this presents salvation in 
terms of the Christocentric objective and the pneumatological 
subjective paradigm (295). The obvious truth is that Christ’s work on 
the cross provides redemption, yet at the same time the language and 
theory behind it imply that the Spirit does not contribute to the benefits 
of the redemption but only to their distribution. The consequence for 
the theology of Baptism in the Spirit is that one is saved by Christ at the 
cross and baptised by in the Spirit at Pentecost (297). For Studebaker, 
if Pentecostals bring nothing more than speaking in tongues and 
charismatic experience to the ecumenical table it is a paltry 
contribution. ‘Unless Pentecostals can give theological voice to their 
experience of the Holy Spirit, they have little to offer to the wider 
traditions of Christian theology’ (301). This is because their traditional 
theology is borrowed and thus not specifically Pentecostal and because 
the theological implications of their experience remain unarticulated. 
He refers to the work of Frank Macchia in articulating the doctrine of 
Spirit baptism from the perspective of the Trinity, thus showing its 
implications for ecclesiology and its relevance for ecumenical dialogue. 
   In the brief concluding essay, ‘A Look to the Future’, Tony L. Richie 
returns to the issue of speaking in tongues and what it may bring to the 
ecumenical table. Recalling that Pentecost becomes the renewal of 
broken, fallen humanity by the reversal of the confusion of languages 
at Babel, he asserts that the ‘emphasis is on the Holy Spirit, not on 
speaking in tongues, but the tongues of the Spirit are not without 
significance. Neither are tongues limited to the day of Pentecost’ (360). 
He notes that two overlapping themes stand out from a theological 
correlation of Pentecost and Babel: unity and universality. He goes on 
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to claim: ‘The healing of human division and the initiation of inclusive 
Christianity at a profoundly spiritual level lies at the heart of 
Pentecostal identity!’ Consequently, authentic ecumenism is essential 
to the Pentecostal ethos, though the ecumenical impetus of Pentecost 
has not always been understood in claiming it as a core value of 
Pentecostal faith and service (361). This final essay returns therefore to 
the point made in Robeck’s contribution, that the early leaders were 
convinced of God’s call all to unity, though as the subsequent essays 
have shown, the intervening century has through reflection and 
deepening of the understanding of Pentecostalism come to understand 
that it is a case, not of replacing the other denominations’ share in the 
Spirit but of ecumenical collaboration towards the goal of a united 
Christianity.  
   This collection of seventeen essays by international, but mostly US 
scholars, reflects the views of a generation that has grown up with the 
present-day ecumenical movement, and shares the perspective that 
comes from theological training in the wider academy. This is reflected 
especially in the subtitle: interpretations and intersections. There is 
new skill in interpreting the tradition, Pentecostal and others; the 
intersections urge themselves on committed Christians. These 
contributors show their appreciation of the ecumenical imperative. 
This volume is clearly a very significant one in the Global Pentecostal 
and Charismatic Studies series and one must hope that despite a 
meagre two-page index it will be a resource for ongoing ecumenical 
discussions involving increasing numbers of Pentecostal scholars.  

Fintan Lyons OSB, Glenstal Abbey, Ireland.  
 

Thomas O’Loughlin, Eating Together Becoming One. Taking Up 
Pope Francis’s Call to Theologians (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press,2019) 192 p. 

We come as guests invited/when Jesus bids us dine,/his friends on earth 
united/to share the bread and wine;/We eat and drink, receiving/from 
Christ the grace we need. 
   These words from the modern Communion hymn by Timothy 
Dudley-Smith convey the idyllic image of a group of friends—friends of 
Jesus—gathering round a table and, as they eat the bread and drink the 
wine together, they are somehow nourished by the grace they there 
receive. If only it were that simple! From an early stage, the Christian 
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Church has experienced division and conflict, the two major ruptures 
being the splitting of Eastern Church and Western Church in 1054 and 
the Reformation that split the Western Church in the sixteenth century. 
One of the casualties of this has been the Lord’s Supper, that simple act 
of thanksgiving and fellowship. Each emerging Christian community 
seized the table and sought to defend it against outsiders and to 
safeguard its purity. No one can say that the 30,000 or so 
distinguishable Christian denominations today answer the prayer of 
Christ in John 17. Instead, what we have is a damaged church, 
fragmented in the aftermath of the theological conflicts of the sixteenth 
century. 
   It is into this context that we have this welcome and timely book that 
is cutting-edge thinking by the Catholic scholar, Thomas O’Loughlin, 
professor emeritus of historical theology at the University of 
Nottingham and president of the Catholic Theological Society of Great 
Britain. It merits being read carefully and taken seriously, not just 
within the Roman Catholic Church, to which it is primarily directed, 
but by Protestants as well, who are in danger of being outthought and 
left behind by its author. The book’s genesis is an incident involving a 
Lutheran woman, married to a Roman Catholic, and Pope Francis, and 
centres on a simple image, a table spread with food and drink, one of 
the fundamental images of the Kingdom of God.2 
   The woman, Anke de Bernardini, voiced the painful issue of being 
denied taking Communion along with her husband. The Pope’s answer 
to her complaint is quite extraordinary. He refers to our journey 
between two Lord’s Suppers, the Last Supper instituted by our Lord in 
the earthly Jerusalem and the last Last Supper—the banquet of the 
Kingdom—in the New Jerusalem. He poses this question: ‘Is the sharing 
of the Lord’s Supper the end of a journey or the viaticum to journey 
together? I leave the question to the theologians, to those who 
understand.’ Protestant readers are informed that viaticum is the 
Eucharist as given to a person near or in danger of death, unlikely in 
this particular instance, or, more likely, a supply of provisions for a 
journey.  
   O’Loughlin is a Catholic theologian who takes up the Pope’s 
invitation. O’Loughlin begins by laying a foundation in the first three 

 
2 The story can be read in full at https://zenit.org/articles/pope-s-visit-to-
lutheran-community-in-rome 
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chapters by exploring the grammar of meals. Humans are the only 
animals that cook their meals and are bonded to each other through 
shared meals. This assumes a grammar of welcoming and acceptance. 
‘A welcome to the table is part of traditional hospitality and the refusal 
of hospitality is interpreted as enmity.’ Consequently, it is simply 
contradictory to welcome a brother or sister to the Christians’ shared 
meal and then tell them: ‘You cannot eat or drink with us.’  
   The next couple of chapters are an important transition. People who 
come together in various social groupings and share food become 
thereby members of fictive families. When Christians gather to eat the 
Christian meal they move from being any fictive family to become a 
unique family, the people of God. This transformation is the work of 
the Spirit who unites them in Christ in praise of the Father. Western 
Eucharist theology has been long fascinated with the bread and the 
wine on the table, ‘with change, transformation and movement. How 
does one change the bread and wine? Does it really change? […] Who 
has the power to change it?’ In focusing on these, ‘many theologies of 
the Eucharist […] have either marginalised the Spirit […] or packaged 
the role of the Spirit to a specific role […]’ O’Loughlin makes a very 
important point: the Roman canon never mentioned the Spirit! 
Protestant liturgies are also guilty of this marginalising or repackaging 
of the Spirit. O’Loughlin stresses the need to acknowledge that it is the 
Spirit who transforms those gathered round the table into the Body of 
Christ, ‘something beyond sight and sound […] a real church, part of the 
Church’. He makes the important point: ‘thinking about the Spirit in 
our life in a new way that might repair the gap in our thinking of the 
Eucharist—and then might show us another way to think about 
intercommunion.’ This applies to both Catholic and Protestants 
equally.  
   Before dealing with the thorny issue of transubstantiation, 
O’Loughlin explores the more immediate matter of ‘What constitutes 
the real boundaries of the people who assemble to celebrate the 
Eucharist?’ He answers this by appeal to the familiar story of Peter and 
Cornelius in Acts 10:1-11:18, a key aspect of which is the role of food. In 
this story, Peter’s visionary experience led him to transgress the Torah-
commanded boundary of Israel in an act of welcoming Gentiles and 
table-sharing with them. Peter learnt not to make a distinction between 
clean and unclean animals or, more importantly, between clean or 
unclean people, between Jews and Gentiles. What is important about 
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this story is the level of repetition, first Luke the narrator, then the 
characters in the story and finally the recollection of Peter accepted by 
the elders in Jerusalem. This triple repetition serves to highlight the 
event as an act of divine revelation for the Church, a defining moment, 
a serious game-changer. What the story suggests is that ‘eating together 
at a common table is basic not only to the baptised but to all humans 
who fear God (Acts 10:2) […] moreover, the welcome to outsiders to 
come and share our table is part of the invitation that the disciples of 
the Way offer to all human beings who seek God and act uprightly’. This 
reflects the fundamentals of the Gospel that the Lord is ‘infinitely 
generous […] uniquely affluent” and “the God of infinite welcome’. 
   Is the Lord’s Supper really a missionary invitation to a free-for-all 
meal? Are there no eucharistic boundaries? The history of the Church 
in all its different forms, Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant, has been 
one of fencing tables to keep people out, of exclusion rather than 
inclusion, of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Baptism is a sacrament that is common 
across the churches and binds Christians together. Instead of viewing 
baptism as a single, unrepeatable ritual that initiates one into the 
Christian Church, O’Loughlin advances the view of Aquinas that 
baptism not only unites us to Christ, it also imprints an indelible 
sacramental character such that one baptised is empowered to take part 
in worship and participate in the sacrament of the Eucharist. If this is 
so, then one cannot ‘impose a ban on the person who in virtue of their 
baptism wishes to participate in the liturgy that involves eating’. 
Referring to the earlier incident, the words of Pope Francis are apposite: 
‘Don’t we have the same baptism? And if we have the same baptism, we 
must walk together.’ ‘Baptism is not just the beginning of the journey; 
it is the journey itself.’  
   Issues to do with the Eucharist require the next four chapters, seven 
to ten. The Eucharist has had a more divisive history than baptism. 
O’Loughlin begins with the salutary reminder that ever since the 
Decian Persecution of 250AD until modern times ‘the dominant theme 
[…] has been to set out very clearly the criteria by which Christians 
should be either permanently or temporarily excluded from the table’, 
which meant the fencing of the table, something still practiced not just 
in the Catholic Church but in Protestant Churches as well. Two separate 
influences were at work: one, the aggrandisement and reservation of 
the ‘most blessed sacrament’ to become something to be admired, an 
object of wonder, and two, the unworthiness of those present to come 
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close to the divine presence associated with such an object. People had 
to demonstrate their worthiness in order to participate though only the 
priest was considered holy enough to communicate in both bread and 
wine. This led to the sacrament being postponed to the end of life when 
further sinning was unlikely. This situation was recognised by the 
Council of Nicea in 325 and by the time of Augustine, almost 100 years 
later, the sacrament of the dying was the only time Christians ate the 
eucharistic loaf. The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 sought to rectify 
this situation by requiring each Latin Christian to go to communion 
once a year at Eastertime. Even the prayers of the mass indicate they 
belong to a ‘vision of the Eucharist as a sacral destination, set apart from 
lived experience, rather than one which understands the sacrament as 
an encounter along a journey’. It was this notion of the Eucharist as a 
reward for righteousness that contributed to the splitting of the 
Western Church in the sixteenth century. This sense of unworthiness 
has, unfortunately, also prevailed among the Churches of the 
Reformation. What is needed is a radical shift in sacramental vision to 
seeing the Eucharist in terms of ‘food for a journey’ that involves actual 
eating and drinking—in both kinds—a liturgy that seeks to model the 
other world, one of generosity and love, towards which we journey. 
   What about the real presence of Christ? That subject is covered in the 
chapter entitled ‘Gathered as an Easter People’. Following the reforms 
of Vatican II, the Church sees the liturgy as sharing in the entire paschal 
mystery of the life-giving passion of Christ and his risen glory among us 
as the one and unique priest of the new relationship. ‘It is this constant 
presence of the risen Christ within the Church that is the 
presupposition of the liturgy and the sharing of the loaf and cup of the 
eucharist banquet is one of the ways of encountering the risen Christ 
who is present in all the baptised.’ The corollary of this is that ‘exclusion 
is tantamount to saying that the person excluded stands outside the 
risen Christ’. It is this presence of Christ, already present by his Spirit, 
as alluded to in an earlier chapter, that is significant. We don’t make 
Christ present for he is already fully present among us as he has 
promised. 
   Any discussion of the Eucharist invariably flounders when it comes to 
the word ‘transubstantiation’, which sums up the division between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the Churches of the Reformation. 
Accordingly, to be a Catholic is to believe in a particular set of 
theological propositions—not to believe in this particular theology 
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means then you are outside the church. O’Loughlin asks the pertinent 
question: ‘is it not tantamount to saying that we have the doctrine so 
well elaborated that this theological formulation is virtually equivalent 
to revelation itself?’ On the contrary, ‘We do not gather at the Lord’s 
Table because we are ideologically pure’ but because ‘we have a 
relationship with Jesus the Christ through baptism … and because we 
need to be resourced from the Lord for the daily taking up of our cross 
in following him’. O’Loughlin points out that when the Tridentine 
canon adopted Aquinas’s expression as a label, it spoke of 
transubstantiation as ‘most apt’. However, Aquinas adapted the Latin 
substantia which the philosopher Aristotle himself had used in a variety 
of ways. Does this mean the term is better understood as describing 
rather than defining and is this a loophole to be explored? Whichever, 
the term’s significance has been lost in transmission so that both 
Catholics and non-Catholics came to understand transubstantiation to 
be a Catholic belief. O’Loughlin’s conclusion is that transubstantiation 
is ‘a medieval legacy […] that was apparently codified by Trent’ and is 
‘massively confused, imprecise and ill-adapted to any larger theology of 
the Eucharist’. In other words, it is unsuited to the needs of theological 
thinking in the twenty first century. The certainty of the sixteenth 
century theologians—Catholic and Protestant—and the concept of a 
uniform theology is an illusion: ‘it has never existed, and it cannot exist. 
[…] The uniformity that is assumed in Catholic practice […] is little more 
than a legal fiction to maintain the consistency of Catholic canon law.’ 
   Consequently, it is time to move forward recognising that ‘the liturgy 
is always needing reform and never reformed’ so that it is in reality an 
ongoing ‘work in progress’ always remembering the words of Jean 
Calvin: ‘The Eucharist is to be experienced rather than analysed.’ The 
larger quotation from Calvin is worth including; it reveals the more 
mystical side of the Reformer and hints at caution in our pursuit to 
comprehend the incomprehensible divine mystery: ‘It is a mystery of 
Christ's secret union with the devout which is by nature 
incomprehensible. If anybody should ask me how this communion 
takes place, I am not ashamed to confess that that is a secret too lofty 
for either my mind to comprehend or my words to declare. And to 
speak more plainly, I rather experience than understand it’ (Institutes, 
IV, 17, 32). Hence the significance of the word ‘taste’ in the final 
quotation below. 
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In the final chapter, ‘Non-Catholics at the Table—now or never?’, 
O’Loughlin reminds us that in the Lord’s Prayer we pray that the 
Father’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven. If that is so, and the 
liturgy we perform in the present is an anticipation of the future, then 
that future should also determine the present, so that each Sunday we 
should aim to imitate that heavenly table. That is affirmed in the 
quotation with which O’Loughlin concludes his book: ‘In the earthly 
liturgy we take part in a foretaste of the heavenly liturgy [...] toward 
which we journey as pilgrims’ (Sacrosanctum concilium 8). 

Concluding Comments 
Thomas O’Loughlin is to be congratulated and thanked for a 
thoughtful, passionate and timely call for renewal centering on 
Christian hospitality. That this book is written by a Catholic theologian, 
a professor emeritus of historical theology, is quite remarkable. It voices 
a radical challenge to the Catholic Church and to the Churches of the 
Reformation, who suffer from many of the problems discussed in its 
pages.  
   Both Catholics and Protestants need to move beyond the assumed 
certainties of the sixteenth and seventeenth century theologians and 
their shared neglect of the Holy Spirit and need to explore afresh—
separately and together—the doctrines of baptism, the Eucharist or 
Lord’s Supper, the Holy Spirit and the Body of Christ, how they relate 
to each other and to the Christian’s journey towards the heavenly 
Banquet and what this means in terms of the whole Church of God. 
There is much food for profound thought in these pages. 
   What would facilitate this process would be a study guide to enable 
further reflection and discussion and development of its ideas. 
   The following are commended: 

• baptism confers on believers in Christ the life-long right to engage 
in the Lord’s Supper as members of the Body of Christ. 

• the Lord’s Supper is a meal of welcome and sharing in both kinds, 
nourishing Christians on their journey of following Christ towards 
the heavenly banquet. It should be a ‘space of gracious welcome’ for 
all Christians, reflecting the gracious nature of the God we worship. 
The point that exclusion of baptised believers in Christ is 
contradictory and ‘is a form of bullying and control’ is well made. 
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• the presence of Christ is not limited to the sacramental species nor 
effected by some liturgical action, but Christ is already present by 
his Spirit who indwells his people whenever they gather round his 
table. 

• recognising that ‘all our theologies have got bits of the picture right, 
and all have to some extent got it wrong’, we need to pursue a new 
story, a new vision, that accords better with our Christian experience 
of God through Christ by the Spirit in baptism and the Eucharist on 
our heavenly journey.  

• the particular, critical and divisive matter of ‘transubstantiation’ is 
radically and correctly questioned as a medieval legacy that is no 
longer ‘most apt’. The secular concept can be replaced or reinvented 
to describe the real transformation or change that takes place at the 
Eucharist, when the Spirit transforms those who eat and drink at the 
Lord’s Table into the Body of Christ, who offer themselves in 
thanksgiving to God as living sacrifices and are sent out to serve him 
in the world as the people of God.  

• Catholics and Protestants can agree together with Calvin that 'The 
Eucharist is to be experienced rather than analysed’. That is a good 
place to start. 

Rev Dr Ivan Hull 
 

Tom Greggs, Dogmatic Ecclesiology: volume 1: The Priestly 
Catholicity of the Church (Grand Rapids, Baker Academic, 2019), 560 
pages. 

This is the first of three projected volumes which will explore in 
sequence and in parallel the three ministries of the triplex munus—
prophet, priest and king. The focus of the study is on the Church in the 
context of the divine economy. The author, a British Methodist, is the 
holder of the Marischal Chair of Divinity at Aberdeen University, and 
currently serves on the World Council of Churches Faith and Order 
Commission. 
From the beginning the author notes that often Protestant 
ecclesiologies have borrowed from Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
Churches and their theologies. This trilogy, according to Professor 
Greggs, attempts to stay true to the variegated insights of the Reformed 
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Churches. He emphasises that the triplex munus of Christ is related to 
the four marks of the Church in the Nicene Creed—One, Holy, Catholic 
and Apostolic. He provides a convincing exposition of the Church as 
creatura Spiritus. Indeed, throughout this work the constant and 
consistent framework is that of the Church as an event of God’s Word 
and Spirit, an emphasis of the reformed traditions. The book contains 
fourteen densely argued chapters, each prefaced with an abstract. The 
subjects of the chapters will also be paralleled in the projected second 
and third volumes. To give a view of the scope the chapter headings are 
of:  the work the Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life; the High priesthood 
of Christ; Participative Ontology and the Church’s Internal priesthood; 
Church’s Life for the World; Baptism; Holy Communion; the 
Communion of Saints; Intercessory Prayer; Thanksgiving and Grace; 
Priestly Polity; Sanctification; Love; Priestly Catholicity; and The 
Church as One. The introductory seven-page outline offers a guide on 
‘How to Read this Book’, and that is followed by a further thirty-four 
pages on a ‘Brief Prospective Theological Prolegomenon to 
Ecclesiology: An Account for the Act of God Which Takes Place in 
Creaturely History’. 
   As this work is complex and comprehensive, readers of this journal 
would expect this review to focus on its ecumenical contribution and 
significance and the questions it poses to ecumenical work. 
   The work stands within the Holiness traditions of the Reformation, 
and concentrates on the insights of Huldrych Zwingli. In bilateral and 
multilateral ecumenical dialogues, the Reformed tradition has tended 
to substantially draw on the insights and influence of John Calvin and 
the Genevan Reformation. This volume therefore presents a different 
perspective. It challenges the Genevan tradition on the understanding 
of ‘sacrament’ and ministry. However, in offering such a perspective, 
this study does not engage in dialogue with or draw on the Confessions 
of Faith of the Reformation and subsequent period, which have shaped 
the Reformed tradition. 
   For a work centred on an analysis of the threefold ministry of Christ, 
it is curious that no mention is made of the influential works of Oscar 
Cullmann, Yves Conger, or J. K. Elliott, the first two of whom 
undoubtedly were influential in the way in which the Second Vatican 
Council emphasised the triplex munus in the Dogmatic Constitution 
Dei Verbum. Indeed, throughout this work, which strives to make an 
ecumenical statement, there is no engagement with the ecumenical 
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literature and agreements reached in multilateral and bilateral 
dialogues in which the Reformed tradition has engaged. 
   The author emphasises the ecumenical significance of this study as 
challenging the tendency in ecumenical conversations to focus on 
questions of polity and ministry rather than on the nature and purpose 
of the Church (see p. xxiii note 6). This study therefore seeks to be a 
corrective to an implicit tendency within the ecumenical movement to 
focus primarily on the divisive questions of ministry and polity. While 
this has certainly been a perception of Churches in the Reformed 
tradition, as it is clear from some of the responses to the Faith and 
Order Lima agreement—Baptism, Eucharist Ministry (BEM)—, it would 
have been helpful to note that the subsequent Faith and Order study 
The Nature and Purpose of the Church emerged because of an 
assumption that for the unity of the Church to be achieved what needed 
to be addressed were questions of ministry and authority .This Faith 
and Order document strove to provide as a framework for agreement 
an ecclesiology based on the Church as the event of God’s action, and 
then, within that framework, to address issues of ministry and 
authority. Professor Greggs is thus helpful in emphasising the 
imperative of approaching ecclesiology from this vantage point, as did 
Karl Barth on whose works the author draws frequently. 
   Perhaps some attention to the literature of the ecumenical movement 
would have led to a discussion of the filioque clause in the Nicene Creed. 
This had been the subject of Faith and Order work and agreement in 
the 1980s. In his explicit exploration of the filioque in the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed, Greggs makes no mention of this significant 
ecumenical study and agreement. Such attention to the literature of the 
ecumenical might also have suggested a discussion with the writings of 
Veli-Matti Karkainen and a Finnish Lutheran contribution to 
pneumatology as a basis for ecclesiology among others. 
   This comprehensive dogmatic study, which is also an important 
contribution to ecumenical discussions on ecclesiology, reminds us of 
the theological foundation of and for ecclesiology. It situates the 
Church in the economy of the Holy Trinity, and continually emphasises 
that the Church does not exist for itself but for the praise of God and 
the service of others. The contribution to ecumenical discussion would 
be more helpful had it drawn on the ecumenical agreements and on the 
insights of the Second Vatican Council where theologians of the 
Reformed tradition, present as Observers, played an important part, 
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particularly in discussions on the nature of the Church. Perhaps 
Professor Greggs will do this in the subsequent volumes. 

Rev. D. Alan D. Falconer, 
former Director WCC Faith and Order Commission (1995-2004). 

 

Robert McKim, ed., Laudato Si’ and the Environment (Routledge, 
2020), 254 p. 

If knowledge is power we really need to know what the Churches are 
saying about the environmental crisis that the world is now so 
obviously facing, and this series of essays is an important contribution 
to that debate. We were approached to review this volume partly 
because ‘time is short and the water rises’ and already Laudato Si’ (LS) 
is beginning to fade into the background for many people. Our 
attention span is short and easily diverted by other issues such as Brexit 
and Covid-19 and so on, but this volume of essays is worth reading if 
only for the diversity of views and topics it covers, and the critical stance 
the authors largely adopt. There are twelve contributors from a range 
of religious and non-religious backgrounds, including a Muslim and at 
least two agnostics, and all experts in their various fields—though 
heavily weighted to a white male Western response. This makes for an 
interesting and challenging read, not least for a reviewer with an 
eclectic range of interests and expertise in none. 
   The philosopher of religion Robert McKim leads us in with a summary 
of the articles to follow and a range of suggestions on how Churches 
and Religions can and should be responding to the environmental 
crisis, both at the local and the ‘macro’ level. This can come across as 
an ‘ideasfest’ at times, more hortatory than helpful, but he redeems 
himself in his concluding article, ‘Opposing the Technocratic Paradigm’ 
where he seems more at home. The introduction forms the first part of 
the book followed by three further parts entitled: Implementation; 
Scriptural, Theological and Philosophical Aspects; and Central 
Concepts. 
   Implementation covers a wide range of topics, namely: private 
property; an indigenous perspective; the cry of the poor; population; 
the treatment of animals and a questioning of whether the encyclical 
goes far enough, particularly with regard to climate change. 
   In the first essay, Eric T. Freyfogle explores issues of ownership which 
perhaps sets the scene for the Pope’s underlying concern throughout 
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the encyclical, and throughout his papacy, which, in this reviewer’s 
opinion, is how to effect regime change from the ground up! It’s the 
economy, stupid! as Bill Clinton once said. No one has absolute 
ownership of the earth but how to legislate for land use at the local level 
which also meets global needs (and vice versa) is distinctly problematic, 
and especially in a land such as the USA where every man’s ranch is his 
castle.  
   Dr Zainal Abidin Bagir gives us a lucid insight into how indigenous 
people are marginalised from a religious perspective, citing an 
Indonesian example, and how LS can help to address this. There is a 
‘dialectic imbalance’ here in which ‘ecological conversion’ demands not 
only a recognition of an indigenous community’s cultural worth in 
preserving habitat but the value too of its religious beliefs, animistic or 
otherwise. 
   Professor Darrel Moellendorf’s focus on ‘the cry of the earth and the 
cry of the poor’ is critical of any simplistic equation of one with the 
other: human development necessarily entails natural loss and it 
becomes then a matter of trading-off differing sets of values rather than 
a blanket condemnation of any development which has an 
environmental cost. LS needs nuancing in this respect. 
   The economist Herman Daly touches on the sensitive issue of 
population control and questions any limitation of economic growth 
which fails to factor this in. So he praises Pope Francis for his attack on 
‘growthism’, the belief that considers earth as an unlimited resource, 
but echoes Moellendorff’s insistence that this then demands an ethical 
trade-off between more humans and more sparrows. 
   Professor David Clough explores something of this ethical tension in 
our treatment of animals, especially those we use for food. As 
elsewhere, this raises the thorny issue of what ‘dominion’ means in the 
first Genesis account of creation. Does ‘pro-life’ not involve non-human 
creation too? 
   Finally, in this section, we have a robust critique of the encyclical from 
the journalist Paddy Woodworth. As with several other contributors, he 
finds the encyclical too anthropocentric and evasive in terms of 
addressing issues of over-population. He is keen for the Pope to exercise 
more authority in implementing grass-root change! He cites the 
Columban Missionary Fr. Sean McDonagh’s long engagement with 
environmental issues in this respect, calling for both a greater use of 
synodality and a ‘greener’ liturgy. 
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   Part three, entitled: ‘Scriptural, theological and philosophical aspects’ 
begins with an essay by the Scripture scholar Margaret Daly-Denton on 
‘LS and the reinterpretation of Scriptures in the light of the ecological 
crisis’. She calls for a recovery and re-imagining of eco-friendly texts 
with present experience in view. She finds precedents for this in LS but 
is critical of the encyclical’s use of the creation texts in Genesis. Her 
hope is for a more ‘earth-conscious’ and a less anthropocentric reading 
of such texts. 
   The Professor of Religious Studies, Cristina L.H. Traina examines 
‘Sources of Authority in LS’. She notes with approval the Pope’s citing 
of material from the episcopal conferences of poorer countries but 
regrets that many other voices go unheard. She compares the use of 
Scripture in LS with Pope John Paul’s use in the encyclical Evangelium 
vitae and although LS uses Scripture in a less prescriptive way ‘both 
shirk important critical perspectives like feminist, anti-racist and de-
colonial approaches to exegesis.’ Indeed, the lack of women cited in LS 
is telling. 
   The Professor of Regional Science, Kieran P. Donaghy concludes this 
section with a difficult chapter which begins badly, with some obvious 
repetition of passages, before settling down to a listing of the essential 
features of Pope Francis’ argument, with a view to seeing whether these 
can be also, or perhaps just as well, arrived at through an entirely non-
religious standpoint. He uses Onora O’Neill’s cosmopolitan 
constructivist approach to conclude that, yes it can. 
   The Director of the LS Research Institute, Celia Deane-Drummond, 
leads us into the concluding part of the book with an exploration of how 
the encyclical understands humanity in the light of its essential 
interconnectedness with the rest of creation. Once again, the 
importance of indigenous experience comes to the fore. She is acutely 
conscious that while a Catholic Christian stance needs to acknowledge 
humanity’s debt to the rest of creation it needs also to avoid a 
pantheistic or animistic understanding. LS calls for new thinking in this 
area but is still weighted towards a largely anthropocentric view which 
treats indigenous culture in an overly-romantic fashion. 
   Gretel Van Wieren, Associate Professor of Religious Studies and 
Environmental Philosophy and Ethics, examines the balance of theory 
and practice in LS and finds it well grounded in people’s lived 
experience. She writes approvingly of the Pope’s focus on Agriculture 
in particular and his stress on smaller and more local initiatives, but 
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more needs to be said on the ethics and spiritual dimension of food 
production. 
   Robert McKim concludes this final section, and the book, with some 
thoughts on ‘Opposing the “technocratic paradigm” and “appreciating 
the small things”’. He makes the important point that Pope Francis is 
not opposing technology as such. It has its uses, but demands a 
responsible ethic, that is, a respect for the dignity of both human and 
non-human creation. The issue is one of appropriate use of the world’s 
resources as opposed to one without limit. But how do we decide this? 
The writings of Cardinal Romano Guardini have been an important 
influence on Pope Francis in this respect, pointing to the need to take 
other values into account such as beauty and respect for the local 
culture. This raises a whole series of complex issues which Robert 
McKim is adept at highlighting but which the Pope, perhaps wisely, has 
refrained from bringing to a concluding synthesis. 
   So, this volume is well worth reading if only to highlight that there’s 
much that remains to be done, not least in the ecumenical field. Pope 
Francis acknowledges his debt to Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew 
(LS, 7-9) but there is a wide range of initiatives by other Christian 
Churches, and other faiths, which also need to be acknowledged. They 
also are struggling to publicise their efforts within their own 
denominations and to put these into effect at a local scale. Synodality 
is a step in the right direction but the principle of ecumenical 
receptivity in this area has hardly begun. We need to go ‘at the speed of 
trust’, as Kara Moses so beautifully puts it in a recent article in 
Resurgence & Ecologist, but ‘time is short and the water rises’. 

John Mayhead OSB, Turvey Monastery. 
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